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1 Introduction
“Mencius” is the westernized name of Mengzi (孟子), a central figure in Chinese Philosophy. From the text of the Mencius, we learn how he defended and developed Confucius’s (Kongzi 孔子) philosophy against the challenges posed by others such as Mozi (popularly associated with the doctrine of “universal love”) and Yang Zhu (associated with a policy of egoism). Mencius is popularly associated with the example of the child on the verge of falling into a well, cited in support of the “heart of compassion” in his theory of the “four sprouts” of the dispositional goodness of human nature (Lau, Mencius 2003: 2A6). His debate with Gaozi, who argued for the neutrality of human nature (Lau 2003: 6A1-6A5), is also well-known. In the social and political context, Mencius has been celebrated for statements (sometimes censored by the rulers of imperial China) such as, “The people are of supreme importance; the altars to the gods of earth and grain come next; last comes the ruler,” and “If the prince made serious mistakes, they (i.e., the ministers) would remonstrate with him, but if repeated remonstrations fell on deaf ears, they would depose him” (Lau 2003: 7B14, 5B9. See also 1B8, 7A31, 7B14).1
Another major Confucian who came after Mencius, Xunzi, disagreed with him about the issue of human nature, arguing that it is bad. During the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), Xunzi was better regarded than Mencius, and the latter was considered to be just one among other thinkers of the Pre-Qin period (pre-221 BCE). But later in the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE), Mencius’s status was elevated by the influential essayist Han Yu (768–824), who regarded him as transmitting the thought of Confucius. In the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE), Mencius’s position was further enhanced by Neo-Confucians such as Cheng Hao (1032–1082) and Cheng Yi (1033–1107), often referred to as the “Cheng brothers.” Later too in the Song dynasty, Zhu Xi (1130–1200) incorporated the Mencius into the Four Books (the others being “The Analects,” “The Great Learning,” and “The Doctrine of the Mean”). Especially through the influence of Zhu Xi, Mencius came to represent orthodox Confucianism. This orthodox position was well entrenched up to the Qing dynasty and into the early years of the twentieth century. Although others such as Wang Yangming (Ming dynasty 1368–1644) disputed Zhu Xi’s reading of his thought, they did not question Mencius’s supreme position. Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming represent two different strands of Neo-Confucianism. The former is known as the school of pattern/principle (li xue 理學) and the latter as the school of the heart-mind (xin xue 心學).
Mencius saw it as his duty to both transmit and defend the Confucian faith. This included shouldering the mission of teaching and persuading the feudal lords of the chaotic Warring States period to rule by the qualities of personal virtue, and forcefully arguing against (what he considered as) “heresies” (Lau 2003: 3B9). If you visit a Confucius temple today, you will find a tablet bearing the name of Mengzi on one side of Confucius in the main hall, canonizing him as “the second sage.” The names of other Confucian luminaries, too, would be displayed elsewhere in the temple. The name of Xunzi, on the other hand, is nowhere to be found—he can be said to have been “banished” from the Confucian temple. This indicates that the views of Mencius have been extremely influential and, as mentioned earlier, he had come to be regarded as representing the orthodox Confucian position. In the “Introduction” to his translation of the Mencius, D.C. Lau notes that he “is without doubt second only to Confucius in importance in the Confucian tradition, a fact officially recognized in China for over a thousand years.” Lau adds that “It is not an exaggeration to say that what is called Confucianism in subsequent times contains as much of the thought of Mencius as of Confucius’s” (Lau 2003: ix). From the Song dynasty onwards, the Four Books came to be “read and memorized by every schoolboy in his first years at school” (Lau 2003: x). In other words, they came to form the core of a basic Confucian education. During the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) they formed basic texts for the civil service examinations. This continued until the early years of the twentieth century.
Even today, older generations of Chinese (and to a lesser extent the younger generation) can readily recall or recite passages from the Mencius and the Analects. It is also not uncommon for the words of Mencius to be cited in the social and political context. For instance, during the Covid-19 pandemic, a legislator in Taiwan criticized the government for its seemingly callous attitude toward the people, citing Mencius: “Treat the aged of your own family in a manner befitting their venerable age and extend this treatment to the aged of other families; treat your own young in a manner befitting their tender age and extend this to the young of other families…” (Lau 2003: 1A7).2 And, less than 2 weeks later, the words of Mencius was again recalled by a Taipei city councillor: “Now when food meant for human beings is so plentiful as to be thrown to dogs and pigs, you fail to realize it is time for collection, and when men drop dead from starvation by the wayside, you fail to realize it is time for distribution. When people die, you simply say, ‘It is none of my doing. It is the fault of the harvest.’ In what way is that different from killing a man by running him through, while saying all the time, ‘It is none of my doing. It is the fault of the weapon.’ Stop putting the blame on the harvest and the people of the whole Empire will come to you” (Lau 2003: 1A3).3
In the mid-twentieth century, new and influential readings of the Mencius were developed by Mou Zongsan, Tang Junyi and Xu Fuguan, who sought to revitalize Confucianism.4 Mou Zongsan, for instance, read the philosophy of Mencius through the lens of Immanuel Kant (see the chapter by Ming-huei Lee). They also brought certain democratic ideals into their readings (see the chapter by Larry Lai). The writings of these philosophers and their followers have been characterized as “New Confucianism” (xin rujia 新儒家). And from the later part of the twentieth century until the present—as can be seen from some of the chapters in the present volume—Western philosophers (or more exactly, philosophers with a background in the Western tradition) have been drawn to read the text anew through various philosophical methods, both for understanding Mencius’s ideas, and for insights regarding moral psychology and moral development, social and political thought, ethical theory, and even feminism. All these chapters together provide a wide spectrum of views about the various aspects of Mencius’s philosophy. Before describing the scope of the various sections and providing synopses of the individual chapters, we shall first say something about the life of Mencius and relatedly, discuss some issues about the authorship of the Mencius.

2 A Biography of Mencius
In the Shiji (史記, completed sometime in the later part of the first century BCE), the Han dynasty historian Sima Qian provides a brief biography of Mencius, referring to his ordinary name of Meng Ke (孟軻):Meng Ke (孟軻) was a man of Zou. He studied under a disciple of Zisi (子思, grandson of Confucius). Having mastered the dao, he went to serve at the court of King Xuan of (the state of) Qi. King Xuan, however, had no use for him. He then went to Liang. King Hui of Liang did not act on his words of advice, regarding them as far from practical. At that time, Qin employed Lord Shang, who enhanced the state’s wealth and strengthened its military. The states of Chu and Wei employed Wuqi to conquer and weaken their enemies. Kings Wei and Xuan of Qi employed people like Sunzi and Tianji and as a result the feudal lords turned eastwards to pay homage to Qi. While the whole world was concerned with forming vertical and horizontal alliances, giving priority to military matters, Meng Ke advocated instead the moral virtue of (the legendary emperors) Tang and Yu, and of the Three Dynasties (Xia, Shang, Zhou). For this reason, his views did not fit in wherever he went. He retreated, and with students such as Wan Zhang (萬章), expounded the Shijing (詩經) and Shangshu (尚書), taught the ideas of Confucius, and wrote the Mengzi in seven books.5

We shall comment on some details of this biography shortly. Scholars have provided somewhat different dates for the life of Mencius. Qian Mu, for instance, gives the dates 390–305 BCE (Qian 1935: 187–188) while Yang Bojun has it as 385–304 BCE (Yang 1987: 1). The latter also notes that Mencius was born about a hundred years after the death of Confucius. The historical period of Confucius’s time, in the Zhou dynasty, is known as the “Spring and Autumn” (春秋 Chunqiu) period. During this period, the central power and authority of the Zhou emperors was slowly waning. The Analects (論語 Lunyu), for instance, records instances of disrespect for the Zhou emperor of the time by some kings (or more exactly, feudal lords) of the feudal states. For instance, they had arrogated to themselves certain rites that were the prerogative of the Zhou emperor (Lau 1992, Analects 3.1, 3.2). By the time of Mencius, in a period known as the “Warring States” (戰國 Zhanguo) the authority of the Zhou emperor was largely ignored. As this period’s name suggests, internecine wars were fought between the feudal states until finally, the state of Qin was victorious, resulting in the formation of the Qin dynasty in 221 BCE.
From the above biography, we see a parallel with Confucius’s itinerant career. Mencius traveled from state to state, offering advice to rulers that mostly went unheeded, and finally retired to teach. As mentioned earlier, an important part of this teaching included defending and developing Confucius’s ideas against other schools of thought. Given the power struggles of the time, it is unsurprising that Mencius’s advice of virtuous governance was largely ignored. As Sima Qian says, the rulers regarded Mencius’s advice as both useless and impractical. They preferred, instead, the advice of military strategists (such as Wuqi, Sunzi, Tianji). He also mentions that the state of Qin employed Lord Shang (商鞅 Shang Yang)— a “Legalist” (法家 fajia) who instituted standards, laws and a harsh penal code—who helped to strengthen Qin both economically and militarily, ultimately leading to its prevailing over all the other states.6 Here, it is worth noting the contrasting attitude of Mencius’s. He said:
…Confucius rejected those who enriched rulers not given to the practice of benevolent government. How much more would he reject those who do their best to wage war on their behalf. In wars…the dead fill the plains…the cities. This is known as showing the land the way to devour human flesh. Death is too light a punishment for such men. Hence those skilled in war should suffer the most severe punishment; those who secure alliances with other feudal lords come next….(Lau 2003: 4A14)

These harsh remarks have led D.C. Lau to think that “No doubt Mencius had such reformers as Wu Ch’i (Wuqi) and Lord Shang…in mind…” (Lau 2003: xxxiv).
Two other details in the biography need some discussion. The first concerns how Mencius was related to Zisi. The second concerns the authorship of the text. We shall discuss the issue of Mencius’s relationship to Zisi in the remainder of this section and deal with the question of authorship in the next. Sima Qian says that Mencius studied under a disciple of Zisi (子思), grandson of Confucius. But according to Zhao Qi (趙岐 d. 201 CE), the Han dynasty compiler of and commentator on the Mencius, Zisi himself was Mencius’s teacher. Recent scholars, however, have doubted this. Yang Bojun, for instance, argues that there was a period of over 10 years between Zisi’s death and the birth of Mencius. He also cites the latter’s statement that “I have not had the good fortune to be a disciple of Confucius. I have learned indirectly from him through others.” (Yang 1987: 1, Lau 2003: 4B22). Mencius did not say who these “others” were. This is an indication that they did not have any status or were not held in high regard and, as such, may not have been directly related to Confucius. Yang accepts Sima Qian’s statement that Mencius “studied under a disciple of Zisi’s” (Yang 1987: 2).
There is no doubt, however, that Mencius was inspired by Zisi, even if not directly taught by him. Mencius cites two incidents concerning Zisi and a ruler, Duke Miu (繆公, “Duke Mu” in Lau’s translation). In the first incident, Duke Miu sent a messenger bearing gifts of meat to Zisi. The latter was displeased that he was expected to bow somewhat obsequiously and “ejected the messenger from the front door.” Mencius comments: “In Zisi’s view, to make him bob up and down rendering thanks for the gifts of meat…was hardly the right way to take care of a noble person” (Lau 2003: 5B6, changing “gentleman” to “noble person”). In the second incident, Duke Miu asked Zisi, “How did kings of states with a thousand chariots in antiquity make friends with noble persons?” Zisi replied, “What the ancients talked about was serving them, not making friends with them.” Mencius explains: “The reason for Zisi’s displeasure was surely this. ‘In point of position, you are the prince and I am your subject. How dare I be friends with you? In point of virtue, it is you who ought to serve me. How can you presume to be friends with me?’” Benjamin Schwartz has astutely connected Zisi’s moral character as depicted here with Mencius’s own: “One of Zisi’s dominant characteristics as depicted in the literature was a fierce sense of his own autonomy and dignity as a teacher and advisor of rulers. It was a trait very much emulated by Mencius, and in both men it derives from their profound faith in the moral mission of noble men” (Schwartz 1985: 256–257).

3 Authorship of the Mencius
The second detail to be discussed is Sima Qian’s final remark, “He retreated, and with students such as Wan Zhang, expounded the Shijing and Shangshu, taught the ideas of Confucius, and wrote the Mengzi in seven books (qi pian 七篇).” First, to dispel a possible confusion among those unfamiliar with the Mengzi or Mencius, note that the extant text is organized according to “seven books.”7 Each of the seven consists of two parts. In Chinese, these are referred to as shang (上) and xia (下). In the English translations, these are denoted as Part A and Part B. Sima Qian’s statement is somewhat ambiguous. Did Mencius write the whole text himself? Or should we take him to mean that the text was written in conjunction with his students? On reflection, further questions arise: Could Mencius have written the whole text, given that he was already quite old when he retired? If it was written in conjunction with his students, was it completed during his lifetime? Is it not possible that it was the students, and perhaps even their own students, who continued writing and completed the project after his death?
In the “Introduction” to his translation of the text, however, D.C. Lau does not seem to take the fact of Mencius’s old age to necessarily indicate that it was written collaboratively. According to Lau: “Twice King Hui used the word sou (叟, respectful term of address for an elderly man) in talking to Mencius. If we bear in mind that the king was about seventy, it is unlikely that Mencius was much younger…the Mencius covers the last years of Mencius’s life. This would mean that the views expressed in the work are his mature views and represent the fruits of a lifetime spent in reflection and teaching. It would also account for the consistency of the work and authority with which Mencius speaks and, perhaps, for the superb literary skill with which he expresses his ideas” (Lau 2003: xii). Although Lau does not say so explicitly, these remarks indicate a belief that Mencius was, himself, responsible for the text. Instead of age being an obstacle to his writing, it is said to account for the work’s mature views, consistency, authoritative voice, and “superb literary skill.” Elsewhere, though, in an appendix entitled “The Text of the Mencius,” Lau is more circumspect and does not rule out the hypothesis, for instance, “that the Mencius was compiled from notes taken by his disciples” (Lau 2003: 348, Appendix 3). Nevertheless, he thinks that this would not detract from its authoritativeness, arguing that the disciples would have taken great care in preserving the words of their Master. As such, the question of whether Mencius was the author “becomes one of little significance. While Mencius may not have composed the work, the words contained in it are his very words, or as near to being his very words as to make little difference, and carry with them the same authority as if he had written them himself” (Lau 2003: 348).
Yang Bojun, too, notes that when Mencius retreated, he was already quite old, at least in his seventies. He mentions various possibilities concerning the composition of the text, the three most prominent being (see Yang 1987: 4–7):	1.
Mencius was the author. This was the view of Zhao Qi (as mentioned earlier, the Han dynasty compiler of and commentator on the Mengzi). In the Song dynasty, Zhu Xi also took this view, on the basis of its consistent style. (Lau seems to have followed Zhu Xi here). It is also significant that there is no description of Mencius’s appearance in the text, as contrasted with the Analects, for instance. In the latter, Confucius’s disciples described the Master’s appearance and demeanor on certain occasions. (There is no dispute about the fact that it was the disciples who recorded Confucius’s words and wrote the Analects). This absence of any description of his appearance and demeanor is an indication that Mencius himself was the author—he would not, and could not have, described his own appearance or demeanor.

 

	2.
The text was written after the death of Mencius by disciples. In the Tang dynasty (608–907 CE) Han Yu (韓愈) took this view, although he hardly offered any evidence. Others in the Song dynasty defended this view by arguing, for instance, that the feudal lords mentioned in the Mencius are referred to in terms of their posthumous titles.8 If Mencius was the author, it is unlikely that they would have all died at the time that he wrote and he would not have used this mode of reference in the record of their conversations or interaction. Furthermore, the names of some disciples have the honorific zi 子 (for instance, 公都子 Gongduzi). If Mencius was the author, he would not have referred to a disciple in this way. (For Gongduzi, see Mencius 2B5, 3B9, 4B30, 6A5, 6A6, 6A15, 7A43).

 

	3.
Sima Qian’s view, already mentioned above: “He retreated, and with students such as Wan Zhang, expounded the Shijing and Shangshu, taught the views of Confucius, and wrote the Mengzi in seven books.” Yang reads this as follows: Mencius was the main author, with the participation of students such as Wan Zhang. Furthermore, the text was completed when Mencius was still alive. (For Wan Zhang, see Mencius 3B5, 5A1-3, 5–9; 5B3-4, 6–8; 7B37).

 



Yang Bojun thinks that this third view is the most plausible and that it is not incompatible with Zhu Xi’s, the first view mentioned above. Although Zhu Xi thinks that Mencius was the author, he does not seem to have denied the participation of disciples in the process. Zhu Xi was impressed with the consistent style of the text throughout. This may mean that although he was assisted, it was Mencius who was ultimately responsible for the final text. As for the use of posthumous titles (see the second view above), it is probably the result of editing by disciples after the death of Mencius (Yang 1987: 7).
Apart from the Mencius and Sima Qian’s biography, there are two other Han dynasty texts that provide stories of the educational influence of Mencius’s mother. These are the Hanshi Waizhuan (韓詩外傳), and the Lienü Zhuan (烈女傳). Although the stories are of unknown provenance, they have been transmitted through the generations as educational folklore.9 For instance, on one occasion, the young Mencius was insufficiently attentive and lost the thread of his lessons. His mother cut the fabric of what she had just woven as a forceful analogical point and Mencius never again forgot his lessons. Another story tells how Mencius’s mother was worried that their neighborhood was unconducive to his educational development and therefore relocated a few times. In a third story, the adult Mencius complained of his wife’s sitting inappropriately in the bedroom.10 His mother, however, said it was his fault for not announcing himself and catching his wife unawares. These stories are supplemented with citations of passages from the classics, such as the Shijing, the Book of Rites, and the Changes (易經 Yijing). It is interesting to note that there seems to be no mention of Mencius’s father. The story about relocating is compatible with passages in the Mencius that stress how bad behavior is a result of certain environmental conditions. In her contribution to this volume, Ann Pang-White writes on feminist features of Mencius’s philosophy, with reference to some of these stories.

4 Section Topics and Chapter Summaries
The chapters in this volume have been organized according to the topics of different sections even though occasionally, there may be some overlap. And although there is a chapter on the Korean philosopher Jeong Dasan (see the chapter by P.J. Ivanhoe) and another on the reception of Mencius in Japan (see the chapter by John Tucker), we have not devoted a section to Mencius in the greater East Asian context. Instead, these chapters have been placed topically in the respective sections of “Mencius and Neo-Confucianism,” and “Social and Political Thought.” There is a vast literature elsewhere on Mencius in the East Asian context (especially Korea and Japan), but this is not the focus of the present volume. I shall first describe the general topic of each section followed by a summary of the individual chapters.
4.1 Section I: Mencius in the Classical Context (Pre-Qin to the Han Period)
The chapters in this section discuss the thought of Mencius in the classical period of the Pre-Qin to the Han. These concern how Mencius developed Confucius’s philosophy, where he stood as against other thinkers, his theory of human nature, how his position on this differed from Xunzi’s, and how his ideas were received in the Han dynasty. At the same time, some of the chapters caution against taking certain standard narratives of the Mencius for granted. They also highlight how, in different times, hermeneutical readings of the text have differed.
In Chap. 2, “Unravelling the Connections Between the Mozi and the Mencius,” Carine Defoort questions the basis of the “standard narrative,” that the Mencius strongly criticized the doctrines of universal love, frugality, and profit promoted by the Mozi. Apart from considerations of historical and textual scholarship, Defoort is concerned, too, with how Mencius and the Mohists have been characterized as having well-formed philosophical arguments against one another. She thinks that the accusations in the Mencius are more hyperbolic in nature, and what jianai (兼愛, one reading is “universal love”) means, for instance, is not exactly spelled out. Did Mozi actually expect everyone (according to Mencius) to love impartially without distinction between kin and non-kin? How could this have led to a situation of no respect for one’s father, loss of humanity, decline into bestiality and cannibalism (as Mencius claimed)? No extant early source before the end of the Western Han dynasty either repeated or repudiated this portrayal. The term jianai was not treated as totally negative nor as exclusively Mohist in other early sources. Perhaps it had different contextual meanings and was understood differently by various agents? Whether one agrees with Defoort’s view of the “standard narrative,” her call for “hermeneutics of informed ignorance” is very much a part of the time-honored skeptical philosophical tradition that can lead to fresh perspectives. (For discussion of the relation between Mencius and Mozi from another perspective, see the chapter by Leheng Liu in the section on “Social and Political Thought”).
Chapter 3, “Mencius in the Han Dynasty,” by Paul R. Goldin, complements Defoort’s caution about standard narratives. Goldin notes that much modern discussions are the result of Neo-Confucian influence. Some passages taken to be central to the Mencius were either ignored or not given prominence during the Han dynasty. The idea of the inherently good impulses of human nature was not considered as fundamental to Mencius’s philosophy in Han times as it has been since the rise of Neo-Confucian discourse. Goldin notes that that no Han text ever cites a passage that many people quintessentially associate with the Mencius, namely, the parable of the infant about to fall into a well. Similarly, Han texts make no mention of the “Four Beginnings” (si duan 四端 or four sprouts) of human nature.
In Chap. 4, “The Mencius in the Context of Recently Excavated Texts,” Franklin Perkins shows how some views of the Mencius may be questioned through the information gathered from recently excavated texts. It has generally been supposed that some of Mencius’s philosophical claims arose primarily from opposition to people like Mozi and Yang Zhu. The recently excavated texts suggest, instead, that they were developed more in response to prior Ru (Confucian school) debates. These texts help deepen understanding of Mencius’s claim, for instance, that our natural dispositions (xing 性) are good. The Xing zi ming chu 性自命出 (Dispositions come out from what is Allotted, XZMC in short) shows that xing, natural dispositions, was used as a philosophical concept by the Ru school, making it unlikely that Mencius would have borrowed the term from Yang Zhu. While the identity of Gaozi has long been a matter of dispute, the views he advocates appear in several recently excavated Confucian texts and is implied in the XZMC’s claim that some aspects of our dispositions need to be nurtured and supported while others need to be honed and restrained. In that context, it seems likely that Mencius is claiming that the affects that ground rightness and ritual are natural instead of being internalized through practice. Thus, the virtues develop in continuity with xing. This view elevates methods of nurturing and growing, instead of honing and restraining. The Wuxing (Five Actions) text found at Guodian shows a precedence for Mengzi’s claim that all of the virtues originate internally, and the commentary on that text found at Mawangdui sheds light on the role of vital energy (qi 氣) in Mengzi’s description of his flood-like vital energy.
In Chap. 5, “Mengzi’s Theory of Human Nature and Its Role in the Confucian Tradition,” Bo Xu shows how Mengzi’s theory of the basic goodness of human nature has gained a prominent role in the Confucian tradition, going beyond even Confucius’s statements about human nature in the Analects. At the same time, however, there are certain ambiguities in Mengzi’s theory that have allowed it to be developed in different ways and given different emphases in the tradition. This can be attributed to how certain metaphors, for instance, the water metaphor, has been made use of.
Xunzi, who came after Mencius, argued against the latter that “human nature (xing) is bad.” In Chap. 6, “Two Visions of Confucianism: Mencius and Xunzi,” Siufu Tang argues that the real difference between them regards the natural foundation of ethical cultivation. Mencius firmly believes that human beings have ethical qualities by nature. Xunzi denies this, emphasizing that natural talents and capabilities by themselves do not help a person become a gentleman (junzi 君子). Our natural qualities, particularly natural feelings and desires, are chaotic by nature and lead to bad behavior. It is in this sense that Xunzi claims xing is bad. Tang concludes that “the disagreement between Mencius and Xunzi might be described as the difference between someone (i.e., Mencius) who provides a justification of Confucian ethics within the Confucian outlook and someone who attempts a justification of Confucianism independent of the Confucian outlook.” Confucianism is grounded in human nature and helps the people to live out the full potentiality of humanity. Tang’s remarks, perhaps, can help to explain why (the name of) Xunzi has been banished from Confucian temples.11
Zhuangzi and Mencius were contemporaries. The Mencius, however, does not mention Zhuangzi, and neither is there any mention of Mencius in the Zhuangzi. Surprisingly, however, in Chap. 7, “Mencius, Zhuangzi and ‘Daoism’,” Kim-chong Chong discusses the relation between Mencius and “Daoism” by taking Zhuangzi as representative of the latter and seeing where each of them stood in response to the cross-current of ideas of the Warring States period. There is no mention of any figure in the Mencius as a “Daoist” and no classification of Zhuangzi as a “Daoist” during the Warring States period. Ideas, however, take on a life of their own and Chong is concerned with the elaboration of how they were opposed. This can help us to appreciate what, for Mencius, was at stake in the clash of ideas of his time. Instead of using the terms “Daoist” or “Daoism,” Chong argues that the ideas of some figures mentioned in the Mencius, such as Gaozi, Yang Zhu, and Xu Xing, are extended in the Zhuangzi. Some ideas gathered in the Zhuangzi can be seen to either oppose or contrast with Mencius’s and Chong refers to these as “Daoist tendencies” of thought. For instance: self-preservation and nourishment of one’s own life, morality as an artificial construct, moral skepticism, tian (“heaven”) as non-normative, an ideal primitive life free from hierarchy, and that there is no essential (moral) human nature.

4.2 Section II: Mencius and Neo-Confucianism
The chapters in this second section show how concepts and philosophical ideas in the Mencius have been appropriated by some prominent figures in the history of Chinese Philosophy, forming what is referred to as “Neo-Confucianism.” These include people such as the Cheng brothers and Zhu Xi in the Song dynasty, Wang Yangming in the Ming dynasty, and Wang Fuzhi who spanned the late Ming and early Qing dynasties. Though they are all regarded as Neo-Confucians, they do not necessarily agree in their appropriation and development of the ideas and concepts in the Mencius. We see how Wang Yangming, for instance, disagrees with Zhu Xi’s “rationalist” approach. Similarly, although the Korean philosopher Jeong Dasan may be categorized as “Neo-Confucian,” he criticized (what he saw as) the metaphysical excesses of an orthodox Neo-Confucian like Zhu Xi.
The brothers Cheng Hao (1032–1085) and Cheng Yi (1033–1107) are generally regarded as the founders of Neo-Confucianism. In Chap. 8, “Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi’s Appropriations of the Mencius,” Yong Huang shows how their use of the Mencius played an indispensable role in the Neo-Confucian project. Against the prevalence of Buddhism in their time, the Cheng brothers defended Confucianism by developing Mencius’s ideas (just as Mencius had developed those of Confucius against the Yangists and the Mohists). They elevated the status of Mencius and the text. Huang examines three examples of their appropriation of the Mencius. These are the ideas of human nature (xing 性), extension (tui 推), and self-getting (zide 自得). He argues that, while philosophically innovative, their appropriations are quite consistent with Mencius’s own hermeneutics.
Following the Cheng brothers, Zhu Xi promoted the Mencius by incorporating it as one of the Four Books. His appropriation of Mencius’s thought formed his own Neo-Confucianism under the banner of the “School of Li (理 Principle).” In Chap. 9, “Zhu Xi’s Appropriation of Mencius’s Thought: From a Hermeneutic to a Developmental Approach,” Wing-cheuk Chan shows how, through a “rationalist” approach, Zhu developed Confucianism into a philosophical system by identifying li as the supreme unifying principle. This principle is “ethical-metaphysical” in nature. Zhu approaches ethics in terms of the “theory of the Nature of mind” (心性論), and metaphysics in terms of the “theory of li and qi” (理氣論). Zhu Xi also expounds ideas in the Mencius through an intertextual approach, in terms of its companion texts of the Four Books, especially The Great Learning and The Doctrine of The Mean.
In Chap. 10, “Mencius and Wang Yangming,” Zemian Zheng discusses Wang’s appropriation of Mencius’s statement that “righteousness is internal” and his notion of liangzhi (“original knowledge”). Wang suggests that liangzhi is complete and perfect, in contrast to Mencius’s view that it is the incipient predisposition towards goodness but which needs further development. According to Wang, the proper way of self-cultivation starts from within. This is because of the self-sufficiency of one’s transcendent nature. One becomes a sage by cultivating this nature instead of having to learn from external sources. Wang states that “the heart/mind is li (理). He contends that Zhu Xi’s doctrine of “investigating things” is equivalent to Gaozi’s doctrine that “righteousness is external”—a view that was vigorously opposed by Mencius. Zheng goes on to compare Zhu Xi’s and Wang’s procedures of self-cultivation. He argues, however, that Zhu Xi is not as intellectualist as others have made him out to be.
Wang Fuzhi (王夫之, late Ming and early Qing dynasties) provided critical insights regarding key concepts in the Mencius. In Chap. 11, “Mencius and Wang Fuzhi,” Liangjian Liu shows how, according to Wang, Gaozi mistook the passions (qing) to be natural human tendencies (xing). So too, did Confucian scholars such as the Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi, who believed that vital energy (qi) is the root of evil and that the passions (qing) are good because natural human tendencies (xing) are good. For Wang, vital energy (qi) is always good, in contrast to the passions (qing), which may be evil. He agrees that human nature is good and emphasizes the distinction between human beings and other creatures. However, he disagrees with Zhu Xi on the relation between human nature (xing) and vital energy (qi). He strongly opposes the hidden dichotomy Zhu Xi implicitly draws between principle (li) and vital energy (qi). Starting from the maxim that principle (li) is inherently immanent in vital energy (qi), Wang argues that the vital energy of human beings is good since natural human tendency (xing 性) is good.
Jeong Dasan 茶山 (Jeong Yakyong 丁若鏞 1762–1836) was known for his work on philosophy, science, and politics as well as for his government service and poetry. In Chap. 12, “Jeong Dasan’s Interpretation of Mencius: Heaven, Way, Human Nature, and the Human Heart,” P.J. Ivanhoe focuses on his ethical philosophy. Dasan sought to rescue Mencius’s philosophy from what he regarded as the metaphysical excesses of Song-Ming Neo-Confucians, whose interpretations had become orthodox in the Joseon period of Korea. Dasan argued for a more naturalized account of ethics, as against the highly abstract metaphysical system of orthodox Neo-Confucianism. For instance, he criticized the view that human nature itself is principle (li理) which in its original state is absolutely pure, good, and unitary. Dasan makes the point that the myriad things are not “in me” in any literal sense. Instead, one’s ethical relationships and obligations to the world can be understood through empathetic and sympathetic abilities. The metaphysical excesses tended to lead people to ignore their natural moral sensibilities, leaving them bereft of the resources needed for moral cultivation.

4.3 Section III Social and Political Thought
The chapters in this section discuss various elements of Mencius’s social and political thought. Although allusions have often been made to this aspect of Mencius, there has seldom been systematic and extended discussion of it in the literature. Together, the chapters in this section provide a more detailed and comprehensive discussion of Mencius’s social and political thought, including how he sees the relation between the private and the public spheres, the relation of his thinking to the concepts of democracy and distributive justice, and the rhetorical tools that Mencius employs in social and political persuasion (see the chapters by Chun-chieh Huang and Douglas Robinson in this section. But see also the chapters by Peimin Ni in section IV and Lee Yearley in section VI).
In Chap. 13, “Mengzi’s View on the Public and the Private,” Leheng Liu describes how the relation between the public and the private was viewed in ancient Chinese thought, how the social and political crises of the Warring States period forced rethinking about this, and the different views of Mozi and Mengzi on this issue. Liu shows how Mengzi developed his view against that of the Mohists. Although there are elements in Mengzi’s thinking that could have allowed for the proper institutionalization of the public sphere, there were tensions, mainly having to do with his subjectivizing of the ethical and the idea of absolute monarchy, that prevented this.
In Chap. 14, “Mencius and Early Chinese Political Thought,” Yuri Pines lists three elements of Mencius’s political thought. First, the idea that “stability is in unity.” This has formed the common thread of political ideologies in the Chinese world. Second, “peace under Heaven” can be achieved only by a single, benevolent ruler with popular support. Third, rebellion could be justifiable if a ruler violated the norms of benevolence and righteousness. However, while Mencius believed that the people are “the most esteemed,” he expressed some disdain toward commoners and rejected their political participation. He thought that only the men-of-service would be able to preserve their innate morality and, as such, only they deserve the right to participate in policy making. These might lead one to question, for instance, whether was Mencius confining political power to the intellectual class. Nevertheless, Yuri Pines thinks that he can be judged in terms of the legacy of his personal qualities. His audacity, moral integrity, determination to convince power-holders of what he saw as the truth, and his ability to position himself as a spokesman of the people below and the mentor of rulers above—all these deeply influenced the mind-set of the imperial intellectuals.
In Chap. 15, “Mencius and the New Confucianism’s Pursuit of Democracy,” Larry Lai describes how Mencius’s political thought was both reinterpreted and reconstructed by the three members of New Confucianism, Xu Fuguan (徐復觀 1904–1982), Tang Junyi (唐君毅 1909–1978), and Mou Zongsan (牟宗三 1909–1995). Their project of revitalizing Confucianism incorporated basic ideas relevant to democracy in their reading of the Mencius, such as “government for the people,” and the discouragement of rule for the ruler’s sake. By drawing on Mencius’s thought, they argued that the traditional ethical-political approach had failed to realize the Confucian political ideal, namely governance-by-virtue (de zhi 德治).
In Chap. 16, “Mencius’s Political Philosophy of Ren Government: Human Dignity and Distributive Justice,” Sungmoon Kim argues that for Mencius, governance through the concept of ren is not a matter just of the ruler’s heart. Instead, more comprehensively, it is a system of distributive justice that involves a special sense of political responsibility for the material and moral well-being of the people and a constant and reliable maintenance of rules and regulations that promote the people’s material sufficiency and moral enhancement. The concern with distributive justice stems from Mencius’s foundational normative belief in human dignity. His idea of rule for the people is accordingly guided by the moral requirement that government exists to enhance a dignified life for all.
In Chap. 17, “Mencius and Political Rhetoric,” Douglas Robinson notes that more than half the chapters of the Mencius are primarily organized around the offering of advice to governmental policy-makers. Mencius was the most radically influential Confucian proponent of placing the people at the center of politics. Because of this, the Mencius was sometimes censored. Mencius was a populist at heart, and he was driven to present his Confucian Way to rulers as political pragmatism. He tried to convince them that shared feeling was the only way through which to lead the people. Forced obedience of laws, though effective, only achieved outward compliance. The benevolent ruler spreads his virtue contagiously. On the other hand, the inability or refusal to feel with others shapes one’s disposition in vicious ways and this may also be spread—leading to an affective pandemic, so to speak, in Warring States China. The consequences of inhumane dispositions and lack of fellow-feeling were cataclysmic.
In Chap. 18, “Hermeneutics in Mencius: Methods, Context, Divergence,” Chun-chieh Huang shows how Mencius made use of the Confucian classics such as the Book of Odes and the Book of Documents not to illuminate these texts per se, but instead, as authorities to advance certain arguments. In this regard, Mencius was part of a tradition of commentary and interpretation in which the metaphorical use of words was used to both make people feel in certain ways and to convince them. At the same time, aspirations were expressed, criticisms of the social and political states of affairs were made, and heterodoxies were rejected. Huang’s chapter, as well as Robinson’s, show how Mencius made use of rhetoric instead of logical argument as a motivational tool in the social and political sphere.
In Chap. 19, “Mencius and Japanese Confucian Philosophy,” John Tucker shows how, in sanctioning opposition to tyrants, Mencius’s thought prompted cultural and political issues that gave it an overall problematic standing in the Japanese context. Especially with regard to the issues of loyalty and rebellion, the Mencius remains even in the twenty-first century, a somewhat problematic text in Japanese philosophical history.

4.4 Section IV: Ethics and Epistemology
One way of trying to understand Mencius’s ethics is through an analysis of a central concept or concepts in his philosophy. The first chapter in this section does this through an analysis of the concept of ming (命) to describe his ethical life posture. Another method is to see where to place Mencius in the map of (Western) moral philosophy, or if this is found wanting, to provide (what is thought to be) a more appropriate characterization. Thus, some chapters discuss the degrees to which Mencius’s ethical position is eudaimonist, consequentialist, or whether it is none of these and instead is a more practical gongfu ethics. The final chapter in this section brings the Mencius into engagement with recent discussions on epistemology.
The term ming commonly appears in the literature of Chinese philosophy and in popular Chinese culture. It has commonly been translated as “fate,” “destiny,” “mandate,” or “decree.” In Chap. 20, “Ming 命 and Acceptance,” Kwong-loi Shun characterizes ming as encapsulating a “posture in life” through a study of both Confucius’s Analects and the Mencius. Overall, it is an attitude of acceptance involving “not dwelling on and not being disturbed by the adverse outcome or event, not engaging in improper conduct in an attempt to alter things, and instead redirecting one’s attention to other worthwhile pursuits.” Acceptance, though, is different from resignation. It is understood in a sense that involves a greater degree of reflection, according to an ethical view. Shun notes the tensions that may arise within this attitude and posture in life. For someone deeply committed morally and driven by a sense of mission, the attitude of acceptance is an intelligible and attractive posture to adopt when confronted with personal misfortunes and failures. But it might not sit as well with a failure in endeavoring the public good, such as a moral transformation of the political order. Shun also relates his reading of Mencius’s ethical life posture to our own contemporary concerns and experience.
Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) is probably the most influential representative figure of “New Confucianism.” In Chap. 21, “Mou Zongsan’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Moral Philosophy,” Ming-huei Lee shows how Mou made use of both the concepts and the framework of Kant’s philosophy. For instance, “autonomy” is used to construe Mencius’s ethics as an “ethics of autonomy.” Mencius’s theory of “the goodness of human nature” and “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” are also viewed from the standpoint of Kant’s ethics. For Kant, even though moral feeling is a subjective result of the imposing of moral laws upon the will, it still belongs to the sensible (or empirical) level. Mou, however, argues that we can elevate moral feeling to the transcendent level, regarding it as both universal and a priori. Following an internal logic of Kant’s moral philosophy, we arrive at Mencius’s concept of “the original mind.” This combines moral feeling and practical reason. According to Lee, Mou can be said to have extended further Kant’s concept of moral autonomy.
In Chap. 22, “Eudaimonism in the Mencius: Fulfilling Human Nature,” Benjamin Huff argues that Mencius is a eudaimonist. For Mencius, the most satisfying life consists of benevolence, rightness, wisdom, and ritual propriety. Such a life fulfils essential desires and the capacities of the human heart. Classical Greek eudaimonists similarly regarded the life of virtue as objectively good and subjectively desirable. They appealed to the desire for eudaimonia or happiness so as to motivate commitment to the virtues. Mencius offers a carefully crafted teleological account of human nature that appears designed in part to support his eudaimonism. Huff argues that Mencius’s notion of happiness, analogous to the Greek eudaimonia, is expressed by the construction of jin xing 盡性 (fulfilling human nature), or the somewhat equivalent jin xin 盡心 (fulfilling one’s heart).
Right from the beginning, the Mencius brings up the relationship between yi (optimal appropriateness) and li (benefit/profit). According to a traditional interpretation, Mencius believes that though sometimes a yi action can produce li, the latter can never be taken as the reason to act from yi. But according to a more recent interpretation, Mencius suggests that we should act from yi precisely because it is more effective in producing li. In Chap. 23, “Is Mencius a Consequentialist? Rethinking the Relationship between Yi (Righteousness) and Li (Benefit) in the Mencius,” Xiangnong Hu argues against this consequentialist interpretation and reinforces the traditional one. Mencius believes that yi has intrinsic moral value and it is irreducible to li.
In Chap. 24, “Mencius’s Theory as a System of the Gongfu to be Human and to Live a Good Human Life,” Peimin Ni surveys the various ethical positions that have been attributed to Mencius in the literature and argues that his ethical view is best described from the perspective of a gongfu ethics, roughly translated as “the art of life.” This is a practical position of how to live a good human life, instead of a theory of ethics such as represented by utilitarianism or consequentialism, deontological (Kantian) ethics, or virtue ethics. Ni argues that this gongfu perspective also has the advantage of clearing up apparent logical contradictions in some of Mencius’s arguments.
In Chap. 25, “Epistemology in the Mencius,” Waldemar Brys discusses how Mencius’s views on knowledge might contribute to contemporary debates in epistemology. He focuses on three characteristic features of Mencian epistemology: knowing things; the role of wisdom or intellectual virtue in acquiring knowledge; and his view on “knowing-to” as conceptually distinct from “knowing-that” and “knowing-how.” Brys argues that these are relevant to contemporary philosophical debates on the nature of objectual knowledge, on the role of intellectual virtue in knowing, and on the relation between know-how and intelligent action.

4.5 Section V: Moral Psychology and Moral Development
Although the chapters in this section might, broadly speaking, have been incorporated into the previous section on “Ethics and Epistemology,” they nevertheless represent a distinctive area of contemporary research on the Mencius that deserves a separate section of its own. The chapters here show how studies of the Mencius can both stimulate and provide insights into contemporary studies of moral psychology and moral development. This would include the relations between the emotional and rational faculties, an important issue in Western moral philosophy. The different chapters also discuss contemporary theories of moral psychology and how they can help us to understand certain psychological ideas in the Mencius.
In Chap. 26, “Feeling, Reflection, and Reasoning in the Mencius,” David Wong discusses how feeling, reflection and reasoning together work toward the realization of goodness. For Mencius’s theory of the four sprouts to work, it must contain a cognitive element. At some stage, the development of compassion would have to involve the perceiving and judging of others’ suffering as a reason to act. Wong argues that we can draw from the Mencius “a model of moral development in which people need to reflect and focus on their duan (the sprouts), extend their moral feelings, nurture the “great part” of the self, and weigh conflicting considerations. Wong calls this the “sprout” conception of moral development. It “suggests an actively reflective, self-conscious taking of the self into hand, a process of deliberate self-shaping in interaction with the right environment, rather than the alternative picture of a simple unfolding of visceral feelings that are already there.” Wong takes cognizance of contemporary psychological studies of young infants, for instance, to suggest that “the cognitive element of the duan feelings contains the makings of a capacity to recognize reasons and to reason about them that precedes explicit linguistic expression.” If there is such a pre-linguistic basis, one ramification is that there is more continuity between our reflective, reasoning and linguistic capacities and the more primitive pre-reflective, nonconscious, automatic processes that help us navigate the world. The Mencius is a rich source for thinking about how this works.
In Chap. 27, Myeong-seok Kim discusses “Mencius on Moral Psychology.” This chapter complements David Wong’s (though at some points there may be disagreement). Kim argues that moral emotions in Mencius are best interpreted as “concern-based construals.” These are conceptually distinguished from both desire and behavioral dispositions. One of Mencius’s four sprouts is shifei zhi xin 是非之心 (Lau 2003: 2A6 translates this as “the heart of right and wrong”). Kim argues that this involves moral judgment. The other three sprouts are moral emotions that relate to it as emotion and reason. An emotion is a particular way in which things present themselves to someone and how things are construed in a certain situation as determined by certain concerns. This view of emotion is congruent with the best interpretation of the three sprouts of compassion, shame and dislike, and respect, as belonging to “higher cognitive emotions.” They contain some sort of propositional thought. Thus, the feeling of compassion for a child about to fall into a well involves the thought that an innocent being is in danger. This thought is in turn based on sympathetic concern, with a painful feeling, for the object of concern. In this regard, Mencius’s sprout of compassion is a concern-based construal, to be contrasted with affect programs or basic emotions. One cannot have an emotion in a certain situation if the relevant object does not matter or does not look sufficiently significant. Thus, unless one has any reason to be concerned about the object, one cannot enforce the emotion that one is supposed to feel.
In Chap. 28, “The Mencian Triplet of Ceyin Zhi Xin: Perceptive, Affective, and Motivational,” Jing Iris Hu discusses how the naturalistic interpretation of Mencian ethics forms the foundation of its normativity. She argues that this normativity is bound up with the biological and psychological aspects of Mencian ethics. The locus of discussion is Mencius’s concept of ceyin zhixin or the heart of sympathy. Here, Jing Hu makes use of the findings of recent empirical studies in psychology and neuroscience to propose the model of a “Mencian Perceptive-Affective-Motive Triplet” in order to illuminate the relationship between the cognitive, motivational, and affective aspects of ceyin zhixin and to show how this spontaneous and unlearned response interacts with higher cognitive abilities.
In Chap. 29, “Mencius’s Moral Psychology and Contemporary Cognitive Science,”
Bongrae Seok presents an interdisciplinary comparative interpretation and analysis of Mencius’s moral psychology. Many psychologists report that the moral mind emerges from the interactive and integrative combination of the cognitive, affective, developmental, and embodied properties of a moral agent. Most importantly, the moral mind is intrinsically affective, interactively other-concerning, and fully embodied. From this empirical viewpoint, Mencius’s moral psychology is a unique form of embodied and sentimentalist virtue theory that takes the moral mind as the combined activities of affective resonance, embodied moral affection, and reflective self-cultivation. As Mencius explains in the example of the child on the verge of falling into a well, the moral mind is the heart-mind, the mind of affective resonance and embodied moral affection toward others. This type of cognitive, affective, and embodied complex is the moral psychological foundation of ren (the central virtue of Confucianism). Mencius’s philosophy provides a psychologically realistic theory of the moral mind that inspires empirical studies of affective moral cognition and empathic concern for others.

4.6 Section VI: Mencius and Western Philosophers: Comparative Studies
The chapters in this section bring cross-cultural and comparative philosophical studies to bear on concepts such as feminism, self-determination, human fulfilment, the role of the sentiments in the cultivation of virtue, and the development of human nature. These comparisons involve Mencius, on the one hand, and philosophers such as Aristotle, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, David Hume, and John Dewey, on the other. These comparative discussions both allow for insights into aspects of Mencius’s philosophy, and help to illuminate the concepts just mentioned.
In Chap. 30, “Mencius and Augustine: A Feminine Face in the Personal, the Social, and the Political,” Ann Pang-White describes how both Mencius and Augustine (356–430 CE) owed much in their educational development to maternal influence. They were progressive in their positive assessment of feminine characteristics. Both thinkers emphasize the affective dimension of morality, propose a political philosophy built on love and the family model, and oppose social contractarianism and political realism. Contrary to accepted cultural norms, neither Mencius nor Augustine held an unequivocal negative view toward the human body and human sexuality. Instead, they repudiated the social view of the female body and female gender as merely a means to an end. They both espoused a social-political theory based on a developmental and relational account of the human being; brought the hidden feminine element in their respective traditions to the foreground; and embraced a complementary model of cooperation, care, and governance rooted in humaneness and rightness, love and justice.
In Chap. 31, “Self-determination and the Metaphysics of Human Nature in Aristotle and Mencius,” May Sim compares the two philosophers’ conceptions of self-determination. Both agree in a common human nature intimately bound up with what is good for human beings. Both also believe that the nature of a human being enables knowing the nature of reality/truth as well as the good, which in turn enables a moral life or one of self-determination. A closer examination shows that they differ in their conceptions of the self, how it achieves knowledge of the truth, the nature of ultimate truth itself, and the effects of a self-determined or virtuous person has on others and the rest of the world.
Chapter 32, “Mencius and Aquinas,” by Lee Yearley, concerns their accounts of human fulfillment and closely related subjects like the characteristics of virtue, choice, and failure. More specifically, Lee Yearley revisits his own earlier work on the two philosophers and discusses their different approaches to optimal human fulfilment, the relationship between theoretical and literary accounts of that fulfilment, and failure to attain human excellence. Mencius’s more literary approach implies that persuasive presentation may be as important as, or sometimes more important than a good argument. Further, it implies that ordinary language often will be employed in ways that strain its evident meaning and forms. This in turn leads to a prizing of pregnant ambiguity and a consequent emphasis on what the reader (or hearer) brings to the text or expression. This approach involves an acute sensitivity to what different audiences will need and a tailoring of the presentations made to them. Thus, characteristics such as elusiveness, potent ambiguity, and intentional incompleteness in presentations are prominent in Mencius and virtually absent in Aquinas. But these characteristics may engage the reader/hearer in deeper ways than any logical argument could have done.
In Chap. 33, “Mencius and Hume,” Dobin Choi compares their views on the sentiments and virtues. He argues that a structural comparative approach allows us to appreciate the parallel structure of their sentiment-based virtue theories and deepens our understanding of Mencius’s views about virtue and its cultivation. Following Confucius, Mencius encourages others to cultivate their virtues through the recognition of their moral sentiments. Hume’s goal, on the other hand, is a scientific investigation into virtue and moral evaluation through an empirical observation of the mind and, most importantly, the sentiments. Choi suggests that the general characteristics of sentiment, particularly as an effect of a mental causation, provide an apt point of comparison between the two philosophers while respecting their different theoretical goals.
According to Jim Behuniak, Chap. 34, “Mencius, Dewey, and ‘Developmental’ Human Nature,” both philosophers provide remarkably subtle and accurate insights into the operations of human nature, as well as insights into organic development more broadly. Revisiting Dewey’s account helps to correct the inference that Mencius understands human nature (xing 性) teleologically: in the “Confucian virtue ethics” genre especially, it is not uncommon to learn that Mencius embraces a teleological view of organic growth. But there is little textual evidence for this claim. Early Chinese discussions of organic phenomena suggest, on the contrary, that organic forms evolved naturally into their present states, and that transactions between organisms-and-environments and their resultant behaviors/trajectories remain open-ended and dynamic. Dewey’s view of Mencius, read correctly, enables a more nuanced approach to the latter’s “developmental” account of human nature—bringing it more in line with principles that are demonstrably operative in early Chinese natural philosophy.


5 Conclusion
The chapters in this volume show the centrality of Mencius to Chinese philosophy, both historically and in terms of current philosophical issues. In historical terms, this volume provides various readings of Mencius’s philosophy spanning the classical Pre-Qin period to the present. In philosophical terms, this volume shows how the Mencius has inspired the examination of issues in social and political thought, ethics and epistemology, moral development and moral psychology. The reader will benefit from the sustained and extended discussions of all these issues from different perspectives.
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Footnotes
1For other recent translations, see Van Norden (2008), and Bloom (2011).

 

2More concisely and rhythmically in Chinese: 老吾老，以及人之老，幼吾幼，以及人之幼. See China Times 2022a: https://​www.​chinatimes.​com/​realtimenews/​20220602000018-260407?​chdtv

 

3See https://​www.​chinatimes.​com/​realtimenews/​20220613000978-260407?​chdtv

 

4Confucianism was strongly attacked both during and following the May Fourth Movement of 1919, although philosophers such as Liang Shuming (1893–1988) and Xiong Shili (1885–1968) continued to defend its traditional values.

 

5For the original Chinese, see the Chinese Text Project: https://​ctext.​org/​shiji/​meng-zi-xun-qing-lie-zhuan. The translation is my own. D.C. Lau says: “This account differs on one important point from the Mencius. Here Mencius is said to have visited Qi before he went to Liang whereas in the Mencius he visited Liang first…the chronology of the Warring States period in the Shiji is inaccurate in many places.” (Lau 2003: Appendix 1, 332).

 

6For an excellent account of the Legalists, see Zhengyuan Fu, China’s Legalists: The Earliest Totalitarians and Their Art of Ruling (1996).

 

7The Shiji says that there were 7 books, but Ban Gu’s 漢書藝文志 records 11 books. In his 孟子章句, Zhao Qi deleted 4 books which he thought were not genuine or superfluous. As a result, they were not read and gradually became lost (Yang 1987: 7).

 

8See Yang (1987: 5) for details.

 

9D.C. Lau provides a translation of the stories from these two texts (Lau 2003: 341–346, Appendix 2, “Early Traditions About Mencius”).

 

10This is the version of the story in the Hanshi Waizhuan. In the Lienü Zhuan, the wife is described as “scantily clad” (Lau 2003: 344).

 

11The question of why and how Mencius came to represent the orthodox position is both a sociological and historical one. Chong (2009: 190) has argued that “From a purely philosophical perspective, however, the supremacy of Mencius is difficult to justify.”
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1 Introduction
Underlying the most common narratives concerning the relation between Mozi and Mencius is a story about coherent philosophers and competing lineages. It roughly goes as follows: The book Mencius contains the philosophy of Mencius (Mengzi 孟子) (c. 371–289 BCE), who proclaimed himself a Confucian (Ru 儒) and follower of Confucius 孔子 (c. 551–479 BCE); he criticized the doctrines of universal love, frugality, and profit promoted by Mozi 墨子or Mo Di 墨翟 (c. 479–381 BCE); Mozi was the founder of Mohism, whose anti-Ru ideas have been preserved in the book named after him. This story – which I shall call the ‘standard narrative’ – is based on the books Mencius and Mozi, further supported by a relatively fixed selection of other pre-Han and Han passages and their commentaries. The advantage of such a conflation of textual testimonies is that it provides an overarching picture, but it also hides a wealth of possible complexities in the Mozi-Mencius connection.
Narratives constructed on the basis of textual passages are inevitably presupposed in our interpretation of ancient thought. In order to interpret a text, one has to fill in some gaps by, for instance, assuming the existence of a more or less consistent master, a philosopher, an editor, or a likeminded group of disciples behind its creation. The convention to refer to “Mozi” and “Mencius” as the representative voices of the two relevant books is also applied in this chapter. The standard narrative about Mozi and Mencius outlined above is no more than a basic frame upon which scholars have elaborated in various ways. It is particularly powerful for at least two reasons. First, it has accumulated many, often forgotten or untraceable, consecutive interpretative layers, some of which are as old as the books themselves. Second, it has given rise to a large array of studies and debates about the thought of these two figures. My concern with the standard narrative is not that it is wrong but rather that, like any other paradigm, it tends to hide some data while highlighting others; as a result, some interpretations have been abundantly repeated while alternatives have been largely ignored. In this chapter, I will not primarily try to reject or defend any particular reconstruction of the connection between the Mencius and the Mozi, but rather try to show how a multiplicity of possible readings—some more plausible than others—rear their heads when parts of the standard narrative are temporarily put on hold. These thought experiments are, of course, also inevitably supported by an array of narratives, some of which I am unaware of.
Section 1 of this chapter focuses on the methodological choices underlying this approach. Sections 2 and 3, respectively, turn to the textual material in the Mencius and the Mozi, more specifically what they have to say about each other.1 While the Mozi never explicitly refers to a person or book named “Mencius,” it does contain criticism of men in power and stubborn opponents, occasionally identified as Ru. But does the book also support Mencius’ portrayal of the Mo 墨? The answer is tentative and complicated. The Mencius, from its side, clearly attests to the influence of Mohist ideas, containing four explicit comments about Mo Di’s followers, but without ever mentioning the book. Starting out from these four Mencius passages in an order of increasing complexity (Sect. 2), I then check those parts of the Mozi which Mencius may have had in mind when warning the world against the influence of Mo Di (Sect. 3).

2 A Hermeneutics of Informed Ignorance
The decision to unravel some connections between both books rather than reconstruct their entire philosophical opposition is inspired by what could be called a “hermeneutics of informed ignorance.” By drawing positive attention to everything that we do not really know about our objects of study—the books, the protagonists, and the schools of thought—and by carefully documenting this ignorance with information and textual evidence, we can avoid the dilemma of siding with either the supporters of the narratives or with their critics.2 While sharing some methodological suspicions famously adopted by (or attributed to) the early twentieth century Doubters of the Past (yigu pai 疑古派) I will, in this chapter, refrain from rejecting longstanding views and replacing them with alternatives. To give more recent examples: I welcome Robert Eno’s challenge of the dominant Mencius interpretation as a “complex architecture of moral ideas” and his consequent attention to often neglected passages that fail to contribute to its perceived philosophy (Eno 2002: 189); or Bruce and Taeko Brooks’s attention to the theoretical inconsistencies in the Mencius (Brooks and Brooks 2002: 242). However, rather than joining these scholars in defending alternative hypotheses, I will indicate the possibility of multiple interpretations and tentatively explore some of them in relation to the Mozi.
Let us begin with the books the Mencius and the Mozi, since they contain the strongest support for the view that Mozi preceded Mencius and was criticized by him. Indeed, while the Mozi never explicitly names Mencius among his opponents, Mencius speaks of Mo Di 墨翟 as a wrongheaded master whose followers obstruct Confucius’s way. But since textual research since the Qing dynasty and unearthed manuscripts in the last decades have increasingly shown that early Chinese books are the result of various contributors over time, we can no longer assume that every part of the Mozi predates every part of the Mencius. Even though there is no academic consensus concerning the specific complexities of their textual creation and transmission, we know that both books went through several hands, that their received versions may differ substantially from earlier editions, and that much remains unverifiable about the dates and shape of each chapter or paragraph.3 We therefore cannot exclude from the outset that some thoughts expressed in the Mencius may have preceded and perhaps even influenced the content of some parts of the Mozi. And this uncertainty widens the scale of possible interpretations into directions that have been little explored.
What holds for both books is even more the case for the historical figures after whom they are named. Much of what we know about Mozi and Mencius has been shaped by these very books and by some comments in other early sources. Because of the scarceness of information and its possible biases, scholars of all epochs have naturally constructed biographical narratives while contributing to, commenting upon, or interpreting these books. Consecutive layers of interpretation do not just postdate the master-writings but are also part of their initial creation. As Mark Lewis pointed out, while texts “were written as collections of quotations because they derived their authority from the supposed wisdom of the master,” this master was, in turn, “invented, or written as a character, in the text dedicated to him” (Lewis 1999: 58). This threefold constellation of “text,” “master,” and “disciples” somewhat mitigates the importance of questions concerning the exact dates and origin of these specific masters, without necessarily disproving their historicity or importance. And this lesser weight of the historical protagonists, along with the uncertain generation of both books, liberates the readers from understanding the Mozi and Mencius exclusively and selectively by searching their consistent philosophies.
This, finally, leads to the importance and nature of the schools—respectively Mohism and Confucianism—to which Mozi and Mencius are supposed to have belonged. In modern academic debates concerning the (non)existence of lineages or schools (jia 家) in pre-Han China, it is often pointed out that at least the Ru (Confucians, classicists) and Mo (Mohists) must have been, in one way or another, identified or organized during the Warring States period (Scarpari 2007: 455). But in order to discover what exactly was understood to be Ru and Mo at that time, we need to put aside preconceived ideas of philosophical schools, members and doctrines. Erica Brindley has spelled out interesting distinctions for studying affiliations in early Chinese texts: between “identities ascribed to someone from the outside” versus “self-identities that individuals embrace” on their own. Hence, rather than simply “throw out terms such as ‘Ru’ or ‘Mohist’,” she suggests to study the perspectives from which they are imparted and distinguishes between lineage groups, intellectual orientations of individuals, and others who were more or less inspired by Ru or Mo (Brindley 2009: 230). Rather than relying on a collection of often quoted sources documenting the tension between and within the Ru and Mo schools—e.g. Zhuangzi “天下 Tianxia”, Xunzi “非十二子 Fei shier zi”, Han Feizi “顯學 Xianxue”, Lüshi chunqiu “當染 Dangran,” Huainanzi “氾論 Fanlun” and “要略 Yaolüe”—I will pay attention to instances in the Mencius and the Mozi where such associations are being specified, negotiated, created, or overlooked.
To conclude, a “hermeneutics of informed ignorance” is an attempt to read the specific material with some distrust toward some more general narratives and with well-informed awareness of what we do not know. I am not only interested in the supposedly primary texts but also in the building blocks of consecutive narratives and their historical contexts. Such constructions, ranging from Sima Qian 司馬遷 (c. 145–86 BCE) presenting masters as authors, to Feng Youlan 馮友蘭 (1895–1990) and his colleagues turning them into philosophers, have all contributed to the standard narrative. The philosophical activity in this chapter consists of unraveling some threads of these narratives, thus questioning the ground on which we stand.

3 What the Mencius Has to Say About Mo
Only four times in the Mencius is there an explicit mention of Mo referring to the person Mo Di or his followers. The fact that these passages, along with the author’s explicit self-designation as Ru, all exclusively occur in books 3 and 7, has made the Brookses suggest that the sharp awareness of rivaling allegiances belongs to the latest layer of the Mencius, just before the final conquest of Lu in 249 BC (Brooks and Brooks 2002: 242–43). Most scholars, however, read them as representative of Mencius’s thought in general. The opposition of Mencius to Mo (and Yang 楊, referring to Yang Zhu 楊朱, fl. ca. 350 BCE) has been privileged in Mencius research as being crucial to the understanding of his whole philosophy (Van Norden 2007: 199). There are several reasons for its high status in academia. One is the exceptional vehemence of Mencius’s tone: his rejection of Mozi is so strong that it may have influenced other parts of his thought. Second is that throughout the imperial era Mencius’s opposition to Mo (and Yang) in defense of Confucius’s way was considered an exemplar of courage and loyalty, especially since his elevation as Second Sage. Added to this came the third reason, which is the interest of Western missionaries in the Mohist idea of jianai 兼愛 (see below) and the Confucian reaction to it. A final reason for the explosive interest in this topic is the creation of the Chinese philosophy discipline in the twentieth century and the subsequent scholarly endeavor to reconstruct the masters’ thought consistently.
Over the ages, Mencius’s portrayal of Mozi has gained some rigidity: it has often been taken for granted (Radice 2011: 140) and been interpreted relatively consistently in terms of a tension between ethical particularism versus universalism. The questions that will be asked to the four passages are therefore related to its reliability and its content: What is said about Mo? And who is called Mo here? Even though the records may have been the tip of an iceberg covering a larger debate and fuller teaching setting—or perhaps the Mencius was written to suggest the existence of such a context and to invite ongoing explanations of consecutive teachers4—the focus will be on these questions, moving slowly from one record to the other, in an order of increasing information, thus opening up space for new lines of interpretation.
3.1 Mencius 7B26
Very little information is contained in the least well-known fragment concerning Mo in the Mencius, a short reflection on the competition between lineages in his days. “When deserting Mo, they invariably align with Yang; when deserting Yang, they invariably align with Ru.”5 This statement suggests that at least the followers of Mo Di, Yang Zhu, and the Ru were more or less identified as groups or lineages which could be joined or left. It does not say how they were organized nor what was at stake, but adherents were clearly hoped-for. What follows is probably not a mere description of the facts but a piece of advice from Mencius to his fellow Ru: “When they align with [us], then we simply accept them.”6 He criticizes the argumentative strategies or disputation (bian 辯) used by some Ru: “Those who nowadays dispute with Yang and Mo, are like chasing strayed pigs: having led them into the sty, they then also tie them up.”7 I have followed the dominant interpretation of zhao 招 (recruit, attract) as juan 罥 (tie up) (Jiao 1991: 997–999).8 In this reading, Mencius agrees with luring or accepting adherents into the superior sty of Confucianism, but he objects to forcing them to stay there by the use of disputation (bian 辯).
Short and unconnected as it stands, like everything in book 7, this fragment leaves many questions open. While the statement may reliably express the view of Mencius or of those who attributed it to him, it is not easy to say how well it reflects the situation. Its content is even less clear: What sort of people were seen as turning from Mo to Yang, and then eventually to Ru? How aware were they themselves of the turn that is here attributed to them? Did Mencius insist on this specific order of changing allegiances or did he merely portray a situation of continuous switches in various directions? What precisely did it mean to “align with” some allegiance? In what respects did the Ru, Mo and Yang differ from each other? How could these people possibly be moved or tied up by mere disputation? Some of these questions gain clarity from a longer and much more often quoted fragment.

3.2 Mencius 3B9
On the basis of the previous statement, one would not have expected Mencius to be an expert of argument or disputation in his defense of the Ru. When confronted by the claim—praise or criticism—of “outsiders” 外人 that he is fond of disputation, Mencius gives vent to his frustration and deep worries about the pernicious influence of Yang Zhu and Mo Di.The doctrines of Yang Zhu and Mo Di fill the world. All doctrines in the world either align with Yang or to Mo. Mr. Yang is “for oneself,” which is not having a lord; Mr. Mo “cares inclusively,” which is not having a father. To have neither a lord nor a father is something for birds and beasts. […] If the ways of Yang and Mo do not stop, Confucius’s way will not be visible. This means that deviant theories mislead the people and totally block the values of humaneness and righteousness. When this happens, it takes beasts to eat people, and people will end up eating each other. I fear this. […] Why would I be fond of disputation? I simply have no choice. One who is able to stop Yang and Mo with disputation is the follower of the sages. (3B9)9

While there are several echoes of the previous fragment (Yang and Mo, align with, disputation), the sense of crisis is stronger here: Mencius claims that people in the world exclusively turn to Yang and Mo, not to Ru; but he trusts that they can be won over, with nothing less than bian. Like the Ru that he criticizes in the statement above (7B26), Mencius himself, though reluctantly, turns to disputation in an attempt to defend Confucius’s way.
Aside from the sense of crisis, another major difference is the extensive portrayal of his own role in a historical cycle: following the great sages of the past—Yu stemming the floods, the Duke of Zhou embracing the barbarians and repelling the beasts, and Confucius recording cases of parricide or regicide—Mencius feels an urgent calling to save the world with the weapons of his time (and of his enemies): disputation. This tool corresponds well with the nature of the perceived dangers, namely the “doctrines” (yan 言) and “deviant theories” (xieshuo 邪說) of Yang and Mo. Analogous with the original threat of floods, and consequently that of barbarians and beasts, Confucius already turned to the judicious use of words to denounce misbehavior. Following his master in the use of language, but forced to spill many more words in endless disputations, Mencius attests here to the power of language in threatening as well as restoring order. This is confirmed by the suggestion that his opponents used diametrically opposite mottos to sell their disturbing doctrines—Yang Zhu promoted weiwo (為我); Mo Di jianai (兼愛)—which constitute together the most well-known content of this fragment. Their most current explanation is, roughly, that Yang Zhu was an egoist or very much concerned with his own health, and that Mozi was moved by an equal concern for everybody. But the passage still contains many gaps inviting interpreters to fill them in. Let us focus on those concerning, respectively, the reliability and the content of Mencius’s portrayal.
As for its reliability, Mencius’s claim that Mo Di preached jianai can very well be, as is generally thought, a mere repetition of the Mohists’ own established motto. Mo Di may have created this anti-traditional idea as the basis of his own thought, made it one of his ten core doctrines, and taught it to disciples who recorded it. One variation of this scenario is that the master encouraged people in more general terms to “care for others,” which some disciples then further interpreted in terms of jianai (see below). Yet another possibility is that Mencius (or others) heard Mohists argue for broadening the scope of caring, which he (or they) then characterized as jianai. The implication that the fixed motto in the book Mozi was to some extent dependent upon such interactions cannot be totally excluded. The invention of jianai—initially as an expression and gradually as a fixed motto—may have been the result of a combination of some of these scenarios, which are all possible, though perhaps not equally plausible.
Directly related to the reliability of his statement, is Mencius’s interpretation of the Mohist view: what does jianai mean here? The text is not very explicit about this, nor does it spell out an alternative. The tone is negative and accusatory. Did Mencius think that Mozi expected everybody to impartially love others without making any distinction between kin and non-kin? And how could this have led to those horrible effects such as a failure to respect one’s father, a loss of humanity, decline into the status of beasts, and ultimately degeneration into cannibalism. Perhaps a combination of Mencius’s deep worries and rhetorical skills—including his (disavowed) fondness of disputation—led him to such hyperbolic accusations. The fact that no extant early source before the end of the Western Han dynasty ever repeated (or even bothered to repudiate) this portrayal, shows perhaps that his contemporaries were less impressed than we tend to believe. However tentative this suggestion is, given our lack of positive evidence, we cannot exclude the possibility that Mencius’s portrayal of his opponents was either unknown in the late Warring States period or considered irrelevant (Defoort 2015a: 223).10 Many questions thus remain open and can be partly answered with the following two passages.

3.3 Mencius 7A26
In another short and unconnected saying, again from book 7, Mencius also complains about Yang and Mo. It adds some information to his portrayal of the two misleading masters.Yangzi chooses “for oneself:” if he could have benefited the world by pulling out one hair, he would not have done it. Mozi “inclusively cares for each”: if he could have benefited the world by wearing himself smooth from the crown to the heels, he would have done it. Zimo adheres to the middle, which indeed is to come close to it. Yet, to adhere to the middle without balancing still adheres to one [position]. And what I dislike about adhering to one is that it damages the way, that it picks out one thing and rejects a hundred others.11

This is also a well-known statement from the Mencius. As for its reliability, its partial overlap with the two previous passages supports its credibility as representing a relatively consistent view within the book (or at least one of its layers): for the third time, Yang and Mo are mentioned as Mencius’s rivals, here even as masters: Yangzi and Mozi; for the second time, they are identified with the mottos “for oneself” (weiwo) and “inclusive care,” (jianai) respectively. The tone is again negative, more specifically when Mencius declares his dislike even for some sort of middle position that still damages the way, though it comes closer to it.
But being a reliable representation of (a layer of) the Mencius does not necessarily make this portrayal representative for other masters’ views of Yang and Mo, or for the Ru in general, nor does it make it reliable as a neutral description of the facts. As for these other masters, there is little indication that others (including Ru) shared his view: this specific portrayal of Mozi in terms of his sacrifice of body hair is unattested in early sources. As for the facts, there has been a strong tendency to give credibility to the perceived Mohist threat, because of the supposed existence of a Mohist movement in line with the book Mozi. I have argued elsewhere that the expression jianai is not at all treated as totally negative nor as exclusively Mohist in most other early sources (Defoort 2014: 354–67). Thomas Radice has also questioned Mencius’s picture of the intellectual landscape of his day (Radice 2011: 141). For some scholars the lack of extant textual evidence for Mencius’s claim about his opponents’ overwhelming success is due to his own success in combating them (Legge 1991: 117). But Mencius’s perception of the situation and his rhetorical denouncement of it might not have been a neutral description of the facts. Why would it be? He was very concerned and had an important battle to fight; rhetoric and disputation (bian) were his major weapons.
Turning to the content, we wonder what Mencius may have meant with this specific portrayal of his rivals. The extra information in this fragment is rather puzzling: Yang Zhu’s unwillingness to sacrifice even one hair exemplifies his extreme egoism or self-concern, and hence his unwillingness to serve a higher, political cause; Mozi’s extreme eager to sacrifice all his body hair for the sake of others shows his lack of due respect for the parents who gave him life.12 For Mencius these connections seem obvious, but current academics have to fill in the gaps by pointing at the cultural importance of hair as an integral part of the body in early China. Mencius’s portrayal of Mozi is nevertheless highly original: wearing oneself smooth from the crown to the heels is not presented as an ideal in the Mozi nor in any other early fragment that speaks with a Mohist voice. Even when the hairlessness and deformation of the Great Yu 大禹 becomes a model of altruism, it is far from an exclusively Mohist ideal.13
Another aspect of this fragment’s content is the lingering vagueness of Mencius’s own alternative. We learn that he strongly dislikes (what he sees as) an extreme concern for oneself as well as for others. But the Mencius contains many passages in which a mild concern for one’s own health and for the people (min 民) are, respectively, accepted and even encouraged. One could therefore have expected his support for a middle position between these two extremes. That is, however, not the case: sticking to a position between egoism and altruism, as a certain Zimo seems to have done, lacks the necessary capacity to “balance” (quan 權). For Mencius, to search one middle position and merely stick to it, lacks the moral alertness for the emotional and moral complexities of the situation (Vankeerberghen 2005–2006: 77). Moral reflections that come with weighing can never exclusively be expressed in terms of strong convictions or doctrines. For Mencius to be morally good requires the cultivation of what Eric Hutton has called moral “connoisseurship” (Hutton 2002: 175–76).

3.4 Mencius 3A5
The fourth and last explicit anti-Mohist passage is a welcome addition to the small collection discussed above. Like the other long dialogue, it belongs to book 3. Even though it shares the focus on the scope of caring with the two previous passages, it also differs in many respects. For the first time, Yang Zhu is left out of the picture, as well as the mottos and the rhetorical hyperboles. Mencius is challenged, via an intermediary, by a Mohist interlocutor Yi Zhi 夷之, which allows him to fully exploit his disputational skills. In the book named after Mencius, the opponent, of course, is said to give in. But Mencius is forced into an unseen level of sophistication, which has created much food for thought. Major scholars in Chinese philosophy, including David Nivison, Kwong-loi Shun, David Wong, Bryan Van Norden, and Jeffrey Riegel, have thoroughly reflected on this conversation (Nivison 1980: 739–761; Shun 1996: 127–135; Wong 2002: 203–04; Van Norden 2007: 305–12; Riegel 2015). Since the subtleties of their views by far exceed the limits of this study, I will focus on the beginning of the conversation—Mencius’s initial attack and Yizi’s reply—even though its most well-known part is his rebuttal in terms of the “root” (ben 本) of morality.
After some quibbles about who-visits-whom, Mencius starts criticizing the Mohist master Yi. He points out that his opponent’s support for frugal burials is inconsistent with his behavior.I heard that Yizi is a Mohist. As for the Mohist arrangement of burials, they consider a frugal approach the appropriate way. Since Yizi wants this [view] to take over the world, how could he mean to reject what he finds correct and not value it? But when Yizi buried his parents, he did it lavishly. So this is serving one’s parents in a manner that one demeans. (3A5)14

Jeffrey Riegel has suggested that Mencius’s criticism should be translated hypothetically: “were Master Yi to bury a parent lavishly, he would be serving that parent in a manner he himself demean” (Riegel 2015: 41). I believe, however, that Mencius’s target is the opponent’s inconsistency: to preach everywhere about frugal burials and yet to bury one’s own parents lavishly is inconsistent. Knowing the importance that Mohists attribute to consistency between one’s doctrines (yan 言) and deeds (xing 行), Mencius may have meant to attack them on their own grounds (e.g. Mozi 16.5). But he may also have spoken from a shared concern, considering the importance of consistency in the book Mencius too (e.g. Mencius 6B14).
The opposition between different doctrines and the accusation of not living up to them fits in the atmosphere of competing allegiances attested to in the Mencius. Interestingly, not the scope of caring but another Mohist core idea initially takes the fore: moderate burials. Even though the motto jiezang (節葬) is not mentioned, the ideal of frugal burials is presented as “the appropriate way” for Mohists, a conviction which they want to see “taking over the world,” and which they are expected to live by. To counter the accusation of inconsistency between his explicit support of frugality and the luxury of his parents’ burial, Yizi comes up with a double defense. In what looks like a detour, he starts out with an authoritative claim (preserved in the Documents) about the rulers of antiquity, which brings this conversation in line with the central topic of the previous two passages, namely the scope of caring: “The way of the Ru was that the men of antiquity were like cherishing babies”.15 He thereby means to show that for the exemplary Ru rulers of old, just as it is for the Mohists, “care had no gradations” (ai wu chadeng 愛無差等) (3A5).
Yizi’s initial answer seems somewhat surprising in at least two respects: first, the fact that rulers cared for the people like cherishing babies does not necessarily mean that their care had literally no gradations. Second, he does not respond to the accusation of inconsistency between conviction and behavior. He goes on to point out that “implementation begins with one’s kin” (shi you qin shi 施由親始), suggesting that some initial degree of intuitive partiality is acceptable or even necessary for the cultivation of a broader moral concern. Strictly speaking, Yizi did not need the detour to argue that the special care for his parents is consistent with the care that is ultimately due to all. But he effectively provides Mencius with an answer by diminishing the gap between Ru and Mo: while the detour brings the Ru closer to the Mo, this latter claim brings the Mo close to the Ru, who fully endorse the special treatment of one’s own parents. What initially seemed to be a matter of inconsistency between conviction and action thereby becomes no more than a tension between two views concerning the scope of caring for others and the resulting luxury in treating them. In what follows Mencius is therefore again forced to insist on the distinction between them, a habit that characterizes him in relation to most opponents.16
The reasoning is again so cryptic that one has to fill the gaps with assumptions and extra information. Some of those interpretative fillings are so old and solidified by endless repetition that it has become almost impossible to put them on hold. The question of this fragment’s reliability is more urgent than in the previous three because an opponent is staged in a dialogue with the master. We could wonder whether this conversation ever took place; and if it did, to what extent this report is colored by the authors of the Mencius: their memory, biases, intelligence, etc. Did they literally quote Yi Zhi or did they paraphrase him in their own terms? Most scholars assume that the conversation took place and that it has been correctly recorded; others question this (Radice 2011: 148).
As for the content, Yizi’s characterization of “care without gradations” is usually equated with the Mohist motto jianai, unmentioned here. But one may wonder how representative Yizi is for the Mohist view. He may have had his own interpretation of what he saw as the master’s teachings. The Song commentator, Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) already considered Yizi’s view a weak version of Mohism (Riegel 2015: 44, n. 20); Van Norden calls him “a Mohist ‘revisionist’ who acknowledges that humans have innate concern for their own kin” (Van Norden 2007: 311); and Legge explicitly disagrees with the interpretation of jianai as demanding equality. According to him, Mencius simply got the Mohist core teaching wrong. (Legge 1991: 118).
However one interprets the Mohist idea of jianai (see part 3), I would tentatively go one step further and suggest the possibility that Yizi might not explicitly have thought in terms of this motto since he did not mention it. I do not question the existence of the expression jianai but perhaps its prevalence as a fixed motto when and where this fragment was written. I have argued elsewhere that current scholarship has been somewhat “blinded” by Mencius’s cultural dominance in its interpretation of early masters (Defoort 2014: 368). It goes so far that Mozi is often unduly interpreted in Mencian terms. A possible example of this tendency is the current interpretation of jianai in terms of “care without gradations” (愛無差等), the expression in the Mencius describing Yizi’s view, which does not even occur in the Mozi. A more specific example is a translation of the expression jianai that is explicitly determined by what Mencius has to say about it (Riegel 2015: 39). In that case, we would be adopting Mohism’s worst opponent’s understanding of it when we interpret and translate a Mohist core idea. In an attempt to understand the Mozi in its own right and in its own terms, we now directly turn to it.


4 Checking Mencius’s Claims in the Mozi
Thus far we have focused on the four records about Mo in the Mencius, more specifically on their reliability and content. Even though Mencius does not refer to any book related to Mo Di, I try to address Mencius’s claims on the basis of the Mozi. Assuming a degree of overlap between this book and the Mohists whom Mencius considered a problem, we can search evidence in the Mozi for the claims that Mencius makes. But which passages should we focus upon? With its 71 chapters or books (pian 篇), of which 53 are extant, the transmitted Mozi is too long to study in detail here.17 And since Mencius is never mentioned in it, we cannot focus on an easily demarcated selection. The following discussions focus on three main topics: the rivalry between Ru and Mo (found in all four Mencius passages) concerning the scope of one’s caring (in three passages) and the type of burials (in one passage). Here again, the aim is not a full-blown reconstruction of the Mohist side in the Mencius-Mozi opposition, but rather an analysis of possible connections on the basis of some texts.
Mencius’s complaints are often taken at face value and understood in terms of an existing competition between fully developed philosophical schools. As for the rivalry between Ru and Mo, there is quite a gap between the certainty with which the Ru are generally portrayed as the targets of criticism in the Mozi and the scarceness of explicit references to them in the book itself. Aside from the one extant “Feiru 非儒” (Against Ru) chapter, only three adversaries are explicitly identified as Ru, namely in the first part of the Dialogue chapter “Gongmeng” 公孟. Dan Robins’s claim that most “early Mohist texts display no special interest in the ru,” is not at all far-fetched, even though it rubs against the grain (Robins 2008: 385). While some interlocutors might have been Ru (or considered Ru by others), they are usually not called that in the Mozi. But since some Mohist authors may have more or less consciously attacked the Ru (at least in Mencius’s eyes) even without mentioning them (or without knowing it), the scarceness of the term does not necessarily contradict the dominant view; it only tempers its certainty and the distinctness of the category Ru.
There certainly is a strong awareness of disagreement and controversy throughout most of the Mozi. The book is therefore a valuable source for distinguishing types of enemies and their associations. A first distinction can be made between people criticized by the Mohists in the book and those criticizing them. The former are mostly men in power conducting policies that the authors thoroughly disagree with, such as aggressive warfare and lavish burials. The latter are adversaries rejecting Mohist proposals such as inclusiveness, frugality, or their condemnation of aggressive warfare. The Mohist authors may have implicitly identified all or some of these opponents as more or less Ru, ranging from being Ru-minded or assisted by Ru to those advisers and scholars who defended Ru values and habits. The officers (shi 士) or officer-gentlemen (shi junzi 士君子) portrayed as adversaries may or may not have been different variations of Ru.
As for the duty to care for others and to hold frugal burials, these are undoubtedly central themes in the Mozi. The authors never explicitly attack the Ru on the former point, but occasionally on the latter. A focus on the adversaries of the Mohists concerning these two topics leads us to four major portions of the book, following a rough consensus concerning their chronology. Beginning with the Core chapters (chs. 8–37), we move from the “Jianai” triplet (chs. 14–16) to the sole extant “Jiezang” chapter (ch. 25); then we turn to two Dialogue chapters (chs. 46–50), namely “Gengzhu” 耕柱 (ch. 46) and “Gongmeng” (ch. 48), to conclude with the sole extant “Feiru” chapter (ch. 39). As for Mencius’s claim that the Mohists challenged the Ru views on caring and burials, the evidence from these Mozi chapters suggests variety and evolution.
4.1 “Jianai”
The Core chapters are generally considered the earliest part of the book, with the “Jianai” triplet or triad being among the oldest, ca. the fourth century BCE (Watanabe 1977: 4). They constitute the major source material for the Mohist idea of jianai, an expression that I have hitherto often left untranslated. There has been quite some discussion about the translation and interpretation of the terms jian (universal, inclusive, indiscriminate, impartial, for everyone, …) and ai (love, care, caring, concern …) separately as well as combined in a fixed expression. The oldest translation is “universal love” (Legge 1991: 101, n. 1). Many scholars have followed him, some after pondering the alternatives. Scott Lowe, for instance, insists that for Mozi ai “does not admit any other translation” (Lowe 1992: 93), and Ian Johnston also believes that this well-established translation captures best the universal scope and religious connotations of the Mohist ideal (Johnston 2010: xliii-xliv). A.C. Graham criticized Legge’s translation, suggesting instead “concern for everyone,” to better express the adverb jian (for each) and the unemotional or unromantic pledge to benefit others and save them from harm (Graham 1989: 41–42). Legge himself was more concerned with the interpretation of jian than of ai, since he believed that Mencius had misunderstood it as indiscriminate love (Legge 1991: 118–19). Many scholars have followed Mencius in this, stressing the idea of impartiality. Van Norden opts for “impartial caring” (Van Norden 2007: 179), and Kwong-loi Shun for “indiscriminate concern for each” (Shun 1996: 31–32). Against this general trend, Robins defends the translation “inclusive care,” which does not mean that people should abandon all particularistic attachments, but rather that they should refrain from excessively or exclusively caring for their own kin (Robins 2012: 66).
Even though my own translation betrays a preference for Robins’ view, I believe that different contexts allow for various renderings. Embedded within their own interpretative frames, these translations cannot be the object of a quick discussion here; nor do I try to present “the philosophy of Mozi.” A combination of the age-old orthodox Confucian cliché shaped by Mencius with the 20the century philosophical interest in theoretical constructs has favored essentialist interpretations in terms of one heretic or philosopher, using one fixed expression, promoting one coherent idea, defended by one clear and distinct Mohist school. Regional, sectarian, or chronological variety is sometimes taken into account. But perhaps the expression was not always as fixed as we tend to believe, or it may have been understood differently by various agents, so that a variety of translations might be warranted. With these cautions in mind, I trace the Mohists and their opponents in the “Jianai” triplet.
The oldest or shang chapter (sometimes indicated as “I”) is a well-structured monologue arguing in favor of caring for each other rather than only for oneself, and doing so inclusively. It ends with the claim that “this is what Master Mozi meant when he insisted that we must encourage people to care for others.”18 (14.3) Yoshinaga Shinjirō has suggested that Mozi’s encouragement to simply “care for others” may very well represent the earliest Mohist concern: if the master had pleaded for “inclusive care,” and if that slogan was already current, the author would probably have mentioned it (Yoshinaga 2004: 75–78). The Mohist argument targets the uncaring behavior of ministers and lords—not necessarily Ru or rival philosophers—and is undisturbed by dissent. I have traced the growing scope of jian in all the Core chapters, where it eventually includes the weak, the poor, the vulgar, stupid, and even the dead (Defoort 2013: 45–64).
Turning to the opponents, the two following chapters of the triplet quote unspecified dissent voices of stubborn critics objecting to the idea of jian: all six objections admit that it is “good” (shan 善), “humane” (ren 仁) or “just” (yi 義), but not quite feasible: inclusiveness is “a thing that cannot be put into practice”19 (15.8). One objection asks: “Or should we no longer accord with our parents’ benefit and thus harm the practice of filial love?”20 Far from questioning filial love (xiao 孝), a virtue that is highly respected throughout the Mozi, the authors try to show how inclusiveness enhances it (16.13). The fact that childless widow(er)s and orphans deserve inclusion in our scope of caring also confirms the Mohist assumption that preferably family members take care of each other. The objections to jian are thus relatively mild and practical. There is no evidence that the Mohist core idea “was resented as an outrage on the system of orthodox belief during all the life-time of Mo and his immediate disciples,” as Legge put it (Legge 1991: 117).

4.2 “Jiezang Xia”
Turning to the topic of funerals, “Moderation in Funerals, III” is the only extant chapter of what might have been another core triplet (chs. 23, 24, 25). With respect to the Ru-Mo opposition, the difference with the “Jianai” triplet is striking: if the adversaries originally were no more than the ruling elite occasionally voicing a tentative defense of their lifestyle, here we meet two distinct groups representing opposite views, which may be evidence of the emerging awareness of ideological schools. The opponents are not explicitly identified as Ru, but they defend views that in one Dialogue chapter are attributed to Ru followers. Whatever the authors may have had in mind, it is very possible that Mencius would have considered the Mohists of this chapter a threat to the Ru, namely those Mohists (Mozhe 墨者) who “consider a frugal approach the appropriate way” and “want this to take over the world” (3A5).
The whole chapter is neatly structured as an opposition between two emerging doctrines now “that the world has lost its standard” (tianxia shi yi 天下失義) after the demise of the three Dynasties and their sage kings. As a result, “the gentlemen of the later ages”21 are in dubio: “Some consider elaborate funerals and long mourning periods humane and right, the service of a filial son.”22 But others hold the exact opposite view. Here we have “two masters, rejecting each other in their doctrines, and thus contradicting each other in actions.”23 Since they both claim to “follow the way of Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, Wen, and Wu”,24 the ruling elite remains in doubt (25.2). But luckily, the venerated master of one of them, Master Mozi, clearly spells out what is at stake: the opposite implications of both doctrines, the undeniable authority of exemplary rulers, and the superior path to follow. With all these arguments, readers are bound to admit that “elaborate funerals and lengthy mourning periods are really not the way of the sage kings”25 (25.11, 25.13, 25.14), and that “these explanations become ever more unacceptable”26 (25.6, 25.7, 25.8, 25.9) with every attempt to defend them. Of course, Master Mozi has the last word: he concludes that if the ruling elite really means well with their state and the people, “then they must investigate this when considering whether frugal mourning should become government policy”27 (25.17).
Like master Meng in Mencius 3A5, the Mohists are winning in their own book. Master Mozi is abundantly quoted, first in response to the adversaries’ existing doctrines (25.5, 25.6) and later rebutting their unsuccessful attempts at defending lavish burials and long mourning periods (25.11, 25.14). The disagreement is, moreover, totally shaped in Mohist terms: with two diametrically opposed doctrines, attributed to two masters, only one of which can convince the ruling elite and be used as government policy. On the basis of common values (humaneness, righteousness, and filial respect), shared respect for the sage kings (Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, Wen, and Wu), uncontested political aims (make the state rich, populous, secure, and ordered), a set of criteria (benefit, authoritative models, and critical thinking), and the assumption that actions follow convictions, the outcome can be sharply deduced: lavish burials and long mourning periods are wrong.
But there is more going on than merely a biased Mohist report on an existing debate. The authors are not just describing a situation, but also shaping it by transforming the relatively inert targets of their criticism into manageable opponents. The “two masters,” which they oppose to each other, may very well refer to Mozi and Confucius (Knoblock and Riegel 2013: 435), but then to a manageable Confucius modulated by the Mohist authors as spokesperson for the elite. Luxurious practices and stubborn customs are hard to eradicate. Some elite voices are even quoted in their attempt to turn this cultural inertness into an argument in defense of their way of life: “If lavish burials and long mourning periods are really not the way of the sage kings, then how do we explain that the gentlemen of the central states practice them without giving up and hold on to them rather than abandoning them”28 (25.14)? In a sphere of contention and rivalry, the Mohists rely on the performative power of words to convert this elite into clones of themselves disputing for the wrong views: people who go around preaching their doctrines, who “make a policy of lavish burials and long mourning periods”29 (25.6, 25.7, 25.8, 25.9), “who hold on to lavish burials and long mourning periods”30 (25.4, 25.11, 25.14) but whose explanations or theories (shuo 說) are manifestly wrong.
The most striking indication of this reshaping of adversaries is the attribution of a pair of antagonistic mottos to the misguided others: “lavish burials” (houzang 厚葬) and “long mourning periods” (jiusang 久喪), which occur 20 times in this chapter, more often than in the rest of the whole early corpus. In contrast, the Mohist core idea of “moderate burials” (jiezang 節葬) does not occur even once in the chapter (and hardly in the book Mozi), except in the title, which may have been added later by the editor (Defoort and Standaert 2013: 19–24).31
One has the impression that the critical Mohists invented the pernicious mottos of their supposed opponents and used them more forcefully than the mottos of their own lineage. Although we cannot exclude the possibility that there were already some Ru philosophers around at the time defending their funeral rituals and customs, chapters such as this one strongly suggest that the creation of philosophical opponents was, at least to some extent, the result of Mohist argumentative practices (Defoort 2015b).
If there is some truth to this hypothesis, then, like Mencius’s portrayal of Mohists, this chapter did not simply record an ongoing tension but also helped to shape it. In the long run the Mohist ideas were not victorious in Chinese history, but the authors contributed to the transformation of stubborn customs into mottos and arguments. Even though Mencius felt doomed to argue, he did not totally comply with the model of disputation that is promoted here.

4.3 “Gengzhu” and “Gongmeng”
The Dialogue chapters are sometimes called “Mohist Analects” (Moyu 墨語) because they portray Mozi as a teacher and preacher in conversation with others (Zheng 2006: 1–4). He gathers followers and manages them, travels to rulers to give advice, and enters into debate with opponents. The tone is markedly sharper and more acrimonious than in the Core chapters (Ding 2011: 58–59). The Dialogues not only confirm Mencius’s picture of ideological alliances, they also identify some opponents as Ru (in “Gongmeng”) and explicitly bring up “inclusive care” (in “Gengzhu”) and burial regulations. Since no Ru ever explicitly discusses jianai in the Mozi, we look at chapters 46 and 48 separately.
In “Gengzhu” an unaffiliated figure called Wumazi 巫馬子, “more misanthrope than Ru” (Knoblock and Riegel 2013: 326), twice explicitly and exclusively identifies Mozi with jianai. The latter accepts this characterization and willingly defends it. This gives “inclusive care” a special status in the Mozi, since no other core value is so literally identified with him by outsiders. Mencius’s singling out that particular Mohist idea lies in line with this trend. In one dialogue Wumazi summarizes the crucial difference as follows: “I differ from you master: I am not able to inclusively care for all.”32 He goes on to explain that distance and family connections are morally relevant for him (46.18). The putative lack of ability and the priority of kin relations are reminiscent of the mild objections expressed in the “Jianai” chapters. In a second dialogue Wumazi attacks jianai on typical Mohist grounds, namely that it does not necessarily bring along benefit: “You care for everyone in the world but cannot quite be said to benefit them; I do not care for everyone in the world but cannot quite be said to harm them. Since neither of us has had any effect, why do you consider yourself alone right and me wrong”33 (46; 4)? The characterization of the disagreement in terms of right (shi 是) and wrong (fei 非) further evidences the ideological oppositions in this chapter. But the tone is friendly. To conclude, nowhere in the Mozi is “inclusive care” criticized by people called Ru, nor is it attacked as harshly by any opponent as it is by Mencius.
Ru protagonists only appear in the first part of “Gongmeng,” a chapter named after its first interlocutor, master Gongmeng. It contains dialogues with three representatives of the Ru: Gongmengzi himself (48.1–48.12), an anonymous critic (48.13), and Chengzi (48.14–48.15). These short dialogues not only show interesting glimpses of how the alliances were conceived, but also come closer to the Ru-Mo rivalry that Mencius may have experienced. The practice of long mourning is discussed in three short conversations with Gongmengzi (48.7, 48.10, 48.12). The latter’s criticism of Mozi’s proselytism is reminiscent of Mencius’s portrayal of the Mohists wanting their ideas to “take over the world” (3A5). “Now you travel everywhere following people to persuade them; why all this effort?”34 Submitting his opponent to a thought experiment about the power of persuasion in the promotion of humaneness and righteousness, Mozi concludes: “Why would one not go about persuading others”35 (48.2)?
Another conversation with Gongmeng is also interesting because it attests to the occasional tendency of Mohists to present their own thought in mantras of catch phrases, which might indicate the emergence of some sort of catechism. There are altogether seven such strings of core ideas in the Mozi, the longest and most famous consisting of ten mottos (in the “Luwen” chapter, 49.15)36; the second longest occurs here. To the question why Confucius with all his knowledge was never made Son of Heaven, Mozi points out that other qualities are expected, namely “revere Heaven, serve the ghosts, care for others, and use moderation”37 (48.5). This string is interesting for two reasons: first because it presents Mozi’s own convictions as a set of identifiable formulations; and second because it shows the relatively unfixed nature of the mottos at this stage. We recognize the pair “revere Heaven” (zuntian 尊天) and “serve the ghosts” (shigui 事鬼) as core ideas in the ten-fold “Luwen” string. But like here, all other and much shorter strings contain the more common expression in the Mozi, “care for others” instead of “inclusive care.” And, finally, this string is generally seen as containing a fourth motto, namely “moderate expenses” (jieyong 節用), but that is only if we follow the modern emendation.38 Such strings and their forgotten emendations not only attest to the consolidation of a Mohist doctrine in terms of some core ideas, but also to the power of scholarly expectations emending the text (Defoort 2015b).
Finally, even though care is not mentioned39 and burials only once, the strongest tension between Ru and Mo can be felt in the records with the Ru master Cheng. At one point the latter shows an interesting glint of clear but contested alliances when he—unsuccessfully, of course—challenges Mozi’s right to quote Confucius since he “is not a Ru” 非儒 (48.15). This could also be translated as “since you condemn the Ru” (Knoblock and Riegel 2013: 362), in line with the “Feiru” chapter that contains some overlap with the first part of this chapter. The animosity also shows when Chengzi accuses Mozi of “slandering the Ru” 毀儒 when the latter points out four Ru policies that “are enough to destroy the world”,40 one of them being “lavish burials and long mourning periods” (48.14). This Dialogue chapter thus seamlessly leads us to the most anti-Ru portion of the Mozi: the reliance on argumentation as well as the harshness of the tone go crescendo.

4.4 “Feiru”
The most obvious evidence for Mencius’s complaints about the Mohist harm done to the Ru is the one extant and exceptionally critical “Feiru” chapter. Only in this chapter, more specifically its first part (39.1–39.8), are the Ru (Ruzhe 儒者) explicitly attacked.41 They are portrayed not only as a group earning a living by “concocting elaborate and lavish rituals and musical performances” (fan shi liyue 繁飾禮樂), including “lengthy periods of mourning” (jiusang 久喪) (39.4), but also following certain dictates, such as having gradations in care for kin and in respect for worth42 (39.1). In a state of mind not so different from Mencius’s, the Mohist authors worry that the Ru consider their dictates as “teaching of the way” (daojiang 道教), that officials as well as ordinary people “believe” (xin 信) in them, which leads to disorder and poverty, “something that destroys the people of the world”43 (39.3). Aside from being a group with a profession, dictates, and a missionary zeal, the Ru are also quoted defending themselves against Mohist attacks. At one point “they angrily respond: ‘How could a useless fellow understand the virtuous Ru’”44 (39.4)! The Mohists, of course, keep “responding to them” (ying zhi 應之) with strong arguments, including a reflection on how decent people convince each other in debates, namely by “informing each other of the principles of their pros and cons,”45 and trusting that adversaries will certainly succumb to reason (39.7).
Not surprisingly, this chapter has been highly influential in the dominant narrative: Mozi, “rather than the late and probably marginal branch of Mohism that the views represent, was held responsible by subsequent generations of Confucians” (Knoblock and Riegel 2013: 40). The tone is indeed sharp and the Ru are even more portrayed as a rival group than in previous chapters. But indignation about this chapter only arose in the Ming and Qing dynasties. Before that time nobody, and certainly not Mencius, seems to have known and reacted to it.46 When Mencius warned against the Mohist idea of jianai, he cannot possibly have thought of arguments in line with the “Feiru” chapter. Its authors accuse the Ru of lacking appropriate gradations in their mourning and funeral rites, exclaiming: “What sort of perversity is greater than this” (nishu dayan 逆孰大焉) (39.1)! More than accusing the Ru of mere inconsistency in regard to their own dictates, these Mohists are themselves shocked by the lack of hierarchy during wedding rituals: “This is to turn high and low upside down, a perversity against parents by bringing them down to the level of wife and son […] To serve them in that manner, can this be called filial piety”47 (39.2)!? Far from promoting inclusive or impartial care here, the authors of this admittedly exceptional chapter seem to be more exclusive and partial in their care for kin than the Ru. As Robins points out, “the Mohists are saying that the ru are partial in the wrong way, not that they are wrong to be partial” (Robins 2008: 388; see also Radice 2011: 149).
To conclude, the four parts selected from the Mozi to trace the ground for Mencius’s complaints provide a variegated picture, which I have discussed in a tentative chronological order. While the earliest Mohists may have criticized elite habits more than Ru convictions, there are strong and increasing indications that at least some authors of the Mozi were the type of Mohists that Mencius worried about. They were not only critical of people whom Mencius considered Ru, but they also forced them to defend themselves in ways that members of the elite originally did not adopt. And perhaps the indispensable use of disputation (bian) was something that bothered Mencius more than the scope of caring, a topic on which Ru and Mo never harshly criticize each other, at least not in the Mozi. Despite their misguided ideas and bad taste, the Mohists managed to convert the targets of their criticism into ideological opponents. And in the meanwhile they gave instructions on how to dispute, which even Mencius reluctantly followed.


5 Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter has been to unravel a variety of possible threads in the connection between Mencius and Mozi. In order to bypass debates that either rely on dominant narratives or fully reject them, I have employed a hermeneutic of informed ignorance. Actively acknowledging the extent of our ignorance goes hand in hand with seeing the portrayals that have been created to redress this ignorance, and occasionally putting them on hold, in order to invite other equally tentative interpretations. We do need narratives, which consist not only of textual material (in casu from Mencius and Mozi) but also of the frames provided by the interpreter. If we compare the gap in our knowledge with a wound, each narrative could then be seen as a layer of crust covering this sensitive spot. The hermeneutic of informed ignorance could then be said to soak them in a bath of hot attention so as to soften the most tenacious interpretations and give fresh air to nuances and information that otherwise risk to be suffocated by an unquestioned frame.
In order to bring out striking similarities, subtle differences, and possible evolutions, I have focused on a limited set of source material rather than on a reconstruction of both philosophers’ thought systems on the basis of all possibly relevant sources. One result is that we have only seen the tip of an iceberg that can be studied further. There is a multitude of other topics, types of argumentation, and stock examples that attest to at least a shared intellectual background between the authors of both books, if not straight influence from Mohists on Mencius.48 But aside from all these and other topics, I believe there is one truth that inspires philosophical research as much as do the available texts, namely the fact that there is so much that we do not know. Rather than merely being a cause for discouragement or a threat to our understanding, it also sharpens our attention for textual details and gives new life to age old texts.
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Footnotes
1References to the Mencius and the Mozi follow, respectively, the numbering of Lau 1984 and Johnston 2010. Translations are my own. I thank Nicolas Standaert, Lee Ting-mien, Liu Lisha, and Jeffrey Riegel for their valuable comments on an earlier draft. This chapter was largely written in 2015.

 

2For a further elaboration of this methodology, see Defoort 2016.

 

3For views on the Mozi, see e.g. Defoort and Standaert 2013; for the Mencius, see e.g. Brooks and Brooks 2002.

 

4This is typical for what Dirk Meyer has called “context-based texts.” (Meyer 2012: 227–244).

 

5逃墨必歸於楊;逃楊必歸於儒. (7B26).

 

6歸斯受之而已矣.(7B26).

 

7今之與楊墨辯者 如追放豚: 既入其苙, 又從而招之.(7B26).

 

8For an alternative view, of the Qing scholar Zhao You 趙佑 (1727–1800), see Jiao 1991: 998–99.

 

9楊朱墨翟之言盈天下. 天下之言不歸楊, 則歸墨. 楊氏為我, 是無君也; 墨氏兼愛, 是無父也. 無父無君. 是禽獸也. […] 楊墨之道不息, 孔子之道不著. 是邪說誣民, 充塞仁義也. 仁義充塞, 則率獸食人, 人將相食. 吾為此懼 […] 豈好辯哉? 予不得已也. 能言距楊墨者, 聖人之徒也. (3B9).

 

10On the basis of the currently extant sources, we can trace this portrayal to the work of Yang Xiong (53 BCE–CE 18), Wang Chong (CE 27–100), Ying Shao (c. CE 140–204), Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824), Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529), etc. It was used as a rhetorical trope to describe one’s courageous defense of Ru values against rivals, often Daoists and Buddhists.

 

11楊子取為我, 拔一毛而利天下, 不為也. 墨子兼愛, 摩頂放踵利天下, 為之. 子莫執中. 執中為近之. 執中無權猶執一也. 所惡執一者, 為其賊道也, 舉一而廢百也.

 

12Yang Bojun is puzzled by the expression 摩頂放踵. He disagrees with the commentary of Zhao Qi (c. 108–201) explaining 放 as 至 (till), speculates that this was perhaps a saying in Mencius’s days, and leaves the translation vague. (Yang 1997: 313n2).

 

13The passage coming closest to relating Mozi with the loss of hair is Zhuangzi, “Tianxia”, on the Mohist emulation of the Great Yu sacrificing his body hair in his service of the people. For a more detailed analysis of hair related passages (Defoort 2018).

 

14吾聞夷子墨者。墨之治喪也，以薄為其道也。夷子思以易天下，豈以為非是而不貴也。然而夷子葬其親厚。則是以所賤事親也. (3A5).

 

15儒者之道古之人若保赤子. (3A5) The ambiguity of ruo 若, potentially expressing a range from exact equality to relative similarity may have caused differences in the interpretation of the Mohist ideal of care. (Fraser 2016: 170).

 

16Generally speaking, much of Mencius’s thought can be seen as very similar to and yet emphatically different from his opponents, including the Mohists. Hence his tendency to inflate the differences. (Hsiao 1980: 231–35).

 

17The Mozi is mostly written in the fourth and third century BCE. For dating chapters and parts of the book, I mainly rely on other scholars’ research. See Defoort and Standaert (2013). I do not consider these dates infallible nor crucial for my reflections.

 

18子墨子曰「不可以不勸愛人」者此也.

 

19不可行之物也.

 

20意不忠親之利而害為孝乎 Replacing the character 忠 by 中 (zhong), meaning “fit, accord with” (Sun 2011: 123–24).

 

21後世之君子.

 

22或以厚葬久喪以為仁也義也, 孝子之事也.

 

23二子者, 言則相非, 行即相反.

 

24上袓述堯舜禹湯文武之道者也.

 

25厚葬久喪果非聖王之道.

 

26其說又不可矣.

 

27故當若節喪之為政而不可不察此者也.

 

28厚葬久喪，果非聖王之道，夫胡說中國之君子，為而不已，操而不擇哉.

 

29以厚葬久喪者為政.

 

30執厚葬久喪.

 

31The variant expression jiesang 節喪 occurs once, in the chapter’s conclusion.

 

32我與子異, 我不能兼愛.

 

33子兼愛天下未云利也; 我不愛天下未云賊也. 功皆未至, 子何獨自是而非我哉.

 

34今子遍從人而說之; 何其勞也.

 

35何故不行說人也.

 

36The tenth moto in the string, 非攻 was restored by Republican scholars. For a detailed study of the history of this ten-motto’s string from ch. 49, see Defoort 2015a: 210–221.

 

37尊天事鬼愛人用節.

 

38用節 in the oldest editions was changed into the well-known core idea 節用, probably by Bi Yuan 畢沅 in 1783 without leaving any comment. (Bi 2004: 325 & 773) In all the modern editions and translations that I have checked, the emendation is followed but never explicitly acknowledged. (see e.g. Sun 2011: 454; Li 1996: 437; Tan and Sun 2009: 389; Zhou et al. 2006: 570; Mei 1980: 466; Johnston 2010: 681; Knoblock and Riegel 2013: 356).

 

39Neither jianai nor any other doctrine that interpreters today tend to consider the core of Ruist thought is mentioned or criticized in this chapter. (Fraser 2016: 227).

 

40足以喪天下.

 

41In content wavering between the Core chapters and the Dialogues, and with its exceptionally bitter tone against the Ru (part 1) and against Confucius (part 2), this chapter has left scholars in doubt about its date and authenticity. (Wu 1993: 1027–1028).

 

42親親有術, 尊賢有等.

 

43賊天下之人者也.

 

44怒曰: 散人焉知良儒.

 

45以其取舍是非之理相告.

 

46Before the publication of Mozi editions the Ming and Qing dynasties the Mohist threat was exclusively pictured in Mencian terms, especially Mencius 3B.9 and 7A26. (Defoort 2015a: 221–229).

 

47顛覆上下, 悖逆父母, 下則妻子 […] 事親若此可謂孝乎.

 

48Other common topics are benefit, welfare of the people, the role of Heaven, etc.. Shared types of argumentation are thought experiments, hypothetical cases, sharp disputes, etc. Some shared stock examples are carrying the Tai Mountain, a child falling in a well, entrusting onens family to a good friend, etc.
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1 Introduction
Because the recension of the Mencius by Zhao Qi 趙岐 (d. A.D. 201) supplanted everything that preceded it, today one can only guess at the nature of earlier editions. Sima Qian 司馬遷 (145?-86? B.C.) wrote that Mencius “composed” (zuo 作) a text in seven sections (Sima 1959: 74.2343),1 and later Han writers, including Zhao (Jiao 1987: 1.3)2 and his contemporary Ying Shao 應劭 (140–206), reported similar opinions. Ying specified that Mencius’s book comprised 11 sections (Wang 1981: 7.319),3 so he was presumably not referring to the same edition as Sima Qian, and Zhao famously explained that he produced the current edition in seven sections by eliminating four that he considered inferior (Jiao 1987: 1.15).4 Thus it would be incautious to assume that the seven sections of Zhao Qi’s edition were identical to the seven that Sima Qian mentioned (Hunter 2014: 72). This is essentially all that can be said of the text of Mencius during the Han dynasty. We know next to nothing.

2 Peculiarities in the Distribution of References to Mencius in Han Texts
There are, however, many references to Mencius in Han texts, and they present an interesting distribution that has never, to my knowledge, been analyzed. Digital databases have made it easier than ever before to conduct such searches; in fact, the Institute of Chinese Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong has conveniently published (Chan and Ho 2007) all the allusions to Mencius that a search program was able to locate within CHANT, their superb database of ancient Chinese texts. The list errs on the side of inclusiveness and contains some items that might be false positives, but the data still suffice to yield a significant and surprising result: many of the passages considered crucial today were never cited in the Han dynasty.5
For example, not a single extant Han source cites Mencius 1B8, on the dethronement of the tyrants Jie 桀 and Zhòu 紂 by the sage kings Tang 湯 and Wu 武王, the founders of the Shang 商 and Zhou 周 dynasties, respectively:	King Xuan of Qi (r. 319–301 B.C.) asked: “Tang deposed Jie; King Wu attacked Zhòu—did these things happen?”

	Mencius replied: “They are in the records.”

	[The King asked]: “Is it acceptable for a minister to assassinate his lord?”

	[Mencius said]: “One who pillages his humanity is called a pillager; one who pillages his righteousness is called a slaughterer. Someone who is a pillager or slaughterer is called ‘one man.’ I have heard of their punishing ‘one man’; I have not heard of their assassinating their lord.”6 (Jiao 1987: 5.145)






This is a tense passage because it requires Mencius to balance his concept of Heaven’s Mandate (tianming 天命) with the presumption that regicide cannot normally be permissible.7 As we know from other sections, notably 5A, Mencius believed that Heaven decreed the establishment of the Shang and Zhou dynasties (cf. Pines 2005: 275ff.), but this dialogue reminds us that the transfer of power was violent.8 Here, Mencius defends Tang and King Wu against the charge of assassination on the grounds that Jie and Zhòu forfeited the right to be considered lords through their own unbecoming conduct.9 Therefore, killing them was condign punishment, not assassination.
Some rulers were uncomfortable with such arguments, because they seemed to permit subjects to pass judgment on the sovereign. For example, Emperor Jing of Han 漢景帝 (r. 157–141 B.C.) intervened in a debate between two courtiers because he thought it was veering too close to the perilous topic of whether Tang and Wu had received Heaven’s Mandate, and “thereafter, no scholars dared to elucidate [the question] of who had received the Mandate and who had deposed and killed [the sovereign unlawfully]” 是後學者莫敢明受命放殺者 (Sima 1959: 3123).10 Much later, the Hongwu 洪武 Emperor (r. 1368–1398) went so far as to expunge relevant sections from Mencius (Elman 2013: 20 f.). Justin Tiwald has recently explored the question of whether a right of rebellion can be inferred from Mencius’s position (Tiwald 2008). Any modern discussion of Mencian political philosophy must take this passage into account.
But no Han text makes quite the same argument. There is a possible allusion in The Master of Huainan 淮南子: “Tang deposed Jie and King Wu attacked Zhòu in order to rid the world of pillagers and eliminate slaughterers”11 (He 1998: 20.1395). The Master of Huainan does not attribute this opinion to Mencius, however, and more significantly, it does not adopt the extreme position that Tang and King Wu did not commit a crime: “They can be called charitable lords, but they cannot be called loyal subjects”12 (ibid.). This is in line with the mainstream Han-dynasty view that Tang and King Wu were undoubtedly guilty of usurpation, but that the good in them outweighed the bad,13 as in the following discussion by Jia Yi 賈誼 (201–169 B.C.):Tang of Yin (i.e. Shang) deposed Jie; King Wu assassinated Zhòu. These are things that the whole world has heard. To be a minister and depose one’s lord, to be an inferior and assassinate one’s superior—these are the most rebellious actions in the world. But the reason why they possessed the world was that they opened profit and eliminated harm in the world, and bequeathed it [to their posterity] with righteousness. Thus their names have been praised throughout the world and transmitted to later generations. We hide their evil and extol their virtuous glory; we establish their shining merit and transmit it far and wide. Thus everyone in the world says that theirs was the supreme government of sage emperors.14 (Yan and Zhong 2000: 10.409)


If it shocks us today that as conservative a writer as Jia Yi called Tang and Wu assassins, it is only because of the outsize influence that Mencius 1B8 subsequently attained. Jia Yi’s approval of “opening profit” is also strikingly un-Mencian (cf. below).
Similarly, most modern discussions of the Mencian critique of Mohism focus on the debate with Yizhi 夷之15 in Mencius 3A5 (e.g., Nivison 1996: 133–48). The passage is too long to be quoted here, but the crux is that although Yizhi espouses the Mohist credo that burials should be sparse (bo 薄), he buried his own parents sumptuously (hou 厚)—and was right to do so, because his very humanity was urging him to treat his parents with due respect. Thus one of the main objections to Mohism is that it runs counter to our humane instincts. No surviving Han text ever refers to this dialogue. The passage bearing on Master Mo that is most frequently cited is 3B9 (e.g., by Ying Shao in Wang 1981: 7.319), where Mencius responds to the charge of being overly fond of disputation (haobian 好辯) by asserting that he must vigorously combat the ways of Yang Zhu and Mo Di 楊、墨之道 or else the Confucian way will not flourish. But this passage sheds less light on the basis of Mencius’s objection to Mohism: it states only that the famous Mohist doctrine of “universal love” (jian’ai 兼愛) is tantamount to “not having a father” (wufu 無父), and not having a father is bestial.16

3 One Explanation: Before Neo-Confucianism, Mencius Was Not Regarded as a Sage
Other examples convey that Mencius’s cultural status was lower before his apotheosis under Neo-Confucianism.17 One of the most distinctive concepts in Han Confucianism is quan 權, literally “weighing one thing against another” (Graham 1978: 184) or, as I have defined it elsewhere, “disregarding an otherwise binding norm (jing 經) when exigent circumstances warrant” (Goldin 2005b: 19). The most extended Han discussion of quan appears in the Gongyang Commentary to the Springs and Autumns 春秋公羊傳 (Liu 2010: 81), which asks whether a minister named Zhai Zhong 祭仲 (d. 682 B.C.) is to be praised or condemned for saving his state by acquiescing to a powerful enemy’s request that he dethrone his ruler. The answer is that in cases of life or death, such an act is acceptable as quan, provided that it causes no injury to others (cf. Zhang 2005: 91–158; Vankeerberghen 2005–2006: 74ff.).
Today, however, Mencius 4A17, rather than the Gongyang Commentary, is regarded as the locus classicus of quan18:	Chunyu Kun (fl. 320-311 B.C.) said: “Is it ritually correct that when males and females give and take, they are not to touch each other?”

	Mencius said: “That is ritually correct.”

	[Chunyu] said: “If one’s sister-in-law is drowning, does

	one extend one’s hand to her?”

	[Mencius] said: “One who does not extend [his hand] when his

	sister-in-law is drowning is a jackal or a wolf. It is ritually correct

	that when males and females give and take, they are not to touch

	each other, but to extend one’s hand to one’s sister-in-law when

	she is drowning—that is quan.”19 (Jiao 1987: 15.520f.)






The fact that Han discussions of quan almost always orient themselves around the catechism in the Gongyang Commentary, and do not ever cite Mencius 4A17 (a point not observed by Liu 1998: 421ff.), suggests that the former was more apt to be recognized as a proof text. We must remember that the Five Canons (Changes 易, Documents 書, Odes 詩, Rites 禮, and Springs and Autumns 春秋) held sway during this era (Nylan 2001: 23–51); the Neo-Confucian notion that the essence of Chinese philosophy is encapsulated in the so-called Four Books (Analects 論語, Mencius, Great Learning 大學, and Application of Equilibrium 中庸) still lay at least a millennium in the future (e.g., Gardner 2007). In this intellectual environment, an authorized commentary to the Springs and Autumns enjoyed greater prestige than the words of a non-canonical philosopher such as Mencius. Though admired by many, Mencius was still regarded as fallible. Wang Chong 王充 (b. A.D. 27) wrote an essay critiquing Mencius (Huang 1990: 10.30.450–68) in language that later imperial literati would not have dared to deploy. The range of Han opinions shows how radical it was, a few centuries later, for Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824) to declare Mencius the last of the ancient sages (e.g., Ma 1957: 1.10; cf. Hartman 1986: 179ff.).

4 Innate Knowledge and Human Nature
Freeing oneself of Neo-Confucian perspectives might also clarify why no Han text refers to the concepts of “innate ability” (liangneng 良能) and “innate knowledge” (liangzhi 良知) from Mencius 7A15: “What people are able to do without having studied it is their liangneng; what they know without having pondered it is their liangzhi”20 (Jiao 1987: 26.897). Since Wang Shouren 王守仁 (1472–1529), liangzhi has been taken to be almost synonymous with Mencianism:The Way is nothing other than “innate knowledge.” From the beginning, pure knowledge is perfectly intact. Through it, what is right [is perceived as] right; through it, what is wrong [is perceived as] wrong. If you just rely on it with regard to right and wrong, there will not be any spot [in you] that is not right. This pure knowledge, after all, is your enlightened teacher.21 (Chen 1983: §265)


We can tentatively infer from the lack of references to liangzhi and the debate with Yizhi, discussed above, that the idea of the inherently good impulses of human nature was not considered as fundamental to Mencian philosophy in Han times as it has been since the rise of Neo-Confucian discourse. This observation bears on the Mencian theory of human nature (xing 性), and dovetails with the most surprising result of all, namely that no Han text ever cites the parable of the infant that is about to fall into a well (Mencius 2A6).22 For modern readers, there is perhaps no more quintessentially Mencian passage than this.Suppose a person suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well. Everyone [in such a situation] would have a frightened, compassionate heart, not in order to ingratiate himself with the child’s parents, not because he wants praise from his neighbors and friends, and not because he would hate to have the reputation23 [of one who would not save an innocent child].24 (Jiao 1987: 7.233)


It would be a mistake, however, to surmise that Han writers were unaware of or uninterested in the Mencian theory of human nature. Rather, they did not regard this particular passage as crucial to the doctrine. Several Han sources discuss theories of human nature and attribute to Mencius phrases and passages substantially similar to what is found in the received text. For example, the works of Wang Chong leave little doubt that he had access to a written text of Mencius (cf. Hunter 2014: 71), as in this excerpt:Mencius wrote the chapter “Human Nature Is Good.” His view was that human nature is all good; if it becomes not good, this is because external objects have disordered it. He meant that when people are born in the world, they all receive a good nature, but as they grow into adults and come into contact with external objects, they become undisciplined and fractious, and thereby less good every day. … Master Gao was a coeval of Mencius. His theory was that there is no distinction between good and bad in human nature. He compared it to a whirlpool: if you open a channel for it to the east, then it [will flow] to the east; if you open a channel for it to the west, then it [will flow] to the west. There is no distinction between east and west in the case of water, just as there is no distinction between good and bad in human nature.25 (Huang 1990: 3.13.133 and 136)


These comments are informative for two reasons. First, Wang Chong names one of the chapters that Zhao Qi would later claim to have excised from his recension: “Human Nature Is Good.” Sometimes the words “human nature is all good; if it becomes not good, this is because external objects have disordered it”26 (which do not appear in the received text of Mencius) are thought to be a direct quotation from that lost chapter. There is no way to be sure, because pre-modern Chinese books did not have quotations marks, but if it is a direct quote, then this passage affords us a rare glimpse of Mencius as it stood before Zhao Qi permanently disfigured it.
Second, Wang Chong’s synopsis of Master Gao’s theory is almost identical to Mencius 6A2:Master Gao said: “Human nature is like a whirlpool: if you open a channel for it to the east, it will flow to the east; if you open a channel for it to the west, it will flow to the west. There is no distinction between good and not good in human nature, just as there is no distinction between west and east in the case of water.”27 (Jiao 1987: 22.735)


Thus although Wang Chong proves to have been at least as familiar with Mencius’s teachings as we are today,28 he did not consider it necessary to refer to 2A6. He did, however, allude elsewhere to the episode involving King Xuan of Qi and the sacrificial ox from Mencius 1A7 (Huang 1990: 19.58.828), as do several other Han texts.29 Philosophically, the purposes of Mencius 1A7 and 2A6 are congruent: to demonstrate that human beings have good impulses, and that the path to goodness lies to extending those impulses to one’s daily actions (cf. Goldin 2020: 86ff.). Thus it remains curious that 1A7 was so widely cited by Han authors when 2A6 was not.
No less noteworthy is the fact that Han texts make no mention of the Four Beginnings (siduan 四端).30 In the current arrangement of 2A6, immediately after the parable of the infant, we read the following:From this we see: Whoever lacks a commiserating heart is not a human being. Whoever lacks a heart of shame is not a human being. Whoever lacks a heart of deference is not a human being. Whoever lacks a heart of right and wrong is not a human being. The heart of commiseration is the beginning of humanity. The heart of shame is the beginning of righteousness. The heart of deference is the beginning of ritual. The heart of right and wrong is the beginning of wisdom. Human beings have these Four Beginnings just as they have four limbs.31 (Jiao 1987: 7.233–35)


Han writers did cite some of these phrases. Ying Shao, for example, wrote: “Mencius censured those who lack a commiserating heart,”32 followed by an unmistakable quote from Mencius 7A44 (Wang 1981: 5.230). Likewise, in his commentary on Ritual Records 禮記, Zheng Xuan 鄭玄 (A.D. 127–200) quoted Mencius as saying: “Someone who lacks a heart of right and wrong is not a human being”33 (Ruan 1980: 1240a). But unfortunately, neither of these scraps tells us whether the authors knew about the Four Beginnings.

5 Popular Passages from Mencius in Han Texts
Which passages are attested in Han sources?34 By far the most common is Mencius’s audience with King Hui of Liang 梁惠王 (r. 370–319 B.C.) in 1A1–3 (see the many references at Chan and Ho 2007: 343ff.). The presentation of the circumstances is not always the same; for instance, Records of the Historian (Shiji 史記) places Zou Yan 鄒衍 (305?–240? B.C.) and the aforementioned Chunyu Kun alongside Mencius during the famous interview, and also grants King Hui more lines (Sima 1959: 44.1847; cf. Hunter 2014: 68). But the basic idea that the purpose of government is inculcating righteousness (yi 義) rather than profit-seeking (li 利)35 evidently resounded with Han literati. Discourses on Salt and Iron (Yantie lun 鹽鐡論) contains the following typical example:If you put profit-seeking first and righteousness last, people will grab and steal insatiably. The chief ministers and officials will accumulate millions; grandees will accumulate thousands of pieces of gold; civil servants will accumulate hundreds of pieces of gold. While they hoard by seeking profit for themselves and multiplying their wealth, the common people are cold and miserable, like vagabonds along the roads. How then can scholars keep their cap and robe intact?36 (Wang 1992: 4.16.209–10)


Literati who sought to minimize the role of government in economic affairs found a strong ancient ally in Mencius, and in Discourses on Salt and Iron, they did not hesitate to invoke him (Jin 2006: 250–55; Dong 1997: 163). It may be the earliest text to quote Mencius more frequently than Master Xun 荀子 (i.e. Xun Kuang 荀況, third century B.C.), and marked the beginning of Mencius’s ascent, as he soon outstripped Master Xun, the former cynosure of elite philosophy, and then nearly obliterated him (cf. Goldin 2007: 164ff.).
The material in today’s sprawling 2A2 is also commonly cited. No fewer than three texts attribute the phrase “flood-like” (haoran 浩然) explicitly to Mencius: the postface to History of the Han (Hanshu 漢書, Ban 1962: 100A.4227); Wang Chong’s Balance of Discourses (Huang 1990: 10.30.460)37; and one of the chapters of Luxuriant Dew of the Springs and Autumns (Chunqiu fanlu 春秋繁露, Su 1992: 16.77.447) that cannot be confidently associated with Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (ca. 198-ca. 107 B.C.), the nominal author.38 Wang Chong mentions the foolish farmer from Song 宋 as well (Huang 1990: 18.54.780), though without attributing the anecdote to Mencius.
Finally, the text known as The Outer Commentary to the Hán Odes (Han Shi waizhuan 韓詩外傳), by Han Ying 韓嬰 (fl. 150 B.C.), merits special attention both because it provides alternative, and usually lengthier, versions of passages in the received Mencius (Hunter 2014: 65ff.), and because of its two singular anecdotes involving Mencius’s mother. In the first (Xu 1980: 9.1.306), we learn that she would keep a watchful eye on her young son, from behind her spinning wheel, as he recited his lessons (evidently there was no father), and that she would not tell him white lies, even if the truth was uncomfortable; in the second (ibid.: 9.17.322), he is now a married man and chides his wife for squatting inappropriately in her room, whereupon his mother chides him for spying on his unsuspecting mate. In neither anecdote is Mencius’s own wisdom central; on the contrary, in the latter he is a priggish butt for his mother’s more nuanced moral sense. Clearly, the idea is that Mencius owed much of his success to his sagacious mother’s instruction. The origin of such traditions about Mencius’s mother are a mystery,39 as The Outer Commentary to the Hán Odes is the oldest extant text attesting to them. Later, Liu Xiang劉向 (79–8 B.C.) elaborated on these anecdotes and added two others to produce a miniature biography of Mencius’s mother for his Categorized Biographies of Women (Lienü zhuan 列女傳, Wang 1937: 1.15–18).

6 Conclusion
How do we account for the evidence surveyed above? First, there is the problem of evaluating argumentum ex silentio. Mencius appears in Han texts when his authority is forensically useful (for example, 1A1 in Discourses on Salt and Iron, which raises principled, if unworldly, objections to state monopolies); one cannot safely infer from their silences that Han authors were unaware of other aspects of his philosophy. I suspect that concepts such as the Four Beginnings must have been widely known (or else Han literati could scarcely have comprehended Mencius’s theory of human nature), but such is the paucity of the evidence that even this supposition is insecure.
Moreover, reviewing the reception of Mencius in the Han dynasty is instructive because it reveals how heavily Neo-Confucianized our understanding remains today, centuries after figures such as Wang Shouren. Many of the passages that are never cited in Han sources, such as 2A6 (the infant about to fall into a well) and 7A15 (innate knowledge), are central to Neo-Confucianism, which has informed our expectations of Mencian discourse. Han literati had different concerns. As they grew apprehensive of the imperial state, whose expansionist campaigns contravened its duty to care for its subjects (cf. Nylan 2011: 109), what they deemed most significant about Mencius seems to have been his willingness to stand up to a monarch and extol righteousness over wealth. As Yang Xiong 揚雄 (53 B.C.-A.D. 18) wrote, cleverly alluding to both Mencius 3B2 and 2A2: “[Mencius] was courageous in righteousness and resolute in virtue. He did not let poverty or wealth, nobility or lowliness, or life or death sway his heart. Was his courage not abundant?”40 (Wang 1987: 16.11.419).
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Footnotes
1One comment by Sima implies that he possessed some kind of written text: “Whenever I read Mencius’s book and come to [the passage where] King Hui of Liang asks, ‘By what means can I benefit my state?’ I set down the book and sigh” 余讀孟子書，至梁惠王問「何以利吾國」，未嘗不廢書而嘆也 (Sima 1959: 74.2343). Cf. Hunter 2014: 38. The wording in the received Mencius is slightly different: “Surely you have some means to profit my state” 亦將有以利吾國乎 (Jiao 1987: 2.35).

 

2Zhao stated that the book was composed by Mencius (Mengzi zhi suo zuo 孟子之所作; Jiao 1987: 1.3), though later he complicated the picture by explaining that it was patterned after the model of the Analects, which, in his view, was compiled by Confucius’s disciples rather than by Confucius himself (1.14). He also asserted that Emperor Wen 文帝 (r. 180–157 B.C.) sponsored an Erudite (boshi 博士) specializing in the Mencius, though the position was later abolished (1.17). The last claim, which cannot be corroborated by any other source, has been questioned since the Song 宋 dynasty (Hunter 2014: 70).

 

3As does the bibliographical chapter of the History of the Han 漢書 (Ban 1962: 30.1725). Ying Shao’s testimony is often overlooked in recent treatments of the problem, such as Van Ess 2015b: 288.

 

4These four so-called “Outer Books” (waishu 外書) did not survive, and mischief-makers throughout the centuries preyed on credulous literati by producing “rediscovered” forgeries (Deng and Wang 1998: 216–17).

 

5In addition to the examples below, one passage that is never cited in Han texts is 7B21: “Narrow footpaths in the hills become roads when they are used steadily” 山徑之蹊間，介然用之而成路 (Jiao 1987: 28.982). This has been made famous in modern times by allusions by Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881–1936) and Barack Obama (Lu 1976: 94; Ho 2010: 223n.1).

 

6齊宣王問曰:「湯放桀，武王伐紂，有諸?」孟子對曰:「於傳有之。」曰:「臣弒其君可乎?」曰:「賊仁者謂之賊，賊義者謂之殘，殘賊之人謂之一夫。聞誅一夫紂矣，未聞弒君也。」

 

7Compare the Gongyang Commentary: “There may be no plots against lords or parents; if someone should plot [against them], he must be executed for it” 君親無將，將而必誅焉 (Liu 2010: 506).

 

8Compare Mencius 7B3, where Mencius states that he does not believe the account of the Zhou conquest of Shang in the Documents (Shu 書), presumably because it depicts more bloodshed than his philosophy can readily accommodate.

 

9The idea is reminiscent of Analects 12.11: “Let the lord act as a lord” 君君 (cf. Goldin 2020: 48).

 

10I am grateful to Yuri Pines for this and other references. For a survey of pre-imperial and early imperial opinions of Tang and Wu, see Cao 2017: 58–62.

 

11湯放桀，武王伐紂，以為天下去殘除賊。

 

12可謂惠君，而未可謂忠臣矣。

 

13Compare the opinion of Lu Jia 陸賈 (ca. 228–140 B.C.): “Tang and Wu seized [power] by rebelling but maintained it by complying [with morality]” 湯武逆取而以順守之 (Sima 1959: 97.2699; Ban 1962: 43.2113).

 

14殷湯放桀，武王弒紂，此天下之所同聞也。為人臣而放其君，為人下而弒其上，天下之至逆也。而所以有天下者，以為天下開利除害，以義繼之也，故聲名稱於天下而傳於後世。隱其惡而揚其德美，立其功烈而傳之於久遠，故天下皆稱聖帝至治。

 

15The name means “Destroy It.” Perhaps the idea is that Yizhi’s ideology would destroy his inherent humanity? Such meaningful epithets are not uncommon in classical Chinese prose (Goldin 2005a: 6–11).

 

16For more on the use of slogans like jian’ai as abbreviated references to Mohist positions, see Defoort 2014.

 

17That is to say, what Zhou 1996: 289–90 called “the movement of elevating Mencius” 孟子的「升格運動」had not yet commenced.

 

18It is possible, however, that the discussions of quan in the Mohist Canons are older (Zhang 2005: 120 f.; Lu 2004: 229 f.).

 

19淳于髡曰:「男女授受不親，禮與?」孟子曰:「禮也。」曰:「嫂溺，則援之以手乎?」曰:「嫂溺不援，是豺狼也。男女授受不親，禮也。嫂溺援之以手者，權也。」

 

20人之所不學而能者，其良能也；所不慮而知者，其良知也。

 

21道即是良知:真知原是完完全全。是的，還他是；非的，還他非。是非，只依著他，更無有不是處。這真知還是你的明師。

 

22Fear of a child’s falling into a well is attested in other early sources (e.g., Analects 6.24; Mozi 墨子, Wu 2006: 1.5.35; and Mencius 3A5).

 

23Or perhaps “… cannot abide the sound [of the wailing infant].”

 

24今人乍見孺子將入於井，皆有怵惕惻隱之心。非所以內交於孺子之父母也，非所以要譽於鄉黨朋友也，非惡其聲而然也。

 

25孟子作《性善》之篇，以為人性皆善，及其不善，物亂之也。謂人生於天地，皆稟善性，長大與物交接者，放縱悖亂，不善日以生矣。……告子與孟子同時，其論性無善惡之分，譬之湍水，決之東則東，決之西則西。夫水無分於東西，猶人無分於善惡也。

 

26人性皆善，及其不善，物亂之也。

 

27告子曰:「性猶湍水也，決諸東方則東流，決諸西方則西流。人性之無分於善不善也，猶水之無分於東西也。」

 

28It is worth nothing that Wang Chong did not accept Mencius’s theory of human nature as completely correct; on his view, it is applicable only to those who are above average (Huang 1990: 3.13.142–43).

 

29See the list at Chan and Ho 2007: 348. They seem to have been particularly fond of the conclusion that noble men must stay away from the kitchen (yuan paochu 遠庖廚).

 

30The phrase “the beginnings of humanity and righteousness” (renyi zhi duan 仁義之端) appears in Zhuangzi 莊子 (Guo 1961: 1B.2.93), and makes sense in that context as a disapproving allusion to Mencian philosophy.

 

31由是觀之，無惻隱之心，非人也；無羞惡之心，非人也；無辭讓之心，非人也；無是非之心，非人也。惻隱之心，仁之端也；羞惡之心，義之端也；辭讓之心，禮之端也；是非之心，智之端也。人之有是四端也，猶其有四體也。

 

32孟軻譏無惻隱之心。

 

33人無是非之心，非人也。

 

34Chen 2000 emphasizes Mencius’s influence on Han-dynasty classical studies; for example, the claim in Mencius 3B9 that Confucius wrote the Springs and Autumns (Chunqiu 春秋) “immensely aroused later Confucians” 給儒家後學以無窮的啓發 (45), but his theory suffers from the difficulty that no Han text cites this passage (and Van Ess 2015a suggests that it is an interpolation). Sima Qian also attributed the Spring and Autumns to Confucius (Sima 1959: 47.1943), but did not state that he borrowed this theory from Mencius.

 

35“Profit-seeking” was the dominant interpretation of li in this context, but not all readers agreed. Wang Chong complained that Mencius rashly took li to mean “profit pertaining to goods and wealth” 貨財之利, but it could also refer to “the profit of security and good fortune” 安吉之利 (Huang 1990: 10.30.450), in other words, “profit” of a less materialistic kind. He went on to criticize Mencius for not asking King Hui to specify.

 

36苟先利而後義，取奪不厭。公卿積億萬，大夫積千金，士積百金。利己并財以聚；百姓寒苦，流離於路。儒獨何以完其衣冠也?

 

37Like so much else from Wang Chong’s pen, this reference is sardonic. The text says: “When [Mencius’s] own fate did not permit him to bring peace and order to the world, he was not ‘flood-like’ and serene in Qi, but bore hatred in his breast and had a discontented complexion; it was a failing” 己命不當平治天下，不浩然安之於齊，懷恨有不豫之色，失之矣. That is to say, Mencius, who bragged of his ability to nourish his flood-like qi 氣, could not even accept his lot without pouting.

 

38On the complex relationship between this text and Dong Zhongshu, see, most recently, Loewe 2011: 191–224.

 

39Lewis 2012: 253ff. discusses later representations of the relationship between Master Zeng 曾子, a leading disciple of Confucius, and his mother. There are some comments about Confucius’s mother, Yan Zhengzai 顏徵在 (Eno 2003: 8–11), but she is not credited with decisive influence over his education. (It should also be noted that Zhengzai, meaning “The Manifestation Is Present,” is a highly suspicious name for the mother of a sage.) On the wisdom of mothers in classical Chinese texts generally, see, e.g., Goldin 2002: 53ff.

 

40勇於義而果於德，不以貧富、貴賤、死生動其心，於勇也，其庶乎?
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1 Introduction
The context for reading the Mencius is commonly set by the sayings of Confucius found in the Lunyu on one side and the writings of Xunzi on the other, but this bracketing leaves immense gaps. Mencius’s concern with natural human dispositions (xing 性), the disputes on whether the virtues are internal or external, the grouping of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom as the four primary virtues – all of these are absent in the Lunyu. While Xunzi explicitly contrasts his views with those of Mencius, he is usually taken to either misunderstand or misrepresent Mencius’s philosophy, obscuring the relation between them. Moreover, we have had little understanding of Xunzi’s own intellectual trajectory.
This simple history has been blown apart by archeologists, who have excavated dozens of texts written on bamboo strips during the mid to late Warring States Period.1 In relation to the Mencius, the two most important collections are those found at Guodian in 1993 and the collection of bamboo strips purchased the following year by the Shanghai Museum. The Guodian bamboo slips are estimated to have been buried around 300 BCE.2 The Shanghai Museum texts are unprovenanced, but there is a consensus that they come from roughly the same time and place.3 If we assume some gap between the formation of ideas, the coalescence of those ideas into written texts, and the transmission and elevation of the texts to a point that they would end up in tombs, then these texts likely express philosophical discourses originating at least several decades before they were buried. Thus these discourses were probably already in circulation when Mencius formulated his own philosophy (and well before the Mencius was written down). In fact, these collections give us a sense of the kinds of texts one of Mencius’s contemporaries (albeit in the state of Chu) might have had – the Guodian tomb dates from roughly a decade before Mencius himself was buried. That the Guodian texts represent discourses formulated before the philosophy of Mencius is supported by the fact that Mencius seems to be responding to points that appear in some of the Guodian materials, but there is no evidence that those materials are aware of a position like that of Mencius. One might also consider Xunzi’s claim that the Wuxing 五行 (Five Conducts) (WX) was first promoted by Zisi and then followed by Mencius (Wang 1988: 94–95). Of course, we cannot take the Mencius as a linear progression from Guodian texts. There are few textual links between the Mencius and these materials, so even if we can establish connections among ideas, it is possible that Mencius encountered them in verbal debates or in other texts. Moreover, Mencius surely had access to other positions that have since been lost.

2 Contextualizing the Mencius
The significance of these excavated texts for interpreting the Mencius (and Warring States philosophy more broadly) has yet to be fully appreciated, particularly in Western scholarship.4 The limits of the received tradition tend to exaggerate Mencius’s originality and the influence of his explicit opponents, Mozi and Yang Zhu. The newly discovered texts expose a much greater variety of positions that can be reasonably labeled as Ru 儒 (“Confucian”), sharing terms, assumptions, and concerns with the Mencius. These reveal some of the materials and positions from which Mencius worked, and they show that Mencius’s core philosophical claims were developed more in response to these Ru debates than as reactions to the Mohists or Yangists. More specifically, A.C. Graham’s influential claim that Mencius borrowed the use of xing 性 from the Yangists now appears to be wrong (Graham 2002: 6), and while there have long been disputes on the identity of Mencius’s opponent Gaozi, we now know that the position he advocates was one held by other Ru.
This chapter will attempt to summarize the main significance of these texts for the Mencius, focusing on how they deepen our understanding of the core of Mencius’s philosophy – his claim that our natural dispositions (xing 性) are good. Nonetheless, the excavated texts illuminate a wide range of issues and passages and it is helpful to start with a few examples.
One way the excavated texts alter our hermeneutic horizon is by revealing debates that were later obscured. In some cases, we knew that Mencius was entering a debate but were unsure what exactly was at issue. In other cases, what seemed like expressions of shared assumptions now look like positions staked out in ongoing controversies. For example, the Mencius contains two passages (5A5, 5A6) explaining and justifying the transition from a system in which the worthiest becomes the ruler (practiced by Yao and Shun) to a hereditary system in which power passed to a son (started by Yu).5 It would be easy to assume that hereditary rule was taken for granted, in which case these passages were only meant to explain apparent inconsistencies in the behavior of the sages, but that is not the case. We now have texts explicitly arguing that rightness requires transmitting power to the worthy, not to one’s son, as seen in the Guodian text, Tang Yu zhidao 唐虞之道 (The Way of Tang [Yao] and Yu [Shun]).6 Mencius is not just repeating common sense but deliberately staking out a position in favor of heredity, claiming that it has been determined by heaven.
Another common way in which excavated texts alter our interpretations is by clarifying the philosophical vocabulary of Mencius’s time. A simple example is with the term qing 情. In explaining his claim that our dispositions are good, Mencius says: “By following their qing they can become good. That is what being good refers to” (6A6). A. C. Graham made an influential argument that at this time, qing never meant affects or emotions but only what is real or essential (Graham 2002: 49–55). Van Norden translates it as “what they are inherently” (Van Norden 2008: 149), and D.C. Lau as “what is genuinely in him” (Lau 1970: 125). We now know that Graham’s claim was incorrect – one of the Guodian texts, the Xing zi ming chu 性自命出 (Dispositions come from what is Allotted) (XZMC), clearly refers to affects as qing, which emerge from our dispositions (xing) when stimulated by things in the world. Given the similar contexts, this is almost surely its meaning in 6A6.
A more difficult example regarding vocabulary is 4B26, which has long puzzled commentators. The passage reads:
Mencius said, “Those in the world who talk about natural dispositions consider deliberate reasons (gu 故) and that is all. Deliberate reasons take benefit (li 利) as their root. What I hate in those who are wise is their boring through. If the wise resembled Yu in moving water, then I would not hate this wisdom. Yu moved water by enacting what was without work. If the wise also enacted what was without work, the wisdom would be great. The height of the sky (tian 天) and the distance of the stars – if one seeks their reasons (gu), then one can sit and attain the solstice for thousands of years.”


As in 6A6, Mencius refers to widespread discussions of xing (dispositions), and we would expect his comments to be critical of these discussions, explaining where others go wrong. The main difficulty is with the character gu 故, as there is little evidence in the received tradition for how gu applied to discussions of xing.7 XZMC explicitly links the two, though, in a passage listing the various ways in which dispositions must be modified and nourished. This list includes the use of gu to restrain the dispositions, with gu explained as having actions or acting for a purpose (youwei 有爲). The same phrase, youwei, appears elsewhere in XZMC to describe how sagely people deliberately formulated the tradition that constitutes the human way. Mencius’s use of “without work” (wushi 無事) can be seen as in direct opposition to youwei. Following this connection, we can interpret Mencius as saying: “Those who talk about xing these days focus only on how it should be restrained through deliberate action, taking their guidance from considering what will be most beneficial. That is what they consider wise, but it involves forcing things. Instead, we should follow along with natural tendencies, doing what involves no work. There is an appropriate use of gu (reasons/deliberateness), which is to understand the patterns of things, allowing us to extrapolate according to natural flows rather than find ways to resist them.”
One other value of the excavated texts for understanding Mencius comes from what they are missing. The most important example is in discussions of benevolence. Several of the texts associate benevolence with natural feelings, as Mencius does, but they only mention natural feelings toward family. Mencius repeats the same view in some passages (e.g., 7A15) but his two most famous examples of the beginnings of benevolence are radically different: feelings of concern for child in danger (2A6) or for an animal going to be killed (1A7). There is no precedent for natural feelings of care rooted outside of the family in any of the excavated texts, which suggest that it is Mencius’s own innovation, possibly in response to Mohist criticisms of Confucian benevolence as too biased toward kin. A second example is the value of doing what involves no work and going along with the natural tendencies of things. While several of the excavated Ru texts appeal to natural dispositions, they show no sense that following along with the dispositions is superior to honing or restraining them. While I am doubtful of a direct connection, Mencius is probably influenced by the same trend that appears in stronger terms of non-action in the Guodian Laozi materials.
We can now turn to how the excavated texts help to clarify the origins, context, and meaning of Mencius’s theory of human dispositions. In this regard, the two most important texts are XZMC and WX, both of which have been found in multiple manuscripts, suggesting they had some importance.8 The following discussion is divided into four parts. The first shows how XZMC clarifies the conception of natural dispositions, xing. The second analyzes debates on whether the virtues are internal or external, drawing on XZMC and other texts. The next section discusses WX as an origin for the idea that all of the virtues might have internal sources, and the final section briefly examines the extension of a Mencian theory of vital energy (qi 氣) in the commentary on WX found at Mawangdui.

3 XZMC and the Concept of Xing 性 (Natural Dispositions)
The XZMC shows that xing, natural dispositions, was used as a philosophical concept in a Ru context before Mencius himself, making it unlikely that Mencius would have borrowed the term from Yang Zhu. XZMC begins with a remarkably clear statement of what xing is:
Although all human beings have natural dispositions, the heart lacks a stable intention. It awaits things and then stirs, awaits being pleased and then acts, and awaits practice and then stabilizes. The vital energies of pleasure, anger, grief, and sorrow are the dispositions. Their appearing on the outside is because things take them. The dispositions come from what is allotted and the allotment comes down from heaven. (1–3)


The first helpful point in this passage is in clarifying the relationship between dispositions and actual affective states, presented as the relationship between xing 性 and qing 情, and theorized in terms of qi 氣, vital energy. Xing is a dynamic configuration of forces; when stimulated by things in the world, this qi moves and becomes specific qing, including pleasure, anger, grief, and sorrow, but also joy, anxious concern, and reverence. These dispositions also generate desires (hao 好/wu 惡) (4) and judgments of good or bad (shan 善/bushan 不善) (5). The Yu Cong II 語叢 Guodian text gives a more extensive list of the things that follow directly from xing when stimulated, including care, desires (yu 欲), and fear (8, 10, 32). The Yu Cong I uses a phrase previously known only from Mencius 2A2, speaking of the “sprout” (duan 耑) of benevolence.9
We cannot know how much of this picture was taken for granted by Mencius, but he does not explicitly dispute it and what he says fits it well. As seen, when asked to explain his claim that our natural dispositions are good, he replies with a claim about qing – that we can become good by following naturally arising affective states. This move follows if xing and qing are two states of the same thing, either still or in motion. Mencius does not explicitly explain xing in terms of qi, but he does associate qi with the forces that support our good nature (6A8), and the account of his floodlike qi in 2A2 makes sense if the affective responses of our xing were conceived as movements of qi (see Sect. 6 below).
The opening parts of XZMC are also helpful in pointing to the power of external things to “take” (qu 取) our dispositions and generate affects. This process is compared to the way a bell produces a sound only when struck by something else. The point is that although we share the same dispositions, our actual affective states vary by what we happen to encounter. Someone who has not attained a settled commitment will thus respond erratically according to whatever happens to present itself. This nicely fits examples given in the Mencius. Our xing spontaneously moves into specific feelings when “taken” by the sight of a child falling into a well (2A6) or the corpse of a parent eaten by animals and bugs (3A5). King Xuan of Qi is an excellent example of someone without a fixed commitment, reacting erratically to whatever he comes across – feeling compassion for an ox led to slaughter because he happens to see it, but feeling nothing for the unseen sheep sent in its place, or his people living in misery (1A7).
While many passages in Mencius fit the model found in XZMC, Mencius introduces one important complication. In explaining why some people become good and others become bad, Mencius describes the senses in terms resembling XZMC: “The offices of the eyes and ears are not to think and they are blinded by things. Things connect with other things, just pulling the senses along” (6A15). The heart, though, is different. Rather than being passively pulled or taken by things, the heart has the ability to si 思 (think, attend, reflect). While the precise meaning of si in the Mencius is difficult to determine, the contrast with XZMC helps clarify its function: how external events stimulate our affective reactions depends not just on those events but on how we attend to and construe them. Later texts employing the XZMC’s basic model explicitly add the role of recognition (zhi 知) in mediating between the reactions of our xing and the external world, and Mencius’s introduction of si can be seen as a forerunner of these later views.10 XZMC does not ignore the heart but associates it with our ability to perform actions deliberately. By giving the heart a role in shaping our spontaneous emotional responses, Mencius opens up new routes for cultivation associated with how the heart attends to and construes events.
Aside from this change to the basic model of xing, there is a shift in orientation toward its content. XZMC reflects no awareness of the question of whether or not our xing is good, a concern absent in other Guodian texts as well. Consider a passage mentioned earlier, on how xing is modified through cultivation:
Regarding dispositions, some things move them, some entice them, some restrain them, some hone them, some constrict them, some nourish them, and some grow them. What moves dispositions are things. What entices dispositions is being pleased. What restrains dispositions are deliberate reasons. What hones dispositions is rightness. What constricts dispositions are conditions. What nourishes dispositions is practice. What grows dispositions is the way. Anything which appears is called a ‘thing.’ Happiness within oneself is called ‘being pleased.’ The establishing of things is called ‘conditions.’ Acting for a purpose is called ‘deliberate reasons.’ ‘Rightness’ is the mark of the multitude of goods. ‘Practice’ is using practice on one’s dispositions. The way is the way of the multitude of things. (9–14)


This passage reflects no imperative to follow our xing and no sense that restricting aspects of it would be bad (even though it comes down from heaven). It implies that some aspects of our xing are good and others are not good, but that is not the issue. The proper way does not derive from heaven or our dispositions but was developed through deliberate effort by sages over an extended period of time. This view seems to be taken for granted in the text, as it is not justified or presented as a problem. This suggests that, contrary to Graham, xing was not originally introduced to justify a way of living but rather to explain and justify a certain program of self-cultivation. This orientation is clear in the opening lines of XZMC: although human beings all have the same dispositions, we vary considerably, partly because we encounter different things but more deeply because of self-cultivation. The fundamental problem in XZMC is that while the way was developed over time through deliberate effort, and in this sense is external, it must be enacted sincerely. This ultimately means that we must learn not just to control but to modify and reshape our dispositions.
What does this mean for interpreting Mencius? Mencius disagrees with the content given to xing in XZMC and thus to aspects of XZMC’s program of self-cultivation, but there is little evidence that the function of xing was changed. Mencius does not accuse those who advocate the externality of the virtues of lacking a justification for the way, nor does he present his view of dispositions as giving it a stronger justification. His concern with the goodness of dispositions seems rather to follow from the same concern as in XZMC – it is a claim about methods for self-cultivation and the degree of coercion required to make people good.

4 The Internal and the External
The claim that benevolence is internal while rightness is external has long been known from the Mencius, where it is advocated by Gaozi and opposed by Mencius (6A3, 6A4). While obviously important, the stakes of this debate have been notoriously difficult to determine, largely because we did not know Gaozi’s background and thus what he meant by internal and external.11 We now know that Gaozi was advocating a common Ru position at the time of the Guodian texts. The Yu Cong I says, “Benevolence is generated from being human; rightness is generated from the way. One is generated from the inside and one is generated from the outside” (22–23). It also says, “For the human way, some go from the inside out and some come from the outside and enter in. Those which come from the inside and go out are humaneness, loyalty, and trustworthiness. [Those which] come from [the outside and enter in are …]” (18–20).12 The same view is implied in XZMC’s claim that some aspects of our dispositions need to be nurtured and supported while others need to be honed and restrained. XZMC explicitly associates benevolence with natural dispositions, saying that our xing is oriented toward and generates benevolence (39) and that only care that follows from our natural dispositions counts as benevolence (4). In contrast, rightness is what hones (li 厲) our dispositions (11). A statement in Liu De 六德 (Six Virtues) is more complex: “Benevolence is internal, rightness is external, ritual and music are both together. The internal positions are father, son, and husband. The external positions are sovereign, minister, and wife” (26). While we could read the reference to the social positions as defining the internal and external,13 it makes more sense to read it as distinguishing the relationships in which natural feelings guide us from those in which it does not. In that case it would be using the terms in the same way as YC and XZMC but applying them to its main topic, which is the differences between the six positions.14
We cannot identify Gaozi’s view with any particular text, but it is reasonable to conclude that he uses the terms internal and external in a way that fits the discourse common in his time. If so, then in claiming that rightness is external, Gaozi is not claiming that it is a matter of action without any affective backing.15 While XZMC does allow for deliberate action as a means of cultivation, it is not ideal:
Generally, in learning, seeking the heart is difficult. Following what is to be done is close to attaining it, but that is not like using the speed of music. Although one can do the work, if one cannot attain the heart, it is not worthy of honor. Seeking the heart and having deliberate action, one cannot attain it. People’s not being able to use deliberate action thus can be known. (36-38)


One of the central problems in XZMC is how actions that restrain our natural dispositions can be internalized so as to be sincere (Slingerland 2008). The same view appears in the Yucong passage quoted above, which does not contrast actions with emotions but rather virtues that go from the inside out with those that come from the outside in. In this context, when Mencius says that rightness is internal, it is unlikely that he means merely that rightness has some affective backing. There is no evidence that any Ru would have disagreed with this claim.
The other alternative is to take the debate as about how the virtues relate to our natural dispositions. One possibility is to take the debate as about the standards of virtues. Gaozi would be claiming that the standards for rightness derive externally while the standards of benevolence derive from our own dispositions.16 In XZMC, the content of the human way is initially stimulated by natural affects (3, 18), but these reactions were collected, arranged, and modified through a long process of deliberate work (15–18). If benevolence develops more from nourishing aspects of our dispositions while rightness is more internalized, it would be plausible to claim that the standards of benevolence derive more from those dispositions while the standards of rightness are more conventional and deliberate. The problem is that if Mencius disagrees at all, it is only by degrees. Two passages that discuss the evolution of funeral customs (2B7, 3A5) in Mencius both appeal to the interplay between natural feelings of horror arising from the decay of a parent’s corpse and deliberate choices about how to express and alleviate these feelings. This account is just the same as that in described XZMC. In 3A4, Mencius even claims that people needed sages to teach them the five familial relationships. While Mencius probably believes more of the content of rightness derives from our dispositions, that is unlikely to be the core of the debate.
The other possibility is to take the debate as about the naturalness of the affective motivations behind the virtues. XZMC says some aspects of our xing need to be nurtured and grown while others need to be restrained and honed. The former are associated with benevolence and the latter with rightness. Mencius drops the language of honing and restraining and argues that all of the virtues arise from nourishing and growing. This would represent a genuine disagreement with XZMC but one that fits within its concerns about self-cultivation. Linking Gaozi to XZMC in this way makes good sense of the progression of the dialogue. Taken as whole, our dispositions are ethically neutral and becoming good or bad depends on cultivation. At the same time, cultivation consists of extending some of those dispositions while restraining others. Gaozi begins with claims about our dispositions as a whole, but Mencius pushes him toward greater specificity: dispositions must be dynamic (6A1), have directionality (6A2), and explain what is specifically human (6A3). The authors of the XZMC would affirm all of these points, as Gaozi himself does in the dialogue. When pushed toward the specifics of human dispositions, Gaozi introduces the two directions of cultivation: some virtues grow from our dispositions while others must be internalized. After arguing against this position, Mencius summarizes his own view in 6A6: what he means by saying our dispositions (xing) are good is that becoming good accords with our natural feelings (qing). He then lists the feelings that can be grown into each of the virtues.

5 Wu Xing and Linking the Internal to Heaven
Mencius draws on elements of XZMC, but he integrates these with a distinct discourse, one appearing in WX. WX does not mention xing, qing, or qi. Rather than distinguish some virtues as internal and others as external, WX claims that each virtue can be either internal or external, and while XZMC explicitly says that only the human way (rendao 人道) can be cultivated as a way (kedao 可道) (15), WX takes the way of heaven (tiandao 天道) as the higher path. These distinctions are given in the opening lines of the text:
The five conducts: Benevolence forming from the inside is called the conduct of de 德 [virtue/virtuosity]; not forming from the inside is called conduct. Rightness forming from the inside is called the conduct of de; not forming from the inside is called conduct. Ritual propriety forming from the inside is called the conduct of de; not forming from the inside is called [conduct. Wisdom forming] from the inside is called the conduct of de; not forming from the inside is called conduct. Sagacity forming from the inside is called the conduct of de; not forming from the inside is called conduct. The conducts of de are five, harmonizing them is called de; harmonizing the four conducts is called good. Goodness is the way of human beings. De is the way of heaven (1–5).


One could be genuinely benevolent, right, ritually proper, and wise without these emerging from this inside. Such a person follows the human way and can be labeled as good (shan 善). Attaining this goodness depends on wisdom (30–32) and the ability of the heart to command the rest of the body (45–46).
WX has a more positive view of this externalist position than Mencius does, but grounding the virtues internally achieves de (virtue/virtuosity), involves sagacity, and is the way of heaven. This connection between heaven and the internal is most important in relation to the Mencius. XZMC says that our dispositions come down from heaven, but the derivation of dispositions from heaven does not deter us from honing and shaping them according to the needs of human society. In contrast, WX values the way of heaven, while giving it a new meaning. Heaven had been taken either as a vaguely anthropomorphic deity that gave commands or as a way of speaking about the dominant patterns of nature. In WX, the way of heaven is simply the human way when grounded internally. Heaven is immanent in human beings themselves. Mencius continues this view, saying explicitly that the way to know and serve heaven is by developing one’s natural dispositions (7A1). In this context, we can see that when Mencius distinguishes the way of heaven as involving authenticity or genuineness (cheng 誠) from the way of human beings as requiring attentive thinking about authenticity (sicheng 思誠) (4A12), he is not contrasting heaven and human but contrasting two ways of being human. The way of heaven follows when our actions are genuine and arise from our own dispositions.
While WX can be seen as one source for the Mencius, its account of the internal differs in both its details and its function. The closest connection is a series of descriptions of how the virtues can be internally grounded. We can take the account of rightness as an example:
The center of the heart distinguishing and then correctly putting it into one’s conduct is uprightness. Being upright and following through on it is boldness. Having boldness and not being afraid of powerful resistance is resoluteness. Not allowing a minor way to harm a greater way is firmness. When there is a heavy crime to then have it punished heavily is conduct. Honoring the honorable and then respecting the worthy is rightness. (33–35)


Its accounts of benevolence and ritual propriety parallel this one. The internal ground of benevolence is the fact that the center of the heart can be pleased in its social interactions, which can then be channeled through the family to become care in general. For ritual propriety, the basis is literally a waixin 外心, which could mean the outside of the heart or an outer heart, but more likely means an attitude of the heart toward what is outside or other. That can be developed through feelings of distance, reverence, seriousness, and so on, reaching to ritual propriety. While these progressions bear some resemblance to the sprouts or beginnings of the virtues in the Mencius, there is little overlap in terms. The deeper difference is that WX does not claim the internal states naturally lead to the virtues. One can have the virtues without this internal grounding. There is no language of plant growth or rushing water. The claim is only about the possibility of linking the virtues to internal feelings (Puett 2010: 55–57).
The second key difference is in the grouping of the virtues. Working with five virtues, WX distinguishes wisdom and sagacity from benevolence, rightness, and propriety. Wisdom and sagacity are explained as modes of perception: wisdom allows one to see and recognize the virtue of a worthy person while sagacity allows one to hear and recognize the way of the noble (junzi dao 君子道) (25–26). These intellectual virtues are required for the development of the other virtues. That dependence follows if the way is originally independent and thus must be learned. Wisdom and sagacity, though, are still not the ultimate source – the ground for the internal development of any virtue is anxious concern (you 憂) and thinking or attentiveness (si 思). Anxious concern makes us look for the way, and attentiveness allows us to recognize it. Mencius’s account differs in almost every aspect. Sagacity nearly disappears as a virtue, becoming a quality of certain sagely people (shengren 聖人).17 Wisdom is transformed from a mode of perception to a dynamic tendency to affirm (shi 是) and deny (fei 非), something analogous to an affect. It is thus placed alongside of benevolence, rightness, and propriety rather than being their foundation. Anxious concern plays no significant role in Mencius’s philosophy. Thinking (si) is important, as we have seen, but its object is not the way of the noble but either events in the world or our reactions to them. Mencius gives no theoretical account of how one recognizes the way, perhaps because he places more emphasis on the internal sprouts as themselves leading us to it (cf. Holloway 2009: 65–66).

6 The WX Commentary and the Vital Energy (Qi) of the Virtues
The copy of WX found at Mawangdui integrated a commentary that has clear links to the philosophy of Mencius.18 The commentary uses several Mencian concepts, such as the distinction between the heart as the greater part of the body and the other senses as the “lesser organs” (xiaoti 小體) (22.1.5, 22.3.1; cf. 6A14–15), and the image of self-cultivation as filling out the beginnings or sprouts (chongduan 充端) of the virtues (21.2.1; cf. 2A6). What one fills out is a heart that holds no desires to harm other people (21.2.1), the same heart Mencius says is extended to form benevolence (7B31). Other reactions mentioned in the commentary include refusing to take food given in an improper way (15.1.1–2; cf. 6A10) and not being able to eat the flesh of an animal one has seen alive (15.4.2; cf. 1A7). The commentary adds a new example in which the spontaneous reactions of our heart outweigh the desires of the other senses – no matter how beautiful a woman is, if the only way to have sex with her was to do it in view of our parents or in public, we would refuse (23.3.6–7). This is given to illustrate the natural basis for ritual propriety. Aside from textual connections like these, the commentary interprets WX along the lines of Mencius’s philosophy, stating explicitly that what the human heart loves is benevolence and rightness (22.1.1, 23.1.7) and that this is human xing (23.1.4), a term absent in WX itself.
There are several philosophical elements of the commentary that are largely absent in the Mencius, though, including discussions of unifying the heart and of forms of inference.19 These comments are brief and unsystematic, making any interpretation uncertain, but there is one point of particular significance in illuminating the Mencius. Several lines refer to the vital energy (qi) of the specific virtues: the qi of rightness, the qi of benevolence, the qi of propriety. These first come up in explaining the internal bases for the three virtues (10.1.1, 11.1.1, 12.1.1) and then again in explaining the progressions of the virtues from sagacity and wisdom (18.1.3, 18.2.3–4, 19.1.2–4). As we have seen, WX names uprightness as the internal grounding of rightness. The commentary explains: “Uprightness refers to the center of the heart and is the vital energy of rightness” (11.1.1). In this commentary, the internal basis for each of these three virtues is a specific kind of vital energy. Developing virtues from the inside is a matter of developing these energies. It is helpful to recall that in XZMC, the movement from dispositions to actual affects is presented as the movement of qi. If there are certain affects that lead toward the virtues, these can be conceived as qi that has been configured to react in certain determinate ways.
If the sprouts of the virtues are conceived as a flow of qi, then the commentary sheds light on Mencius’s discussion of his flood-like vital energy (haoran zhi qi 浩然之氣) in 2A2.20 In some ways, passage 2A2 has more connections to the WX commentary than to the Mencius itself: aside from giving a much more specific function to vital energy, it is the only passage in the Mencius to give a central role to uprightness (zhi 直), and the only one to mention unifying (yi 一) one’s resolve (zhi 志). All of these play key roles in the WX commentary.21 The relevant lines from the Mencius describe his powerful qi:
It is hard to explain. As vital energy, it is the greatest and the hardest. If you use uprightness to nourish it and have no harm, then it will fill the space between heaven and earth. As vital energy, it matches rightness and the way. Without this, it starves. It is what accumulated rightness gives birth to, not what rightness can seize in a sneak attack. If actions have something that is unsatisfying to the heart, then it starves. Thus I say: Gaozi never understood rightness, because he made it external. (2A2)


The strangest claim in the passage is that without acts of rightness, the vital energy will starve. If qi is the force in things, literally “what fills out the body” (tizhichong 體之充), then we would expect the text to say the opposite—without qi, rightness will starve. We now have a way to explain this connection. As in XZMC, our xing is a determinate configuration of qi that flows only through certain affects. If this vital energy is never stimulated, it will wither and starve, in the same way that our arm would lose its vitality if we never moved it. In making rightness external, Gaozi cuts off this movement of vital energy, both ignoring it as a resource and weakening it.
Another longstanding puzzle about this passage may be illuminated by the commentary on WX. There has long been trouble in interpreting the relationship between qi, rightness, and dao. The phrase pei yi yu dao 配義與道 is traditionally read as saying that qi “matches with rightness and dao,” but it can be read as saying that qi “matches rightness with dao.”22 Neither reading makes much sense. If dao is taken as the way of proper action, then it already encompasses rightness. It would be odd to mention them separately, let alone talk about the need to pair them. We might then instead take dao in an ontology sense, but then why would it need our qi for help?23 If dao in the Mencius passages refers to WX’s tiandao (way of heaven), then the claim makes perfect sense. Rightness may or may not be the way of heaven. It is linked to the way of heaven when it forms from the inside, which is precisely when the vital energy of uprightness is stimulated. In this sense, the flow of vital energy from our own feelings links rightness to the way (of heaven). While abbreviating “the way of heaven” as just “the way” might seem unlikely, the authors of the WX commentary did not think so: they frequently gloss uses of dao in WX as tiandao (e.g., 6.3.5, 13.3, 17.5.1).

7 Conclusion
The excavated texts show that there was diverse range of competing Confucian philosophies during the time of Mencius, and that some of these philosophies spread in written form. These debates are the most likely context in which Mencius developed his own views. I have discussed specific connections in the previous sections. On a general level, Mencius’s innovation was to integrate the WX’s way of heaven with the more naturalistic psychology of XZMC.24 This integration allows Mencius to justify a view absent in any of the other excavated Ru texts: the value of going along with the natural tendencies of things. This idea is absent in the Guodian texts appealing to natural dispositions. While WX takes the way of heaven as superior to the human way, the only justification given is an added feeling of joy and the ability to be more flexible in applying standards. By drawing on both of these discourses, Mencius can argue that the feelings that follow our natural dispositions have a natural tendency to grow and to gain power because they channel rather than fight natural flows of vital energy. That leads to a different understanding of the process of self-cultivation in terms of growth and extension but it also explains the power of a sage to influence the world. This integration of our natural affects with the broader flow of the cosmos was to have immense influence with the revival of Confucianism in the Song and Ming dynasties.
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Footnotes
1For a helpful overview of Warring States and Han dynasty excavated texts discovered between 1949 and 2009, with a focus on their philosophical significance, see Guo 2018.

 

2The Guodian texts were first published in Jingmenshi bowuguan 1998. Unless otherwise noted, I have followed the Chinese text in Cook 2012, cited by strip number. Cook includes a thorough discussion of the key disputes; other helpful discussions are in Ding 2000, Liu 2003, and Li 2003. A complete translation of the Guodian manuscripts is in Cook 2012. Many of the texts are also translated in Meyer 2012. The Guodian and Mawangdui versions of WX are translated in Csikszentmihalyi 2004. Kenneth Holloway has translations of WX (Holloway 2009) and XZMC (Holloway 2015). Translations here are my own, but I have consulted these. In this chapter I present what I think are the most plausible interpretations of the texts; for justifications of these interpretations, see Perkins 2009, Perkins 2010, and Perkins 2015. For an authoritative recent collection of essays interpreting the Guodian texts, see Chan (ed) 2019.

 

3The Shanghai Museum texts were originally published over nine volumes in Ma 2001–2008.

 

4They have had a greater impact in Chinese scholarship. For an excellent example, see Liang 2008.

 

5References to the Mencius are based on Jiao 1987, cited according the numbering system in Yang 2003. All translations are my own.

 

6Other texts advocating abdication appear in the Shanghai Museum collection. For a discussion of these texts, see Allan 2015. See also Liang 2008: 166–177. There are traces of this debate in the received tradition (see Jiao 1987: 646–47).

 

7The only connection is in a passage in the “Dasheng” 達生 chapter of the Zhuangzi, which contrasts gu, xing, and ming 命 (Guo 1978: 658). An expert swimmer explains his ability: being born in this region is his gu, growing up in water is his xing, swimming without knowing how or why is his ming. Brook Ziporyn translates gu here as “the given” (Ziporyn 2009: 81). MAO Qiling connects this to the Mencius passage (Jiao 1987: 585), and Van Norden likely has it in mind in translating gu as “what is primordial” (Van Norden 2008: 110). Jiao Xun (Jiao 1987: 585–86) and Zhu Xi (Zhu 2003: 297) take gu as referring to the past. Yang Bojun takes gu as reasons (suoyiran 所以然) (Yang 2003: 196). None of these interpretations adequately characterize what we know of discussions of xing at that time, though, and they generally require an unlikely reading of benefit/profit as “following along with the nature of” (e.g., Zhu 2003: 297; Yang 2003: 196; Van Norden 2008: 110).

 

8Both were found at Guodian. A version of XZMC was also found in the Shanghai Museum collection of bamboo strips, where it was given the title Xing qing lun 性情論 (Ji 2004). A version of WX was found at Mawangdui, along with a commentary.

 

9Yu Cong I says that mourning (sang 喪) is the sprout of benevolence (98). The Mencius adds a radical to the character, making it 端.

 

10For examples, see the “Record of Music” (Yueji 樂級) chapter of the Record of Rituals (Liji 禮記) (Sun 1988: 984). and the “Originating in the Way” (Yuan dao 原道) chapter of the Huainanzi 淮南子 (He 1998: 24).

 

11For careful attempts to reconstruct the debate, see Shun 1997: 94–112, Behuniak 2004, 38–46, Van Norden 2007: 287–301, Chong 2007: 35–52, Liang 2008, 378–389, Perkins 2014: 134–35, and Lai 2019.

 

12Unfortunately, the remainder of the sentence is missing, so we do not know what was on the list. It almost certainly would have included rightness and ritual propriety.

 

13Goldin nicely describes the way that various Guodian texts relate to the views of Gaozi (Goldin 2005: 53–57), but distinguishes the Liu de’s use of the terms in reference to the types of relations from that of Gaozi. Others have suggested that this may be the way that Gaozi himself uses the terms (Cook 2012: 761–62; Sun 2020), in which case Mencius either misunderstands or misrepresents Gaozi’s position. Even if this reading of the Liu de passage is correct, the XZMC and YC I provide a more plausible context for Mencius’s debate with Gaozi.

 

14For an excellent account of the internal/external debate in terms of what kinds of feelings are required for different types of relationships, see Lai 2019.

 

15This is the interpretation preferred by Bryan Van Norden (2007: 287–301), which he takes as derived from Zhu Xi.

 

16The interpretation of Kwong-loi Shun, which he takes as aligned with that of Wang Yangming, fits in this category (Shun 1997: 103–112).

 

17The one exception is 5B1, which contrasts sagacity and wisdom and has several specific textual links to WX. 7B24 seems to give the five virtues together, although it uses “sagely people” rather than “sagacity” (see Pang 2005: 49). I suspect both passages include remnants of WX that had not been fully absorbed into Mencius’s mature thought.

 

18For a discussion of these connections, see Chen 2009: 159–200. For the Chinese text of the WX commentary, I follow Pang 2000, but I have also consulted Chen 2009 and Csikszentmihalyi 2004. I have cited the passages according to the numbering used by Csikszentmihalyi.

 

19While the commentary has clear connections to the Mencius, we cannot assume its authors considered themselves to be “Mencians.” They may have drawn on other sources as well, and the only explicit quotations are two sayings attributed to Shizi 世子.

 

20My discussion here builds on the excellent analysis in Chan 2002.

 

21These peculiarities in vocabulary, coupled with the fact that 2A2 is far longer than other parts of the Mencius, make it likely that 2A2 has a source distinct from other parts of the text. The fact that its position falls in between other parts of the Mencius and the WX commentary suggests it represents a stage of Mencian philosophy later than that expressed in the rest of the text but earlier than the commentary itself. For an analysis of the distinct style and focus of 2A2, see Richter 2021.

 

22Zhu Xi (Zhu 2003: 231) and Jiao Xun (Jiao 1987: 200–201) both take qi as assisting rightness and dao. D.C. Lau, though, translates the lines as “It is a ch’i [qi] which unites rightness and the Way” (Lau 1970: 33). Van Norden originally translated it along similar lines (Ivanhoe and Van Norden 2005), but in a later translation follows Zhu Xi (Van Norden 2008: 39).

 

23Zhu Xi (Zhu 2003: 231) and Zhao Qi (Jiao 1987: 200) both take dao in this sense. Jiao Xun tries to avoid the problem by taking rightness as deciding the correct course of action and dao as carrying out that decision (Jiao 1987: 201–202).

 

24As Mark Csikszentmihalyi puts it, the Mencius “went a step further than the Wuxing in the integration of medical and physiognomic elements into the Ru virtue discourse” (Csikszentmihalyi 2004: 102).
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1 Introduction
Mengzi’s (Mencius’s) theory of human nature is one of the most fascinating narratives in traditional Chinese intellectual history. His arguments are ambitious, has moral powers, and contain philosophical implications. Mengzi made use of many beautiful metaphors and analogies referencing water, plants, and dogs, to illustrate his ideas and theory of human nature vividly. All of these helped him compete against the ideas of others such as Gaozi and Shi Shuo. Many of his ideas still play an important role in the daily life of Chinese people, and billions of people use and sing slogans quoted from Mengzi without being aware of it. Many different theories have also been developed based on Mengzi’s theory, such as “human nature is originally good” and “human nature tends toward goodness.” In this chapter, we explore the philosophy of Mengzi. We will also see how understanding of the Mengzi has developed historically, focusing on the theory of human nature. Kongzi (Confucius) did not say directly what human nature exactly is, and it was Mengzi who laid the milestone for the Confucian theory of human nature and henceforth provided a new horizon for the Chinese theory of human nature.

2 Three-Character Scripture, the Guodian Chu Slips, and Mengzi’s Theory of Human Nature
It would seem natural for scholars to understand the Confucian theory of human nature from Kongzi himself. However, for the past hundreds of years, it has always been Mengzi from whom the ordinary Chinese people have first learned about not only the Confucian but also the traditional Chinese theory of human nature. Just like the song of “Jingle Bells” in the English-speaking world, almost all people in Chinese-speaking regions can easily recite and sing the first two sentences of the Three-character Scripture (Sanzijing 三字經), which states the basic Confucian tenet of human nature:
人之初，性本善。性相近，習相遠。
Man on earth, good at birth. The same nature, varies on nurture. (Translation with English rhyme).
Men at their birth or the beginning of their lives are originally good in nature. Men are nearly alike by nature; however, they get to be wide apart by practice. (A more literal and rigorous translation).

While billions of people can recite and sing these first two sentences almost without thinking twice, there are some questions here that, for the more sophisticated scholars, need clarification. The second sentence is directly borrowed from Kongzi’s Analects 17.2, while the first sentence is a summary of Mengzi’s idea on human nature. The following questions arise: Would it not have been more orthodox to put Kongzi’s slogan first? What is the relationship between Kongzi’s and Mengzi’s theories of human nature? Is there any solid argument to support the current sequence of the two sentences?
If we treat the pre-Qin Confucian theory of human nature as an approximately continuous development, we may see that it is the originality as well as the ambiguity of the Analects passage that has given rise to the different theories of human nature, especially those of Mengzi and Xunzi, in Confucianism. While Kongzi says that humans are nearly alike by nature, he does not mention if this nature is good or not. Although some scholars, including Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) and Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 (1903–1982), hold the retrospective view that we can find a solid foundation of the theory that human nature is good in Kongzi (Xu 2014: 73), this is actually not quite accurate. The Analects pays much attention to the concepts of benevolence, righteousness, observance of the rites, and wisdom. However, it only mentions human nature (性) twice. As such, it is quite impossible for it to have formed a systematic theory of human nature. Kongzi’s idea of human nature retains an ambiguity, though this ambiguity is full of originality and insights into humanity. On the one hand, he advocates many good virtues directly related to human nature and that all humans are nearly alike, but he never says that human nature is originally good. On the other hand, he seems to put much emphasis on a posteriori cultivation, since humans are different and get to be wider apart because life-long practices vary widely among people. If we are familiar with the pre-Qin Confucian theories of human nature, we can see that Mengzi put more emphasis on the former part of Kongzi’s ambiguity, and more importantly, he takes a further step to assure us that human nature is not only nearly alike but also is good. And we can see that Xunzi turns his attention more to the second strand of the ambiguity, arguing that it is the a posteriori practice that builds up a system that would ensure people’s behaviors are properly guided by rituals.
The Bamboo Scripts findings in the late twentieth century enable us to have a wider view of the intellectual world in the pre-Qin period. In the Guodian Chu Slips, there are many important and exciting new findings, many of which are of a philosophical nature. Among the most exciting ones is the Xing Zi Ming Chu 性自命出 (Human Nature Comes from Destiny, abbreviated below as XZMC below). It is now usually considered to be a transitional work from the time of Kongzi to that of Mengzi and Xunzi. The XZMC has much to say about human nature from different perspectives, such as:Human nature comes from destiny, destiny is from the mandate of heaven, the Way starts from feelings, and the feelings begin with human nature. (性自命出，命自天降，道始於情 情生於性。)

In this quote, the author clearly shows a Confucian view on human nature, joining it with destiny, with the mandate of heaven, and, very uniquely, with feelings and emotions. These ideas are apparently different from Mengzi’s and Xunzi’s theories which we are familiar with. The previous lack of textual evidence and the ambiguity of Kongzi’s theory of human nature left questions for scholars about what happened between Kongzi and Mengzi that led to the sharp difference between Mengzi’s theory that human nature is good and Xunzi’s theory that it is bad. In the past centuries, scholars have been puzzled about this question. Now, to some extent, we can fill the gap and have a better understanding of the intellectual history of the pre-Qin period with the help of the XZMC and other texts of the Bamboo Scripts. These new findings echo earlier philological research from the Qing Dynasty that suggests the meaning of xing 性(nature) is the inborn attribution of every person. From a study of the Guodian Chu Slips, some scholars such as Chen Lai 陳來 and Liang Tao 梁濤 seem to have reached a consensus: the mainstream thoughts of the whole pre-Qin period—not only Confucianism but also other schools like the Yinyang School 陰陽家—held a kind of “naturalistic” view of human nature. They trace the derivation of the Chinese character xing 性 (nature) back to sheng 生 (birth), holding that this is absolutely right both etymologically and philologically, and define human nature as the innocent unshaped beginning of our life. They conclude on this basis that during the pre-Qin period, human nature was commonly considered as neutral. Mengzi’s and Xunzi’s theories of a good and a bad human nature, respectively, were both unique and novel theories of their time (Chen 1998: 57).
As mentioned, the newly discovered bamboo scripts provide new perspectives on pre-Qin theories of human nature and they are of great significance for understanding Confucianism at that time. Nevertheless, their importance to the whole of traditional Chinese thought and philosophy still requires further exploration and examination. Even though the Bamboo Scripts need more attention and should be researched very carefully to unveil more mysteries in the pre-Qin period, we are still unsure if their discovery has shown any solid influence of the pre-Qin period on the Han Dynasty and later periods. Scholars are still wondering why they were like a “flash in the pan,” so to speak—they seem to have vanished very quickly in history. Questions such as this are directly related to the status of the Guodian Chu Slips in the whole of Chinese intellectual history, as well as the foundation of the Zisi and Mengzi School (Si Meng Xue Pai 思孟學派). Either ignoring such questions or overstressing their significance would be going to extremes. Here, we will not dig into the slips in detail nor discuss long-debated controversies, such as the comparison between the Guodian Chu Slips (Guodian Chu Jian 郭店楚簡) and the Bamboo Slips in the Shanghai Museum (Shang Bo Jian 上博簡), who were the authors, and whether they belonged to the Zisi and Mengzi School, Xunzi, or any other of the eight Confucian schools that appeared after Kongzi. What we will do, instead, is to inform our readers that there were many dimensions of Confucian theory of human nature, even within a short period after Kongzi. Most of the notable Chinese philosophers in the twentieth century such as Feng Youlan, Mou Zongsan and Xu Fuguan did not have the good fortune to see the Bamboo Scripts. The same can be said of nearly all the Chinese thinkers after the Han Dynasty and most likely, those of the Tang Dynasty as well. Their judgments and statements were mainly based on the traditional materials at hand, and their conceptual analyses still play an important role in the understanding Confucianism. It would be unfair to criticize their works by referring to the differences between traditional classics and the Bamboo Scripts now available to us.
Now, with a basic understanding of Kongzi’s and Mengzi’s theories of human nature, as well as background knowledge provided by the Bamboo Scripts, we can see that the sequence of the first two sentences of the Three-character Scripture is crucial. The author puts a summary of (not the exact quotation from) Mengzi’s text, in front of Kongzi’s statement. This is an evident indication that Mengzi’s theory of a good human nature had gained the most influential status among Kongzi’s followers. If, on the other hand, the author had used the chronological and orthodox sequence, putting Kongzi’s statement first, then Mengzi would be a kind of footnote to Kongzi, and the theory that human nature is good would only be a minor part of Confucianism. However, this was apparently not the intention of the author of the Three-character Scripture. He breaks the chronological and orthodox sequence and very uncommonly puts Mengzi in front of Kongzi’s statement. In that case, Kongzi’s statement about human nature is made to be akin to, and can be considered as an endorsement of, Mengzi’s argument that human nature is good. This might be interpreted as a de facto recognition of Mengzi’s fundamental role in Confucianism and even makes Mengzi independent from Kongzi. As a result, Mengzi’s view becomes the main idea of the sentence in The Three-character Scripture, while Kongzi is a kind of ad hoc founder providing classical significance.
We need to point out, however, that the sequence of the Three-character Scripture’s first two sentences is the result of, and a reflection of, the influences of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism which put great emphasis on the Mengzi. Wang Yinglin 王應麟, commonly believed to be the author of the Three-character Scripture, lived in the Southern Song Dynasty and was a follower of Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism. It is therefore not surprising that Wang Yinglin’s idea is in accord with the grand trend of Neo-Confucianism to honor Mengzi and accord him an extremely high place in the hierarchy of Confucianism. In retrospect, modern Chinese scholarship usually calls this process “The Movement of Mengzi’s Elevation to Canonical Status.” It was a long-lasting process with plenty of historical events including the record of ambitions, struggles, reversals, and even political conspiracies. In this process, Confucianism again learned from and enriched its experiences in trying to develop an independent tradition to negotiate and appropriate political powers (see Xu 1993: 111–116). For a long time, from the pre-Qin to the mid-Tang, the Mengzi was not considered a canonical classic (jing 經). Instead, it was originally classified under “philosophers’ writings and commentaries” (zixue 子學). Before the Tang Dynasty, it was Yan Yuan 顏淵 and Xunzi who gained popularity and orthodox status. Mengzi and the text named after him were not regarded highly from the Han to the Tang dynasties. He was in fact regarded as just one common follower of Kongzi. The situation gradually changed from the mid-Tang dynasty onwards. Step by step, Mengzi began to enjoy high popularity and his name subsequently came to be placed right after Kongzi. The main ideas of Confucianism eventually came to be referred to as “Kong Meng” for short. Mengzi also obtained a very prominent place alongside Kongzi in the Kongzi temple (kongmiao 孔廟) and the title “Second Sage” (ya sheng 亞聖) became commonly used as a term of address for him. Later, the Mengzi subjoined the Confucian canonical classics. From the Song dynasty, Mengzi, together with the Analects, the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean, formed the new classics group known as “The Four Books.” The Four Books were elevated to canonical status and proclaimed to be the official textbooks for the imperial examination. As a result, almost every Chinese intellectual had to devote themselves and even their whole lives to their study. Gradually, the Four Books formed the core of the Thirteen Confucian Classics (shi san jing 十三經), surpassing even the Five Classics to become the new system of interpretation for Confucianism. The “Movement of Mengzi’s Elevation to Canonical Status” is the most prominent part of the elevation of the Four Books. This is because, apart from the Mengzi, the other three texts had already gained canonical status for a very long time. China has a long tradition of bibliographical scholarship in which various classification schemes were used. From those materials, we know that the Analects is directly from Kongzi and his closest pupils, while the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean were two independent chapters of the Book of Rites. In the Book of Han Dynasty: Record of Art and Literature (Han Shu: Yiwenzhi 漢書⋅藝文志), the first Chinese traditional catalog now accessible, Ban Gu placed the Book of Rites, along with the Analects, in the Summaries of Classics (Liu Yi Lue 六藝略). This already acknowledged the canonical status of the Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean and the Analects, much earlier than the recognition of the Mengzi. Therefore, the Three-character Scripture shows that from Song Dynasty, Mengzi and his theory of the goodness of human nature became the mainstream in Confucianism, and we should bear in mind that in early Confucianism there were other alternatives such as Xunzi’s thoughts and the ideas of the authors of the Bamboo Scripts.

3 Three Prevailing Theories of Human Nature in Mengzi’s Time
As already mentioned, Mengzi’s ideas became the mainstream orthodoxy in Confucianism, being placed above Xunzi and other pre-Qin Confucian scholars, after the Song dynasty. However, as Yu Jiyuan and other scholars have observed, in current and contemporary scholarship the table has been turned: Mencius’ position is thought to be both naively optimistic and lacking empirical support (Yu 2005: 11). Chad Hansen has also given a nice summary of the general view of Mengzi in Western scholarship: Typically, Western treatments of Mengzi’s psychological theory, drawing on traditional Western cynicism about human nature, regard his view as lacking any empirical support (Hansen 1992: 167). The reason behind this is complicated but I agree with Yu that this result is to some extent due to the influence of the Christian theory of original sin and Hobbes’s theory of the natural state. What is more, when Chinese philosophers established a brand-new institutional philosophy in universities at the beginning of the twentieth century, the main resource of Western philosophy they encountered was empiricism, especially that of pragmatism and experimentalism in the United States. Due to the efforts of Hu Shi 胡適 and other enthusiasts, John Dewey even personally visited and toured China for more than 2 months in 1919, bringing a “Dewey Fever” to the Chinese intellectual world. Along with the outcome of the philological studies movement in the Qing dynasty, it is no surprise that Xunzi, Mozi, and the School of Names came to be regarded as being more relevant to the empirical world and were quickly revived in China and introduced to the West. In contrast, the orthodox status of Mengzi hindered the intellectuals’ enthusiasm, and in the atmosphere of the May-fourth movement of 1919, Confucianism was considered a kind of rubbish of the rotten old China that needed to be discarded, according to Hu Shi and his colleagues. Here, we will not discuss the details of the May-fourth Movement which significantly shaped modern China and even made a great impact on the establishment of Chinese philosophy. But we need to know something about the historical background of why the table was turned. Mengzi and his theory are not at all the main reasons.
Let us trace Mengzi’s theory of human nature back to his age. Apart from the new discovery of the Bamboo Scripts, the Mengzi itself has provided us with many clues on different theories of human nature in his time. Mengzi 6A6 is one of the main resources for us to understand Mengzi’s theory of human nature. It is usually considered as an outline of the theory that human nature is good. It starts with a question of Mengzi’s pupil, Gongduzi, about different theories. Mengzi replied in a narrative style, taking the initiative to express his own idea comparatively clearly and with sound logic. This is uncommon since Mengzi usually delivers his ideas by refuting others, such as in his debate with Gaozi in the same chapter. In his dialogue with Gongduzi in 6A6, we learn that there were at least three theories other than Mengzi’s own theory that human nature is good.
Kung-tu Tzu (Gongduzi) said, “Kao Tzu (Gaozi) said, ‘There is neither good nor bad in human nature,’ but others say, ‘Human nature can become good or it can become bad, and that is why with the rise of King Wen and King Wu, the people were given to goodness, while with the rise of King Yu and King Li, they were given to cruelty (badness).’ Then there are others who say, ‘There are those who are good by nature, and there are those who are bad by nature. For this reason, Hsiang could have Yao as prince, and Shun could have the Blind Man as father, and Ch’i, Viscount of Wei and Prince Pi Kan could have Tchou as nephew as well as sovereign.” Now you say human nature is good. Does this mean that all the others are mistaken?” (Lau, Mencius 2003: 6A6)1

We can briefly conclude that there were three other theories of human nature from the above passage:	1.
Human nature is neither good nor bad. This was advocated by Gaozi.

 

	2.
Human nature can become good or bad. This is normally considered as Shi Shuo’s idea. According to Ban Gu’s Record of Art and Literature (Yiwenzhi 藝文志) in Book of Han Dynasty (Han Shu 漢書), Shi Shuo was a pre-Qin scholar whose teacher belonged to the group known as “the seventy Confucian pupils” (qishi zi 七十子).

 

	3.
There are people with good human nature and also people with bad human nature. We still do not know who the representative figure of this view was and I shall attribute this below to an “anonymous thinker.”

 



These three were put forward as the main opponents of Mengzi’s theory. From Gongduzi’s description, it is a reasonable estimation that these three theories of human nature were popular at that time, perhaps more popular than Mengzi’s. With the background knowledge of Kongzi’s theory of human nature and the Bamboo Scripts as we mentioned above (especially the XZMC), we can understand this situation without much difficulty.2
Taking the “Gaozi” chapter as a whole, we shall understand Gaozi’s idea in 6A6 as a summary of the previous debates between Gaozi and Mengzi, especially in 6A1-6A4 where different metaphors and examples such as bowl, water, dog and ox were used to express their ideas. Gaozi’s theory is somehow systematic and logically organized as well. The reason why human nature is neither good nor bad as stated in 6A6 lies in the foundational understanding of human nature stated in 6A3: What is inborn is what is meant by nature (生之謂性). This argument has solid etymological and philological support: it is exactly the root meaning of nature in Chinese. Even someone not well versed in Chinese can easily notice the connection at first glance between the two characters: sheng 生 (what is inborn) and xing 性 (nature). The logic of Gaozi’s theory of human nature goes this way: just like the metaphors of a willow tree (6A1) and water (6A2) illustrate, human nature is neutral at the beginning of life and cannot be defined as good or bad. The goodness and badness are the result of a posteriori practice and environmental influence just as bowls and cups can be made from willow trees and water can be guided along different directions. Here, Gaozi is taking a naturalistic view of human nature, tracing its beginning to what is inborn. On the one hand, he resorts to a posteriori cultivation regarding the question of the origin of goodness and badness. On the other hand, it should be noted that he still sticks to Kongzi’s dogma by asserting that there is a certain human nature, and this human nature is nearly alike in all human beings. However, we cannot jump from this to a conclusion that Gaozi was a faithful follower of Kongzi’s thoughts. Kongzi himself put great emphasis on benevolence, righteousness, observance of the rites, and wisdom, and these virtues are directly connected to our human nature. Gaozi’s attitude toward human nature, however, is naturalistic and does not extend to the definition of good and bad nature. Also, from the debate with Mengzi, Gaozi shows that he would put more emphasis on a posteriori cultivation, rather than talk about the philosophical meaning of human nature comprehensively.
When Gaozi says human nature is neither good nor bad, he still acknowledges that there is a kind of human nature in the first place. However, according to the current materials available, the other two opponents of Mengzi: Shi Shuo and an anonymous thinker, did not delve into the origin of human nature as Mengzi and Gaozi did, not to mention whether it is good or bad. Instead, they focused on the appearance of moral codes and concluded by observing that there is good human nature as well as bad human nature, just as there are good people and bad people in the world. Neither of them pays much attention to the question of the origin of human nature. The difference between Shi Shuo and the anonymous thinker lies in the question of how to consider the function of a posteriori cultivation. In Shi Shuo’s example, with the exemplary effects of sage kings such as King Wen and King Wu, people in their regime could become good. Alternatively, during the time of tyrants such as King Yu and King Li, people became bad. In the anonymous thinker’s arguments, however, even the exemplary effects are not necessary and even fruitless for us to understand human nature. The anonymous thinker uses four cases that almost inclusively summarize the main exemplary roles people would encounter: king and ordinary people, father and son, king and his son, elder brother and younger brother. Yao is the sage king while the vicious Xiang is a person under his governance. The Blind Man is a bad person but his own son Shun becomes a sage king. And although Zhou is a cruel tyrant, under his governance, there are still sages such as his own son and his uncle. By listing these four cases which all have exactly reverse effects, the anonymous thinker comes to the conclusion that some are good by nature, and some are bad by nature. At first glance, we may wonder what the difference is between the anonymous thinker and Shi Shuo, since they both agree that human nature can be good or bad. However, the subtextual meaning of the two narratives is fundamentally different. Shi Shuo’s view is actually not far from Gaozi’s. They may even be reconciled by interpreting Gaozi’s view as concerning the beginning phase or first order of our inborn nature, while Shi Shuo’s concerns the second order and mature phase of people’s human nature in everyday life. In the first place, human nature is what is inborn and it is neither good nor bad (Gaozi). But then due to the effects and influences of sage kings or cruel ones, there are good human nature and bad human nature (Shi Shuo). In contrast, the anonymous thinker denies such effects of influences at all and considers human nature as random events for people without any traceable clues.
In short, we can briefly summarize the features of the three human nature theories mentioned by Gongduzi as follows:	1.
Compared with Kongzi’s idea that human nature is nearly alike, Gaozi’s and Shi Shuo’s views can still be considered as a kind of unique but reasonable development of Kongzi’s idea. The anonymous thinker’s view of random human nature, however, goes too far to be a kind of Confucian view.

 

	2.
Compared with Gaozi’s naturalistic approach—which has some solid support from etymology as well as biology—Shi Shuo and the anonymous thinker’s approaches are more empirical and focused on the appearances or patterns of good and bad human nature. Although they have the advantage of describing the real world, their theories are less persuasive because they did not answer the question of where human nature comes from, in the first place.

 

	3.
What is more, by their empirical approaches, Shi Shuo and the anonymous thinker attribute good or bad human nature to external factors such as influences of the sage kings, bad kings, and other environmental factors. In this way, both Shi Shuo and the anonymous thinker, as well as part of Gaozi, all stray off the path of Kongzi, who put great emphasis on cultivating oneself to pursue a moral life no matter if the external environment is favorable or not.

 

	4.
Among the three theories of human nature, Gaozi’s is the most systematic one. It not only resembled the traditional view of human nature before Kongzi that traced human nature back to what is inborn, but also inherited some part of Kongzi’s idea that the nature of humans is alike. Therefore, it was really no wonder that Mengzi took Gaozi so seriously, criticizing him in the two “Gaozi” chapters (6A and 6B of the Mengzi).

 





4 Mengzi’s View of Human Nature as Good
From the above, we can see that Mengzi and his followers were not oblivious to other views nor narrow-minded in their discussions of human nature. Had scholars only relied on specific pieces of Mengzi’s own quotations on good human nature, they might get an impression and take for granted that Mengzi was naively optimistic and that his view lacks empirical support. On the contrary, Mengzi and his followers were fully aware of the details of the other three popular theories of human nature of their time. From relatively faithful summaries of the three theories, we can see that Mengzi and Gongduzi were greatly familiar with the examples, metaphors, and arguments used by their opponents and, more importantly, Mengzi understood the logic behind the literal meanings of what they said. So, in the second part of 6A6, Mengzi explains to Gongduzi why it is important to insist on the idea that human nature is good. It is a well-organized summary, so I think it is helpful to quote the passage:
“As far as what is genuinely in him is concerned, a man is capable of becoming good,” said Mencius. “That is what I mean by good. As for his becoming bad, that is not the fault of his native endowment. The heart of compassion is possessed by all men alike; likewise the heart of shame, the heart of respect, and the heart of right and wrong. The heart of compassion pertains to benevolence, the heart of shame to dutifulness, the heart of respect to the observance of the rites, and the heart of right and wrong to wisdom. Benevolence, dutifulness, observance of the rites, and wisdom do not give me a lustre from the outside, they are in me originally. Only this has never dawned on me. That is why it is said, ‘Seek and you will get it; let go and you will lose it.’ There are cases where one man is twice, five times or countless times better than another man, but this is only because there are people who fail to make the best of their native endowment. The Odes say,
Heaven produces the teeming masses,
And where there is a thing there is a norm.
If the people held on to their constant nature,
They would be drawn to superior virtue.
Confucius commented, ‘The author of this poem must have had knowledge of the Way. Thus where there is a thing there is a norm, and because the people hold on to their constant nature they are drawn to superior virtue.’” (Lau, Mencius 2003: 6A6)


In this passage, Mengzi clearly outlines his theory of human nature being good. He replied to Gongduzi not only about why human nature can be and should be good, but also the reasons why it is so. He nicely narrated his arguments and their inner logic with documentary support from the Odes and from Kongzi. The most famous concept he mentioned here is the hearts of the four duan 端 (sprouts). More importantly, Mengzi asserted that the hearts of the four sprouts are, to some extent, immediately related to benevolence, righteousness (dutifulness), observance of the rites, and wisdom, the four most important virtues in Confucianism. Thus, human nature is good because everyone has the four sprouts which is the manifestation of four virtues. As a result, the four virtues and all the moral expectations of Confucianism are innate to everyone. Everyone has the duty to make an effort to seek them actively, rather than something that needs to be grasped or pursued from the outside. In this way, Mengzi aims to prove his argument, at the beginning of the passage, that human nature is good because humans are capable of becoming good, and this goodness is genuinely innate to everyone.
Nevertheless, Mengzi’s arguments should be understood in the context of challenging the other three theories of human nature. Also, if we take Mengzi in the scope of sinology and comparative philosophy, the English translations matter and are sometimes even crucial for a holistic understanding of Mengzi’s view as well as to help sort and integrate single words and sentences. To illustrate, let us look first at the meaning of qing 情. D.C. Lau’s translation is very clear, showing that it should be understood here as what is genuine, the true state of something, instead of the emotions or feelings. Genuineness is a common understanding of qing in pre-Qin materials. The emotional implication of qing is a subsequent meaning, though it is dominant in modern Chinese. Some researchers would commit this subtle mistake, and the outcome is severe. Furthermore, this is not only a philological question but also a philosophical one. Once the qing here is understood as emotions and feelings, then the whole idea of Mengzi’s thesis will be changed dramatically: a man is capable of becoming good if he can follow his “emotions.” But this is by no means Mengzi’s idea. If human nature is influenced mainly by emotions, then Mengzi’s idea no longer has the compulsory power he always advocated. In that case, Mengzi is even not far away from Gaozi: good emotions lead to good human nature, and bad emotions lead to bad human nature. This is exactly Gaozi’s typical idea as expressed by the water metaphor in 6A2, which Mengzi has already refuted.
In the second sentence of the passage, Mengzi takes the initiative to answer the challenging question of the origin of badness. Given that human nature is good, then why is it that so many people are not good and demonstrate bad behavior? Here, Mengzi introduces the concept of cai 才. Cai 才 has at least three meanings in the Mengzi: (1) native endowments (twice in 6A6), (2) capability (7B29), and (3) people with good capability (7A20). We can roughly see the first is the original meaning, while the second and the third are subsequent and closely related to each other. Therefore, from the context of the Mengzi, the main explanation is native endowment, which is the good human nature in Mengzi’s sense. When Mengzi talks about good human nature, he is taking it as a general description of the view of human nature as good, while he usually uses native endowments to show the starting point of the cultivation process. (The concept of cai later in Song-Ming Confucianism is much more complicated, which is beyond the scope of this chapter). One main explanation of cai 才is “native endowment” and he uses it as the starting point of the cultivation process to distinguish it from xing 性 (which is a general description of human nature). His answer to the question is straightforward. It is to say that the native endowment, namely the good human nature, should not be blamed for specific bad behaviors. In other words, people’s bad behavior is not the fault of their native endowment. Mengzi’s reply implies that it is a natural duty of people to become good, and it is also an intrinsic requirement for people to do good deeds. As a matter of fact, philologically, cai才has almost the same meaning as sprouts. Therefore, Mengzi is saying here that if one follows the genuine good nature, he/she is capable of becoming good. And if people fail to do so, it is not the fault of their human nature itself since everyone has the same good human nature, just like the four sprouts he mentions next.
Another important matter for discussion is the question of four hearts and their relationship with the four virtues, namely: the heart of compassion with benevolence, the heart of shame with righteousness (dutifulness), the heart of respect with observance of the rites, and the heart of right and wrong with wisdom. In 6A6, Mengzi first says that every person has the four hearts and then directly asserts that these are the four virtues. This is a little different from 2A6, where Mengzi first talks about the four hearts and states that they are the sprouts of the four virtues. Taking the compassionate heart as an example, the literal meaning of 2A6 and 6A6 are as follows:
	The compassionate heart is the sprout of benevolence. (2A6)

	The compassionate heart is benevolence. (6A6)






Here are some of the main translations on that specific quotation.	James Legge:

	The feeling of commiseration is the principle of benevolence. (2A6)

	The feeling of commiseration implies the principle of benevolence. (6A6)



	D.C. Lau:

	The heart of compassion is the germ of benevolence. (2A6)

	The heart of compassion pertains to benevolence. (6A6)



	Van Norden:

	The feeling of compassion is the sprout of benevolence. (2A6)

	The feeling of compassion is benevolence. (6A6)



	Irene Bloom:

	The mind’s feeling of pity and compassion is the sprout of humaneness (ren 仁). (2A6)

	The mind of pity and commiseration is humaneness. (6A6)





From the five translations above, we can see that there is not much controversy in the translation of 2A6. All of them follow Mengzi’s original text that the compassionate heart is the principle, sprout, and germ of benevolence. The main question is how to understand 6A6. Is 6A6 a short version of 2A6, or is it an alternative explanation for the four hearts? Considering the relationship between the four hearts and four virtues, we can see in Legge’s and Lau’s translations of 6A6, that they use moderate but subtle words “imply” and “pertain” to describe their relationship, which are not direct and literal translations. They are, to some extent, trying to reconcile the differences between 2A6 and 6A6. However, the question is concealed by such translation. In contrast, more recent English translations, such as Van Norden’s (2008) and Bloom’s (2009), do not employ such a strategy. They instead allow the differences to be exposed directly to the readers. Note that both of them are more philosophically inclined and are thus more sensitive to concepts and terms.
From the view of philosophical investigation, that difference is crucial in understanding Mengzi and also the various developments of his view in history. The literal meaning of 6A6 in fact changed the logic previously stated in 2A6. In 2A6, Mengzi makes use of the famous thought experiment that a child is about to fall into a well to show that all human beings have the “heart of compassion’ (D. C. Lau for 怵惕惻隱之心) or “heart of alarm and sympathy” (Van Norden) when they see a child in danger. Furthermore, he says that this heart and people’s reaction of saving the child are totally innate: it has nothing to do with other elements such as the child’s family status or a desire for fame. At that moment, there is not even a second thought: the reaction is immediate and spontaneous.3 Furthermore, Mengzi takes the heart of compassion as the sprout of benevolence and if a person is able to develop and extend the four sprouts, “it will be like a fire starting up or a spring coming through” (2A6). Thus, we can see that one of the keywords of Mengzi’s argument in 2A6 is duan 端. Almost all the translators and interpreters including D. C. Lau, David Nivison, Sarah Allan, and Van Norden agree that reading it as “sprout” makes it fit in with Mengzi’s overall set of metaphors for ethical cultivation (Van Norden 2012: 217). Therefore, the logic of the whole of 2A6 can be summarized as follows: People all have the compassionate heart when they see a child about to fall into a well. Since the compassionate heart is the sprout of benevolence, this is evidence that all people can become benevolent. As human beings, people have a duty as well as an intrinsic requirement to fulfill their potential for moral cultivation. In this way, though the compassionate heart is important, it is more of a starting point for moral cultivation in the long run.
The logic of 6A6, however, brings a fundamental change compared with 2A6. Here, the compassionate heart is no longer the sprout of benevolence. Instead, it is benevolence itself. In 2A6, we could conclude that the compassionate heart is the necessary condition for benevolence. It is not a sufficient condition because it is possible that the sprouts do not develop and extend well enough to support benevolence, just as the Ox Mountain metaphor in 6A8 indicates. As a result, moral cultivation is more important than the sprouts since all human beings have the compassionate hearts while only very few of them could attain a moral state in the end. In this way, Mengzi skillfully assimilates the traditional doctrine that what is inborn is called human nature while advocating a new theory that human nature is good. In 6A6, however, the logic is changed. Since the compassionate heart is benevolence itself, then the importance of a posteriori moral cultivation is no longer vital while it is essential for people to preserve the compassionate heart and do what it tells them to do. 6A6 does not deny the necessity of moral cultivation, it is still important to pursue what is genuine in everyone. Nevertheless, the focus of people’s endeavor in Confucianism is now changed. The compassionate heart becomes the decisive element in moral life since it is almost the only reliable source of good human nature. That logic is very similar to the Heart School, xinxue 心學, in Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, especially the philosophy of Wang Yangming.
These two approaches have had great influences in history. In recent studies of Mengzi, these differences directly lead to two interpretations of Mengzi’s theory of human nature: “human nature is originally good” 性本善 and “human nature tends toward goodness” 性向善. The former is much familiar to us since it is quoted from the first sentences of the Three-character Scripture and most of the Contemporary Neo-Confucians such as Mou Zongsan agree with this idea. The latter theory has raised many discussions in scholarship and one of the representative figures is Fu Peirong 傅佩榮. Let us take a closer look again at the first sentences of the Three-character Scripture: Men at their birth or the beginning of their lives are originally good in nature 人之初，性本善. This sentence can be explored further to reveal some important information hidden in history. It is the summary of the author of the Three-character Scripture and we know that Mengzi did not directly say that human nature is originally good. With the knowledge of the relationship between 2A6 and 6A6, it seems that Wang Yinglin 王應麟 took sides with the narrative of 6A6. The compassionate heart, the sprout is benevolence itself, and thus Wang directly pointed out that human nature is originally good. This summary, despite its popularity, did not reveal Mengzi’s complete idea in both 2A6 and 6A6. That is also why the Three-character Scripture has sometimes been criticized for not delivering Mengzi’s idea faithfully. Different from the “original good” theory of human nature, the theory of “human nature tends toward goodness” claims that it puts more emphasis on empirical facts and experiences, conforms to rational retrospect, and shows the ideal paths in life (Fu 1985: 25). Based on the same differences between 2A6 and 6A6, the discussions in the Chinese scholarship are also echoed in the English scholarship. Thus, scholars such as Irene Bloom echoes the theory of “human nature is originally good” 性本善 and holds the view that human beings are born with complete human nature which is already good. Others like A.C Graham and Roger Ames follow the theory of “human nature tends toward goodness” 性向善 and think human beings are only born with the beginning of good human nature. This needs to be cultivated into full-blown good human nature through human action. In other words, by making it so (Graham 1967: 257). My position on this question, however, would follow the logic of Mengzi’s refutation of Shi Shuo and Gaozi in the previous section. I acknowledge that the difference between 2A6 and 6A6 is a real issue for Mengzi since it was stated very clearly in the text. Is “human nature originally good” 性本善 or does “human nature tend toward goodness” 性向善? We can understand the aim of the latter to resolve some empirical problems Mengzi would face and that might lessen his optimism about human nature. If elaborated well, this could become a meaningful moral theory but it may go too far to be Mengzi’s theory anymore. The theory of “human nature tends toward goodness” can hardly survive the refutations of Shi Shuo and Gaozi.
So, which approach is correct? 2A6 or 6A6? The originality and ambiguity of Kongzi’s view gave rise to the different theories of human nature theories by Mengzi and Xunzi. In turn, the creativity and ambiguity of Mengzi’s view gave rise to different developments in the Confucian theory of human nature even after the Song Dynasty. This is actually a debate in which there is no right or wrong answer because it is unanswerable. This debate, however, as well as the ambiguity of Mengzi’s view did not undermine the position of Mengzi in Chinese intellectual history. On the contrary, it helped bring about various possibilities of interpreting Mengzi anew and gave rise to the development of new Confucian theories of human nature. We discuss this in the next section.

5 The Water Metaphor of Mengzi on Human Nature and Its Paradigmatic Impacts
Most of the pre-Qin classics were written and collected in a traditional way different from modern academic styles. The ancient Chinese thinkers delivered their ideas by taking different paths from thinkers in other traditions, such as Plato and Aristotle for instance. One of the most obvious features of the pre-Qin classics was the usage of metaphors, analogies, and examples to help thinkers deliver their ideas.4 On the topic of human nature, Mengzi employed many metaphors and some of these became classical metaphors such as the water metaphor, the Ox Mountain metaphor, the plant metaphor, and so on. They are popular even today among ordinary people and also became classical metaphors that influenced not only philosophy but also literature, poems, and songs. In this section, I will focus on the water metaphor in the debate between Mengzi and Gaozi, as it nicely fits the theme of our topic. As a matter of fact, there were many metaphors related to water in Chinese classics. Mengzi was not the first to discover and employ it. The ancient thinkers often used local materials at hand, taking many common things in their daily lives as examples, such as landscapes, birds, animals, fire, water, etc. Some of the metaphors have gradually gained relatively representative status as thinkers through the ages have continued to discuss them. In this way, these metaphors themselves have also been elevated to be a part of the classics and became a particularly important resource for developments in intellectual history. Since metaphors are more flexible than concrete textual descriptions, the illustrations of metaphors often give rise to important transformations of theories. For example, the pre-Qin scholars often used the various properties of water, such as that it is shapeless, can move up or down, and flows ceaselessly day and night, in order to illustrate their thoughts more vividly. The Confucians made use of the water metaphor to discuss issues related to human nature. From the beginning of Confucianism as exemplified by Kongzi and Mengzi in the pre-Qin Dynasty, to the Cheng Brothers (Cheng Hao 程顥 and Cheng Yi 程頤), Zhu Xi 朱熹 and Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 of the Song Dynasty, until Dai Zhen 戴震 of the Qing Dynasty (among others)—they have all elaborated on this in some detail. Through such a continuous discussion, the water metaphor has actually become an indispensable part of the system of Confucian discourse on human nature. This phenomenon is not only a historical event in the intellectual history of the traditional Confucian classics. It is also a paradigm that has had great impact on Confucianism as a whole. This needs to be examined from a philosophical perspective.
There have been many valuable discussions in both Chinese and English scholarship on the use of “water” as a metaphor for human nature. While the focus of these discussions is on human nature, water as the vehicle of the metaphor per se has not received much attention. This has made Sarah Allan’s The Way of Water and Sprouts of Virtue (Allan 1997) most inspiring since she organizes the close relationship between “water” and “virtue” in the pre-Qin literature. Her discussion includes Daoism, Confucianism, Mohism, and so on. After a detailed analysis of the metaphors of water, plants, and their relations with Dao, with theories of human nature, and with morality in various forms, she concluded that early Chinese thought is a unique holistic system, in which human and nature are combined together (Allan 1997: 65, 95).
Although Kongzi used the metaphor of water a few times, he did not use it to illustrate a theory of human nature. For example, we find in the Analects examples such as “the wise people rejoice in water” (zhi zhe le shui 智者樂水) and “the water passes on just like this, not ceasing day or night” in the Analects. It is natural for us to take these as examples to illustrate Kongzi’s view on wisdom or benevolence, emphasizing the flexibility and shapelessness of water. However, it was Mengzi and also Gaozi who, for the first time, appropriated the features of water to describe the goodness and badness of human nature. In their discussion, Mengzi and Gaozi elaborated the water metaphor on human nature as follows:
Kao Tzu (Gaozi) said, “Human nature is like whirling water. Give it an outlet in the east and it will flow east; give it an outlet in the west and it will flow west. Human nature does not show any preference for either good or bad just as water does not show any preference for either east or west.”
“It certainly is the case,” said Mencius, “that water does not show any preference for either east or west, but does it show the same indifference to high and low? Human nature is good just as water seeks low ground. There is no man who is not good; there is no water that does not flow downwards.
“Now in the case of water, by splashing it one can make it shoot up higher than one’s forehead, and by forcing it one can make it stay on a hill. How can that be the nature of water? It is the circumstances being what they are. That man can be made bad shows that his nature is no different from that of water in this respect.” (Lau, Mencius 2003: 6A2)

The water metaphor here does not belong to Mengzi only, it was Gaozi who first referred to it. He uses the image of turbulent water flowing eastwards or westwards to illustrate that human nature can be either good or bad. Mengzi refutes Gaozi’s argument with another feature of water, namely, that it surely flows downwards naturally. In accordance with Gaozi’s logic, Mengzi uses this example to show human nature is definitely good just as water surely flows downwards. Taking the discussion between them on the metaphors of cups, bowls, and willows in 6A1-6A4 as a holistic understanding, we know that in Gaozi’s view, human nature is neutral and we cannot define it as good or bad in itself. However, according to Mengzi, goodness is natural and inherent in human nature. Just as water flows down naturally, human nature is a natural attribute. Although people may behave badly due to the influence of the environment, this is analogous to water being made to flow upwards (even to the mountains) because of external stimulation. But this is not the inner nature of water and neither is it the nature of human beings. Although the Mengzi does not record how Gaozi responded to Mengzi’s refutation, the theoretical frameworks of their arguments Gaozi and Mengzi are clearly presented to the reader.
If we pay more attention to the image of the water metaphor, there are some interesting issues rarely noted in the current scholarship. With the help of modern elementary physics and chemistry, it is not hard to see some problems with Mengzi’s and Gaozi’s arguments in terms of the water metaphor. Gaozi’s problem is more obvious: the reason why water flows eastwards or westwards is that it is mainly caused by external factors such as, say, where the breach of the dam is and how gravity works in the process, rather than the nature of the water itself. To some extent, Mengzi’s reply that water flows downwards is correct and shows that Gaozi does not grasp the true nature of water. However, Mengzi, too, has his own problems. He refuted Gaozi from the point of view that “water flows downward” because it is the natural property of water. There are several places in the text where Mengzi uses this natural property to support his arguments. For example, he says, “If this were truly to happen, the people would return to him like water flowing downwards, torrentially—who could stop them?” (1A6); “The people’s turning to humaneness is like water flowing downwards or wild animals heading for the wilds” (4A9); “The way Yu directed the waters was by directing them in a way that was unforced” (4B26); “Yu’s control of water followed the Way of water” (6B11), and so on. If these metaphors or analogies are regarded simply as examples to better illustrate Mengzi’s ideas, we can clearly understand their meanings. However, both he and Gaozi used the properties of water not just to tell a story but to support their respective arguments. What is more, as far as Mengzi’s refutation of Gaozi is concerned, his strategy is mainly to criticize the latter’s understanding of the properties of water. But this does not logically or necessarily refute Gaozi’s theory of human nature. The “live show” of this debate, so to speak, had it really happened in history, would for sure favor Mengzi because his strategy is quite straightforward and vivid enough for the audience to understand. However, for the sake of argument, Gaozi’s theory if human nature could remain intact even if what Mengzi says is valid, since all metaphors are imperfect, and supporters of Gaozi could put the blame on the water metaphor and even change to another metaphor, while still holding that Gaozi’s theory of human nature is intact.
Thus, Mengzi’s refutation of Gaozi’s water metaphor, based on the properties of water, does not necessarily mean the failure of Gaozi’s theory of human nature. Mengzi’s own understanding of water and “the way of water” is not impeccable as well. According to his understanding of water, it naturally flows downwards. But if we re-examine this with today’s scientific knowledge, Gaozi can respond to Mengzi on the property of water. It is now common sense for us that the fundamental reason why water flows downwards is due to the force of gravity, based on the formula for gravity: G = mg. This is why water flows downwards. Similarly, its flow eastwards or westwards may also be due to gravity (note that the great rivers in China flow eastwards). In this regard, there is no fundamental difference between the two uses of the same metaphor by Mengzi and Gaozi. This is much easier for us to understand today since we all know that without gravity, water in aerospace could flow anywhere. But even during their own time, hypothetically, Gaozi could have replied to Mengzi with the ancient knowledge that there are cases of spring water flowing upwards.
In retrospect, we can see that Mengzi’s understanding of the property of water was quite old-fashioned even in his time. During a dialogue with Bai Gui 白圭 (Po Kuei in Lau’s translation), a high-ranking official in charge of dam building for King Liang, Mengzi used a fundamentally natural view of water to criticize Bai Gui’s work on dams and canals:
Po Kuei (Bai Gui 白圭) said, “In dealing with water I am better than Yu.”
“You are mistaken,” said Mencius. “In dealing with water, Yu followed the natural tendency of water. Hence he emptied the water into the Four Seas. Now you empty the water into the neighbouring states. When water goes counter to its course, it is described as a ‘deluge’, in other words, a ‘flood’, and floods are detested by the benevolent man. You are mistaken, my good sir.” (Lau, Mencius 2003: 6B11)

Traditional commentators on the Mengzi have often interpreted this dialogue from the standpoint of Mengzi and followed his logic to criticize Bai Gui. For example, in his annotation, Zhao Qi’s 趙岐thought that Bai Gui only dealt with “small water” in a specific kingdom, while the Great Yu controlled the flood of “all under the heaven.” Another annotator, Kong Yingda 孔穎達, also criticized Bai Gui for his narrowness and smallness, in contrast with Great Yu’s great and selfless work in controlling floods. However, what Bai Gui did may have been beyond the confines of Mengzi’s knowledge. Why was Bai Gui so confident about his contribution? According to the investigation in one of my papers elsewhere, this probably concerned the Hong Gou 鴻溝, the first canal in history connecting the Yellow River and the Huai River. Its function was ingeniously designed to guide the extra water to some of the existing lakes nearby once a flood occurred. It worked like the reservoirs and flood-diversion zones of today (Xu 2017: 48). In Mengziss view, however, Great Yu’s success in controlling the flood was because he followed the natural properties of water. Water flows downwards and eastwards, and eventually Yu channeled all the flood to the sea in the east, while Bai Gui changed the natural paths and directions of the rivers instead. Thus, Mengzi was correct to point out that Bai Gui’s work let “water go counter to its course.” However, by Mengzi’s time, hydraulic projects had already become technologically sophisticated and systematic. They allowed for the integration of multiple purposes such as flood control, water transportation, irrigation, and military affairs. It is in this technological sense that Bai Guis’s work can be said to have surpassed Great Yu’s work. Thus, Mengzi was still sticking to the idea that the natural property of water flows downwards, and consequently that “water should not go counter to its course.” In this regard, his criticism of Gaozi was faulty, based as it was on his own understanding of the property of water. Compared with of the hydraulic experts of his time, Mengzi’s understanding was highly unsatisfactory.
However, Mengzi’s theory of human nature in conjunction with his use of the water metaphor has lasted for the more than two thousand years. The metaphor was first sparked by the debate between Mengzi and Gaozi, but as we have seen, their uses of it in argument were far from satisfactory. Confucian scholars noticed the possible danger of Mengzi’s usage of the water metaphor. Instead of abandoning the flawed metaphor, they chose to refine and re-illustrate it since the metaphor had already come to be considered as a part of the Confucian Classics in the Song Dynasty. Cheng Hao later revolutionized the metaphor’s vehicle from “water flows downward” to “pure water” in his Mingdao Lun Xing Shu 明道論性書 (Cheng Hao’s Essay on Human Nature) and he also used “water carries silt” to explain why the common people will commit bad deeds. Zhu Xi’s Mingdao Lun Xing Shuo 明道論性說 (Comments on Cheng Hao’s Essay on Human Nature) and Hu Hong’s further developments were also based on Cheng Hao’s paradigm and both of them enriched the meanings of the water metaphor in different ways. In order to be consistent with his own philosophy on human nature and also to be seemingly faithful to Mengzi and Cheng Hao, Zhu Xi further changed the water metaphor again, by emphasizing the difference between salt water and pure water. The detailed story of Zhu Xi’s philosophy will be discussed by other scholars in later sections of this volume and we will not go into it here.

6 Conclusion
In conclusion, the human nature theory of Mengzi, as well as the related metaphor of water has gone through several major changes in the history of Chinese thought. There are resourceful materials worth deeper investigation from new findings of the Bamboo Scripts and from folk readings such as The Three-character Scripture. If discussing the good human nature theory of Mengzi, we should to pay attention to its complete history, and to the metaphor of water. The illocutionary power of the theory consists not only in how the metaphor has been used in specific passages from Mengzi. It is also due, at the same time, to the evolution, accumulation and development of “knowledge” through the passage of time.
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Footnotes
1Unless otherwise indicated, the translation of the Mengzi is mainly based on Lau (2003). I sometimes provide in brackets the hanyu pinyin for certain names, instead of the Wade-Giles Romanization that Lau uses, such as Gaozi for Kao Tzu and Bai Gui for Po Kuei

 

2Even today, in my common core course on Mengzi for undergraduates from different disciplines at Fudan University, many students are sympathetic with Gaozi even after one semester’s reading of the Mengzi. Their feedbacks are often like this: “Yes, I know we ought to think, act and live in accordance with Mengzi’s way, but it would give us too much pressure.” Gaozi’s style and moral codes, on the other hand, are considered more common-sensical and acceptable to most people.

 

3Van Norden also discusses counter-examples of sociopaths and serial killers, some of whom seem not just indifferent to the suffering of others, but actually seem to enjoy causing suffering (Van Norden 2012: 218). It is a very inspiring perspective and this question always gives rise to fierce debate among students. However, it is somehow straightforward for Mengzi to respond that once sociopaths and serial killers committed crimes, we will not treat such people as “human beings.” Although such arguments sound circular and imperfect, their perlocutionary effects (in both John L. Austin’s and John Searle’s sense) are effective among Chinese people and their daily lives. The concept of a human being in the Mengzi is not just a biological one. It is, more importantly, a moral concept to distinguish humans from animals.

 

4Metaphors, analogies, and examples are very common and mixed in the pre-Qin materials. There are many specific discussions in linguistics and philosophy of language regarding their differences and relationships. Here I will adopt a loose definition of “metaphor” for the convenience of discussion.
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1 Introduction
Mencius and Xunzi are both great Confucian thinkers after Confucius, yet on popular reading at least they take on divergent interpretations of Confucianism. In particular they have seemingly contradictory positions regarding the nature of human beings (xing 性, renxing 人性 or ren zhi xing 人之性), with Mencius saying xing is good while Xunzi saying xing is bad. Some scholars suggest that Mencius and Xunzi actually use ‘xing’ in different ways and their understandings of the quality of xing need not be in opposition of one another. For example, A. C. Graham points out that Xunzi employs ‘xing’ in a different meaning from that of Mencius and if we adopt Mencius’s usage of the term, Xunzi’s acknowledgment that human beings are capable of becoming good amounts to an admittance that human nature (in Mencius’s sense) is good (Graham 1986: 56–7). Paul Goldin also suggests that Xunzi and Mencius use ‘xing’ to refer to different things: for Xunzi xing refers to what all members of a species have in common, but for Mencius xing refers to what is distinctive of human beings as against other animals (Goldin 1999: 290). Chen Daqi 陳大齊 argues that Xunzi uses ‘xing’ to refer to desires while Mencius uses the term to refer to the heart-mind (xin 心) and that the two thinkers in substance subscribe to the same ethical outlook (Chen 1987: 403–7). Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 points out that Xunzi includes sensory desires within his conception of xing while Mencius excludes them from his conception and thus Xunzi’s criticism of Mencius does not stand (Xu 1968: 238).
Now Mencius and Xunzi might use the term ‘xing’ differently, but many scholars nonetheless think that they have fundamental differences in thought. Philip J. Ivanhoe suggests that although Xunzi and Mencius share a lot of things in common in terms of their ethical philosophies, they do have fundamental disagreements. Ivanhoe points out that while Mencius believes in our having an innate moral sense, Xunzi insists that we have no innate conception of morality (Ivanhoe 2000: 30–32). David E. Soles also suggests that although Mencius and Xunzi agree on many empirical facts of human beings, they have different views over the nature of morality. Soles points out that while Mencius ascribes to a virtue-based morality, Xunzi accepts a rule-based consequentialist morality (Soles 1999: 122–133). Bryan Van Norden points out that although the views of Mencius and Xunzi do not directly conflict, the two thinkers do have disagreement. Van Norden explains that Mencius affirms but Xunzi denies that we have incipient tendencies toward virtue in our nature (Van Norden 2011: 175–6). Elsewhere, Van Norden suggests that the disagreement between Mencius and Xunzi can be traced back to two different views of human agency (Van Norden 2000: 103–134). Winnie Sung follows on Van Norden’s suggestion and explicates the Mencian-Xunzi debate on xing in terms of two different understandings of the heart-mind (Sung 2016: 632–641).
Graham suggests formulae such as “xing is good” or “xing is bad” more often than not serve only as convenient labels and pivots of debates. As such they do not give an adequate idea of a philosopher’s overall position (Graham 1986: 57; 1989: 250–1). A. S. Cua also remarks that “xing is bad” is highly misleading as a simple assertion but might nonetheless be profitably seen as a thesis expressing a set of arguments and observations about human nature (Cua 1977: 374). In other words, although the Mencius-Xunzi debate on xing has traditionally been at the center of the comparative study of Mencius and Xunzi, their respective ideas of xing should only be seen as a label, rather than the substance, of their visions of Confucianism. Based on such considerations, this chapter does not concentrate on the Mencius-Xunzi debate on xing and instead puts such a debate in the context of the two thinkers’ respective defenses of Confucianism. Indeed, both Mencius and Xunzi regard themselves as stern defenders or even champions of Confucianism of their times. Yet what are the bases of their self-image of being a true Confucian? What are their respective conceptions of Confucianism that they endeavor to defend and to develop further? Are such two conceptions of Confucianism really conflicting, or rather complementary? I first outline the intellectual worlds of Mencius and Xunzi and the corresponding challenges to Confucianism that they faced. Then I articulate and compare the respective conceptions of Confucianism held by Mencius and Xunzi, and also explain the major strategies they used to defend Confucianism. Finally, I compare and evaluate their respective contributions to Confucianism.

2 The Confucian Ideals
Both Mencius and Xunzi are self-conscious defenders of Confucianism. Yet how do they understand Confucianism as a system of thought and practice? Interestingly enough, it is both in arguing against Mohism that Mencius and Xunzi reveal their understanding of Confucianism. Mencius suggests that benevolence and appropriateness (renyi 仁義) are central to Confucianism while Xunzi thinks that the most salient features of Confucianism are ritual and appropriateness (liyi 禮義).
In one of the famous passages of his eponymous text, the Mencius, Mencius points out:The teachings current in the Empire are those of the school of Yang or of the school of Mo. Yang advocates everyone for himself, which amounts to a denial of one’s prince; Mo advocates love without discrimination, which amounts to a denial of one’s father. To ignore one’s father on the one hand, and one’s prince on the other, is to be no different from the beasts. …If the way of Yang and Mo does not subside and the way of Confucius does not shine forth, the people will be deceived by heresies and the path of morality will be blocked. …I am not fond of disputation. I have no alternative. Whoever can, with words, combat Yang and Mo is a true disciple of the sages. (Mencius 3B.9)1

It should be pointed out that what D. C. Lau translates as “the path of morality” in the citation is originally renyi 仁義 (benevolence and appropriateness) in Chinese. Having said that, we might make three initial observations about this passage. First, Mencius thinks that the central doctrines of Mozi and Yangzhu are love without discrimination (jianai 兼愛) and everyone for himself (weiwo 為我), respectively. Mencius also thinks that love without discrimination means a denial of one’s father or parents (qin 親) and that everyone for himself means a denial of one’s prince or ruler (jun 君). Second, Mencius points out that the Way of Confucius consists in renyi 仁義 (benevolence and appropriateness) and it is when benevolence and appropriateness are truncated that the Way of Confucius becomes insignificant. Third, Mencius suggests that the doctrines of Mozi and Yangzhu are in contradiction with the Way of Confucius. If the doctrines of Mozi and Yangzhu are not stopped, the Way of Confucius will not be able to shine through. And if someone is able to oppose the doctrines of Mozi and Yangzhu, he is surely a disciple of the sages.
From this passage it is clear that for Mencius benevolence and appropriateness are the most central doctrines of Confucianism. It can also be inferred that benevolence and appropriateness are closely related to the regard for one’s parents and the ruler. Indeed, elsewhere in the text, Mencius does suggest that the affection for one’s parents is benevolence and the respect for one’s elder brother is appropriateness (Mencius 7A.15). Mencius does not say that benevolence is just limited to the filial affection and appropriateness the familial respect. He is quick to add that such affective feelings need to be extended to the whole world. The “extension (da達)” mentioned in Mencius 7A.15 should be the same concept as the one mentioned in 7B31. There Mencius points out that everyone has something that he cannot bear and benevolence (ren 仁) can be understood to imply extending such reaction to things that he can, but should not, bear, and that everyone has something he will not do and appropriateness (yi 義) can be understood to imply extending such reaction to things that he may be willing to, but should not, do. In other words, Mencius thinks that filial affection is the most natural but also a representative exemplification of benevolence and familial respect a similar exemplification of appropriateness. Given that benevolence refers to the extension of things that people cannot bear and that appropriateness the extension of things that people should not do, it is possible to say that benevolence (ren) is primarily concerned with human beings’ affective perception of the world and affective relationship with others, and appropriateness (yi) with regulative measures of human actions. Kwong-loi Shun expresses a similar idea by saying that benevolence has more to do with affective concern and appropriateness more with a strictness with oneself (Shun 1997: 63).
The affective concern as benevolence and the regulative respect as appropriateness are also mentioned in Mencius 3A.4 and 7B.24. In both places, benevolence is identified with the relationship between father and son and appropriateness with the relationship between ruler and minister. Thus it is reasonable to infer further that while benevolence manifests itself most strongly in personal relationship, appropriateness manifests itself most clearly in social and political relationship. Alternatively, it might be said that while benevolence (ren) requires the extension of affective concern from intimate relationship to the larger world, it is appropriateness (yi) that provides the regulative measures to ensure the implementation and full realization of such affective concern in complex situations. What Mencius says in 4A.10 and 6A.11 provide partial evidence for such an analysis. In both places, Mencius suggests that appropriateness is the proper path for human beings while benevolence is described either as people’s peaceful abode or one’s heart-mind (xin 心). What Mencius intends to bring out is that while benevolence refers to what is truly human or what gives human beings secure and reliable accommodation,2 it is appropriateness that can lead us into the larger world and into the full realization of benevolence.
A brief summary of our initial observation of Mencius’ position might be given here. Mencius thinks that benevolence and appropriateness (renyi 仁義) are the most central ideas of Confucianism. Benevolence (ren 仁) is exemplified in affective concern for others, and particularly between parents and son. Appropriateness (yi 義) is exemplified in regulative respect towards others, and particularly towards people senior than oneself, such as one’s elder brother or the ruler. Benevolence also characterizes what is truly human and appropriateness brings such humanity into full realization. Benevolence and appropriateness as Confucian ideals thus represent a particular vision of what it means to be a human being: What human beings should pursue in life is neither a narrow concern with one’s personal interests inclusively, nor an impartial concern for all the others without discrimination. It should rather be affective concern for others in accordance with appropriateness.3 Appropriateness is in turn defined by the regulative measures that realize benevolence between different relationships and under various circumstances. For Mencius then, benevolence and appropriateness refer to both the ethical cultivation and social and political arrangements that fully realize humanity.
As I have mentioned earlier, as it is the case of Mencius, it is in arguing against Mohism that Xunzi reveals his conception of Confucian ideals. When discussing about the origin of ritual (li 禮), Xunzi points out that the primary function of ritual is to nurture (yang 養) desires in such a way that there is an orderly satisfaction of desires for all the people. Yet besides nurturance, ritual is also meant to realize differentiation (fen 分), which refers to differential treatment according to differential significance such as merits and stations. After laying out the key functions of ritual, Xunzi points out that through ritual and appropriateness (liyi 禮義) Confucianism can actualize both nurturance and differentiation, while Mohism fails in both aspects.Thus, if a man concentrates single-mindedly on ritual and moral principles, then both his desires and ritual will be fulfilled; but if he concentrates solely on his inborn desires and emotions, then both will be lost. Hence, Ru [Confucian] practices will cause a man to fulfill both ritual and desires, whereas Mohist practices will cause him to lose both. Such is the distinction between the Ru [Confucians] and the Mohists. (K19.1d/H19.48-54)4

It should be noted that here “ritual and moral principles” are Knoblock’s translation for liyi 禮義 which I prefer to render as ritual and appropriateness. Xunzi suggests that ritual and appropriateness are Confucianism’s defining features while Mohism cares only for natural feelings and desires. The term Xunzi uses to describe Mohism’s key concern is qingxing 情性, which literally stands for feelings and nature. By this term Xunzi intends to stress that Mohism cares only for the natural aspect of human beings and disregard the social and cultural aspect. Elsewhere Xunzi twice uses the character yong 用to describe the teachings of Mozi (K6.4/H6.22-30 and K21.4/H21.102-3). Yong refers to what is useful and within the Mohist context is commonly translated as utility. Xunzi criticizes Mozi for promoting utility at the expense of cultural transformation and ritual differentiation. What Xunzi means by such a criticism is that Mozi is only aware of what is immediately useful for human beings such as the satisfaction of biological needs but fails to see the greater benefits brought about by cultural transformation such as the realization of ethical values and life meanings. In the passage cited above, Xunzi suggests that Mohism actually fails in its basic pursuit, because a sole concern for biological needs will not bring about their proper satisfaction. Xunzi believes that through ritual and appropriateness Confucianism can not only fulfill biological needs of human beings but also realize social order and cultural values. Xunzi’s perception of Mohism and his vision of Confucianism are thus similar to that of Mencius. Both think that Mohism in reality recommends a beastly way of life for human beings by disregarding cultural and ethical values. Both also think that Confucianism excels in its emphasis on cultural and ethical values. However, why does Xunzi characterize Confucianism by the term liyi 禮義 rather than renyi 仁義? Does such a usage of term reveal any substantial difference between Xunzi’s conception of Confucianism and that of Mencius?

3 Liyi 禮義 and Renyi 仁義
Ren 仁 (benevolence) and li 禮 (ritual) are two central concepts in the Analects. Some scholars have already pointed out that since Confucius says seemingly inconsistent things about the relation between these two concepts, there have been different interpretations and characterizations of the two concepts and their relation (Li 2007: 311). Some further suggest that since Mencius stresses renyi while Xunzi stresses liyi, this reveals that Mencius highlights our internal ethical foundation while Xunzi puts an emphasis on external constraints (Mou 1978: 198–203; Lao 1984: 340; Wei 1992: 4–5). Whether such a judgment does justice to the positions of Mencius and Xunzi has to be determined by textual evidence.
In general, Mencius takes both ren and li as one of the four cardinal virtues that are grounded in the human heart-mind, which exemplify the good nature of human beings (Mencius 2A.6 and 6A.6). Mencius tends to take ren and li as parallel virtues and does not say much about their relation. On two occasions he does say something that might reveal his understanding of the relation of ren and li. In Mencius 4A.27 he mentions that the content or substance (shi 實) of ren 仁 is the serving of one’s parents, while that of yi 義 is obedience to one’s elder brothers; he then goes on to say that the substance of zhi智 (wisdom) is to understand these two aspects and hold fast to them, while that of li 禮 is to regulate and embellish the two. Here Mencius seems to think that benevolence (ren 仁) and appropriateness (yi 義) are the two fundamental virtues, while wisdom (zhi 智) and ritual propriety (li 禮) are dependent virtues the roles of which are to fully realize benevolence and appropriateness. In particular Mencius thinks that the role of ritual is to regulate and embellish (jiewen 節文), both having to do with external expression. In 5B.7 Mencius elaborates on the proper rites a ruler should use to summon people of different ranks; there he says again that appropriateness is the path (lu 路), but this time he adds that ritual is the door (men 門). The analogy of the path and the door seems to suggest that appropriateness enables us to reach to, and interact with, others in a proper way while ritual determines whether the door of communication can be opened. If ritual is not followed then the door of communication is shut and interaction will not be initiated. Such an understanding also coheres with the ritual functions of regulation and embellishment, for both are concern with representational and expressive aspects of actions. From such observations it is reasonable to conclude that for Mencius, ritual propriety, even though an essential virtue of Confucianism, is secondary to the primary virtues of benevolence and appropriateness.
The case is different with Xunzi. We have already seen that instead of benevolence and appropriateness, Xunzi takes ritual and appropriateness as the defining ideals of Confucianism. What then is Xunzi’s view on the relation between benevolence and ritual? On two occasions, Xunzi explains the function of ritual in relation to benevolence. In the general context of an exhortation to learning, Xunzi points out that if someone wants to follow the former kings and take benevolence and appropriateness as one’s foundation, then the commanding way to do so is to follow ritual (K1.11/H1.173-5). The description Xunzi uses for ritual is jingwei xijing 經緯蹊徑 (highways and byways). While xijing as a term refers to roads in general, jingwei originally refers to the warp and woof of a loom and by the time of Xunzi and even up to the present is used to highlight the most essential principles of a complex totality. By saying that ritual is jingwei xijing for benevolence and appropriateness and the way of the former kings, Xunzi intends to suggest that ritual is the most essential way to live out and realize the two. In another occasion, Xunzi says that the way of the former kings consists in exalting benevolence, and the proper way to carry it out is to follow the mean (zhong 中). Xunzi then points out that the mean is precisely ritual and appropriateness (K8.3/H8.99-101). Again, the message is that only through ritual can benevolence be fully actualized. I suggest that for Xunzi ritual is not secondary to benevolence, rather the two have a relationship of mutual constitution: It is only through ritual can benevolence be actualized, and it is also because of embodying benevolence that ritual is proper. Given such an interdependent relationship of benevolence and ritual, it is not a surprise that Xunzi sometimes uses ritual and appropriateness (禮義) as synonymous with benevolence and appropriateness (仁義), taking both as the guiding threads (tong 統) of the way of the former kings (K3.10/H3.166-7; K4.10/H4.223-4; K4.11/H4.268-9; K9.15/H9.299-300).
We have seen that Mencius tends to regard benevolence and appropriateness (仁義) as central virtues, while relegating ritual to a secondary place. Xunzi, on the other hand, while not denying the importance of benevolence, tends to emphasize ritual more and regards ritual not only as the most essential way to realize benevolence, but also as the mutually constitutive part of benevolence. Precisely because Xunzi regards ritual as mutually constitutive of benevolence, one should not say that Xunzi overlooks benevolence as the internal ethical foundation for human beings, whatever such a statement is to be understood. Rather, the real questions are the following: How does Xunzi understand the role of benevolence in ethical cultivation and why does he think that ritual is necessary for the realization of benevolence? And why does Mencius regard benevolence and ritual as relatively independent of each other? To answer these questions, it is necessary to investigate the two thinkers’ conceptions of person and their understandings of ethical cultivation respectively.

4 Renyi (仁義) and Human Nature (Xing 性)
Now Mencius clearly thinks that benevolence and appropriateness (renyi 仁義) are qualities a person inherently has, which require no introduction from outside. And it is precisely on such a basis that Mencius claims “nature is good (xingshan 性善).” In the same passage Mencius quotes from the Odes, suggesting that such a good nature comes from Heaven (tian 天) (Mencius 6A.6). Elsewhere Mencius describes benevolence and appropriateness as Heavenly honors (tian jue 天爵), again suggesting that benevolence and appropriateness are qualities bestowed upon us by Heaven (Mencius 6A.16). In general, scholars agree that for Mencius the ethical qualities of benevolence and appropriateness are due to Heaven, although the exact nature of the relation between such qualities and Heaven is up to debate (Shun 1997: 207–210). Since Mencius firmly believes benevolence and appropriateness are qualities we naturally have, ethical cultivation for him is largely a matter of preservation and nourishment of such qualities so that they can grow and be extended towards wider application. For example, Mencius points out that when a gentleman (junzi 君子) follows his true nature, benevolence and appropriateness, together with ritual and wisdom, will take root in his heart-mind, spread through his body as they grow and radiate outward as manifestation (Mencius 7A.21). A similar vegetative analogy is used when Mencius argues against Gaozi 告子. Gaozi suggests that the relation between human nature (renxing 人性) and benevolence and appropriateness is just the same as the one between the willow, and cups and bowls. Cups and bowls are manufactured out of the willow, similarly benevolence and appropriateness are made out of human nature. Mencius disagrees, pointing out that the process of manufacturing is not the same as following one’s nature, for the former involves mutilation while the latter is a natural growth (Mencius 6A.1). The unstated message of Mencius is that the cultivation of benevolence and appropriateness is actually a process of natural growth, similar to the process of a sapling growing up to be a willow tree. In another passage Mencius makes an analogy between benevolence and appropriateness and the trees on the Ox Mountain. The Ox Mountain became bald because its trees were constantly chopped down by loggers and any new shoots that came out were grazed by the cattle and sheep. Mencius believes the situation is similar to that of a bad person. It is not that the bad person is without the ethical qualities of benevolence and appropriateness. It is just that these ethical qualities are not given proper care and are allowed to be deprived and damaged so that they ultimately wither. Mencius concludes that as long as such ethical qualities are given proper nourishment, they will grow and prosper; and if they are deprived of nourishment, they will wither and disappear (Mencius 6A.8). Mencius sometimes describes the ethical qualities that we naturally and inherently have as the germs (duan 端) of virtues, rather than full-blown virtues like benevolence and appropriateness. Such ethical germs need to be enhanced and extended before they can become full-blown virtues, and just like a fire starting up or a spring newly coming through, they need to be properly cared for before they can become energetic forces (Mencius 2A.6).
For Mencius, the Confucian ideals of benevolence and appropriateness represent the realization of the true nature of human beings (Mencius 7A.21 and 7B.24). Ritual is also a part of such a true nature, but relatively speaking, it is less central to it than benevolence and appropriateness. The four virtues of benevolence, appropriateness, wisdom and ritual propriety are, of course, closely related in practice. Indeed, Mencius does attempt to characterize the inter-relationship between the four virtues in terms of their practical manifestations (Mencius 4A.27). Nonetheless, I think, for Mencius, the inter-relationship of the four virtues are primarily due to the fact that they are different aspects of the same human nature. Their practical inter-connections are the results of this very fact, rather than having any independent significance. This aspect of Mencius’ thought is important because we shall see that Xunzi has a rather different understanding on this matter. It should also be noted that for Mencius the qualities of the heart-mind that we are endowed with by Heaven are inherently ethical. This is because as long as they are functioning, they never fail to manifest as ethical qualities. The only way for them not to be ethical qualities is to be deprived and damaged so that they wither and are lost. This also explains why Mencius moves freely between calling them either the germs of virtues or virtues themselves, for if the germs are inherently ethical and necessarily pertaining to their respective virtues, then there is no fundamental difference between the virtues and their germs which are literally incipient virtues. The situation is not dissimilar to calling a willow sapling a willow tree, which, although not fully correct, is not fundamentally wrong either. Barring immature death, the willow sapling will grow into a willow tree. Such an understanding of ethical qualities by Mencius is again significant and likely marks one of the fundamental disagreements between Mencius and Xunzi.

5 Ritual and Ethical Cultivation
Xunzi would agree that benevolence and appropriateness represent the essence of humanity. Here we shall use the “essence of humanity” to translate “ren zhi suoyi wei ren zh 人之所以為人者”, and “human nature’ to translate “xing 性”. For Xunzi, the essence of humanity lies in our having differentiation (fen 分) and distinction (bian 辨), and such differentiation and distinction are best exemplified in ritual and the Sage kings (K5.4/H5.104-21).5 Given that benevolence and appropriateness are both constitutive of the way of the Sage kings and are also constituted by ritual and appropriateness, it is legitimate to conclude that benevolence and appropriateness (renyi 仁義) also represent the essence of humanity. However, Xunzi denies that the essence of humanity is also our xing性 (nature). This is because Xunzi believes that xing can only be something that happens naturally, that is, happens by itself without human effort (K22.1b/H22.8-12; K23.1c/H23.46-55). Benevolence and appropriateness, as well as ritual and appropriateness, clearly require cultivation and human effort and as such must belong to artifice (wei 偽). What is Xunzi’s motivation for stressing the distinction between nature and artifice? And what might be the theoretical significance of such a distinction?
As I have argued elsewhere, for Xunzi, nature and other things belonging to the realm of Heaven can be regarded as happenings and as such represent circumstances that we are confronted with. Artifice, on the other hand, is human action and represents things that are under our active control (Tang 2016a: 52–63). Through such a distinction between nature and artifice, Xunzi makes it clear that morality cannot be something that happens to us or happens in us, but must be the result of our active contrivance. Such an understanding of morality is reasonable enough. In fact, Mencius never denies that ethical cultivation is necessary for us to accomplish full-blown virtues, as can be seen in his emphasis on extension and care about our germs of virtues. The real difference between Mencius and Xunzi, as I have hinted at, is about the natural foundation of ethical cultivation. As we have seen, Mencius firmly believes that human beings have ethical qualities by nature. Ethical cultivation for him is mainly to care for and further develop such ethical qualities.6 Xunzi, on the other hand, does not believe that we have any ethical qualities by nature. Rather he suggests that we are all petty people by birth (K4.10/H4.204-6). Xunzi also points out that regarding xing and its natural talents and capabilities, the gentleman and the petty person are the same (K4.8/H4.136-40). By such a statement Xunzi highlights that natural talents and capabilities by themselves do not help a person become a gentleman. As such it can be said that such natural talents and capabilities by themselves do not contribute to ethical cultivation and thus are not ethical qualities. Actually, not only are xing and its natural qualities not ethical, they are also opposite to ethical cultivation. For Xunzi, our natural qualities, particularly our natural feelings and desires, not only are chaotic by nature but also have a tendency to control our heart-mind and lead to bad behavior. It is primarily in this sense that Xunzi claims xing is bad (Tang 2016a: 17–26, 2016b: 171–85).
Yet precisely because Xunzi claims xing is bad, quite some scholars think that he has the problem of explaining the possibility of moral transformation and ultimately moral devotion (Lao 1984: 333–6; Lau 2000: 211; Yu 2005: 29). However, Xunzi does not seem to think that he has a problem explaining the possibility of moral transformation. When asked of the meaning of the saying that everyone can become a sage like Yu 禹, Xunzi first explains that the essence of being a sage is to practice (wei 為) benevolence, appropriateness, lawfulness and rectitude. Then he points out that the very fact that benevolence, appropriateness, lawfulness and rectitude are practiced by the sage means that they can be known (ke zhi 可知) and can be done (ke neng 可能). Xunzi affirms that everyone has the capacities to know and to pracice benevolence, appropriateness, lawfulness and rectitude. Thus, as he concludes, everyone can become a sage like Yu. As long as a person submits himself to cultivation, concentrates on learning and thinking, and accumulates goodness without stopping, then he will one day become a sage (K23.5a/H23.252-83).
Now Xunzi attempts to make a complicated argument here. For our current purpose we need to be concerned with three questions. First, what is the exact nature of practicing (wei 為) benevolence, appropriateness, lawfulness and rectitude? Is such an act chiefly concerned with behavioral performance? Or, are the intentional and emotional aspects of this action equally important? In other words, what is Xunzi’s understanding of a moral action? Second, when Xunzi affirms that everyone has the capacities to know and to do virtues, what sort of capacities are they? Are such capacities natural? And are such capacities ethical? Third, when a person becomes or is in the process of becoming a sage, what kind of moral transformation has he gone through?
Xunzi once describes the actions of the sage as without forcing oneself, without endurance, and without precariousness. The sage simply follows his desires and embraces his feelings and yet these desires and feelings are regulated and well-ordered (K21.7d/H21.307-12). Xunzi intends to highlight that for the sage there is no more conflict between his feelings and desires and the moral requirements. The sage just acts morally with ease and congeniality. There is no need to force oneself to fulfill moral demands, or to endure unpleasantness in order to accomplish moral ends, or to precariously hold onto morality with the ever-present danger of lapsing into moral failures. Thus, for Xunzi, the practice of benevolence and appropriateness by the sage surely does not mean behavioral compliance only. Internal identification with the moral demands is equally important. I believe this is what Xunzi means when he says that sincerity or truthfulness (cheng 誠) is central to the nourishment of the heart-mind and that the cultivation of both benevolence and appropriateness requires cheng (K3.9a/H3.118-24). This is also Xunzi’s idea when he points out that the learning of the gentleman does not just enter one’s ears and then pass out one’s mouth, it must also fasten to the heart-mind, spread through the body and manifest itself in actions (K1.9/H1.145-50). Xunzi suggests that only when the learning of the gentleman reaches its perfection can he be said to have his virtues secured (de cao 德操). In such a state, the gentleman values virtues and what is right above all else and will not be moved by power and profit, not the masses, not even the whole world (K1.14/H1. 218-36). Such a description by Xunzi is highly similar to the famous description of the great man (da zhangfu 大丈夫) by Mencius: a person who insists on the right way and does not waver because of wealth and honor, poverty and obscurity, or superior force (Mencius 3B.2). Thus, Xunzi and Mencius do have a similar understanding of moral actions and a virtuous person. However, critics will certainly challenge how it is possible for Xunzi to hold such an understanding if he insists that human beings have a bad nature. I have already mentioned that when Xunzi says nature is bad, he intends to highlight the chaotic nature of natural feelings and desires and also their tendency to dominate the heart-mind, disrupt agency and bring about bad behavior. Xunzi never says that human beings are incorrigibly bad. On the contrary, he enthusiastically believes in the perfectibility of human beings. The crucial question is: How can a person with a bad nature transform himself into a good person? It seems the person necessarily requires certain resources other than the bad nature to enable such a transformation.
We have already seen that Xunzi insists that every person has the capacities to know and to practice virtues. For some, this amounts to an admittance that there are indeed some good elements in our nature and that consequently it can be said that Xunzi is caught in a fundamental inconsistency (Yu 2005: 25). However, is Xunzi really inconsistent? To answer this question, we need to ask two independent questions: First, are the capacities mentioned by Xunzi part of our nature? Second, are the capacities really good in themselves and thus can be said to be ethical?
Now Xunzi does say that the capacity to know is part of our nature (K21.9/H21.364-6). Yet he also makes it clear that our nature by itself does not have, and does not know, benevolence and appropriateness and that human beings at birth do not have, and do not know, benevolence and appropriateness. However, according to Xunzi, benevolence and appropriateness can be obtained through learning and can be known through thinking and reflection (K23.2b/H23.144-8). Thus, for Xunzi, the capacity to know, as a bare capacity, does belong to our nature. However, Xunzi denies that such a capacity is good in itself and thus ethical. Xunzi offers two reasons for this claim. First, the capacity to know is only a bare capacity. It can know benevolence and appropriateness, but this does not necessarily mean that it in fact knows benevolence and appropriateness. Second, knowledge of benevolence and appropriateness does not come by naturally, rather it requires human effort, in particular thinking and reflection. As such, in accordance with Xunzi’s definitions of nature and artifice, the acquisition of such knowledge is an instance of artifice rather than nature. Since the capacity to know does not mean originally knowing benevolence and appropriateness, and does not give rise to knowledge of benevolence and appropriateness by itself, it is not good in itself and is not an ethical capacity.
As Xunzi points out, the fact that a potter can produce tiles from clay does not mean that the potter originally has a clay-tiles nature (X23.4a/H23.213-21). Similarly, the fact that human beings can know and can practice benevolence and appropriateness does not mean that we have a moral nature. This is because morality comes from human artifice rather than our nature, although our nature does make morality possible. Yet precisely because our nature makes morality possible, is not our nature good in some sense then, as someone might say? Now the possibility in question can be understood in two different senses. It might be that our nature makes morality possible by being passively receptive to moral transformation and by playing a certain role in morality after such transformation has taken place. Or it might be that our nature already contains certain moral potentialities, the extension and maturity of which give rise to morality. It is the second possibility that Mencius affirms while Xunzi denies. For Xunzi, our nature is bad but not incorrigibly bad; it can be transformed by human artifice and be integrated into an ethical life. Such a possibility does not mean that our nature is good in itself. As Chong suggests, moral ability need not have the same structure as the capacities that make it possible, and that it simply begs the question to assume that the capacities that make moral ability possible must themselves be moral capacities (Chong 2007: 68–9).
Such answers might not be fully satisfactory for critics. Even if nature is bad, must not human artifice be good in some sense? Otherwise how can human artifice give rise to morality? It seems morality necessarily has a certain basis in human beings, otherwise there is no hope for human beings to become moral. As long as it is affirmed that all human beings do have a moral basis in them, then Mencius is right in claiming that we all have a moral nature, and it is relatively unimportant whether such a moral basis is called nature or artifice.
It should first be pointed out that Xunzi always says that goodness comes from artifice and never says that artifice is good. Although Xunzi does not explicitly say that artifice can be bad, it is relatively clear that he does think that artifice can be bad. For example, Xunzi suggests that accommodation and habituation (zhucuo xisu 注錯習俗) are the means to transform our nature (K8.11/H8.480-3). He also mentions what the sage does is to transform our nature and establish artifice (K23.2a/H23.116). It can be inferred then that accommodation and habituation are artifice. Yet Xunzi explicitly says that accommodation and habituation can be bad and that such wrong types of accommodation and habituation make one a petty person or even evil persons like the tyrant Jie and Robber Zhi (K4.8/H4.161-2; K4.9/H4.185-91). Thus, for Xunzi, the natural capacities of knowing and doing, as well as their activation and employment in human actions, are not necessarily good but can be bad. Mencius suggests that as long as the heart-mind thinks (si 思), it will find the right answers and the person who does so will become a great person (6A.15). Xunzi is not so optimistic. He rather thinks that our reflection (lü 慮) can be unclear (K21.8/H21.316-8), and that it might be improper (K4.7/H4.132-5). He also points out that in order to contribute to ethical cultivation, thinking and reflection (si lü 思慮) need to be deep and thorough (shu cha 孰察) (K23.5a/H23.276-83). Now it is possible that although Mencius and Xunzi both employ the same character si思, they might refer to different mental processes or capacities. Nevertheless, Xunzi has reasons to say that artifice need not be good and that there is no evidence to suggest that human beings have a moral nature.
Yet Xunzi still needs to give a fuller explanation of moral transformation. In particular, how can the sage become a sage, if his nature is the same as everyone and is bad (Kline 2000: 155)? I believe it is in answering this question that a fundamental difference between Xunzi and Mencius is revealed.

6 The Way and the Origin of Morality
Xunzi points out that the sage creates ritual and appropriateness by accumulating reflections and deliberations (ji si lü 積思慮) and by being habituated with artifice and custom (xi wei gu 習偽故). He then goes on to paraphrase this process of creation as the transformation of our nature (hua xing 化性) and the establishment of artifice (qi wei 起偽). He also highlights that although the sage creates ritual and appropriateness, his nature is just the same as the masses. It is through his artifice that the sage differs from and surpasses the masses (K23.2a/H23.92-122). It is clear that Xunzi thinks that the sage creates ritual and appropriateness through artifice. Such artifice involves the accumulation of reflections and deliberations and the habituation of artifice and custom, and it is also a process of the transformation of our nature. Given that the sage has the same nature as the masses and that an ordinary person can become a sage through accumulating goodness, it is reasonable to infer that the sage begins his life as an ordinary person and the very process of creating ritual and appropriateness is just the simultaneous process of transforming his nature and becoming a sage. Thus, although the sage has the same bad nature as the masses, he can achieve goodness through artifice and consequently becomes a sage.
Yet how does a person with a bad nature achieve goodness through artifice? To answer this question we need to take a detour to investigate the nature of morally right judgments. We have already seen that when Xunzi says human nature is bad, he does not mean that it is incorrigibly bad. The claim that nature is bad means primarily that natural feelings and desires are chaotic by nature, and have a tendency to dominate the heart-mind, leading to bad behavior. The heart-mind, however, can rule over the natural feelings and desires and guide us to good behavior, if it is clear in its thinking and makes right judgments. Such an understanding of the relation of the heart-mind and our nature is actually quite similar to the description of the relation of the greater part (大體) and the lesser part (小體) by Mencius (Mencius 6A15). Mencius gives as examples of the lesser part of our body (xiaoti 小體) the organs of eyes and ears, and suggests that these organs are unable to think and are easily misled by external things. The greater part of our body (dati 大體) is the heart-mind, which has the function of thinking and can rule over the lesser part of our body. Mencius believes that as long as the heart-mind thinks (si 思), it will get the right answer (Mencius 6A15). It is regarding this last point that Xunzi disagrees with Mencius. For Mencius, since benevolence and appropriateness take root in the heart-mind (gen yu xin 根於心) once a person follows his nature, it is appropriate to say that for him, benevolence and appropriateness in particular and moral answers in general are in a sense already contained in the heart-mind, waiting to be revealed by the process of si (thinking). At the very least, there is a necessary connection between the heart-mind and moral answers. Thus, Mencius claims that all the ten thousand things (of morality) are already complete in me (Mencius 7A.4). However, Xunzi does not believe that the heart-mind already contains moral answers. We have already seen that Xunzi thinks the heart-mind’s thinking and reflection can be beclouded and wrong. And Xunzi also thinks that the heart-mind requires toilsome practice and accumulation to reach the right answers.
Xunzi suggests that reflection (lü 慮) refers to the choice (ze 擇) made by the heart-mind regarding our natural feelings (qing 情) (K22.1b/H22.14-5). Xunzi also suggests that the Way (Dao 道) is precisely the correct balance (zheng quan 正權) that guides people to the right choices (K22.6b/H22.346-9). The way of the former kings can be said to be the former kings’s understanding of the fundamental Way. And we have seen that both benevolence and appropriateness, as well as ritual and appropriateness, are the guiding threads of the way of the former kings. Thus, it can be inferred that benevolence and appropriateness, and ritual and appropriateness, consist of standards and measures for making right choices. Yet how do we know whether certain choices are right? And how can we have an understanding of the Way? Xunzi suggests that choices are right if they enable a good life for individuals and if they also enable a harmonious, unified, and prosperous communal life.
Xunzi once explains that the way of the former kings and the guiding threads of benevolence and appropriateness are far more superior to the way of the tyrant Jie and the robber Zhi because they enable a communal life, in which there are mutual support and nurturance, mutual adornment and embellishment, and mutual peace and security (K4.10/H4.223-8). Individual preferences are also taken care of within such a communal life. Everyone can carry out his proper task and attain his proper place under such arrangements (K4.12/H4.302-5). And the former kings’s arrangements for such a communal life are also well-considered and long-lasting (changlü guhou 長慮顧後) (K4.11/H4.268-77). At another occasion, Xunzi repeats the same message and adds further that under such arrangements everyone, from the Son of Heaven to the ordinary man, can fully exercise his talents, achieve his intentions and find comfort and joy in his undertakings (K12.6/H12.204-49). And it is noteworthy that such descriptions by Xunzi are his answers to the question of what is the Way. Xunzi also explains that the gentleman and the petty man have similar likes and dislikes, yet one is a gentleman and the other a petty man because of the different ways they employ to pursue their likes and dislikes. The gentleman acts morally and can reliably achieve what he really wants. This is the method of assuring safety. The petty man acts immorally and hopes to achieve what he wants in an exceptional and perilous way. This is the method of assuring danger (K4.8/H4.136-75).
From such textual evidence, we can conclude that for Xunzi the Way is revealed in the best life for human beings both at the individual level and at the communal level. Thus, Xunzi claims that the Way is not the way of Heaven, nor the way of Earth but the way for human beings (K8.3/H8.101-3). Consequently, it can be suggested that for Xunzi morality consists of the norms and virtues for the best human life. Two caveats should be mentioned at this point. First, Xunzi should not be understood as suggesting that morality is simply the means for the best human life. For Xunzi, morality and the best human life are mutually constituted, so that there is no other way to achieve the best human life independent of morality. Second, Xunzi need not claim that moral qualities are reducible to the qualities of the best human life. Xunzi is clearly aware of the difference between moral qualities and the prudential qualities of a good life. For example, he suggests that the ritual function of nurturance (yang 養) is different from the ritual function of differentiation (fen 分) (K19.1c./H19.18-20). I shall not go into further details on this issue, as Xunzi’s exact position on the meta-ethical question of the relation between moral qualities and prudential qualities is beyond the scope of this paper.
Since Xunzi believes that morality is constitutive of, and constituted by, the best human life both at the individual level and at the communal level, he does not believe that moral answers can be obtained by mere internal reflection. To know what the best human life is clearly requires far more knowledge than acquaintance with oneself at a particular moment and with one’s immediate circumstances, even though the latter information might be enough for certain personal reflection. I suggest that for Xunzi, morally right judgments require knowledge of at least three aspects of human life: first, what is good or bad for human beings in general. Second, the circumstances human beings are situated in, for example the resources at their disposal and their relationships with others. Third, the development of things in general and human conditions over time. Xunzi once explains the proper measures for making choices over likes and dislikes. He suggests that a choice should not be based upon what is desirable or undesirable at the present, but should also take into account its desirability or undesirability in the past and in the future. Only with such thorough considerations will there be a proper choice and decision (K3.13/H3.207-22). Xunzi also points out that the Way precisely functions as the proper balance for measuring desirability and undesirability, fortunes and misfortunes (K22.6b/H22.335-49). We have already seen that Xunzi also suggests that the way of the former kings provides arrangements for a communal life that are well-considered and long-lasting. Presumably the former kings need to acquire extensive knowledge of human conditions in order to establish such proper arrangements. It is also likely that the actual establishment of such arrangements involved a long process of trial and error and took many generations to complete. When Xunzi says that accumulation of reflections and deliberations (ji si lü 積思慮), and habituation of artifice and custom (xi wei gu 習偽故) are required to establish ritual and appropriateness, he might just have such a toilsome process of trial and error in mind. Precisely because ritual and appropriateness are established by the former kings through a toilsome process of accumulation and habituation, there should be no supposition that ritual and appropriateness are merely arbitrary inventions of the former kings. As Van Norden points out, there does not need to be a tension between invention and human discovery of objective principles. It is because the invention of the former kings is precisely based on the objective patterns of the world (Van Norden 2011: 171). Indeed, Xunzi claims that ritual functions as the markers for the Way (K17.11/H17.238-46). The markers might be invented, but what they are pointing toward is the objective Way.
Thus, for Xunzi, a sage becomes a sage by finding such objective markers of the Way. In this process the sage also transforms himself ethically. His heart-mind makes the right choices and decisions regarding his natural feeling and desires, resulting in morally right actions and practices. Such actions and practices also express his natural feeling and desires in an ethical way, bringing the person into the horizon of the ethical way of life and its internal goods. The ethical outlook transforms the person, shapes his sensitivities and perceptions until virtues become a second nature for him, by then he acts virtuously at ease and elegantly. Virtues like benevolence, appropriateness, ritual propriety and wisdom are precisely the embodiment of these objective markers of the Way. Once the ethical framework is established by the sage, people of the later generations can learn it through the cultural tradition and need not go through the process of discovery. In principle, people might modify and change the ethical framework according to new circumstances so as to bring about the flourishing life for human beings, a kind of life Xunzi describes as “living as a community in harmony and unity (qunju heyi 群居合一)” (K4.12/H4.305-6). Xunzi himself is confident that the binding thread of the Way has already been found, though such a binding thread precisely requires changes in accordance with circumstances so as to remain valid for all ages (K17.11/H17.227-37).

7 Conclusion
Both Mencius and Xunzi are stern defenders of Confucianism. They agree to a large extent on the contents and requirements of Confucian ethics and politics. For example, they both think that benevolence, appropriateness, ritual propriety and wisdom are central virtues and essential to human flourishing. They also agree that human relationships, particularly the relationship between father and son, ruler and minister, husband and wife, are constitutive of humanity. They both advocate that the kingly way of governance through ethical cultivation and ethical transformation is the ideal political arrangement and superior to governance through force. Their major disagreement lies in the strategies they use to justify Confucianism. Mencius believe that Confucian ethics and virtues (and politics by extension) are grounded in human nature. The Heavenly-endowed qualities of human beings both explain and motivate our ethical pursuit. The Confucian ethical pursuit cultivates and completes the good but nascent nature Heaven endows in us, thereby realizing the full potentiality of humanity. On the other hand, the good nature we have propels us into moral growth within which we naturally find satisfaction. That some people fail to become morally good is only due to the unfortunate circumstances in which they find themselves, and for various reasons the moral sprouts do not have proper nourishment, or are stunted and damaged by bodily desires and material things.
Such a Mencian conception of Confucianism seems good and attractive, if only it were true. Xunzi, living in the morally corrupt world of the late Warring States China, is understandably less optimistic. Mencius suggests that the core of ethical cultivation is to find and restore the naturally good heart-mind that has gone astray (Mencius 6A.11). Xunzi retorts that even if we do have a good nature, the reality seems to be that all of us will invariably lose it soon after birth. In such a case, Xunzi asks, since the so-called good nature will invariably be lost, should we still refer to it as inborn (X23.1d/H23.60-65)? The unstated message of Xunzi is that there is unlikely such a good nature that we invariably lose soon after birth. Now Xunzi does admit that we naturally love our parents (X19.9b/H19.467-78). Such a position seems to be similar to the Mencian claim that children have a true love of parents independent of learning and deliberation (Mencius 7A.15). Can it be said that Xunzi believes human nature is good after all? Eric Hutton has already pointed out that while Mencius equates love of parents with benevolence, Xunzi never says that the natural love of parents is an expression of benevolence. Hutton further points out that for Xunzi the natural love of parents becomes a virtue only if given the proper ethical form, yet there is no tendency to acquire such ethical forms in human nature (Hutton 2000: 230–1). Thus, for Xunzi, the fact that we have some natural qualities that are congenial to morality does not mean that such natural qualities are moral by themselves. Earlier I have explained that for Xunzi we do have the natural capacities that make morality possible, but such natural capacities are not moral by themselves. Like Mencius, Xunzi believes that human beings can and should become virtuous persons. Unlike Mencius, Xunzi does not believe that the process of ethical cultivation, or at least the most important part of it, is akin to a process of natural growth.
We have already seen that one major disagreement between Mencius and Xunzi is that Mencius affirms while Xunzi denies that the heart-mind already contains the morally right answers. For Xunzi, morally right answers require extensive knowledge of human beings and their circumstances. It is simply impossible that we have such extensive knowledge by nature. Also, virtues, ethical norms and practices, as embodiments of the morally right answers, take a long time to be established. This is especially true for human beings as a species. Changes of ethical practices and understandings testify to the gradual development of human morality. Such changes and developments are less likely if the morally right answers are already contained in the heart-mind. Now we might have the moral experience that we just “know” the right thing to do by perceiving the situation under question fully and clearly. Xunzi has no objection to such experience. Indeed, he suggests that very often getting the right answers is simply to maintain a clear and upright heart-mind, similar to the way a pan of clear and stable water reflecting everything clearly and in full details (X21.7b/H21.259-72).7 Such a suggestion by Xunzi is compatible with his insistence that great effort is required to establish and acquire ethical norms and virtues. Xunzi might point out that a clear and upright heart-mind can yield the morally right answers only if the person has already engaged in and has achieved certain progress in ethical cultivation. In other words, Xunzi would insist that such moral experience is possible only if the ethical framework and its norms, practices and virtues are already in place. However, from Xunzi’s perspective, the difficult job is to justify and establish the ethical framework itself, rather than describing the moral experience of a moral apprentice who learns to be moral within such an ethical framework.
In sum, the disagreement between Mencius and Xunzi might be described as the difference between someone who provides a justification of Confucian ethics within the Confucian outlook and someone who attempts a justification of Confucianism independent of the Confucian outlook. The audience of Mencius might be largely people who already accept Confucianism to a certain extent but still have various doubts. Mencius’s strategy is to assure them that Confucianism is grounded in their nature and helps them to live out the full potentiality of humanity. Xunzi is likely faced with more suspicious or even hostile audience who has no liking of Confucianism. Xunzi has to start from scratch and persuade them Confucianism is indeed the most justified and the best way of life for human beings.
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Footnotes
1All translations of the Mencius in this chapter are from Lau 2003. Hereafter I list only the section number of the text.

 

2In 2A.6 it is suggested that the essence of being humans consists in having the four germs of virtues and such germs of virtues are said to be attributes of the heart-mind. When Mencius says that benevolence is one’s heart-mind in 6A.11, he is referring to such ethical attributes of the heart-mind and thus the essentially ethical nature of human beings.

 

3It should be noted that such a description actually does not rule out impartial concern for all the others, just that such impartial concern should only be one type of affective concern among others.

 

4The citation comes from Knoblock 1988–1994. The number K19.1d refers to the chapter (19) and section number (1d) of Knoblock’s translation. I also list the chapter number (19) and line numbers (48–54) of the translation by Hutton 2014. It should be noted that knoblock’s interpretation of the passage differs significantly from that of Hutton.

 

5The Sage kings and the former kings are more or less synonymous for Xunzi, with the only difference being the reference of time. The Sage kings can be from any age but the former kings are the Sage kings of the earlier ages.

 

6It should be noted that I use “ethical” and “moral” interchangeably in the chapter.

 

7The kind of right answers Xunzi has in mind in this passage might be amoral, or at least not specifically moral. However, this should not be a concern for us. We might grant that Xunzi is talking about the morally right answers.
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1 Introduction
The Mencius (Mengzi 孟子) records dialogues between Mencius and the kings Hui of Liang (梁惠王 370–319 B.C.E.) and Xuan of Qi (齊宣王 319–301 B.C.E.).1 According to the Han dynasty historian Sima Qian (司馬遷), Zhuangzi (莊子) was a contemporary of both kings (Shiji 史記: 1982). Mencius and Zhuangzi were therefore contemporaries although neither mentions the other in the texts named after them. Nevertheless, living at the height of the Warring States period (463–222 B.C.E.), they shared a common social and political environment.2 In this essay we discuss the relationship between Mencius and Daoism (more on this term below) by taking Zhuangzi (or more exactly, the text named after him) as representative of the latter and seeing where each of them stood in response to the cross-current of ideas of their time.
Mencius defended and developed the thought of Confucius, especially in response to rival thinkers such as Mozi (墨子), Yang Zhu (楊朱) and Gaozi (告子). Zhuangzi, on the other hand, is popularly believed to have developed the thought of Laozi (老子) and was critical of the Confucians and the Mohists (school of Mozi). Laozi and Zhuangzi are usually linked together as the two most representative Daoist philosophers. However, some scholars have noted that the term “Daoism” or “Daoist” is a later formulation. A.C. Graham, for instance, says that “The Taoist (Daoist) school, like all the others except the Confucian and Mohist, is a retrospective creation, and the most confusing of them all” (Graham 1989: 170). Even the general belief that Zhuangzi is a follower of Laozi or developed his ideas has been disputed. Thus, Sima Qian’s claim that Zhuangzi’s teaching was derived from Laozi may only have been an assumption without any objective historical basis (Lin 2004: 318).3
In fact, there is no mention of any figure in the Mencius as a “Daoist” and there was no “Daoist” school as such. Zhuangzi was an independent figure and there was no classification of him as a “Daoist” during the Warring States period. This brings up the question of what the terms “Daoist” and “Daoism” refer to in this discussion of the relation between “Mencius, Zhuangzi and ‘Daoism’”—was there any such relation? Instead of using these terms, however, I shall show that the ideas of some figures in the Mencius are present in the Zhuangzi. These ideas contrast with Mencius’s and I shall refer to them as “Daoist tendencies” of thought.
Before proceeding further, it is necessary to say something about the methodology of this paper. Zhuangzi and the other authors of the Zhuangzi may not have regarded themselves as Daoists, but to a present-day audience, this text is regarded as expressing a Daoist philosophy. The term “Daoist” serves a useful classificatory purpose and, in this regard, my aim is to bring out different strands of ideas that can be found in the Zhuangzi, while contrasting them with Mencius’s ideas and with what Mencius was opposed to. This mutual contrast between the two texts will both serve to reinforce an understanding of some Daoist philosophical tendencies and help us understand what motivated Mencius’s opposition to them. To this end, it will not be necessary to discuss the authorship of the Zhuangzi (or for that matter, of the Mencius), to which school or schools the various chapters of the text belong to, and so on. This chapter is not about textual scholarship of the Zhuangzi even though we shall devote much space to ideas in this text.4 Instead, it is primarily about the philosophy of the Mencius, how certain ideas Mencius was concerned with opposing are found in the Zhuangzi, and how his philosophy can be better appreciated through his objections to these ideas. As the discussion proceeds, the philosophical implications of, and connections between, different ideas and positions will become clearer. In the “Conclusion,” I shall draw all these together and provide a synoptic description of the contrast of ideas.

2 Yang Zhu
The Mohists disagreed with the Confucians about the priority of family members over others and the role of the rites (禮樂 liyue) in personal, social and political life. However, they shared the Confucian moral mission to bring about peace and prosperity by advocating policies of benevolent and righteous governance. The same cannot be said of Yang Zhu and Gaozi. The former advocated self-preservation and nourishment of individual life (yangsheng 養生) while the latter held that morality is an artificial construct. Zhuangzi has something in common with both. We begin with a discussion of Yang Zhu in this section.
Mencius said of Yang Zhu: “Yangzi chooses egoism (weiwo 為我). Even if he could benefit the Empire by pulling out one hair he would not do it” (7A26). Both A.C. Graham and D.C. Lau have noted that this is either inaccurate or a misrepresentation (Graham 1989: 54–55, Lau 1984: xxxii). More accurately, Yang Zhu believed that a hedonistic life wears out the body before its time. One should not do anything that could harm it and “possession of the Empire” (as Lau puts it) would be especially harmful in turbulent times. Nevertheless, Mencius’ criticism has a point, namely, that “Yang opted out of his moral obligations to society, obligations that can only be met by taking part in public life” (Lau 1984: xxxii). Fulfilling one’s obligations in this respect would have seemed all the more important to Mencius given the grave social and political disorder of the Warring States period.
Zhuangzi has been described as a “survivalist” especially given his stories about the “usefulness” of the “useless” (Lin 1989: 398). For example, a seemingly useless tree is spared from being cut down. Some passages in the Zhuangzi more directly emphasize the importance of caring for and nourishing one’s life. These are reminiscent of Yang Zhu and other life-nourishing traditions. For instance:
Your life has a limit but knowledge has none. If you use what is limited to pursue what has no limit, you will be in danger. If you understand this and still strive for knowledge, you will be in danger for certain! If you do good, stay away from fame. If you do evil, stay away from punishments. Follow the middle; go by what is constant, and you can stay in one piece, keep yourself alive, look after your parents, and live out your years. (Watson 1968: 50)

This passage is from chapter 3 of the Zhuangzi which is entitled “Yang Sheng Zhu” (養生主). Burton Watson translates this as “The Secret of Caring for Life.” According to Tse-tsung Chow, the title has a double meaning: “The Principle of Caring for Life” (Yang-sheng Zhu) and “Nourishing the Master of Life” (Yang Sheng-zhu). Chow says that in the latter sense, the “Master of Life” is the mind or the spirit and that both the title and main theme of the chapter are derived from the ancient medical canon Huangdi Neijing (黃帝內經 The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine). Thus, the key principle in this chapter is yuan du yi wei jing (緣督以為經) meaning “Follow (yuan) the central controlling meridian (du) as a constant rule (jing)” (translated by Watson in the above quotation as “Follow the middle; go by what is constant”). According to Chow, this principle originates from the medical terminology in the Huangdi Neijing (Chow 1992: 13–20). Chow plausibly argues that during Zhuangzi’s lifetime, earlier elements of parts of this text (thought to have been compiled in the Han dynasty) may have already existed and that Zhuangzi was aware of them.
In another instance, Zhuangzi laments how people exhaust their lives unnecessarily:
Once a man receives this fixed bodily form, he holds on to it, waiting for the end. Sometimes clashing with things, sometimes bending before them, he runs his course like a galloping steed, and nothing can stop him. Is he not pathetic? Sweating and laboring to the end of his days and never seeing his accomplishment, utterly exhausting himself and never knowing where to look for rest—can you help pitying him? I’m not dead yet! he says, but what good is that? His body decays, his mind follows it—can you deny that this is a great sorrow? (Watson 1968: 38)

Graham suggests that this concern with self-preservation and nourishment of one’s life may have been an initial phase in Zhuangzi’s intellectual development. Zhuangzi was in fact a “Yangist” to begin with but later awoke “from the Yangist illusion that one can win security by avoiding ties with other things, his first step to reconciliation with the dissolution of personal identity in universal process” (Graham 1989: 176). This is a reference to the questioning of an enduring “self” through Zhuangzi’s concept of wuhua (物化) or the “transformation of things.” This is described, for example, in the metaphorical image of Zhuangzi’s dream of a butterfly. When awake, he ponders whether the awareness of himself as Zhuangzi may in fact be the butterfly’s dream (Watson 1968: 49). This questioning of the concept of “self” would undermine moral autonomy and is a point of contrast between Mencius and Zhuangzi. We shall say more about this later (see Sect. 4).
We do not know whether there was any direct link between Yang Zhu and Zhuangzi. Superficially (or as Graham claims, initially) at least, they shared a concern with self-preservation and nourishment of individual life. In this regard, Mencius’s criticism of Yang Zhu would have applied to Zhuangzi. Mencius was worried that such self-concern would hinder the policies and practices of proper governance as seen in Confucian moral terms of renyi (仁義) and which constituted the way of early sages (3B9). D.C. Lau has commented that “It is likely that in the fourth century B.C. the school of Yang Chu was still of considerable influence, and, further, it may have been the precursor of the Taoist philosophers. Viewed in this light, Mencius was by no means mistaken in considering the teachings of Yang Chu as a major menace to the moral teachings of Confucius” (Lau 1984: xxxi).
Mencius’s clear sense of a moral mission is underscored by his belief that there is something more important than an individual’s life. As he says, “…there are things a man wants more than life and there are also things he loathes more than death. This is an attitude not confined to the moral man but common to all men. The moral man simply never loses it” (6A10). The attitude Mencius refers to is yi (義), dutifulness or righteousness. Under his theory of human nature this results from the development of one of the moral sprouts, namely, a sense of shame (xiuwu 羞惡) in the heart-mind (xin 心). In other words, morality results from the proper development of a universally endowed nature. We see this theory at work in his debate with Gaozi over human nature in the passages 6A1 to 6A6.

3 Gaozi
Gaozi held that morality has been externally imposed on human nature. He likened yi to objects which have been constructed. Although human nature can be made to be good, it can equally be made to be bad. In other words, it is morally neutral. At the most, it consists simply of the desires for food and sex. Mencius was appalled by the morally subversive implications of these ideas. He says to Gaozi: “Surely it will be these words of yours men in the world will follow in bringing disaster upon morality” (6A1). Mencius must have been alarmed that morality would lose its authoritative hold if people came to believe that (unlike the appetitive desires) it had been constructed.
For Zhuangzi and his followers there is an artificiality or falsity to morality which they claimed was constructed and imposed by sages revered in the Confucian tradition. Morality as understood in Confucian terms involved complex ritual theories and intricate practices that were considered important components of knowledge. Zhuangzi and his followers accused the Confucian sages of arousing the quest for knowledge and associated this with hierarchical distinctions, fame, honor, power, wealth and eminence. In devising the moral notions of rites, benevolence and righteousness, the sages at the same time brought about knowledge and the things just mentioned. This led to people becoming ensnared and corrupted by the desire for these things.
In the “Outer Chapters” of the Zhuangzi, we find descriptions of an original state of life uncorrupted by such desires. This was an “age of Perfect Virtue” (至德之世) when people lived simply and contentedly in small communities and where “neighboring states were within sight of each other, and could hear the cries of each other’s dogs and chickens, and the people grew old and died without ever traveling beyond their own borders. At a time such as this, there was nothing but the most perfect order” (Watson 1968: 111–112). There is an echo of the Laozi (or Daodejing 道德經) here and this partly explains why the philosophy of the Zhuangzi is thought to be derived from it. Thus, chapter 80 of the Laozi says: “Though adjoining states are within sight of one another, and the sound of dogs barking and cocks crowing in one state can be heard in another, yet the people of one state will grow old and die without having had any dealings with those of another” (Lau 1982: 117).
This criticism of the Confucian sages is based on the assumption of an original state of innocence. In some of the Outer Chapters such as chapter 8, Webbed Toes (駢拇), and chapter 9, Horses’ Hoofs (馬蹄), for example, there is mention of an innocent state of human nature. This nature is alleged to have been destroyed by sages who are compared to craftsmen who have damaged the nature of the original material on which they work.
However, Zhuangzi does not make the same assumption in the Inner Chapters. Nothing is said about an original state of nature or human nature here. What Zhuangzi does instead is to suggest that the Confucian concern with the conduct of proper funeral rites, for instance, violates nature (Watson 1968: 86–87). Death is a natural process and there is no reason to mourn. Presumably, he would also have argued that there is no natural justification for the funeral rites to differentiate the dead in terms of rank or their relation to the mourners. Mencius would disagree. For example, in defending the Confucian priority given to parents over others, he provides an example of burying one’s parents as the result of “an expression of their innermost heart” (3A5). And when questioned about the seemingly excessive quality of the coffin used in burying his mother, Mencius defends this as a full expression of his heart-mind (2B7, changing Lau’s translation of xin 心 as “filial love” to “heart-mind”).

4 Moral Autonomy
Following Confucius, Mencius believed in moral autonomy. This means two things. First, morality in the form of concepts like ren (仁 humaneness or benevolence), yi (義 righteousness or dutifulness), li (禮 ritual propriety) and zhi (智 wisdom) constitutes a special sphere of reason for action as opposed to considerations of self-interest. Heaven or tian (天) prescribes that human beings behave morally regardless of self-interest and we would be obeying Heaven’s will in doing so. Second, humans are capable of moral control. There are many things in our lives that we cannot control or at least not completely. In other words, our lives are contingent upon many events. However, the moral sphere is non-contingent. It is within the control of each individual person.
In the Analects (Lunyu 論語), for instance, Confucius urges that ren is near at hand—if we want to cultivate ourselves morally, we can do it. It is not the case that one is unable. Instead, it is a case of not wanting, that is, refusing to act in the requisite moral manner. He states that he has not come across anyone whose strength is insufficient to devote himself to ren in the space of a single day (Lau 1992: 4.6). When his student Ran Qiu (冉求) makes the excuse that he lacks the strength to carry out his teaching, Confucius gives a stinging reply: “A person whose strength gives out collapses along the course. In your case you set the limits beforehand” (Lau 1992: 6.12). That is, Ran Qiu is deceiving himself in thinking that he lacks the moral will to act. Mencius, through his belief in moral sprouts, holds too that we can act morally by recalling these innate resources. He tells King Xuan of Qi, for instance, that the reason for his not being a true (that is, a humane or benevolent) king is that he does not act instead of being unable (Mencius 1A7).
Zhuangzi undermines this assumption of moral autonomy with a parody of Confucius’s favorite disciple Yan Hui who is recorded in the Analects as the most morally constant of all the disciples (Lau 1992: 6.7). In a fictitious dialogue in the Zhuangzi, Yan Hui avers his steadfastness of purpose in trying to persuade the tyrannical king of Wei to rule benevolently (Watson 1968: 54–58). However, Confucius tells him that he will be overwhelmed by the king and end up agreeing with him instead. One of Zhuangzi’s aims here is to show the naivety of the Confucian mission to persuade rulers involved in violent power struggles to act humanely or benevolently. How far can moral constancy hold given the vastly unequal relation between Yan Hui and the king? Zhuangzi further suggests that the former may be motivated by a feeling of moral superiority and desire for moral fame without being aware of it.
This questioning of moral autonomy or more specifically the autonomy of the heart-mind can also be found in the second chapter “Qiwulun” (齊物論 “Discussion On Making All Things Equal” or “Discussion on Equalizing Discussion of Things”) where Zhuangzi describes the psychological states (fear, anxiety, pettiness, scheming, confidence of rightness, wanting victory, joy, anger, and so on) of the Confucians and Mohists who were constantly debating one another, presumably to win the favor of the rulers. After describing these psychological states, Zhuangzi says:Without them we would not exist; without us they would have nothing to take hold of. This comes close to the matter. But I do not know what makes them the way they are. It would seem as though they have some True Master, and yet I find no trace of him. He can act—that is certain. Yet I cannot see his form. He has identity but no form. (Watson 1968: 38)

The suggestion is that although we think of ourselves as autonomous there is actually no trace of such an autonomous entity over and above the psychological states. Zhuangzi goes on to ask which of the organs of the body is master over the others and raises the possibility that there may be no such master. Instead, the organs may take turns being master and servant.
Put in contemporary terms, for Zhuangzi, there is no clear separation between the cognitive and affective capacities of the heart-mind and it is not self-evident that the cognitive has control over the affective. As such, the heart-mind is what he calls the cheng xin (成心) or the “pre-established” heart-mind with its own perspectives, prejudices, and drives. Human beings are in fact motivated by a variety of drives over which they have no control and which they may not be conscious of. The belief that there is independent (moral) control by a “self” may therefore be deceptive.
In contrast, Mencius holds that the heart-mind is in charge of the other organs.5 As he says, “The organs of hearing and sight are unable to think and can be misled by other things…The organ of the heart(-mind) can think. But it will find the answer only if it does think…This is what Heaven has given me” (6A15). Despite asserting the autonomy of the heart-mind, however, Mencius too holds that it is both cognitive and affective at the same time (Wong 1991). In other words, it is not autonomous merely in the sense of having the capacity to know and to reflect upon what ought to be done. Rather, this knowledge and reflective capacity constitutes, at the same time, a morally affective response. Thus, seeing and knowing that a child is about to fall into a well (2A6), one does not just stand there. Instead, one has a feeling of compassion that would move one to act. For Zhuangzi, however, the cognitive and affective conglomerate is not necessarily moral in nature but includes a wider range of motivations and drives.

5 Human Nature
This brings us to the difference between Mencius and Zhuangzi on human nature. Mencius asserts that without the moral sprouts someone cannot be called a “human being” (2A6). In other words, possession of the moral sprouts is a necessary quality. A.C. Graham has put the difference between Mencius and Zhuangzi with reference to the term qing (情). He takes this as referring to “fact” and also to what is “essential.” Mentioning a dialogue between Hui Shi (惠施) and Zhuangzi in chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi, he says: “From Hui Shi’s questions we may deduce a definition of qing. The qing of X is what X cannot lack if it is to be called ‘X’…Mencius (6A6) uses the word in just this sense, although for him what is essential to Man is self-evidently good while for Zhuangzi it is self-evidently bad” (Graham 1986: 63).6 Graham does not state the basis of holding that for Zhuangzi human nature “is self-evidently bad” and I think it is unfounded.
In the Outer Chapters of the Zhuangzi, as we have seen, there is an assumption that before the imposition of moral concepts people lived in an uncorrupted simple state. This is referred to as a state of de 德, a term usually translated as “virtue” and commonly associated with the Confucian moral virtues. There is no specific description of what this simple state is in the Outer Chapters. It is instead described generally as a natural state in which people lived harmoniously and in which knowledge and the things associated with it (mentioned above) were absent. In other words, this simple state is defined negatively as something which was originally there before the imposition of ritual morality. An analogy used here is uncarved jade stone compared to ceremonial jade implements: “Thus, if the plain unwrought substance had not been blighted, how would there be any sacrificial goblets? If the white jade had not been shattered, how would there be any scepters and batons?” (Watson 1968: 105). The objects mentioned are ritual instruments with associations of hierarchy, wealth, power, and so on.
In the Inner Chapters, there is no reference to any conception of human nature and accordingly there is no attribution of an essence to human beings. Contra Graham, I have argued elsewhere that Zhuangzi mentions qing in his conversation with Hui Shi not in terms of an essence but in terms of socially constituted facts which shape human practices, attitudes and emotions (Chong 2016: 94). The suggestion here is that human beings may free themselves of these social constructions. For Mencius, human nature is essentially moral, as possessing the moral sprouts. One of these is described as the “heart of courtesy and modesty,” said to be the basis of observing the rites (2A6). This binds humans to certain norms of behavior in terms of the ritualistic social and hierarchical distinctions. For Zhuangzi, on the other hand, the lack of an essential human nature means there can be plural norms and conceptions of the good life in both individual and social terms. Thus, some stories in the Zhuangzi describe the folly of imposing one conception of the good life onto others no matter how well-intended. For example, the well-meaning Shu and Hu wanted to repay Hundun’s kindness by boring into him openings so that he too could see, hear, eat and breathe like them. However, this resulted in the death of Hundun (Watson 1968: 97).

6 Heaven and the “Natural”
So far, we have described the differences between Mencius and Zhuangzi (and other authors of the Zhuangzi) in terms of social obligation versus self-preservation, natural morality versus social construction, moral autonomy versus the lack of it, and affirmation/denial of an essential human nature. All of these differences can ultimately be traced to different conceptions of tian 天. Mencius believed that the authoritativeness of morality is both laid down by tian or Heaven and naturally ingrained in humans. He cites Confucius’s endorsement of a passage from the Odes (Shi 詩):	Heaven produces the teeming masses,

	And where there is a thing there is a norm.

	If the people held on to their constant nature,

	They would be drawn to superior virtue. (6A6)





Elsewhere, Mencius says: “For a man to give full realization to his heart-mind is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven. The retention of his heart-mind and the nurturing of his nature are the means by which he serves Heaven” (7A1).
Mencius speaks of Heaven as the source of the moral heart-mind (6A15). It not only endows the individual human being with moral potentialities, but also spells out a proper destiny zhengming (正命). This is a normative sense of destiny that enables an individual who has developed the moral potentialities to take a steadfast attitude toward death. If a person dies “after having done his best in following the Way,” he would have followed this proper destiny (7A2). Thus, Mencius regards tian as normative and which the individual “serves” only by fulfilling the moral potentialities it has endowed. Heaven is also anthropomorphic in character. That is, like humans, it has a will, can prescribe certain courses of action, and endow certain things. Thus, Heaven has a moral will and purpose, prescribes fulfilling a “proper” destiny and endows a universal human nature.7
We noted above that Zhuangzi shared Gaozi’s belief that morality – at least as understood in Confucian terms – is an artificial construct. Similarly, when some of Zhuangzi’s followers postulated an ideal primitive state, they meant to argue that the Confucian moral norms had been artificially imposed. They referred to this ideal as a natural state of tian. Zhuangzi, too, appealed to tian when criticizing Confucian practices of ritual mourning, arguing that these had no natural justification. Thus, Zhuangzi and his followers regarded tian as non-normative. In their case, we may still translate tian as “heaven” but with a lower-case “h” making it free of both anthropomorphic and normative connotations. In the Zhuangzi, tian is often synonymous with zhen (真) or what is “true,” “genuine,” or “spontaneous.” These contrast with (what is regarded as) human-made concepts of morality such as ren, li, and yi. For Zhuangzi tian or “heaven” is morally neutral – it refers to nature and its transformations as observed in the change of seasons, the coming of life, their wondrous multiple forms, growth, decay, and so on.
There was broad agreement among the different thinkers of that time about the need to justify actions and practices in terms of whether they were in accord with tian. However, they disagreed whether it was normative and also about what constituted “nature” and the “natural.”8 There were in fact different philosophies of nature at work. For Mencius, nature and the natural encompasses what tian has given both the world and human beings, including the sprouts of moral norms for the latter. For Zhuangzi, on the other hand, a central part of his philosophy of nature is the “transformation of things.” Although this might encompass certain patterns or rules of nature, more emphasis is placed on the constancy of change itself. This leads to recognition of the utter contingency of events and of the non-distinctness of self and personal identity. As mentioned earlier, this concept occurs in the description of Zhuangzi’s waking from the dream of a butterfly and wondering if his consciousness of himself at that moment might not be the butterfly’s dream. It is also discussed in terms of the possibility that after death parts of one’s body could be transformed into anything, such as the arm of a rooster or a cartwheel (Watson 1968: 84).
Later, Xunzi agreed with Zhuangzi that tian does not have any moral will. Thus, the two major pre-Qin Confucian philosophers Mencius and Xunzi differed over the import of tian. Xunzi argued that it is indifferent and there are no moral discriminations in the alternations of tian or nature.9 However, probably with Zhuangzi in mind, Xunzi criticized the notion that anything can be transformed into anything. He argued that the term “transformation” (hua 化) should be confined to “things which change their form and, although they are still the same thing in reality, appear to become something different” (Watson 1963: 144–145). An example would be, say, the changes in bodily form of a child to an adult and to an old person. These “are still the same thing in reality.” In other words, personal identity remains intact. Zhuangzi is therefore accused of misusing the term “transformation.” Xunzi emphasized that there are regular patterns in nature that could be observed and learned from. This includes knowledge of the ritual principles to bring about order and prosperity for society as a whole (Watson 1963: 94). Xunzi says that the enlightened person “surveys all heaven and earth, governs all beings, and masters the great principle (dali 大理) and all that is in the universe” (Watson 1963: 129). It was on this basis of mastering “the great principle” of nature that the earlier sages had devised and developed the ritual principles.

7 Conclusion
Drawing upon the above discussion, we may now provide a synoptic description of the relation between Mencius, Zhuangzi and “Daoism.” As stated in the beginning there was no “Daoist” school as such during the time of Mencius and Zhuangzi. This is a label attached later, beginning from the Han dynasty, to various tendencies of thought. Some of these can be found in descriptions of certain people in the Mencius and I refer to them as “Daoist tendencies” given that they track with similar ideas in the Zhuangzi.
We began by noting two of these tendencies as described in Mencius’s criticism of Yang Zhu and the debate with Gaozi. Yang Zhu advocated self-preservation and Gaozi believed that morality is an artificial construct which has been imposed on a neutral human nature. The priority given to self-preservation is present throughout the Zhuangzi although this needs to be qualified somewhat in view of his philosophy of the transformation of things where the distinctness of personal identity is denied. The belief that morality has been constructed is also found in the Zhuangzi. And this is tied up with moral skepticism of various kinds, such as doubt about the effectiveness of the Confucian advocacy of moral governance; the corrupting influence of Confucian morality tied as it is to norms of knowledge, hierarchy, wealth, honor, power and so on; and the questioning of moral autonomy. We may refer to such moral skepticisms as a third Daoist tendency.
Mencius opposed the beliefs in self-preservation and the artificiality of morality. He held, instead, that moral (non-self-interested) norms were laid down by tian and ingrained in human nature. Disagreements over the normativity of tian must have been a central part of the cross-current of ideas of that time. One sign of this is the stress that Mencius often gives to tian being normative. For Zhuangzi and his followers as we have seen, tian is devoid of moral norms. This does not mean that it is “immoral.” Instead, tian is simply nature or the natural in all its splendid and peculiar forms. The idea that tian is non-normative is a fourth tendency of thought central to the “Daoists.” A corollary of this that may be gathered from the Zhuangzi is that nature is not human-centered. Human life is just one among the multiple forms of nature.
But there was no one specific philosophy of nature among the so-called Daoists. Some of them believed in an ideal, primitive and harmonious state of nature. In this state, people had few needs and desires. As such, they were uncorrupted by knowledge and the desires it engendered. Such desires were held to be a consequence of the ritual norms laid down by Confucian sages. Although the primitive state of nature is vaguely described in the Zhuangzi, we can provide a more concrete picture of the intended mode of life with reference to Mencius 3A4. Here, a figure named Hsü Hsing or Xu Xing (許行) is said to have “preached the teachings of Shen Nung (Shen Nong 神農).” Note that the latter is one of the legendary figures associated with the “age of Perfect Virtue” in the “Rifling Trunks” (胠篋) chapter of the Zhuangzi (Watson 1968: 111–112).
According to his followers, Xu Xing held that “a good and wise ruler shares the work of tilling the land with his people. He rules while cooking his own meals.” A state with granaries and treasuries inflicts hardship on the people and its ruler is in fact only providing for himself. But Mencius questions Xu Xing’s followers about his mode of life and it turns out that it is impossible to be self-sufficient. Xu Xing and his community must engage in trade and division of labor in order to sustain themselves. Mencius argues that it is therefore impossible to have a society without division of labor and hierarchical distinctions:Now, is ruling the Empire such an exception (to the necessity for division of labor among different crafts) that it can be combined with the work of tilling the land? There are affairs of great men, and there are affairs of small men. Moreover, it is necessary for each man to use the products of the hundred crafts. If everyone must make everything he uses, the Empire will be led along the path of incessant toil. Hence it is said, “There are those who use their minds and there are those who use their muscles. The former rule; the latter are ruled. Those who rule are supported by those who are ruled.” This is a principle accepted by the whole Empire. (3A4)

Commentators have found it difficult to place Xu Xing. But as we have noted, the primitively simple form of life that he and his followers advocated was also idealized in the Zhuangzi with its reference to Shen Nung (and others) during the “age of Perfect Virtue.” Mencius was therefore both aware and critical of certain people or groups who were inclined toward such an ideal. We may count this advocacy of a primitively simple life free of hierarchy as a fifth Daoist tendency.
Zhuangzi’s own philosophy of nature in the Inner Chapters was not centered on any primitive ideal.10 Instead, his conception of nature includes the “transformation of things.” As we have seen, this denies any distinct self-identity and affirms the fundamental oneness of all things in the state of dao. It attests to a metaphysical tendency which is a sixth Daoist tendency. In the Zhuangzi there are quite a few statements such as: “Heaven and earth were born at the same time as I was, and the ten thousand things are one with me” (Watson 1968: 43). Metaphysical speculation about the dao as the origination of all things is even more pronounced in the Laozi. Thus, the famous first chapter of the Laozi reads:	The way (dao) that can be spoken of

	Is not the constant way;

	The name that can be named

	Is not the constant name.

	The nameless was the beginning of heaven and earth;

	The named was the mother of the myriad creatures. (Lau 1982: 3)





We do not find such a metaphysical tendency in the Mencius although there is a sense in which the belief that Heaven is the source of the moral heart-mind and prescribes a “proper destiny” could still be called “metaphysical.” Nevertheless, Mencius’s primary concern was moral and practical—how to bring about social and political order through the inculcation of Confucian moral concepts. In the same vein, Xunzi later criticized Zhuangzi by saying that he was “obsessed by thoughts of Heaven [i.e., Nature] and did not understand the importance of man” (Watson 1963: 125). Mencius would have agreed.
But the claim of oneness and non-distinctiveness in the Zhuangzi is not confined to the metaphysical. In fact, this claim has social and political import in that it also carries a radically liberating thought.11 That is, “oneness” connotes that the various forms of life, both human and non-human, are of equal value and that hierarchical distinctions have no natural justification. This is a further step from Gaozi’s idea that morality—and hence the moral and social structure upon which it is based—is artificially human-made. This further step is a challenge to the Confucian defense of a traditional hierarchical structure as instituted in ritual norms. In other words, the Confucian moral and social structure is neither privileged nor unique. It is merely one of many other possible structures. In Zhuangzi’s philosophy, no one social structure and form of life has supreme value. Life exists in plural social forms and there is nothing inherently superior even about the human form as against other forms.12
Mencius correctly sensed the subversive possibilities and ramifications of Gaozi’s simple thought that morality is constructed and we have just seen how this thought may be extended with reference to the Zhuangzi. In fact, it is extended even further to the point of denying an essential human nature and this is a seventh tendency and point of contrast with Mencius. This denial of an essence (or at least, of a moral essence) is shared by Gaozi and directly challenges Mencius’s belief in a human nature endowed with moral potentialities.
Finally, one more thing should be mentioned. This is Mencius’s and Gaozi’s different ways of construing qi (氣) or the “vital force” of life. In the passage 2A2 Mencius is asked about “the heart-mind that cannot be moved” (bu dong xin 不動心). Mencius replies with a saying attributed to Gaozi, “If you fail to understand words, do not worry about this in your heart; and if you fail to understand in your heart, do not seek satisfaction in your qi.” He disagrees with the second part of this statement but it is unclear what is meant by the statement as a whole and hence what the disagreement is about. However, Mencius goes on to talk of the hao ran zhi qi (浩然之氣) or the qi which is “in the highest degree, vast and unyielding,” explaining this as a kind of moral courage where the knowledge that one is in the right makes one stand firm. He adds, “Hence I said Gaozi never understood rightness because he looked upon it as external.” Presumably, Mencius understood qi in terms of an internal relation with moral rightness and courage. This is consistent with his whole moral faith. Gaozi, on the other hand, did not hold such an “internal” connection between qi and morality.
There is a well-known passage in the Zhuangzi where the fictitious Confucius says to Yan Hui: “Make your will one! Don’t listen with your ears, listen with your heart-mind. No, don’t listen with your heart-mind, but listen with your qi. Listening stops with the ears, the heart-mind stops with recognition, but qi is empty and waits on all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of the heart-mind” (Watson 1968: 57–58, changing “spirit” to “qi” and “mind” to “heart-mind”). Again, the meaning of this passage is unclear and there have been various interpretations including mystical ones (Chong 2016: 79–81). An intriguing question is how it is related to the statement attributed to Gaozi by Mencius. Some have argued that the above passage about qi in the Zhuangzi belongs to a self-cultivationist Daoist school where meditative techniques were practiced (Roth 1999: 154–155). If so, this would be consistent with the self-preservationist tendency mentioned earlier in connection with Yang Zhu and other life-nourishing traditions of the time. Comparing Mencius with Zhuangzi, Scott Cook has argued that for Zhuangzi, “It is not the vital energy (qi) that should be nurtured by the mind, but rather the mind that should be nurtured by the vital energy” (Cook 1997: 535).
Commentators have speculated about Gaozi’s affiliation. Scott Cook, for instance, thinks “there is some evidence to suggest that he may have belonged to the Mohist school” (Cook 1997: 529). Mencius says of Gaozi that he “succeeded in this (that is, having a heart-mind that cannot be stirred or moved) at an even earlier age than I” (2A2). It is possible that Gaozi practiced some form of “Daoist” self-cultivation involving qi which led to equanimity. Mencius, on the other hand, stressed the equanimity brought about by moral cultivation and courage.
Thus, although no “Daoist” school was mentioned in the Mencius, some of the ideas in the Zhuangzi can be found therein and are opposed by Mencius. These are: self-preservation and nourishment of one’s own life (including the practice of qi cultivation); morality as an artificial construct; moral skepticism; tian as non-normative; an ideal primitive life free of hierarchy; and no essential (moral) human nature. As indicated earlier, metaphysical talk about the oneness of all things and dao as the origination of things (as opposed to the dao or way of moral governance) in the Zhuangzi cannot be found in the Mencius.
Mencius was strongly critical of the ideas of Yang Zhu, Gaozi and Xu Xing. But can we claim that Gaozi, for instance, was a Daoist given that he thought that morality is artificial, that there is no essential moral human nature, and practiced qi cultivation as well? It would be tempting to do so though it would not be conclusive. Some cautionary notes are in order here. First, it should be stressed again that there was no “Daoist” school at that time and Gaozi may well have been an independent figure. We should not be in the habit of thinking that an individual thinker must have belonged to a particular school or another. Second, even for present classificatory purpose, the possession of a few of the ideas from among the list we have enumerated may not necessarily make someone a “Daoist” as such. It would be a mistake to deduce that each of the three figures mentioned in the Mencius is “Daoist” on the basis of a few ideas. After all, it is possible for both different individuals and schools to share certain ideas and practices. This point can be made clearer with reference to Xunzi, for instance, who may have been influenced by Zhuangzi and argued that tian is non-normative. And like Zhuangzi, Xunzi believed that ritual morality was a construction of the sages. However, as we have seen, there are differences in their philosophies of nature and certainly Xunzi was not a “Daoist” but a strong defender of Confucian ritual norms.13
Although we have enumerated about seven or eight Daoist ideas above, this cannot be said to be an exhaustive list of what constitutes Daoist philosophy. There are other aspects of the Zhuangzi that we have not described, for example, such as the paradoxical use of language; the claim that language is inadequate to convey the dao; the ideal of the “true person” (zhen ren 真人), and so on. Although we have made some references to the Laozi, we have not discussed its philosophy and it may have different ideas (beside similar ones). But I doubt whether there can be a complete and exhaustive list of what constitutes the “Daoist” philosophy. We should also note that there might be contradictions or at least a tension between some ideas. For instance, the concern with self-preservation might not sit well with the denial of personal identity through the philosophy of transformation. Or the ideal of a primitively simple life may not have been shared by all the authors of the Zhuangzi.
Nevertheless, for the limited purpose of this chapter, I have shown that some ideas found in the Zhuangzi, long considered a Daoist text, are also held by some figures in the Mencius and I have referred to these as “Daoist tendencies” of thought. These are connected in ways we have already described: the idea that tian or heaven is non-normative, the denial of an essentially moral human nature, the belief that morality is an artificial construct, moral skepticism, the concern with self-preservation and/or self-cultivation, and the preference for a primitively simple life without hierarchy. Mencius must have sensed their mutual implications, and he was deeply concerned that, if not vigorously opposed, they would together constitute a fatal threat to the moral, social and political order which was already in a perilous state at that time. Finally, a point of clarification. I have not argued that either Mencius or Zhuangzi consciously or directly opposed the ideas of the other. Instead, as mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, there was a “cross-current of ideas” during their time. I have tried to describe what these were and where Mencius, Zhuangzi and others stood in relation to these ideas. 
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Footnotes
1King Hui of Liang was actually the king of Wei (魏惠王) who had succeeded his father in 370 B.C.E. In 362 B.C.E., he moved his capital to Da Liang (大梁, present day Kaifeng 開封) and was thereby referred to as King Hui of Liang (梁惠王). See Yang (1987: 2). See also Lau (1984: 332–340) for “The Dating of Events in the Life of Mencius.”

 

2This dating of the Warring States period follows Schwartz (1985: 56). There can be disagreement about dates (a reviewer mentions 453–221 B.C.E.) but I doubt whether any precise date, especially of when the period began, can be given.

 

3A reviewer commented that I do not “address a fascinating issue: was Mengzi aware of Laozi, and if not, what are the reasons for this?” D.C. Lau has stated that “One of the strongest arguments against the traditionalists’ (that is, those who think that the Laozi was written by Laozi who was an older contemporary of Confucius) case for placing Lao Tzu in the sixth century (B.C.E.) is the fact that Mencius, in spite of his strong sense of mission against heterodox schools, attacks Yang Chu and Mo Tzu but does not mention Lao Tzu. Not only does he not mention Lao Tzu explicitly, but he never even shows any awareness of the views we associate with Lao Tzu” (Lau 1982: 127). The answer to why Mencius did not mention Laozi or the Laozi may very well have to do with whether a specific individual named Laozi, associated with the text and its philosophy, actually existed. D.C. Lau describes how the Confucians and the Daoists had different slants on the story of the supposed meeting between Confucius and Laozi. The former turned Laozi into a good Confucian who taught Confucius something about the rites, while the latter made Confucius look ridiculous (Lau 1982: 129–30). Fascinating as it may be, this whole issue goes beyond the scope of this chapter. For a discussion of the relationship between the Laozi and Zhuangzi see Wang (2012) and Fried (2022).

 

4Two reviewers asked why I have not discussed the issue of textual authorship. One of them mentions Esther Klein (Klein 2011), for instance, who has questioned whether Zhuangzi can be said to have written the “Inner Chapters” of the Zhuangzi. However, the jury is still out. Yuet Keung Lo, for example, examines Klein’s views in detail in a paper entitled “Authorship of the Zhuangzi” (Lo 2022). I will continue using the traditional classification of Inner, Outer and Miscellaneous chapters, with Zhuangzi as the author of the first and his followers as the authors of the latter two. In any case, this may not matter as I am interested in the philosophical contrast of ideas between the Mencius and the Zhuangzi as a whole, as I have just said. For the same reason, I shall not discuss what association there was between the Zhuangzi and the Huang-Lao school, if any. For this, see Wang (2012). For a discussion of the Huang-Lao in English, see Chang and Feng (1998).

 

5This expression of the superior place of the heart-mind is not unique to the Mencius. The Guanzi 管子, for instance, says: “In the body the mind/heart is in the place of the prince” (Zhang 2002: 393).

 

6D.C. Lau translates the relevant sentence in 6A6 to read: “As far as what is genuinely (情) in him is concerned, a man is capable of becoming good.”

 

7Despite this anthropomorphic character of tian, it would be a mistake to conflate it with the Judeo-Christian conception of God or Heaven.

 

8Members of one school could disagree over whether tian is normative, as we shall see below by comparing Xunzi with Mencius. Even those who agreed about a normative tian could still disagree over what is “natural.” Thus, Mencius argued against the Mohists that it is more natural to give priority to one’s parents and family members than it is to practice “universal love” or “love without discrimination” (兼愛).

 

9Note the statement in chapter 5 of the Laozi: “Heaven and earth are unfeeling (bu ren 不仁). They regard the myriad creatures as straw dogs (芻狗).” If “unfeeling” means “indifferent” this would be a non-normative conception of heaven. But if bu ren means “ruthless” (Lau 1982: 9) this may be normative (though the opposite of being compassionate or merciful). It can get messier. Thus, chapter 79 of the Laozi says: “It is the way of heaven to show no favouritism (wu qin 無親). It is forever on the side of the good man (shan ren 善人)” (Lau 1982: 115). The first sentence seems at first to state indifference or impartiality. But the second sentence takes this away: heaven sides with the “good,” making it normative. Perhaps the Laozi is being ironical and paradoxical and should not be read literally.

 

10This may be debatable, given Zhuangzi’s references to an original inchoate dao before the drawing of human distinctions. But I would argue that at least, Zhuangzi did not explicitly describe a primitively ideal society in the Inner Chapters.

 

11I develop this in “The Social and Political Implications of Zhuangzi’s Philosophy” (Chong 2022).

 

12This has endeared Zhuangzi and the Zhuangzi to environmentalists.

 

13Ironically, Xunzi has not been recognized as an orthodox Confucian in the imperial history of China, especially since the Song dynasty. He (or rather, his name) has been banished (beginning from the Ming dynasty in 1531) from Confucian temples where honorary commemorative plaques of Confucian figures down the ages can be found.
The reasons for this were his view that human nature is bad (as against Mencius’s view that it is good), his being the teacher of the Legalist philosophers Li Si and Han Feizi, and his criticism of the highly revered Mencius (Yu 2021). I wonder if his being influenced by Zhuangzi could have been another reason as well.
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1 Introduction
Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–1085) and Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107) can be plausibly regarded as the founding brothers of Neo-Confucianism in the Song-Ming period. In this process, their positive and creative appropriations of the Mencius played an indispensable role, in both negative and positive aspects of their Neo-Confucian project. Negatively, the Cheng brothers’ Neo-Confucian project was undertaken in the environment in which Buddhism had long prevailed over Confucianism, a situation similar to what Mencius described himself to be in, where the whole world was said to be dominated by Mohism and Yangism. Thus, the Cheng brothers got their inspiration from Mencius about how to defend Confucianism in the hostile environment. Positively, the best way to defend Confucianism is to develop it, and the central ideas in their Neo-Confucian project, particularly human nature (xing 性) and principle (li 理), are found in the Mencius. After a brief discussion of the important role the Cheng brothers played in the movement elevating the status of Mencius and the Mencius (Sect. 2), this chapter will present an analysis of the Cheng brothers’ Mencian hermeneutics (Sect. 3), followed by an examination of three examples of their appropriation of the Mencius, the ideas of human nature (xing 性), extension (tui 推), and self-getting (zide 自得) respectively (Sects. 4, 5, and 6), before it concludes (Sect. 7). It will be shown, in the process, that these appropriations of Mencius, while philosophically innovative, are nevertheless quite consistent with Mencius’s own hermeneutics.

2 The Cheng Brothers and “Mencius’s Elevation”
Mencius is now commonly regarded as the most important Confucian after Confucius, and the book bearing his name, the Mencius, is well known as one of the “Four Books”. However, before what Zhou Yutong 周予同 calls “the Movement of Mencius’s Elevation” (Mengzi de Shengge Yundong 孟子的升格運動) (Zhou 1983: 289),1 as pointed out by Xu Hongxing 徐洪興, “Mencius was regarded only as an ordinary Confucian. The Mencius is a book that can only be put in the category of the masters (zibu 子部) [in contrast to the category of scriptures (jingbu 經部)]. Moreover, in the Pre-Song official documents, the name of Confucius is often used together with Duke of Zhou 周, ‘Zhou Kong 周孔,’ or Yan Hui 顏回, ‘Kong Yan 孔顏,’ but hardly with Mencius, ‘Kong Meng 孔孟’” (Xu 1993: 101). It is true that the Cheng Brothers didn’t initiate nor complete this movement of Mencius’s elevation. On the one hand, Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824) is generally considered to be the initiator of this movement. For the first time, Han Yu formulated the orthodox Confucian tradition starting from the King Yao, King Shun, King Yu, King Tang, to King Wen, King Wu, Duke of Zhou, to Confucius, and to Mencius. Han Yu claimed that, after Mencius, this line of transmission was broken. On the other hand, it was Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) who brought this movement of Mencius’s elevation into completion, particularly through his monumental Collected Commentaries on the Four Books, which includes the Commentaries on the Mencius. However, the Cheng Brothers played a crucial role in this movement.
What Han Yu did was indeed revolutionary, but it was generally neglected until the beginning of Song dynasty, when Han’s transmission line of the Confucian orthodox and thus his elevation of Mencius above all other Confucians became generally accepted. This is, to a great extent, due to the promotion of Mencius by Sun Fu 孫復 (992–1057) and Shi Jie 石介 (1005–1045), two of the so-call “Three Gentlemen of the Early Song” (Song chu san xiansheng 宋初三先生). They both emphasized the importance of Mencius, highlighting (1) his role in defeating the rivals of Confucianism and (2) his preeminence among Confucians. They both accepted Han Yu’s transmission line and further extended it, although in different ways. For Sun Fu, after Mencius, the line was continued by Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (179–104 BCE), Yang Xiong 楊雄 (53 BCE–18 CE), Wang Tong 王通 (584–617), and Han Yu 韓愈; for Shi Jie, however, Mencius was followed by Xunzi, Yang Xiong, Wang Tong, and Han Yu. By adding these later Confucians to the line, however, they somehow managed to lower the position of Mencius and those before him on the transmission line more than to elevate the position of those after Mencius. Indeed, for Shi Jie, among what he regarded as five Confucian worthies, Mencius, Xunzi, Yang Xiong, Wang Tong, and Han Yu, Han Yu was even more important than Mencius (see Zhou Shuping 2007: 52).
It is, however, the Cheng Brothers that played the crucial role in elevating the status of Mencius and the Mencius. First, they argued that, although he was not a direct student of Confucius, Mencius was the true successor of Confucius. Making use of Mencius’s view that the influence of a superior person, just like that of an inferior person, will cease after five generations (Mencius 4B21), one of the Chengs claimed that, by Mencius’s time, only three or four generations had passed and Confucius’s influence was still felt, to show that Mencius got the original teaching of Confucius (Cheng and Cheng 2004: Yishu 6; 93).2 In their view, without Zisi and Mencius, the sagely learning would have been almost extinguished. Second, they emphasized Mencius’s unique contributions. Cheng Yi claimed that “Mencius’s contribution to the sagely tradition is too great to be described. For example, Confucius talked about ‘humanity and rightness’ (renyi 仁義) [The ways to be humans are humanity and rightness li ren zhi dao yue ren yu yi 立人之道曰仁與義], while Mencius kept saying it in his mouth; Confucius just mentioned ‘will’ (zhi 志), while Mencius talked a lot about nurturing qi 氣” (Yishu 18; 221).3 For Cheng Yi, even though he is not a sage, Mencius’s learning has reached the ultimate (Yishu 19; 255). Third, just like Han Yu and unlike other Song Confucians, the Chengs claimed that the transmission line of the Confucian orthodox after Mencius was indeed broken: “After Confucius, it was Zengzi who transmitted Confucius’s teaching. Zengzi transmitted it to Zisi, and Zisi transmitted it to Mencius. After Mencius, the teaching was not transmitted” (Yishu 25; 327). To emphasize that the transmission line was broken after Mencius makes it necessary for anyone pursuing the Confucian Dao to trace back to Mencius.4
Among the Four Books, The Great Learning and The Doctrine of the Mean were originally two chapters of The Book of Rites, which has been one of the earliest Confucian canons, the so called Five Classics (the other four are The Book of Poetry, The Book of Documents, The Book of Change, and the Spring and Autumn Annals), canonized during Emperor Wu of Han (156–87 BCE; rein 140–87 BCE). During East Han, Confucian classics were re-canonized as Seven Classics, with the addition of The Analects and The Book of Filial Piety. In the Tang dynasty, Spring and Autumn Annals was substituted by its three commentaries, each of which includes the Annals itself, and with the addition of the other two books of rites, Zhou Rites and Ceremonial Rites (Yili 儀禮), as well as Erya 爾雅, the Confucian canon now become Twelve Classics, which were ordered to be inscribed on stones by Emperor Wen 文 of Tang (rein 827–840).5 It is now only one book short of the much better known canons called Thirteen Classics. The one missing is precisely The Mencius, which was added in the Northern Song as early as during the rein of Emperor Ren 仁 (1010–1063; rein 1022–1063) or as late as during the rein of Emperor Zhe 哲 (1076–1100; rein 1085–1100), when it was used as an additional text for the civil examinations. By then, the Mencius was elevated from one of the master books (zishu 子書) to that of scriptures (jingshu 經書).
Zhang Zai is perhaps the first person mentioning the four books in one single passage: “scholars ought to trust The Book of Documents and also The Analects and The Mencius. The Book of Poetry and The Book of Documents are pure and free from errors. Although the Book of Documents was from hands of multiple Confucians, there is nothing in it that affects the meaning, and its chapters on doctrine of the mean and the great learning are without doubt by sages” (Zhang 1978: 277). However, it was the Cheng Brothers who played the most important role in canonizing the Four Books. The Chengs often talked about The Analects and The Mencius together, without making difference between them in terms of their importance: “The Analects and the Mencius are similar in terms of their function as scale and ruler used to measure things…. Today when we read the Analects and the Mencius, how can we see them as different from each other” (Yishu 18; 205). Although they claimed that “to enter the doorway of virtue, there is nothing better than the Great Learning” (Yishu 22a; 277), they still considered the Analects and the Mencius as the most important: “Learners ought to regard the Analects and the Mencius as the most fundamental. When they are fully studied, the six classics can be easily understood” (Yishu 25; 322). According to “The History of Dao Learning” (Daoxuezhuan 道學傳) in History of Song (Songshi 宋史), the Cheng Brothers “promoted the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean, along with the Analects and the Mencius. Thus, from the secret of the transmission of emperors and kings above to ways to learn Dao of the beginnings below, everything is fully grasped, with nothing left hanging” (Songshi 427; 12,709). In his Examination of the Four Books 四書考異, Di Hao 翟灝 (1736–1788) quotes Wang Yi’s 王彝 (?–1374) The Balanced Meaning of the Seven Scriptures 七經中義, claiming that “Master Chengs realized that the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean are not something that can be created by someone who was not a sage or worthy but are both hidden in the Book of Rites. They thus take them out to go along with the Analects and Mencius, resulting in the Four Books” (Zhai n.d.: vol. 7, sec. 2).

3 The Cheng Brothers’ Mencian Hermeneutics
In the history of Confucian hermeneutics, there are two distinct traditions, the so-called Han hermeneutics (in Hanxue 漢學) and Song hermeneutics (in Songxue 宋學). Although these two hermeneutic traditions were developed in Han and Song dynasties respectively, their influences were much wider. The Han tradition not only continued through Tang dynasty but was also revived in Qing dynasty, while the Song tradition continued all the way to Ming dynasty. The Cheng brothers were clearly the founding figures of the Song hermeneutics.
One way to understand the difference between these two traditions is to see how they looked at each other. On the one hand, from the Chengs’ perspective, the Han hermeneutics was primarily interested in providing detailed (word-by-word, sentence-by-sentence, and chapter-by chapter) commentaries and exegeses of classics or even of previous commentaries and exegeses of classics. With regard to this, Cheng Yi says, “what use is there for the Han hermeneutics? It is only concerned with the sentence-chapter exegesis. For example, it takes them 20,000–30,000 words just to explain the two words Yao dian. This is really because they don’t know what is essential” (Yishu 18; 232). When we need to search for the inner meaning, the Han hermeneutics looks for the outer (literal) meaning; and when we need to aim at the root, the Han hermeneutics is only interested in the branch (exegesis); the result is that they got what is said, but lost what is meant (Yishu 25; 319). On the other hand, the Confucians in Qing Dynasty who aimed to revive the Han hermeneutics equally looked down upon Song learning, claiming that the Song hermeneutics does not aim to interpret classics but to develop their own philosophical systems. For example, Yan Yudun 嚴虞惇 (1650–1715) complained that Song Confucians “were delighted in talking about human nature and destiny (xingming 性命) while negligent in solid learning” (Yan 1994: 26). Hui Dong 惠栋 (1697–1758) even ridiculed Song Confucians as illiterate, unable to read classics (Hui 1983: 299).
From the above, it is apparent that the Han hermeneutics is more loyal to the original text, while the Song hermeneutics tends to use classics to develop their own philosophical ideas. However, the Cheng brothers claimed that their hermeneutics actually is more loyal to sages as authors of these classics.6 However much ironical it may sound, there is some truth in this claim, at least as far as Mencius is concerned. To see how it is possible, we may start with the following statement by Cheng Yi: “to study the Mencius, one may just try to know Mencius’s original intention through understanding the meaning of the Mencius (yiyi nizhi 以意逆志)” (Yishu 4; 71). Here, Cheng is referring to Mencius’s own hermeneutics succinctly expressed in Mencius 5A4. In this section, after correcting one of his students’ misunderstanding of a verse in the Book of Poetry, Mencius stated that “readers of the Book of Poetry should take care not to stick to words, causing harm to the verse, and not to stick to verses, causing harm to the original intentions of the poet. In order to really understand the poetry, one ought to grasp the authors’ original intentions through one’s own understanding of the meaning of the verses” (Mencius 5A4).
In this short passage, there are three things involved: the author’s original intention, the objective meaning of the text, and the author’s pre-understanding in understanding the meaning of the text and the original intention of the author. The Cheng brothers’ hermeneutics is a development of these three themes from Mencius, and it is in this sense that we can regard it as a Mencian hermeneutics.
First, the most important thing for Mencius is to comprehend the original intentions of authors in writing classics. This is because the primary function of reading classics, for Mencius, is moral education. This is made most clear in 5B8, where Mencius states: “a good person in a village makes friends with other good persons in the village; a good person in a state makes friends with other good persons in the state; and a good person in the world makes friends with other good persons in the world. Thinking it is still not enough to make friends with all other good people in the world, a good person turns to ancient people. Reciting their poems and reading their documents, how one can go without knowing them as authors! Therefore, we need to discuss the world in which they lived in in order to make friends with them” (Mencius 5B8). In a few passages earlier, Mencius makes it clear that “one makes a friend with someone because of the person’s virtues” (Mencius 5B3). Along this line, Cheng Yi makes a distinction between the literary product and its author’s original intention. Classics are works of sages, and “sages wrote classics only to illuminate Dao” (Yishu 2a; 13). In Cheng Yi’s view, to understand classics, you have to know sages who wrote them in the very process of reading them: “one who learns should be able to know the person by reading the person’s books. If you have not known the person, that means you have not understood what is said” (Yishu 22a; 280). He urges that “when you read, it is not enough just to understand the language. You have to know the characters and personalities (qixiang 氣象) of sages and worthies” (Yishu 22a; 284). To study classics for Cheng Yi is not merely to gain intellectual knowledge but is the very process of learning from sages in order to become a sage oneself. He thus tells us that “either you do not plan to learn from sages at all, or if you do, you should carefully appreciate their characters and personalities, which cannot be done simply through understanding their words” (Yishu 15; 158). Indeed, if one remains the same person morally after one has read classics, then it amounts to having not read them at all (Yishu 4; 71 and Yishu 18; 206). For this purpose, “we readers should try to understand why sages wrote classics. We should try to understand how sages become sages, why we are not sages yet, and so to search after the mind of sages and the reason why we have not reached it yet” (Cuiyan 1; 1207). In other words, we should try to make ourselves contemporary with sages and put ourselves in the situations of their discussion. For example, when we read the Analects, “we should take the pupils’ questions as our own questions, and see sages’ answers as addressed to us today” (Yishu 22a; 279).
Second, since ancient sages as authors of classics are no longer with us, the only way we have to learn about them is to read their classics. In this respect, in the passage from the Mencius quoted above, Mencius asks us to take care not to stick to words, causing harm to the verses and not to stick to verses, causing harm to the author’s original intention. Here Mencius is talking about the Book of Poetry. In another place, Mencius talks about the Book of Documents, saying that “if one wants to believe everything in the Book of Document, it is better to be without the book” (7B3).7 What is important for Mencius is thus to understand the fundamental principles classics convey. In this light, Cheng Yi makes a distinction between the classics’ literal meaning (wenyi 文意) and their underlying principle (yili 義理). For Cheng, classics “are carriers of Dao, just as tools are servants of their purposes” (Yishu 6; 95; see also Yishu 18; 193). The underlying principle is nothing but the Dao carried by classics, while the literary meaning only serves to carry the underlying principle. So it is important to understand the literary meaning of classics, since “the Dao of everything, whether big or small, far away or near, above or below, fine or crude, is all in classics” (Yishu 1; 2); Cheng Hao also states that “the great origin of Dao is in classics. Classics are Dao” (Wenji 2; 463). So to seek Dao, “nothing is better than to study classics” (Yishu 1; 2). Still, classics are important only because they carry Dao. Thus, immediately after his analogy between classics carrying Dao and tools serving their purposes, Cheng Yi points out that “to study classics without knowing Dao is as useless as to work on tools without knowing their purposes” (Yishu 6; 95). On the one hand, he states that “since classics are carriers of Dao, to recite their words and make exegeses of their meaning without paying attention to Dao is useless” (Wenji-Yiwen; 671; emphasis added); and on the other hand, he argues that “one who is good at learning should not be constrained by words. If you can make sense of Dao, it is harmless even if you are wrong in interpreting the literal meaning of some words” (Waishu 6; 378; emphasis added).
Third, to say that we can use the underlying principle of classics to comprehend the author’s original intention, of course, means that we use the underlying principle to try to understand the classics. This is precisely what Mencius means by yiyi nizhi 以意逆志. In the commentary history of the Mencius, although there is a minority opinion holding that the yi 意 used to comprehend the author’s intention means the author’s understanding, which hardly makes any sense; both Zhao Qi 趙岐 (108–201), the most famous commentator of the Mencius in the Han dynasty, and Zhu Xi, the greatest neo-Confucian in the Song dynasty, claimed that it is rather the reader’s understanding. It is along this line that the Cheng brothers also pay attention to reader’s pre-understanding of the fundamental principles carried by classics. In their view, when we read classics, our mind is not a blank slate but is one with some pre-understanding of Dao. This is not harmful but beneficial to our understanding of the Dao carried by classics. Therefore, instead of being discarded, it should be projected upon our understanding. As a matter of fact, Cheng Yi goes so far as to claim, immediately after he states that “sages wrote classics only to illuminate Dao,” that “people today cannot start to study classics if they do not already have some understanding of their underlying principle” (Yishu 2a; 13). Therefore, while he claims that we cannot have a full understanding of Dao without classics, he also believes that we cannot secure such an understanding if we merely rely upon books (see Cuiyan 1; 1185 and Yishu 15; 165). If so, we must be able to approach Dao from other perspectives, and Cheng Yi affirms: “there are many ways to grasp the principle: to read books to illustrate the principle; to examine people and events in history to make the distinction between the right and the wrong; to handle human affairs and settle them appropriately. These are all ways to fully grasp the principle” (Yishu 18; 188; see also Cuiyan 1; 1191).
The Cheng brothers develop their hermeneutics from the inspiration of Mencius, which they also apply to their interpretation of the Mencius itself. For example, this is how Cheng Yi reads 7B34, which starts with this statement: “those who gave advice to the great people should look down upon them, ignoring their pomp and display” (7B34). Cheng Yi believes that there must be something wrong here, caused by the errors made by Mencius’s students in recording Mencius’s saying. The reason is that “superior person is always reverent. It is wrong to deliberately look down upon other people” (Yishu 19; 255).
Here is another example: in 2A2, Mencius says that, Bo Yi 伯夷 and Yin Yi 尹伊, just like Confucius, were all ancient sages. Cheng Yi also thinks that it cannot be right, saying that “it is fine to say that Bo Yi has sage’s purity and Yin Yi has sage’s harmony, but it is not right to say that they were already sages,” and attributing it also to the mistake of Mencius’s students in recording what Mencius says (Yishu 19; 255; see also Yishu 6; 88). Cheng Yi even thinks that Bo Yu and Yin Yi perhaps did not reach the respective levels of purity and harmony that Mencius says they have, although they would have if they had not ceased their moral cultivation. The reason Mencius says what he said about them is to set a higher bar for everyone (Yishu 15; 157).
Cheng Yi has a similar reading of what Mencius says about the Mohist teaching. In Cheng Yi’s view, although Mozi does have the idea of undifferentiated love (jian ai 兼愛), it has not reached the level of regarding the neighbor’s son as one’s elder brother’s son as Mencius claims. The reason that Mencius says so is that it would reach such a level if it were to be carried out, and Mencius wanted to warn us of that (Yishu 15; 157; see also Yishu 18; 231). For still another example, 5A2 tells a story, through the mouth of Wan Zhang, about Shun’s parents and the two attempts to kill Shun by his step brother Xiang, once when Shun was digging a well, into which Xiang dump dirt, and once when Shun was repairing a roof, on which Xiang set fire. One of the Chengs says that it was unlikely that they actually happened, for the reason that “the sage king Yao made all officials to serve Shun in the fields, and so how could he allow Xiang to kill his bother and to make Shun’s two wives his (Xiang’s). In another place, Cheng Yi says that “when transmitting a saying, it is harmful to just get what is said without understanding the minds of the speaker; even Confucius’s followers also have this problem,” and then mentions again the unlikeliness of what Mencius says about Xiang’s behaviors (Yishu 15; 163).
So what is important is not to take every word recorded in the Mencius literally but to grasp the Dao carried in the Mencius as a classics. Indeed, For Cheng Yi, “if one reads the Analects and the Mencius without knowing the Dao, then ‘what use can there be even though one has read a lot!” (Yishu; 89). Here Cheng Yi is referring to a passage in the Analects: “If, having recited all three hundred poems, one does not know how to act when given a government position and cannot handle things when sent on a mission to foreign states, then even though one has read a lot, where is the use?” (Analects 13.5). Then what is the Dao carried in the Mencius according to the Cheng brothers? In the remaining of this chapter, I shall examine three aspects of it.

4 Human Nature
Mencius is best known for his view of human nature as good, even though there are different interpretations of what Mencius means. Here let me mention three readings. First, Iren Bloom, for example, argues that the good human nature for Mencius is something innate (Bloom 2002). The main textual support for this view includes 6A6, where Mencius claims that humans can do (be) good in terms of their original quality (qing 情) and identifies the four human feelings (commiseration, shame, reverence, and right and wrong), which he regards merely as four sprouts elsewhere, with the four virtues (benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom), stating that these four human virtues are not drilled into us from outside but are inherently in us.
Second, Roger Ames argues that the good human nature for Mencius is a human achievement, primarily based on his unique interpretation of 7B24. In this passage, Mencius claims that superior persons don’t regard virtues of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom as fate (ming 命, which Ames translate as basic conditions) as they regard human desires for sweet taste, beautiful colors, pleasant sounds, fragrant odors, and ease and comfort as fate; rather, they regard them as human nature. Ames does not deny that Mencius holds the view that humans are born with the four sprouts, but he claims that such sprouts are really insignificant, as their distance to the culturally achieved good human nature is like the distance of a palette of paint to a masterpiece of art (Ames 1999: 151).
Third, A.C. Graham believes that what Mencius means by the good human nature is neither innate nor culturally achieved but is the result of the natural development of the innate. The textual support for such a view includes, on the one hand, 2A6, where Mencius makes it clear that human emotions of commiseration, shame, reverence, and right and wrong are merely the beginning or sprouts of human virtues of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom, respectively, and on the other hand, 6A7-8, where Mencius emphasizes the importance of taking care of such sprouts so that they can develop into full blown human virtues (Graham 2002).
The Cheng brothers also emphasize the importance of Mencius’s view of human nature as good. For example, Cheng Yi says that “Mencius’s view of human nature as good is right. Even Xunzi and Yangzi [Yang Xiong 楊雄 (53 BCE-18 CE), a Han dynasty Confucian who thinks that human nature is a mixture of the good and the evil] didn’t understand human nature. The reason that Mencius stood out among all Confucians is precisely that he had a clear view of human nature” (Yishu 18; 204). Regarding what Mencius means by human nature, while I think that, among the three views mentioned above, the third view, represented by Graham, is closest to Mencius’s own view, the Cheng Brothers take the first position explicitly. When discussing Mencius’s view of human nature, Cheng Yi states that, for Mencius, “what one is endowed with when born is human nature. […] But what Mencius regards as good is the human nature as the root and origin (jiben qiongyuan zhi xing 極本窮源之性)” (Yishu 3; 63). Here, Cheng Yi has a broader notion of human nature, including everything that humans are born with, but not everything one is born with as human nature is good; only the human nature as the root and origin is good. It is the human nature as the root and origin that distinguishes humans from other beings: “superior persons are different from birds and beasts precisely because of their benevolence and rightness as human nature” (Yishu 25; 323). In Chengs’ view, “in [this part of] human nature there is nothing but benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom” (Yishu 18; 183. See also Yishu 2a; 14). So while the Chengs do believe that there are other things that humans are born with, they explicitly argue that human beings are born with complete virtues, and for them, precisely because humans are born with these complete virtues, Mencius claims that human nature is good. It is interesting to note here that, while Mencius regards the feelings of commiserations, shame, reverence, and right and wrong as siduan 四端, in the Chengs, it is virtues of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom that are regarded as siduan. The main reason for this difference is that they use duan 端 in different senses. For Mencius, such feelings are merely sprouts (duan), whose full developments are the four virtues; for the Chengs, however, these virtues are constitutive of human nature, the root (duan) from which such human emotions as commiseration grow.
If the Chengs’ above view can still be regarded as one of the interpretations of Mencius’s view of human nature, many other things the Chengs say about human nature clearly go beyond what can be found in the Mencius. Here, it suffices to examine two related examples of such developments. On the one hand, the Chengs, particularly Cheng Yi, make a clear distinction between human nature and human emotions. In the Mencius, emotions such as commiseration are the beginnings of human virtues such as benevolence. When such emotions are fully developed, human virtues are completed. Thus, there is no ontological distinction between, for example, commiseration and benevolence. Cheng Yi, however, makes a clear distinction between the two. He complained that, “since Mencius once said that the feeling of commiseration is benevolence, people later started to regard love as benevolence” (Yishu 18; 182). Here Cheng Yi particularly has in mind the Tang dynasty Confucian Han Yu 韓愈, who declares that, although the term “Dao” is used by Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, it means different things for them. In Confucianism, it means “benevolence and rightness,” where “universal love is benevolence and appropriate action is rightness” (Han 2000: 145). Cheng Yi claims that this is a misunderstanding. In his view, “love is feeling whereas benevolence is the [human] nature…. It is wrong for Han Yu to say that universal love is benevolence. A person of benevolence of course loves universally. But one may not therefore regard universal love as benevolence” (Yishu 18; 182). This distinction between human emotion and human nature, for the Chengs, is also a distinction between the empirical (xingerxia 形而下) and the metaphysical (xingershang 形而上). While human emotions are clearly observable, human nature is not so. For both brothers, human nature is a metaphysical concept and they often use it interchangeably with principle (li 理) and Dao 道. For example, Cheng Hao states that “Dao is nothing but human nature (xing 性), and it is thus wrong to seek Dao outside human nature and seek human nature outside Dao” (Yishu 1; 1); and Cheng Yi concurs: “Dao and human nature are the same” (Yishu 1; 7). In contrast to qi, associated with emotion, that is empirical, Cheng Yi states that “Dao is metaphysical” (dao shi xingershang zhe 道是形而上者) (Yishu 15; 162). To say that something is metaphysical is to say that it is not something that can be seen, heard, or touched. If so, while we can know human emotions, how can we know anything about human nature? Using benevolence in human nature and its corresponding emotion of commiseration as an example, Cheng Yi states that “we know that there is benevolence [as human nature] because there is feeling of commiseration” (yin qi ceyin zhi xin zhi qi you ren 因其惻隱之心知其有仁) (Yishu 15; 168). So for Chengs, human nature as something metaphysical is not a mere assumption from which human emotions are derived but rather is a metaphysical explanation of the empirically observable human emotions.
On the other hand, the Chengs make a related distinction between human nature and material qi. The part of human nature as the root and origin consists of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom. When they are manifested appropriately, there are human emotions of commiseration, shame, reverence, and right and wrong, which are equally good. However, while Chengs claim that this part of human nature is absolutely good, other than the four corresponding and equally good human emotions, there are also other human emotions, some of which are morally bad (and some of which are morally neutral). To explain this, the Chengs bring qi into discussion. In Chengs’ view, “to talk about human nature without talking about qi is not complete, and to talk about qi without talking about human nature is not clear” (Yishu 6; 81). While human beings are endowed with both human nature and qi at birth, everyone shares the same human nature, but different people are born with qi of different purity. Cheng Yi states that “the qi can be either pure or turbid. Those who are born with the pure qi are worthies, and those who are born with turbid qi are stupid people” (Yishu 18; 204). Cheng Hao also states that “the reason that some humans are good since birth and some humans are bad since birth is that they are born with different qi” (Yishu 1; 10). So from the Chengs’ view, when human emotions are issued out inappropriately and divert from the good human nature, it is important to train these human emotions according to human nature (xing qi qi 性其情) and not allow these bad human emotions to further cause damage to the good human nature (qing qi xing 情其性). However, since human nature is metaphysical, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, since the reason that human emotions are issued out inappropriately is due to turbid qi, the way to train human emotions, for the Chengs, is to purify the turbid qi.

5 Extension
Since for Mencius, at least according to what seems to me the most plausible interpretation, humans are only born with the beginnings of virtues, it is important to bring these beginnings into completion. This is related to one of his central ideas, namely, extension (tui 推, kuo 擴, chong 充, ji 及, da 達). For example, he asks people “to treat the aged of their families in the manner appropriate to their venerable age and then extend (ji) it to the aged of others’ families; and treat their own young in a manner appropriate to their tender age and extend (ji) it to others’ young…. Therefore, extending (tui) one’s kindness, one can protect the whole world; and not extending it, one cannot even protect one’s own wife and children” (Mencius 1A7); he also states that if one knows to expand (kuo) and fulfill (chong) their inborn moral sprouts, they will be like fire starting up and springs erupting. When fully developed (chong), one can protect the whole world; when not developed, one will not be able even to serve parents” (Mencius 2A6; see also 1A1); again, he says, “everyone has something that one cannot bear, and extend (da) this to what one can bear is benevolence; everyone has something that one is not willing to do, and extend this to what one is willing to do is rightness” (Mencius 7B31).
In contrast, since the Cheng Brothers believe that human beings are born with the complete human nature constituted by the four cardinal virtues, we might think that such a conception of extension will have no place in their conception of moral cultivation. As a matter of fact, however, extension turns out to be even more central for the Chengs than for Mencius himself. One reason should have been already obvious from our above discussion. Although human beings are born with complete virtues as constitutive of their nature, except inborn sages, who are extremely rare, humans are also born with the qi that is more or less turbid. Such turbid qi blocks their inborn virtue, and thus their altruistic behaviors are naturally limited to those who are near and dear to them. Thus, it is important to extend such altruistic behavior to others.
There is also a related and more important reason. As we have seen, for Mencius, the four sprouts, which, when fully developed, become virtues of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom, are distinguishing marks of human beings. Thus, he claims that anyone who does not have them is no longer a human being. The Cheng brothers would agree on that, but for them, this does not mean that anyone who has them must be already a human being. Anticipating the discovery of contemporary evolutionary biology and psychology about one millennium ahead of us today, the Cheng brothers observed that certain sorts of altruist behaviors also exist in non-human animals. Thus, one of the Chengs states: “Mencius regards the four beginnings [of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom] as the four limbs of one’s body…. This is not something humanly arranged. They are also complete in animals of blood such as cows and horses…. For example, in their (cows’ and horses’) children’s love for mothers’ and their mothers’ love for children, there is also atmosphere of wood [representing the beginning of benevolence]. Also, how can the heart of shame and dislike [the beginning of rightness] be absent [in animals]?” (Yishu 2b: 54). Here, the Chengs make it clear that there is also a mutual love between children and their mothers among cows and horses (Yishu 2b: 54). Similar things are said elsewhere. For example, it is observed that “there are [non-human] animals (wu 物) that also obtain the heaven-principle (tianli 天理). For example, bees and ants know how to protect their kings, and jackals and otters know how to perform sacrifice” (Yishu 17; 180).
In the Cheng brothers’ view, the reason that such altruistic behaviors exist not only in human beings but also in animals is that the four beginnings that Mencius talks about are present not only in humans but also in animals. We have seen that for the Cheng brothers, human nature is virtuous. Yet they also argue that humans, animals and plants (and sometimes even non-living things) share the same nature: “all ten thousand things have the same nature, i.e. the five constants [benevolence, rightness, propriety, wisdom, and faithfulness]” (Yishu 9; 105). Since for the Cheng brothers, nature (xing 性) is identical to principle (li 理), they also claim that human beings share the same principle with all other beings. For example, Cheng Hao makes the famous claim that all ten thousand things, including human beings, form one body (wanwu yiti 萬物一體), by which, as he says, “we mean that they have the same principle…. [The difference is that] human beings can extend (tui 推) it, while things, muddled by their qi, cannot. However, we cannot therefore say that things do not have it” (Yishu 2a; 33).
It is here that we can see the unique use that the Cheng brothers make of Mencius’s idea of extension. In this picture, both human beings and non-human animals share benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom in their nature, their difference lies in their ability to extend the four sprouts they are born with. Thus, extension becomes a distinguishing mark of being human for the Chengs. In others words, while animals love those they are naturally disposed to love, they cannot extend this natural love to those they are not naturally disposed to love. Human beings, however, have the ability to extend their natural love from those they are naturally disposed to love to those they are initially not naturally disposed to love. This is an important point that the Chengs repeatedly make in several other places. For example, commenting on Mencius’s statement that “all ten thousand things are complete in me”, after claiming that “this is true of both human beings and animals, and animals resemble human beings very much” in this respect, it is claimed that “the only thing they [animals] cannot do is to extend [that in which they resemble human beings].” (Yishu 2b; 56).8
For the Chengs, while humans and animals have the same nature, the reason that only humans can extend their inborn sprouts, while animals cannot, is that they are constituted by different qi. Cheng Hao claims that the human qi is balanced (zheng qi 正氣), while the animal qi is one-sided (pian qi 偏氣): “Between heaven and earth, humans are not the only thing intelligent (zhiling 至靈). One’s own heart/mind is also the heart/mind of plants and animals. However, humans are born with the balanced [qi] of heaven and earth. The difference between humans and animals lies in the qi they are respectively endowed with: while the latter is one-sided (pian 偏), the former is balanced (zheng 正). Yin 陰 alone cannot bring anything into completion, and yang 陽 alone cannot give birth to anything either. Those that got one-sided qi of yin and yang are plants and animals, and those that get the balanced qi are human beings” (Yishu 1; 4; see also Yishu 11; 123). Cheng Yi agrees, saying that “humans are born with the balanced qi of heaven and earth and this is how humans are different from ten thousand things” (Yishu 18; 211). In addition, Cheng Yi also makes the distinction between humans and other beings in terms of the purity (chun 純) and impurity (fan 繁) of the qi endowed. When asked, “Is it true that humans are born with pure qi, while insects are born with impure qi?” Cheng Yi replies affirmatively: “Yes. Humans are from the fine qi (xiuqi 秀氣) of the five elements [gold, wood, water, fire, and earth], which originates from the clear, bright, and pure qi of heaven and earth” (Yishu 18; 198–199). Sometimes, Cheng Yi regards this fine qi as the qi of true origin (zhen yuan zhi qi 真元之氣) (Yishu 15; 148).9
While people today may not be able to fully agree with the Cheng brothers on their explanation of the difference between humans and animals in terms of different types of qi, their observation that altruist behaviors exist not only in humans but also in animals on the one hand and, on the other hand, their observation that human beings can, while animals cannot, extend their inborn altruist behaviors, is significant. Moreover, the Cheng brothers also emphasize that to extend one’s natural family love to others does not mean simply to transport this family love to other people. This is made clear in the following passage: “the way the Duke of Zhou treated his elder brothers and the way Shun treated his younger brother are the same. We need to figure out what is their intention (yongxin 用心). Nothing is needed but to extend this intention (cixin 此心) in interaction with other people. Of course, there must be distinctions (chadeng 差等)” (Yishu 22b; 299). Here, using the example of the Duke of Zhou and Sage King Shun, Cheng Yi continues to show that to become a sage one only needs to extend one’s inborn love. However, it is important to realize that “there must be distinctions”. Love, to be appropriate, must take into consideration the uniqueness of each object of love. A kind of love appropriate regarding one person may be inappropriate regarding a different person, and a kind of love appropriate regarding one person on one occasion may be inappropriate on another occasion.

6 Self-Getting (Zide 自得)
The idea of self-getting (zide) in Mencius also proves to be instrumental in the Cheng brothers. In comparison, this idea is not so central in Mencius. It appears only twice in the Mencius. In one place, Mencius quotes from sage-king Yao’s following saying regarding moral education of people: “encourage them, correct them, help them, let them get it by themselves (zide)” (3A4). In another place, it appears in Mencius’s own saying: “Superior persons explore deeply into Dao so that they can get it by themselves (zide). When they get it by themselves, they will be at ease with it; when they are at ease with it, they can draw deeply upon it; when they can draw deeply upon it, they can rely on it to deal with everything properly. For this reason, superior persons want to get it by themselves” (Mencius 4B14). As observed by de Bary, zide, which he translates as “getting it by or for oneself,” has two important senses: “One, relatively low-keyed, is that of learning or experiencing some truth for oneself and deriving inner satisfaction therefrom. Here zide has the meaning of ‘learned to one’s satisfaction,’ ‘self-contented,’ ‘self-possessed.’ The other sense of the term is freighted with deeper meaning: ‘getting it or find the Way in oneself” (De Bary 1991: 43).
Indeed, it is in these two senses that Mencius’s idea of self-getting becomes extremely important for the Cheng brothers. To understand why, we do well to pay attention to their emphasis on the distinction between knowledge from hearing and seeing (weijian zhi zhi 聞見之知) and knowledge of/as virtue (dexing zhi zhi 德性之知), a distinction first drawn by Zhang Zai 張載. According to Cheng Yi, “knowledge from seeing and hearing is not knowledge of/as virtue. It results from the contact between one thing and another thing and therefore is not internal. The knowledge of those erudite and skillful persons belongs to this. Knowledge of/as virtue does not rely upon hearing and seeing” (Yishu 25; 317). One important distinction between these two types of knowledge is that, while knowledge of hearing and seeing will not lead one to act accordingly, knowledge of/as virtue will incline one to act. Thus, Cheng Yi says, “when knowledge is profound, action will be thorough. No one ever knows without being able to act. If one knows without being able to act, the knowledge is superficial. Because they know the danger, people do not eat poisonous herbs when hungry, and do not tread on water and fire. People do evil things simply because they lack knowledge” (Yishu 15; 164). Referring to Mencius 7A21, Cheng Yi states, “what one gets (de 得) from one’s heart/mind is called virtue (de 德). Naturally, it ‘will be manifested in one’s face, shown in one’s back, and extended to one’s four limbs, rendering its message intelligible without words.’ How could there be forced actions?” (Yishu 13; 147). Cheng Hao holds the same view, saying that “when one obtained Dao from one’s own heart/mind, this knowledge will then “be extended to one’s four limbs, rendering its message intelligible without words” (Yishu 2a; 20).
We have so far been talking about the distinction between these two types of knowledge in terms of their effect: whether they will incline one to act according to such knowledge. However, in the passage quoted above from Cheng Yi, it is claimed that knowledge of virtue is what one gets from one’s own heart/mind. This indicates the more important difference between these two types of knowledge in terms of their origin: how we obtain them respectively. It is more important because it is in explaining this distinction that the Chengs appropriate Mencius’s idea of self-getting. While knowledge from seeing and hearing is external knowledge which can be acquired simply by reading books, listening to teachers, and experiencing external things, knowledge of/as virtue is internal knowledge which can only come from one’s own inner experience. Thus, Cheng claims that “learning, generally speaking, cannot be obtained by knowledge from hearing. One can obtain it only by its being apprehended in one’s own heart/mind (moshi xintong 默識心通). If a learner wants to learn something, the learner has to be sincere in seeking the illumination from the principle. The best way to get it is the sudden enlightenment (yinwu zibie 颖 悟自別)” (Yishu 17; 178). Because it is internal, it is important to get it by oneself and not to be imposed upon from the outside, as it cannot be communicated by words (Cuiyan 2; 1253).
To have knowledge of/as virtue thus requires one’s active effort of inner experience, which is not easy; as Cheng Yi claims, “it is easy to learn but difficult to know; it is easy to know, but it is difficult to know by one’s inner experience” (ti’er de zhi 體而得之) (Yishu 25; 321). Here the word ti 體, through which one can get knowledge of/as virtue by oneself, is extremely important. In the Cheng brothers, the word ti is used as both a noun and a verb. As a noun, it refers to xin 心 (one’s heart/mind), which Mencius calls dati 大體, literally, “the great body,” in contrast to our external body, which he calls xiaoti 小體, literally, “the small body” (6A15). That is why Cheng Yi says in the previously quoted passage that “one can obtain it only by its being apprehended in one’s own heart/mind (moshi xintong 默識心通).” In his commentary on The Doctrine of Mean, he contrasts knowledge of/as virtue and knowledge from hearing and seeing, saying that the latter “is not what one gets from xin (heart/mind)” (Jingshuo 8; 1154). As a verb, ti refers to the activity of the heart/mind. It is extremely important to understand the “heart” part of the xin in its role in getting knowledge of/as virtue. Knowledge from hearing and seeing is not merely something one gets from one’s sense experiences. It also requires the “mind” part of the xin to play its role, as it is something that one needs to understand, justify, and prove. However, only when knowledge is grasped also by the “heart” part of the xin can it become knowledge of/as virtue – namely the knowledge that one not only possesses but is also ready to act upon. Indeed, for the Chengs, the very reason that knowledge of/as virtue can incline a person to act accordingly, while knowledge of hearing and seeing cannot, is precisely that the former is what one gets from oneself, while the latter is not: “Once one is able to get it by oneself, everything becomes as natural as using one’s hand to pick up things” (ru zi shi shou juwu wu bu cong 如自使手舉物，無不從) (Yishu 2a; 22); in contrast, if one does not get it by oneself, even if one acts, “one will feel some unnaturalness, just like using a stick to pick up things” (ru shou zhong chi wu yi qu wu zhi qi bu li 如手中持物以取物，知其不利) (Yishu 2a; 22). Explaining the passage in Analects 6.27, “The superior person is versed in learning and is restrained with rules of propriety and thus will not overstep what is right,” Cheng points out that “this is not what one gets by oneself, and that is why one cannot but feel some reluctance in compliance with it” (ci fei zide ye mian er neng shou ye 此非自得也, 勉而能守也) (Yishu 6; 95).
In the Chengs’ view, sages can, of course, teach us about moral principles, but unless we really grasp them from our own heart/mind, it is for us (although not for sages) merely knowledge of hearing and seeing, which will not be able to motivate us to act accordingly. Therefore, Cheng Yi states that “nothing is more important in learning than to get it by oneself” (Yishu 25; 316). Cheng Hao also claims that “the key to learning is self-getting,” because “only when one gets it by oneself can it become one’s own” (Yishu 11; 122). It is through this idea of self-getting that he explains Analects 5.13, in which it is said that one cannot hear Confucius’s talk about human nature and heavenly Dao: “One cannot know human nature and the heavenly Dao unless through self-getting. It is for this reason that it is said that one cannot hear Confucius’s talk about human nature and heavenly Dao” (Waishu 2; 361). It is also through the idea of self-getting that Cheng Hao explains why Confucius says that finding joy in Dao is higher than merely knowing or even loving Dao (Analects 6.20): “Learning is perfected when it reaches the level of joy. […] When one loves it (aho zhi 好之), one is like taking a tour of someone else’ garden; when one takes joy in it (le zhi 樂之), the garden is one’s own (ze ji wu er 則己物爾)” (Yishu 11; 127).
More significantly, Cheng Yi uses the same idea of self-getting to provide a profound interpretation of Analects 8.9: “common people can/may (ke 可) be made to do things but can/may not (buke 不可) be made to know things (min ke shi you zhi bu ke shi zhi zhi 民可使由之，不可使知之)”. This has been one of the most difficult passages in the Analects for commentators. Historically, there are basically two interpretations. One is that, for Confucius, common people are too stupid to know things, reading the character ke as about ability (translated as “can” in English); the other reading is that for Confucius, people are allowed to be made to do things but are not allowed to be taught things, reading the same character as about permissibility (translated as “may” in English). Neither interpretation is plausible. For Cheng Yi, in order to understand this passage, we have to realize that by knowledge what Confucius means here is not knowledge of hearing and seeing, which, of course, can be taught to common people; rather it is knowledge of/as virtue, which, as we have seen, for Cheng, can only be obtained by oneself. So in his view, while the character ke does mean ability, to say that common people cannot be made to know things is not to say that common people do not have the ability to know things; it is rather to say that sages do not have the ability to make people to know things, since the sentence is in the passive voice. Moreover, to say that sages lack the ability to make people to know things is not to belittle sages, since knowledge of/as virtue by its very nature can only be obtained by oneself, and it is logically impossible for sages to make people to know things that by nature people can only know by themselves.10 While sages can certainly teach people about the way, which is what knowledge of/as virtue is concerned with, and people may also understand the teaching in their mind, until people can experience it within their own heart-minds so that they are willing to act accordingly, the teachings of the sages will remain merely knowledge of seeing and hearing to ordinary people.
While emphasizing self-getting, the Chengs also warns us of two dangers. On the one hand, although knowledge of/as virtue can only be obtained by one’s inner experiences, this does not mean that one ought to adopt the Buddhist meditations in order to get it by oneself. For the Chengs, there are many ways to acquire knowledge of/as virtue. However, whichever way one takes, one must exercise one’s heart/mind, not merely intellectually but also affectively. For example, since classics contain the sages’ teachings, “to study classics is the best way to learn. If, however, one does not get it [Dao] by oneself, then even if one goes through Five Classics thoroughly, there is nothing but empty words” (Yishu 1; 2). When asked how learners can get it by themselves, Cheng Yi replies: “If learners take time internally in appreciating and experiencing the sage’s teaching, then they will get it themselves. Learners should search deeply into the Analects regarding the questions of Confucius’s students as their own questions and regarding the sage’s replies to them as if they were hearing them today. If so, they will naturally get it” (Yishu 22a; 279).11 On the other hand, to say that others cannot make people to have knowledge of/as virtue does not mean that those who have already obtained it should do nothing to help those who have not. Here, the Chengs bring to our attention two related passages in the Mencius. One is the passage in which the very idea of self-getting appears: “encourage them, correct them, help them, let them get it by themselves” (Mencius 3A4) (see Yishu 1; 4 and 18; 218). Here, while the idea of self-getting is highlighted, it is also pointed out that those who have already got it should help others get it by themselves. Another is Mencius 5B10, in which Mencius says that those who have already known and awakened ought to help others to know and awaken (see Yishu 1; 5, 2b; 32, 13; 142 18; 196, and 25; 322). For the Chengs, although superior people cannot infuse knowledge of/as virtue into others, they can still do things to help them obtain such knowledge. They can set examples for them; they can stop them from doing immoral things; and they can encourage them to do moral things.

7 Conclusion
In the above, we have examined some aspects of the relationship between Mencius and the Neo-Confucian Cheng brothers. This relationship is mutual. On the one hand, without the promotion by the Cheng brothers and Zhu Xi, who was significantly influenced by the Cheng brothers, particularly Cheng Yi, the status of Mencius as a Confucian second only to Confucius himself and that of the Mencius as one of the Four Books would not have been realized any time soon if at all. On the other hand, without the Mencius, the Cheng brothers would have lacked the resources to develop their own Neo-Confucian philosophy. It is true, as we have seen, that their appropriations of the Mencius are not without controversies in terms of our contemporary scholarship and were indeed even looked down upon as distortions of the Confucian classic by scholars in the Qing dynasty, who practices the Han hermeneutics. However, their attitude toward the Mencius is quite consistent with Mencius’s own attitude toward classics, particularly the Book of Poetry and the Book of Documents, which is to grasp the underlying principles of classics and not be led astray by some particular words and sentences used in classics. In this sense, it can be plausibly claimed that the Cheng brothers’ appropriation of the Mencius is quite loyal to Mencius.
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Footnotes
1As a counter current, there was also a wide, although comparatively weak and eventually unsuccessful, anti-Mencius trend along with this Mencius’s elevation movement. Most important figures in the anti-Mencius campaign include Li Gou 李覯 (1009–1059), Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–1086), Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101), and Ye Shi 葉適 (1150–1223). For studies of this campaign, see Zhou Shuping 2007: chapter 4; Huang Chun-chieh 1997: Chapter 4; and Xu 1996: 23–138.

 

2Citations from this text hereafter will be indicated with the title of the book included, number of the volume, and [separated with a semicolon] page number only.

 

3All the translations are my own.

 

4Of course, by doing so, it is also convenient to emphasize their own importance. For example, Cheng Hao claimed that “the sagely learning was lost after Mencius, and I take it as my task to continue this learning” (Wenji 11; 638). His brother Cheng Yi also stated that, after one thousand and four hundred years, Cheng Hao got the discontinued learning and used it to teach people, and thus “the sagely teaching gets illuminated due to Cheng Hao” (Wenji 11; 640).

 

5Here, not only the Mencius was not included but, according to Xu Hongxin’s study, its status is even lower than the Laozi, the Zhuangzi, the Wenzi, and the Liezi, which were all included in the civil examinations in the section of Daoism, while the Mencius was not (Xu 1993: 96).

 

6There are a number of studies of Mencius’s hermeneutics in the Chinese language. For example, on the respective relationships of Han hermeneutics and Song hermeneutics to Mencius’s own hermeneutics, see Li 2007. Li holds the view that Mencius’s own hermeneutics contains the elements of both Han and Song hermeneutics. See also Zhou 2004. For a study of Cheng Yi’s hermeneutics on the Mencius, see Ge and Tian 2012. For other studies of Mencius’s hermeneutics, see Cai 2007, Ding 2011, Huang Chun-chieh 2001, Li 2009, Peng 2010, and Sun & Zhang 2011.

 

7Giving these and similar examples, Shen Shunfu argues that Mencius is really skeptic of classics. I think this is an exaggeration (see Shen 2012).

 

8For the Chengs, to say that the ability of extension is a distinguishing mark of being human is not inconsistent to their claim that virtues of benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom are the distinguishing marks of being human. Although animals also have benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom, they are beclouded by unbalanced qi and thus cannot be fully manifested.

 

9Later Zhu Xi makes the point more clear: “human nature can be either bright or obscured, the nature of non-human beings are all out of balance and blocked. The obscured human nature can be brightened, while the nature that is out of balance and blocked cannot be made clear” (Zhu 1997: 4. 51).

 

10For a detailed discussion on Cheng Yi’s interpretation of Analects 8.9, see Huang 2008; see also the appendix of Huang Yong 2014.

 

11The Chengs mention a number of other ways to acquire knowledge of/as virtue, such as studying history, handling human affairs, reflecting upon oneself, and investigating of things. For a detailed examination of these ways, see Huang Yong 2000 and Huang Yong 2014: Chapter 7.
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1 Introduction
Historically, ZHU Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) was not only the completer of Song 宋Neo-Confucianism, but also path-breaking in promoting The Mencius as the one of The Four Books - along with The Analects, The Great Learning, and The Doctrine of the Mean - over The Six Classics. This indicates that his appropriation of Mencius’s (孟子 372 BCE - 289 BCE) thought plays a key role in forming his own Neo-Confucianism under the banner of the “School of Li (理 Principle).” His extensive exegetic works on Mencius’s text mainly include Mengzi Jiazhu 孟子集註 (Collective Commentaries on The Mencius), Mengzi Huowen 孟子或問 (Questions Concerning The Mencius), and Mengzi Gangling 孟子綱領 (The Cannons of The Mencius) and the discussion on The Mencius in Zhuzi Yulei 朱子語類 (Topics Arranged Conversations of Master Zhu).1 As will be seen, Zhu’s appropriation of Mencius’s thought is “ethical-metaphysical,” rather than “moral-metaphysical” – as claimed by Mou. Under “Mencius’s ethics,” it covers both Mencius’s moral and political thought. Methodologically, his appropriation of Mencius’s ethics is primarily “hermeneutic,” while his appropriation of Mencius’s metaphysics is predominately “developmental.” Whereas his “hermeneutic” approach is mainly unfolded in the “theory of the Nature of mind” (心性論), his “developmental” approach is clearly shown in the “theory of Li and qi” (理氣論). In incorporating The Mencius as one of The Four Books, Zhu’s appropriation is also distinctive in expounding its ideas from the standpoint of the other three, especially from The Great Learning and The Doctrine of The Mean. Such “inter-textuality” constitutes a distinguishing character of Zhu’s appropriation.
In the past, Zhu’s image of Mencius had enjoyed a status as the orthodox. However, in modern scholarship, MOU Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) argues that LU Xiangshan 陸象山 (1139–1193), rather than Zhu Xi, should be identified as the orthodox successor of Mencius (see Mou 1968, Vol. 1: 127ff). Also given the significance of the well-known debate between Zhu and Lu, it is of interest to explore the essential differences between these two Neo-Confucians’ appropriations of Mencius. In short, this chapter will show that in contrast to Lu’s “subjectivistic” approach, Zhu’s approach is both “communitarian” and “anti-idealistic.” While Lu’s image of Mencius is primarily “volitionalist,” Zhu’s image of Mencius is basically “rationalist.” This mainly results from Zhu’s “concrete” approach. Methodologically, Zhu’s standpoint is “bottom-up.” This might give rise to a defence of Zhu’s “cognitivist” appropriation of Mencius’s thought, and hence to counter-balance Mou’s undermining of Zhu.
To begin, it should be pointed out that Zhu’s appropriation of Mencius’s thought is typically Neo-Confucian (Li-xue 理學, the School of Li) in emphasizing the central role of Li (理). For it constitutes one of the cornerstones in forming the School of Li. It also plays a key role in Zhu’s promotion of the whole Confucianism into a philosophical “system.” Historically, Zhu was the first to develop a Confucian “system.” As Kant noted, a “system” is “the unity of the manifold modes of knowledge under one idea” (Kant 1964: 653). At this juncture, Zhu was influenced by Huayan 華嚴 Buddhism. In short, Huayan represented a “comprehensive system of nature-origination” under the leading idea of Li. Surely, the concept of Li was already found in the Pre-Qin 先秦 Confucianism. But it is only in Zhu that Li becomes a unifying idea in formulating Confucianism as a “system.” As a result, Li also becomes a central concept in Zhu’s appropriation of Mencius’s thought. The major characteristics of Zhu’s hermeneutic method can be explicated in terms of a parallel in modern scientific methodology. As well-known, Einstein makes a distinction between “constructive theories” and “theories of principles.” In brief, “constructive theories” assembled from many small details and facts, whereas “theories of principles” guided by universal statements or ideas that applied in all possible cases. While “constructive theories” are effective and useful, theories of principles “are logically secure and philosophical profound.”2 Traditional Confucianism before Zhu enjoyed a status comparable to “constructive theories,” whereas Zhu’s Neo-Confucianism shared an analogous position with “theories of principles.” Regardless of the essential differences between science and philosophy, Zhu is similar to Einstein in following a “rationalist” approach. Like Einstein, Zhu tried to develop Confucianism into a “philosophical system” by identifying Li as the supreme unifying principle. In justifying such an approach, he declared,Reading books such as The Analects and The Mencius, we learn that they are addressing straightforwardly ordinary affairs, and hence are clear in their coherence in writing … But we aim to find out the proper meanings of the original texts. Only then can we understand the points of the sages and worthies.
讀書如論孟是直說眼前事，文理無可疑 … 唯本文本意是求，則聖賢之指得矣。3

Methodologically, following the path of “investigating things in order to exhaustively attain Li” (格物窮理), Zhu was able to reach the conclusion: “The many words and sayings of the sages and worthies only aim to teach people to clearly understand Heavenly Li and diminish human desires” (聖賢千言萬語，只是教人明天理，滅人欲) (Zhuzi Yulei, 207). Particularly, in addressing Mencius’s point in the telling example of saving the child about to fall into a well, Zhu emphasized, “As for a child falling into a well, this is something that all people can see; when one is able to analogically to extend to clarify this ‘beginning’ that has manifested to one, then that is clarity in understanding” (蓋赤子入井，人所共見，能於此發端處推明，便是明) (Zhuzi Yulei, 264). For Zhu, unless one can disclose the underlying Li, one would fail to grasp the proper points of Mencius’s text.
Now let us see concretely how Zhu applied such “hermeneutic” approach in interpreting the major ideas of Mencius’s text.

2 Hermeneutic Approach
First of all, Zhu held that Mencius’s innovation lied in his theory of the original good of human nature. Despite Xunzi’s (荀子 ca.316 BCE-ca.237 BCE) challenge to Mencius, Zhu insisted that Mencius’s position represented the Confucian orthodox. As well-known, in supporting his theory, Mencius spoke of the “four beginnings.” Zhu was revolutionary in identifying the “four beginnings” as “(primordial) feelings” (四端, 情也) (Zhuzi Yulei, 89). He claimed that these primordial feelings arose from our Nature (性), and hence were complied with Li (see Zhuzi Yulei, 92). He therefore opposed LI Ao’s (李翱 772–841) thesis of “returning to Nature by diminishing feelings” (滅情復性) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1381). The positive and necessary cooperation between Nature and feelings is rather conceived by Zhu in terms of the relation between substance ti 體 and function jung 用 (see Wenjie, 3728). In his eyes, Nature is like water, while feelings are like the flow of water (see Zhuzi Yulei, 1381).
Accordingly, when Zhu explicated Mencius’s idea of “seeking one’s lost mind” (求放心) (6A11), he wrote:Being able to seek one’s lost mind, then one will not contradict benevolence, but rather find rightness herein.
能求放心, 則不違於仁而義在其中矣 (Jizhu, 334)
Learning and inquiry is certainly not limited to one path only. But its Way is aiming at seeking one’s lost mind. For, if one can proceed in this manner, then one’s intention will become clear in qi, and the Li will be luminously revealed.
學問之事,固非一端,然其道則在於求其放心而已。蓋能如是則志氣清明,義理昭著 (Jizhu, 334)

However, Qian Mu 錢穆 (1895–1990) complains that Zhu’s such explication is unfaithful to Mencius’s original position. In a section called “The Similarities and Differences between Zhu Xi and Lu Xiangshan” (朱子象山學術異同) in volume 3 of his book on Zhu Xi, Qian states,According to Zhu Xi, the whole cosmos is nothing but of one qi. Li is located in qi. Therefore, the whole cosmos is nothing but of one Li. Human mind is a subject of numinous awareness. It is capable of investigating things in order to exhaustively attain Li, so that the internal and the external become unified. However, he refused to allow that Li is only in the mind, but not in the things.
在朱子，認為整宇宙莫非一氣，理寓於氣, 故整宇宙亦莫非一理。人心則是一虛明靈覺之體，可以格物窮理，使內外合一。卻不認理只在心不在物.4

In a section called “Zhu Xi on the Lost Mind” (朱子論放心) in volume 2, Qian argues that Mencius originally was speaking of the mind of benevolence (仁心) as he talked about “seeking one’s lost mind” in 6A11, which implies that what one has lost and should try to find is the mind of benevolence (仁心), and this point was missed by Zhu.5 In short, for Qian, the lost mind should refer to the mind of benevolence, but Zhu only saw “benevolence” as Li. Given his identification of benevolence as “the Li of love” (愛底道理) (Zhuzi Yulei, 116), in Qian’s eyes, Zhu here clearly deviated from Mencius’s text.
In the face of Qian’s challenge, as a defence of Zhu, one might first rejoice that Zhu himself was well-conscious of “four beginnings” as the referent of the term “mind” in this context. As Zhu underlined, “the feeling of commiseration is goodness. If one saw a child about to fall into a well but had no feeling of commiseration, then this would be evilness” (惻隠是善也, 見孺子入井而無惻隠之心, 便是悪矣) (Zhuzi Yulei, 86). More importantly, the topic of Mencius’s original passage was the “Way of learning and inquiry” (學問之道). As Mencius stated, “The Way of learning and inquiry is none other than seeking the lost mind” (學問之道無他, 求其放心而已矣) (6A11). This signifies that for Mencius, it is not simply by means of a “direct inner reflection,” but rather via a “cognitive path,” that one is able to return to the original mind. Secondly, in identifying Mencius’s “four beginnings” as “primordial feelings,” Zhu differentiated them from the “seven (normal) feelings:” “Four beginnings are caused by the Li, whereas seven [normal] feelings are caused by the qi” (四端是理之發,七情是氣之發) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1297). Unlike the perfect goodness of four beginnings as primordial feelings, seven normal feelings can be good or evil (see Zhuzi Yulei, 90). It might be helpful to bring in Max Scheler here, and from a Schelerean perspective, one might say that four beginnings as (primordial) feelings are “intentional,” but seven (normal) feelings are “blind” states (see Wing-cheuk Chan 2018). Phenomenologically, only the feeling of commiseration can “intend” benevolence (as the Li) - though in a pre-reflexive manner. As Zhu confirmed, “Only by pick up the lost mind, and stay there, then it is necessary to discover a true mind, in order to exhaustively attain the Li” (只是收放心,把持在這裏,便須有個真心發見,從此便去窮理) (Zhuzi Yulei, 202). So, “grasping the Li” is constitutive for the Way of learning and inquiry. In sum, practically, for Zhu, “The learner must seek the lost mind, then one recognizes the goodness of this Nature” (學者須是求放心, 然後識得此性之善) (Zhuzi Yulei, 203). But theoretically it is necessary for him to stress that “Human nature is never not good. Only if one loses one’s mind by oneself, then one becomes evil” (人性無不善, 只緣自放其心, 遂流於惡) (Zhuzi Yulei, 203). In this way, he tried to echo the centrality of the doctrine of the original goodness of human nature in Mencius. This accordingly indicates that one must discern that benevolence, rightness, propriety, and wisdom are the substance (體), whereas the four beginnings are the functions (用) (see Zhuzi Yulei, 104). In holding the mind’s role as discerning, Mencius indeed understood the mind as intentional (see 6A15). This enables Zhu to characterize the mind in terms of discerning: “Mind refers to that which is capable of discerning” (心則能思) (Jizhu, 335). Note that “whenever in facing the things, if the mind fulfills its task, then it can attain their Li” (凡事物之來, 心得其職, 則得其理) (Jizhu, 335), Zhu is accordingly, to this extent, well-justified in insisting on the distinction between “feeling”, “mind” qua function, on the one hand, and Li, “Nature” qua substance, on the other hand. Nonetheless, Zhu at the same time identified the mind as a dominating power in unifying Nature and feeling (Zhuzi Yulei, 93–94). In this sense, he also granted an “identity” of the mind and Li.6 This at the same time signifies that the mind extensively covers both the dimension of the manifested (已發) and of the non-manifested (未發) (Zhuzi Yulei, 95). In fact, this is the core of Zhu’s mature philosophy.
One might then conclude that only due to Qian’s ignorance of Zhu’s original respect for the kernel status of the doctrine of the goodness of human nature in Mencius, that he blames Zhu for misunderstanding. But can one be truly faithful to Mencius, if one undermines the primal position of his doctrine of the goodness of human nature?
To be sure, given Mencius’s thesis that Li is what is common to all minds, one might also wonder why Zhu had to stick to the idea of “investigating things in order to know Li” (格物窮理) in The Great Learning (see Jizhu, 6–7; Zhuzi Yulei, 390–423). Generally speaking, the necessity of such an “epistemological detour” can be clarified in terms of the following reasons. First, in admitting the cases of observing the Li by means of the emotive knowing as in the case of saving the child about to fall into the well, Zhu was well conscious of the fact that such a mode of knowledge was only “pre-reflexive.” As a result, in these contexts, the Li remained in an “implicit” status. Second, when Zhu noticed the possibility of “showing commiseration to what is not deserved to be commiserated” (不當惻隱而惻隱) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1285), he recognized the limitation of such mode of knowing. Third, as a remedy, Zhu needed to turn to a “reflective” mode of cognition, so that he was able to explicitly “formulate” the Li. For him, this is to be done in terms of the procedure of investigating things in order to figure out their Li. Finally, Zhu concluded that simply appealing to “four beginnings” is still limited in scope. As he noted, “appeal to natural feelings is certainly relevant to oneself. However, every piece of grass, or each single piece of wood, also has a Li. One has to pay attention to them” (求之情性, 固切於身, 然一草一木, 亦皆有理, 不可不察) (Huowen, 22). In general, going beyond Mencius, Zhu explicitly discerned that Li is, in reality, a “manifold” concept. That is, there are different types of Li. As he said, “As far as things in the world are concerned, we can be certain that each has a reason by which it is as it is, and a rule to which it should conform. This is what is meant by ‘Li’” (至於天下之物, 則必各有所以然之故, 與其所當然之則, 所謂理也) (Huowen, 8). Accordingly, it is necessary for him to sharpen the cognitive means in order to properly attain the involved corresponding type of Li. In fulfilling his need for an “epistemological turn,” he turned to The Great Learning for assistance. At this juncture, he succeeded in linking this text with The Mencius, and accordingly justified the necessity of his innovative “inter-textual hermeneutic” approach.
In brief, Zhu’s epistemology involved “four” modes of knowing:K 1: One sees an isolated concrete instance of how things should be and cannot help but rush to take actions.
K 2: One grasps the essence (Eidos) of a thing.
K 3: One is able to figure out the underlying reason why things are as they are, and hence to clarify the ultimate ground of the possibility of the whole world.
K 4: One knows rules to which things and our behaviour should conform, and responds aptly to whatever situation one encounters (See also Angle 2018: 176ff; Chan 2020).

K 1 refers to the above-mentioned “emotive knowing.” In stating that “the Li of a chair” as “having four legs,” and so on, is a “metaphysical Li” (Zhuzi Yulei, 1296), Zhu understood Li as “essence” (Eidos) as well. Knowing Eidos might be comparable to Husserlian “eidetic seeing.” Since the primordial feelings such as four beginnings arise prior to any reflective execution of “the investigation of things in order to know the Li,” it is more primordial than the other two types of knowing ˗ it is rather their basis (see Zhuzi Yulei, 264). But as noted before, Zhu also noticed the limitation of this type of knowing. This points to a necessary shift to “genuine knowing:” to move to K 3 in figuring out and thereby formulating the underlying reason why things are as they are, and then, by means of K 4, the rules to which things and our behaviors should conform. The reason why K 3 precedes K 4 is also shown in a necessary mediating role played by K 2: “knowing what the Li of the tree is,” for example, in order to discover the right time for cutting the tree (see Zhuzi Yulei, 284).
At this juncture, one might ask whether Zhu’s introduction of such an “epistemological detour” is faithful to Mencius’s original approach. In particular, from a textual standpoint, one seems fail to find any Mencius’s speech on K 2 and K 3. Nevertheless, Zhu’s hermeneutic moves could be justified by considering the following two ideas in Mencius. First, according to Mencius, “If people bring their axes into the mountain forests only in the proper season, the wood will be inexhaustible” (斧斤以時入山林, 材木不能可勝用也) (1A33). Despite its original political context and Mencius’s instrumental intention, a “tacit” possibility of the knowledge of the essence of the wood must be presupposed. Second, Mencius praised that “To begin with the harmonious Li is the task of wisdom. To complete the harmonious Li is the task of sagacity” (始條理者, 智之事也; 終條理者, 聖之事也) (5B1). Without the knowledge of the Li as the underlying reason why things are as they are, is it possible to achieve these two types of task? In this sense, one should rather appreciate Zhu’s deep hermeneutic insight in “making explicit” Mencius’s original points by introducing such an “epistemological detour” with a subtler differentiation of the above-mentioned three types of Li.
Zhu’s emphasis on the role of Li also enables him to develop an unprecedent, but highly controversial interpretation of Mencius’s thesis that “I have an insight into words. I am good at cultivating my floodlike qi” (我知言,我善養浩然之氣)” (2A2). In fact, Zhu boasted of himself in telling his disciples that “I have explicated the passage on ‘cultivating qi’ in The Mencius in very detailed manner of word by word. Please read it carefully” (孟子 “養氣” 一段, 某説得字字甚仔細, 請仔細看) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1248). He even showed off his self-confidence by declaring that “If there is any discrepancy from The Mencius [found in my interpretation], then it should be condemned by Heaven again and again” (此語若與孟子不合者, 天厭之! 天厭之!) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1250; 1251). On “having an insight into words” (知言), Zhu said:Having an insight into words, one is able to fully fathom one’s mind in order to know things’ nature. Regarding all kinds of words, one is able to exhaustively investigate their Li, and hence discern the reason why they are right or wrong, strength or weakness […] For only when one has an insight into words, then one is able to understand what is the Way (Dao) and rightness.
知言者, 盡心知性, 於凡天下之言, 無不有以來究極其理, 而識其是非得失之所以然也[…]蓋惟知言,則有以明夫道義.(Jizhu, 231)

On “cultivating the qi” (養氣), Zhu continued:“Floodlike” (浩然) describes the extension of a huge flow. Qi 氣 refers to what fully fills into our bodies. Qi is originally flourishing (浩然). Due to a lack of cultivation, it becomes weak. Only Mencius is able to properly cultivate it, so that to recover its originality […] Cultivating qi is a means in assisting (the realization of) the Way and rightness.
浩然, 盛大流行之貌。氣, 即所謂體之充者。本自浩然, 失養故餒, 惟孟子為善養之以復其初也 […] 養氣, 則有以配夫道義 (Jizhu, 231)

This shows that for Zhu, it is only by means of exhaustively attaining the Li that one is able to have an insight into words and properly cultivate qi.7 Recently, HUANG Junjie 黃俊傑 (1946-) claims that Zhu’s rationalist interpretation is unfaithful to Mencius’s original position. Under the influences of Mou Zongsan, Huang holds that “Zhu started from his standpoint of the philosophy of Li, to [incorrectly] interpret the Mencian view on the activity of moral subject as cognitive activity” (Huang 1997: 215). Like Mou, Huang blames Zhu for misidentifying the “naturalness of Heavenly Li” (天理之自然) with the “ought of human affairs” (人事之當然). This is first shown in Zhu’s thesis that “Rightness is the function of controlling the mind. The Way is the Li of what ought to do in human affairs” (義者, 人心節制之用; 道者, 人事當然之理) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1257). Secondly, commenting on Mencius’s related concept of “accumulated rightness” (集義), Zhu wrote, “Accumulating rightness is the same as increasing good deeds. The point is to assure that all activities are complied with rightness” (Jizhu, 232). For Zhu, “In cultivating qi, it is necessary to accumulate rightness without expecting its effect” (養氣者, 必以集義為事, 而勿預期其效) (Jizhu, 232). In Huang’s eyes, this nonetheless signifies that “Zhuzi [Master Zhu] interpreted ‘accumulating rightness’ as cognitive activities towards the external world” (Huang 1997: 227–228). As Huang further expounded,In Mencius, “having an insight into words,” “accumulated rightness,” “cultivating qi,” and “preserving the mind,” are simultaneously and fully inherent in our lives. All of them are inter-dependent and cooperating with each other. But in Zhu’s interpretation, “having an insight into words” became a primal concept. Moreover, Zhu interprets “having an insight into words” as “exhaustively attaining Li.” His interpretation inescapably gave rise to a “tunnel effect” and hence narrowed down Mencius’s thought (Huang 1997: 228).

In this context, as a support, Huang also quoted XU Fuquan’s 徐復觀 (1904–1982) thesis that “Mencius’s Li are flown out from the inside, whereas Zhu Yunfei 朱元晦 [= Zhu Xi] all the times interpreted them as being picked up from the external world” (Huang 1997: 227; Xu 1975: 154). All this indicates that Zhu’s error resulted from his interpolation of his own philosophy of the simultaneous oneness and manyness of Li into Mencius’s doctrine of “having an insight into words” and “cultivating qi” (Huang 1997: 228).
In a sense, Huang’s above critique represents a typical modern New Confucian reaction to Zhu’s Mencius-interpretation, which started with Mou. The hidden idea underlies such a critique is that Zhu’s interpretation would turn Mencius to committing the “naturalist fallacy.” That is, Zhu’s approach is unacceptable in attempting to derive “ought” from “is.” Also due to the importance of the doctrine of “having an insight into words” and “cultivating qi” in Mencius, it is worthy of developing a defence of Zhu’s interpretation.
First, it is necessary to point out that Zhu’s doctrine of investigating things in order to exhaustively attain Li did not aim to derive “ought” from “is.” Zhu’s premise was rather that reality is identical with value. That is the reason why he identified the “naturalness of Heavenly Li” (天理之自然) with the “ought of human affairs” (人事之當然). In other words, Li is at the same time a norm and a metaphysical reality in Zhu. Particularly, one must keep in mind that here “reality” is not to be confused with “factuality.” Instead, the term “reality” or (“naturalness”) in Zhu’s philosophy is comparable to the term “facticity” in Heideggerian ontology. As a matter of fact, the thesis of the identity of reality and value is the defining characteristic of Confucianism. Accordingly, it is incorrect to claim that Zhu commits the mistake in reducing the “ought” to “factuality.” For them, reality and value are two sides of one thing.
Second, Zhu’s granting a “genetic priority” to “having an insight into words” over “cultivating qi” should not blind us from seeing his fundamental thesis of their inseparability. In general, the reason why Zhu adopted a rationalist approach is as follows:Nowadays most people are not clear in seeing the Li. If one misidentifies “what ought to do” as “what ought not to do,” and misidentifies “what not ought to do” as “what ought to do,” then how can one accumulate rightness? It is only when one sees the Li in clarity, then one is capable of accumulating rightness.
而今人多見理不明, 於當為者反以為不當為,於不當為者反以為當為,則如何个集義也! 惟見理明,則義可集 (Zhuzi Yulei, 1270)

Genetically, “having an insight into words” enjoys a priority” over “cultivating qi” for a two-fold reason: first, it is the “cause” for the rise of the floodlike qi: “When the Li shines clearly, then the foodlike qi will automatically arise” (義理昭然, 則浩然之氣自生) (Zhuzi Yulei, 1241); second, it is a necessary condition for “accumulating rightness.” An “epistemological detour” via “investigating things in order to know the Li” is necessary because one needs a standard in discerning what is fallacious in words. “Having an insight into words” is not an arbitrary move up to any individual’s personal will only. Methodologically, it is only by arming with the corresponding Li as an objective criterium that “having an insight into words” is able to proceed. To be sure, in this context, one must at the same time recall Zhu’s basic position that “Knowledge and action … none of them can be partially abolished” (知與行…二者不可偏廢) (Zhuzi Yulei, 281), and that “Regarding the degree of weight, action is heavier” (論輕重,行為先) (Zhuzi Yulei, 148). While “having an insight into words” plays a key role in knowing, “cultivating qi” is responsible for the realization of the idea of “accumulated rightness” in action. Such a cooperation shows in concrete terms that Mencius’s thesis of the unity of “having an insight into words” and “cultivating qi” is not just an empty claim. To this extent, can one still blame Zhu’s rationalist approach as being unfaithful?
Finally, in countering Xu Fuguan’s above-mentioned thesis that Zhu’s Li is from the outside whereas Mencius’s Li is from the inside, one might return to Mencius’s identification of Li as “what is common to all minds” (心之所同然者) (6A7). At this juncture, Mencius expounded his idea in pointing out that “The sage first discovered what our minds prefer in common” (聖人先得我心之所同然耳) (6A7). Clearly, Mencius here is not merely satisfied with idea “from the inside.” More importantly, Mencius wants to emphasize “objectivity” as the constitutive characteristics of Li. This is exactly the point of his following saying:Even the clear vision of Li Lou and the skillfulness of artisan Gongshuzi will not be able to draw a perfect square or circle if they are not used along with a compass and carpenter’s square. Even the hearing of Music Teacher Kuang will not be able to set the five notes if it is not used along with the six pitch pipes.
離婁之明,公輸子之巧,不以規矩,不能成方圓;師曠之聰,不以六律,不能正五音 (4A1)

More generally, as Zhu commented, “The Way is the Li. Assessment is measuring…Assessment by the Way means to measure things by the Li, so that things become appropriate” (道, 義理也。揆, 度也 … 道揆, 謂以義理度量事物而制其宜) (Jizhu, 276.) In addition, even though Mencius started with what is common in our minds – like four beginnings, it is necessary to address the problem of the origin of evilness. However, it is an Achilles heel in Mencius. According to Zhu, it was due to Mencius’s lack of the concept of “endowment of qi and psychophysical staff” (see Zhuzi Yulei, 65, 70. For a detailed discussion of this topic, see also Makeham 2018a: 335).
It is well-known that Zhu defined the mind as the “vividness of qi” (氣之靈) (Zhuzi Yulei, 85), and admitted that “As something active, the mind naturally has goodness and evilness” (心是動底物事, 自然有善惡) (Zhuzi Yulei, 86). In his eyes,The mind is something replete with the myriad Li. The goodness that is developed certainly from the mind. As for all the evilness that is developed, this is due to the qi-endowment and the selfishness that arises from the desires towards things.
心之為物,衆理具足 所發之善,固出於心。至所發不善, 皆由氣稟物欲之私 (Zhuzi Yulei, 86)

That is, although the original nature of the mind is good, the mind itself can be good or evil. Despite his motto of “preserving Heavenly Li and diminishing human desires” (明天理, 滅人欲) (Zhuzi Yulei, 207), Zhu aimed to overcome the “selfish” desires only. As he expounded, “Everything has two ends: right is the public of Heavenly Li; wrong is the selfishness of human desires” (凡一事便有兩端: 是底即天理之公, 非底乃人欲之私) (Zhuzi Yulei, 225).
With such a thesis of the primacy of the public, Zhu is not only able to echo Mencius’s emphasis on “objectivity” of the Li, but also to explain why moral and political philosophy must go hand-in-hand in Mencius. As a matter of fact, Mencius’s theory of the original goodness of human nature is not only the foundation of his moral philosophy, but also the basis of his political philosophy. In particular, Mencius’s “benevolent politics” (仁政 ren jeng) is grounded in the idea of “sympathetic mind” (不忍人之心 bu jan ren zi hsin) (2A:6). In explicating Mencius’s point, Zhu unprecedently linked it to the doctrine of the “eight steps” in The Great Learning. In the latter text, the “eight steps” consist of (1) the investigation of things; (2) extension of knowledge; (3) sincerity of the will; (4) rectification of the mind; cultivation of the personal life; (5) regulation of the family; (6) national order; (7) world peace. As Wing-tsit Chan underscored, “The eight steps are the blueprints for translating humanity into actual living, carefully maintaining the balance and harmony of the individual on the one side and society on the other” (Wing-tsit Chan 1963: 84). Such an innovative approach constitutes another distinctive feature of Zhu’s hermeneutics of The Mencius. Nevertheless, Zhu’s such “inter-textual” hermeneutic move is well-justified in terms of Mencius’s original position: “The root of the world lies in the state; the root of the state lies in the family; the root of the family lies in oneself” (天下之本在國,國之本在家,家之本在身) (4A5).
In sum, the strength of Zhu’s cognitivist approach is shown in its recovering of Mencius’s stress on the “objectivity” and “publicity” of the Li. In reaffirming the centrality of the doctrine of the original goodness of human nature in Mencius, Zhu also worked out its practical-philosophical implications: “The mind’s discerning is that whereby we possess such Li in activating such feelings” (心之知覺, 即所以具此理而行此情也) (Wenji, 915). His understanding of four beginnings as primordial feelings particularly helps to uncover that Mencius’s political thought is a “politics of sentiments.” In this sense, Zhu’s rationalistic hermeneutic signifies a “completion,” rather than a “distortion,” of Mencius’s thought. This shows especially the strength of his “inter-textual” hermeneutic approach in organically bringing together The Mencius and The Great Learning.

3 Developmental Approach
While Zhu’s explication of Mencius’s ethical philosophy is more “hermeneutic” in approach, his articulation of Mencius’s metaphysics is primarily “developmental” in character. Historically, this is also due to the challenges from Buddhism and Daoism that Zhu must comply with the “metaphysical turn” in Neo-Confucianism.
Surely, like the other Neo-Confucians, Zhu took Mencius’s thesis: “To fully fathom one’s mind is to understand one’s Nature. To understand one’s Nature is to understand Heaven” (盡其心者, 知其性也; 知其性, 則知天矣) (7A1), to be axiomatic. Originally, given Confucius’s somewhat “skeptical” saying that “Does Heaven say anything?” (Wing-tsit Chan 1963: 47; with modifications), it is difficult to clarify what is the message of Heaven. Moreover, as ZI Gong 子貢 (520–456 BC) reported, “We can hear our Master’s [views] on culture and its manifestation, but we cannot hear his views on human nature and the Way of Heaven” (Wing-tsit Chan 1963: 28). To fill such a gap, Mencius’s innovative tactics was to take a “political detour.” As he declared, “Heaven sees as my people see; Heaven hears as my people hear” (天視自我民視, 天聽自我民聼) (5A6). For Mencius, “Heaven does not speak, but simply reveals the Mandate through actions and affairs” (天不言, 以行與事示之而巳矣) (5A5). To be sure, Zhu appreciated this approach in saying that “Heaven has no concrete form. Its seeing and listening follow upon the seeing and listening of the people” (天無形, 其視聽皆可從於民之視聽) (Jizhu, 308; Van Norton 2009: 118). However, in thematically articulating a Confucian onto-cosmology, he needs to go beyond Mencius by returning to The Book of Change. At this juncture, Zhu started with an explication of ZHOU Dunyi’s (周敦頤 1017–1073) Taiji 太極 Diagram (see Zhuzi Yulei, 2365ff).
In appreciating CHENG Yi’s (程頤 1033–1107) thesis that “‘Addressing Nature without addressing qi’ is to be deficient; ‘addressing qi without addressing Nature’ is to be unclear,” Zhu declared, “Taiji cannot be addressed by separated from yin 陰 and yang 陽, but neither can it be addressed by being intermixed with yin and yang” (所謂太極者, 不離乎陰陽而為言, 亦不雜乎陰陽而為言) (Zhuzi Yulei, 67). For Zhu, Taiji is Li, whereas “yin and yang are qi” (陰陽是氣) (Zhuzi Yulei, 2; 9). In fact, Zhu is using the concept of qi in a double sense. Besides following Cheng’s notion of qi (hereafter qi1), Zhu understood qi along the lines of ZHANG Zai 張載 (1020–1077) (hereafter qi2) (see Wenji, 984. For a detailed analysis, please see: Wing-cheuk Chan 2013: 100). While qi1 is basically “material force,” qi2 is primarily “actualizing force.” Functionally, the difference between qi1 and qi2 is “equivalent” to that between “material cause” and “dynamic cause” in Aristotle. In brief, it is first in terms of qi2 that Taiji (or Li) is to be actualized. As a result, all things are generated with the help of qi1. As a whole, in granting Li’s pre-existence over qi, Zhu committed to an ontology of “Li-monism.” Historically, Zhu’s Li-monism resulted from an imitation of Huayan Buddhism. Huayan represented a “comprehensive system of nature-origination” under the leading idea of Li. Zhu was indebted to Huayan in borrowing its “holistic conceptual framework” – though their conceptions of Li are different. In this way, Li becomes a unifying idea in Zhu’s formulating Confucianism as a “system.” Especially, in Zhu’s articulation of the doctrine of the simultaneous oneness and manyness of Li (理一分殊) by extending Cheng’s primarily ethical approach into a metaphysical dimension, Zhu claimed that “In unifying all things in the world, Li is only one Li; in the case of human beings, each has one’s own Li” (合天地萬物而言,只是一個理;及在人,則又各自有一理) (Zhuzi Yulei, 2). In illustrating this thesis, Zhu quoted Huayan’s metaphor: “One moon universally shines in all rivers. The moons in all the rivers are the same moon” (一月普現一切水, 一切水月一月攝) (Zhuzi Yulei, 399. For this reading list of Buddhist texts, please see: Wing-tsit Chan 1989, 530; see also Chan 2020).
In parallel, with the thesis of the generation of qi from Li, Zhu saw his cosmology as a task of clarifying the process of the transformation of all kinds of phenomena from qi by virtue of Li. In this regard, Zhu might have been influenced by Zongmi 宗密 (780–841). In his cosmogony, Zongmi asserted that Taiji is the beginning of the qi’s taking form, and “[as] soon as yin and yang blend together, they are able to engender and bring [all things] to completion” (Gregory 1995: 140). Nonetheless, Zhu departed from Zongmi’s Buddhist “cosmogony” to a Neo-Confucian “onto-cosmology.” Ontologically, he rejected Zongmi’s identification of True Mind as the origin of all things. Cosmologically, he saw the origin of qi in Li. Both together show clearly Zhu’s anti-idealistic position.
Despite the possible influences from Buddhism, Zhu’s onto-cosmology remain Confucian in nature. First, Zhu’s stuck to the fundamental principle of “ceaseless life generativity” (生生) along the lines of The Book of Changes. Second, he criticized Buddhism for lacking sincerity (cheng 誠) as the Way of Heaven and virtue of human conducts. At this juncture, he returned to Mencius’s original position. As Mencius said: “Sincerity is the Way (Dao) of Heaven. To think how to be sincere is the way of human beings” (誠者, 天之道也; 思誠者, 人之道也) (4A12). Likewise, for Zhu,Sincerity means that the Li in me are genuine and not inauthentic. It is the authenticity of Heavenly Way. Thinking of how to be sincere refers to the desiring of the Li in me to be genuine and not inauthentic. It is the ought to be (當然) of the human being’s way.
誠者, 理之在我者皆實而無偽, 天道之本然也; 思誠者, 欲此理之在我者皆實而無偽, 人道之當然也 (Jizhu, 282)

In this context, he also exercised his “inter-textual” hermeneutic approach in quoting from the correspondence in The Doctrine of the Mean: “Sincerity is the Way (Dao) of Heaven. Putting sincerity into praxis is the way of human beings. He who is sincere is one who hits upon what is right without effort and apprehends without thinking. He is naturally and easily in harmony with the Way. Such a human being is a sage” (誠者，天之道也；誠之者，人之道也。誠者不勉而中，不思而得，從容中道，聖人也) (Wing-tsit Chan 1963: 107; with modifications). Zhu then commented,Sincerity means genuineness without any falsity. It is the authenticity of Heavenly Li. Putting sincerity into praxis refers to those who are not yet sincere without any falsity, but desire to become sincere without any falsity. It is the ought to be of human affairs. The virtues of a sage are fully Heavenly Li, genuine and without falsity. He is naturally and easily in harmony with the Way without thinking. This is also the Way (Dao) of Heaven.
誠者,真實無妄之謂,天理之本然也。誠之者, 未能真實無妄, 而欲其真實無妄之謂, 人事之當然也。聖人之德, 渾然天理, 真實無妄, 不待思勉而從容中道, 則亦天之道也 (Jizhu, 31).

In this way, Zhu not only showed that the sage is an “incarnation” of the Way of Heaven, but also succeeded in demonstrating “Confucian onto-cosmology” as an “ethical-metaphysics,” rather than a “moral-metaphyism” in Mou’s sense.

4 Zhu Xi vs. Lu Xiangshan
Unlike Zhu, Lu Xiangshan did not produce any specific work on The Mencius. His interpretation of Mencius’s thought basically remained in a fragmentary form.8 Nevertheless, in describing his own philosophy, Lu explicitly declared, “it was due to my studies of The Mencius” (因讀孟子而自得之) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 471).
In brief, the core of Lu’s Mencius-interpretation consists of the following major theses:First, “The four beginnings are nothing but this mind; what Heaven granted to me is nothing but this mind. Everybody has this mind. Each mind includes this Li. [Therefore] the mind is identical with Li.”
(四端者, 即此心也; 天之內所以與我者, 即此心也。人皆有是心, 心皆具是理, 心即理也) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 149)

That is, Lu immediately identified “mind” with Li in Mencius. Accordingly, at the practical level he said, “What is important in learning is to exhaustively attain such Li, in order to exhaustively fathom this mind.” (所貴乎學, 為其欲窮此理, 盡此心也) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 149) Note that in this context, like Zhu, Lu also quoted the doctrine of “investigating things in order to know” from The Great Learning (see Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 150). What is lacking was just a fully articulated epistemology.
Secondly, in commenting on Mencius’s idea of “not to lose the mind,” Lu stressed that it is “not to lose one’s ‘original mind’ (ben xin 本心)” (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 237). So, in claiming that “The whole cosmos is nothing but my mind; my mind is nothing but the whole cosmos” (宇宙便是吾心, 吾心即是宇宙), Lu identified such “original mind” as the ontological reality and cosmological origin of all things in the world (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 273). This signifies that Lu was committed to an idealistic metaphysics.
Thirdly, in understanding that “Without thought and action, just stay quietly and don’t move, then one is able to feel and fully understand the ground of the whole world (無思無為, 寂然不動, 感而遂通天下之故) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 456), Lu’s approach showed a striking affinity with Chan 禪 Buddhism. Certainly, one might not completely agree with Zhu’s criticism that “His [Lu’s] major position originally came from Chan School. This is undeniable” (其宗旨本自禪學來, 不可掩諱) (Wenji, 1100). However, given such characteristics of Lu’s methodological approach and Lu’s fundamental thesis of the “immediate identity” between mind and Li, one can hardly undermine the power of Zhu’s critique. For these two major factors were missing in Mencius’s original text.
As a whole, in contrast to Zhu, Lu tended to de-couple Mencius’s moral philosophy from his political philosophy. Indeed, Lu rarely addressed the political dimension of the Mencius, except by mostly repeating Mencius’s position (see Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 403). Additionally, besides the claim that “the whole cosmos is my mind,” Lu almost remained silent in regard to the “content” of the cosmological process of becoming. In other words, his articulation of Neo-Confucian onto-cosmology was rather empty in content. What one finds are mostly slogans or jargons. Finally, Lu’s reception of Mencius was basically “un-critical.” On the contrary, Zhu was able to point out:When “Mencius spoke of the original good of human nature,” he did not mention endowment of qi and psychophysical staff, but only declared that “Everybody can become Yao and Shun.” If one can be brave in advancing ahead, the partiality of endowment of qi and psychophysical staff would disappear, and then the praxis would succeed. Therefore, he did not speak of endowment of qi and psychophysical staff. As to the reason why one fails to become a sage, it is due to the obstruction by such endowment of qi and psychophysical staff.
如 “孟子道性善”, 不言氣稟, 只言 “人皆可以為堯舜”。若勇猛直前, 氣稟之偏自消, 功夫自成, 故不言氣稟。看來吾性既善, 何故不能為聖賢, 却是被這氣稟害 (Zhuzi Yulei, 69)

This helps us to see that like Mencius, Lu ignored such endowment of qi and psychophysical staff. But this also indicates that he would merely limit Mencian capacity to a status like Euclidean geometry in mathematics. In contrast, in taking care of endowment of qi and psychophysical staff, Zhu was able to extend Mencian capacity to a status akin to non-Euclidean geometry in mathematics. So, from the standpoint of actuality over possibility, one might opt for Lu as a faithful follower of Mencius. But, from the standpoint of possibility over actuality, Zhu was a more radical follower of Mencius.
In criticizing Kant, Hegel introduced a distinction between “morality” (Moralität) and “ethics” (Sittlichkeit) (see Hegel 1967: 75ff). In short, “morality” is grounded in an “abstract” subject, whereas “ethics” is based on a “concrete” person. Hence, morality is individual-centered, while ethics is community-centered. Such a distinction enables us to discern that Lu’s approach is primarily “moral,” but Zhu’s approach is basically “ethical” (see Wing-cheuk Chan 2004). This is particularly shown in Lu’s exclusive concentration on Mencius’s moral philosophy, and Zhu’s respect for the inner unity of Mencius’s moral and political philosophy. As a result, in contrast to Lu’s subjectivism, Zhu’s position was closer to communitarianism. Given that Lu’s moral laws are founded upon a will only, his position was close to volitionalism. On the other hand, in stressing the necessity of “investigating things in exhaustively attaining Li,” Zhu was committed to “rationalism.” In terms of Hegelian thesis of the Aufhebung (sublimation) of morality by ethics, one might recognize the necessary transition from Lu’s to Zhu’s approach (see Wing-cheuk Chan 2004: 31ff). From a standpoint of physics, this is similar to the relationship between Einstein’s “special relativity theory” and “general relativity theory.”9
Mou Zongsan also argues that Lu overrides Zhu, for Lu’s position belonged to “morals of autonomy,” whereas Zhu was committed to morals of heteronomy,” and hence, Lu was faithful to Mencius’s respect for the idea of autonomy (see Mou 1968, Vol. 1: 127ff). In brief, according to Kant, “morals of autonomy” grounds moral laws on self-legislation of the rational being, while “morals of heteronomy” subjects moral laws to external influences. Certainly, Kant spoke of the “Autonomy of the will” (Kant 1956: 57). However, as Thomas Hill pointed out, upon a closed look, one can discover that for Kant, autonomy is “a property of the wills of all adult human beings insofar as they are viewed as ideal moral legislators, prescribing general principles to them rationally, free from causal determinism, and not motivated by sensuous desires” (Hill 1991: 44). Given Zhu’s “rationalist” approach and especially his thesis that “Heavenly Li and human desires are not allowed to be co-existent with each other” (天理人欲, 不容並立) (Jizhu, 254), he was still consistent with Kant’s criteria in excluding any role played by human desires or sensuous elements. Indeed, the point of Zhu’s identifying Nature as Li (性即理) also well matches Kantian position:But since willing requires acting on principles, in order to exercise this capacity one must have some principles to which one is committed not because one desires to follow them or because the principles are expected to lead one to anything one desires (or will desire). All rational beings […] have such principles; they are committed to them simply by virtue of being rational. The principles are self-imposed insofar as they stem from one’s rational nature […] (Hill 1991: 29).

Here one can especially recall Zhu’s thesis that “The Mind…. includes myriad principles (Li)”. As a result, one can hardly fully agree with Mou’s claim that Zhu’s ethics is “morals of heteronomy”. More importantly, with the help of Hegel’s critique of Kant, one can also discern Mou’s blind spot in his overlooking of the fact that Kant’s own criterion of differentiating “morals of autonomy” and “morals of heteronomy” was based upon an “abstract” subjectivity. Given Zhu’s “concrete” approach, it is also necessary to correct Mou’s topological judgment. Note that in Kant the idea of “morals of autonomy” remains neutral in regard to the problem “whether human nature is good or evil.” Zhu’s speech of the goodness of human nature is more fundamental than the Kantian approach in clarifying the possibility of morals. It is well-known that Kant’s approach is basically logical. In contrast, Zhu’s approach is more phenomenological. Whereas the “primordial emotive knowledge” in Zhu’ sense is prior to the split of the subject and the object, “knowledge” in Kantian sense is merely imprisoned within the dimension of subject-object dichotomy.
In addition, Mencius’s original emphasis on the unity of moral and political philosophy can well support Zhu’s opt for Sittlichkeit over Moralität. Particularly, in this context, Zhu was able to stress the priority of the public over the private sphere. As he said, “A superior man won’t obstruct the public by the private” (君子不以私害公).10 In contrast, one can hardly find such a clear distinction of publicity and privacy in Lu Xiangshan - not to mention that Lu could not match Zhu at this point in being able to observe:Nowadays people are full of myriad kinds of personal desire. They are struggling against each other. This is something beyond our control. Then how can we achieve a great publicity? What we see all are contrary to the Li. Then how can we bring them back to order?
且如今人私欲萬端, 紛紛擾擾, 無可奈何, 如何得他大公? 所見與理皆是背馳, 如果何便得他順應? (Zhuzi Yulei, 2441)

As a running remark, this also explains why Zhu was able to develop a rich theory of praxis. But Lu, like Chan Buddhism, did not address any detailed steps in praxis, and was satisfied in praising a kind of “existential leap.” To be sure, as Zhu at the same time remarked,To say that “The way of benevolence is only to express the word ‘public.’” Doing so is not to identify publicity as benevolence, but rather “to actualize [the idea of benevolence] in the public.”
“仁之道, 只消道一 ‘公’字”, 非以公為仁, 須是 “公而以人為體之”. (Zhuzi Yulei, 2454)

For Zhu, the gist of Mencius’s political philosophy is shown in the idea that “As far as the world is concerned, it is the world of the world. It is not a private thing of any single person” (天下者, 天下之天下也, 非一人之私有) (Jizhu, 307). In modern terms, both Mencius’s and Zhu’s approach are more “inter-subjective” in character.
In total, Lu Xiangshan’s Mencius-interpretation was mainly confined to the dimension of personal moral praxis. This is clearly shown in Lu’s adoption of only the first half of The Great Learning’s doctrine of the eight steps in his hermeneutic approach. Methodologically, Lu’s approach was top-down. So, Lu spoke of sudden enlightenment. On the other hand, Zhu’s Mencius-interpretation covered both the theoretical and practical philosophy. This is especially demonstrated in Zhu’s complete following of The Great Learning’s doctrine of the eight steps in his “inter-textual hermeneutic.” Methodologically, Zhu’s approach was bottom-up. Hence, Zhu proclaimed the gradual path.
Moreover, in undermining Zhu’s rational approach, Mou Zongshan fails to appreciate the positive contribution of Zhu’s differentiation of various types of Li. One also regrets to see that Mou overlooks Zhu’s whole project in developing Confucianism along Mencius’s lines to a “philosophical system” under Li as a leading idea. In fact, unlike Zhu, Lu did not discern various types of qi. As a result, Lu failed to provide a systematic articulation of his cosmology. From a modern perspective, Lu’s such failure can be seen more clearly by comparison to Fichte’s limitation as explicated in Schelling’s critique. In the translator’s introduction to Schelling’s perhaps most significant book on Fichte – Statement on the True Relationship of Philosophy of Nature to the Revised Fichtean Doctrine, Dale Snow points out that, according to Schelling, “Fichte’s primordial self-intuition is repeatedly defended by him as self-evident” (Schelling 2018: xiii). Here one might recall Lu’s claim: “If this mind can be preserved, then this Li can become self-evident” (苟此心之存, 則此理自明) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 396). Furthermore, Lu claimed that “Affairs in the cosmos are my own affairs. My own affairs are affairs in the cosmos” (宇宙內事, 是己分內事; 己分內事, 是宇宙內事) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 273), in addition to his fundamental thesis that “The whole cosmos is nothing but my mind; my mind is nothing but the whole cosmos.” Likewise, in illustrating Schelling’s critique of Fichte, Snow states, “for Fichte, nature strictly speaking does not even exist except for the role it plays in human life” (Schelling 2018: xxii). In other words, in affinity with Lu’s philosophy, “Fichte’s philosophy is based on his own subjectivity or personality” (Schelling 2018: xv). Conversely, as Fichte’s “system has always and only been based on his own personality” (Schelling 2018: xv), Lu loudly claimed that “The Six Classics are footnotes to me; and I am footnotes to the Six Classics” (六經注我, 我注六經) (Lu Jiuyuan Ji, 399). Besides, similar to Lu, Fichte is “volitionalist” in asserting that “all of his power must come from his own will rather than an external power such as nature” (Schelling 2018: xvii). In both, “it is also a truly breathtaking display of self-centeredness” (Schelling 2018: xviii). Consequently, each of them “is an instance of ‘subjective idealism’ or a mere ‘philosophy of reflection’” (Schelling 2018: xxviii). In hindsight, given Zhu’s rationalist approach, one can understand that his blame of Lu is out of the similar concern that can also be found in Schelling’s critique of Fichte: “Fichte’s claim of self-intuition can be shown to have no basis, or worse, to rest on faith, which is unphilosophical” (Schelling 2018: xiii). Zhu’s determination to expound Mencius’s thesis: “To fully fathom one’s mind is to understand one’s nature. To understand one’s nature is to understand Heaven,” in terms of an explication of Taiji Diagram can be appreciated by observing Schelling’s point: “If we cannot recognize nature as having a life akin to our own, we are unable, in the end, to live with us” (Schelling 2018: xvi). Indeed, no Confucian can take an exception from following the fundamental position of The Book of Changes: the Li of “ceaseless life generativity” constitutes the very essence of nature. Thus, like Schelling, Zhu passionately struggled “to rescue the understanding of nature from … self-centred subjectivity” (Schelling 2018: xxviii). On the contrary, like Kant and Fichte, Lu missed the possibility of a “living nature.”
All this indicates that Zhu’s enjoyment of an orthodox status in interpreting Mencius’s thought in the past was nothing accidental. This also helps explain why Zhu’s Mencius-interpretation, rather than Lu’s Mencius-interpretation, was able to exercise great influences upon traditional Japanese and Korean Confucianism. As is well-known, both Japanese Confucianism of the Tokugawa 德川 period and Korean Confucianism of the Li 李 Dynasty were, in reality, different developed versions of Zhu’s thought. To this extent, one can understand why it is necessary to reflect Mou Zongsan’s misunderstanding of them.

5 Conclusion
In conclusion, one must say that Zhu’s “hermeneutic” approach is immanent to Mencius’s original position. In particular, its strength is shown in taking care of Mencius’s point that in Confucianism, moral philosophy must go hand-in-hand with political philosophy. Though his development of a Confucian ethical-metaphysics is far richer than Mencius’s general slogan, this signifies a “completion,” rather than a “distortion,” of Mencius’s original ideas. Methodologically, these demonstrate the success of his “[inter-textual] hermeneutic” as well as “developemtnal” approach. In terms of Hegelian thesis of the Aufhebung der Moralität durch Sittlichkeit (sublation of morals by ethics) one can also justify his critique of Lu Xiangshan.11 This gives rise to a counterbalance to Mou Zongshan’s de-valuation of Zhu’s Neo-Confucianism. Now can we still possibly object against the thesis that Zhu was a good disciple of Mencius? Given Heidegger’s critique of subjectivist metaphysics, Zhu’s anti-idealistic approach should also be appreciated by its helping Confucianism to avoid such a challenge. This should be an indicator of necessity of moving beyond Mou’s paradigm in the hermeneutics of Zhu’s Neo-Confucianism.
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Footnotes
1Sishu Jizhu 四書集註 (Collected Annotations to the Four Books) (Beijing Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 197–377; [hereafter: Jizhu]; Sishu Huowen 四書或問 (Questions Concerning the Four Books) (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2001), 415–511; [hereafter: Huowen]; Li Jingde 黎靖德 comp. Zhuzi Yulei 朱子語類 (Topics Arranged Conversations of Master Zhu) (Beijing: Zhonhua shuju, 1986), 1218–1478; [hereafter: Zhuzi Yulei].

 

2Cf. Einstein 1954: 228. Here I mainly follow Matthew Stanley’s formulations in his book Einstein’s War (Stanley 2019: 43–44).

 

3Zhu Wen Gong Wen Ji 朱文公文集 (Collected Writings of Zhu Xi) (Taipei: Taiwan Shangwu yinshuguan, 1980, 764; [hereafter Wenji]).

 

4Qian 1980, Vol. 3: 397. Qian also says here that Lu Xiangshan held the opposite view, namely that Liu “only believed that mind is Li, but did not say that the whole cosmos is nothing but of one Li” (象山只主心既理，不言通宇宙是一理) (ibid.). I shall come back to Lu Xiangshan later in Section IV.

 

5Qian writes: “Then all of them indicate that in addressing this chapter of the Mencius, Zhu failed to thematically explore Mencius’s original intention” (則朱子於孟子此章，始終未能直探孟子本意立言也) (Qian 1980, Vol. 2: 267; see also: 263; 265–266) Although the term “仁心” (the mind of benevolence) does not appear in 6A11 (it only appears once in the Mencius in 4A1), Mencius said that “Benevolence, this is human mind” (仁， 人心也) in 6A11 before he went on to talk about “seeking one’s lost mind” (求其放心).

 

6Mou Zongsan, however, does not consider this as a “genuine” identity, for in the mature Zhu the mind of Dao 道心 is an activity, whereas Li remains ontologically inactive (see Mou 1968, Vol. 2: 464–478; Vol. 1: 588). In our view, this is certainly not “identity” in Lu Xiangshan’s sense. But it is also clear that what Zhu mainly opposed is rather the reduction of “identity” to an “immediate identity” (more on this in Sect. IV). This point is missed by Mou. Furthermore, Mou fails to see that the Li as Taiji in Zhu, cosmologically, its active. 

 

7Historically, Zhu’s interpretation induced both positive and negative responses. (For a comprehensive coverage of them, see Huang 1997). Among criticisms, the most representative ones came from WANG Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529)(representing the School of Mind 心學) and HUANG Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610–1695) (representing the School of Force 氣學). Since these critiques are mainly developed out of the frameworks of different schools, they are “transcendent” in nature. Given the limited length of this paper, a critical re-examination of them must be reserved for another occasion.

 

8These fragments are now mainly included in Lu Jiuyuan, Lu Jiuyuan Ji (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1980); [hereafter: Lu Jiuyuan ji]. Among them, the most significant are “Yu Zheng Zhaiji” 與曾宅之 (A Letter to ZENG Zhaizhi), 3–7; “Yu Li Zai er” 與李宰二 (Second Letter to Chief Official LI), 149–150; “Mengzi Shuo” 孟子說 (Mencius’s Doctrine), 265–266.

 

9For a general exposition of different types of geometry and relativity theory, see Stanley 2019: 67ff.

 

10Zhu Xi, Shijichuan 詩集傳 (Collected Annotations to the Book of Odes). Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1958), 100.

 

11Cf.: Chan 2004.

 

12All quotations in English from The Mencius mainly follow either Lau 1970 or Norden and Bryan 2009. But sometimes I might use my own translations.
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1 Introduction
In the Han dynasty, Mencius’s philosophy was less influential than Xunzi’s. From the Han to Tang dynasty, the Book of Mencius was categorized in the catalog of “the works of thinkers” (zi子) and did not belong to the category of Confucian classics or canons (jing 經). Han Yu (韓愈, 768–824), a great Tang poet and essayist, promoted Mencius’s thought and regarded him to be the one who took over the transmission of Dao from Confucius. Han Yu wrote that after Mencius’s death, the transmission of the Dao was discontinued, which suggested that Mencius (not Xunzi) was the orthodox Confucian (Han 1986: 18). The need to revive Confucius’s and Mencius’s teachings as a whole was clearly expressed in Han Yu, but it is not until Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–1085) and Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107) that this enterprise was launched as the central task in the Confucian agenda (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 638). In the southern Song, Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) compiled a commentary on the “four books” that includes the Book of Mencius, which contributed to the elevation of this book to the privileged status of a jing (classic or canon). Zhu Xi constructed a narrative of the “transmission of the Dao” from ancient sage-kings to Confucius and Mencius, and then to the northern Song Neo-Confucians (Zhu 1983: 14–15). Thereafter, Mencius was widely venerated as the Confucian “second sage” (亞聖) after Confucius.
However, Zhu Xi’s doctrine was criticized by Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 (1139–1192), another southern Song thinker who professed that his thought came directly from reading the Book of Mencius (Lu 1980: 471). Namely, he did not regard the Northern Song Neo-Confucians as the source of his thought, thinking that he was a genuine follower of Confucius and Mencius. As Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) observes, Lu Jiuyuan merely revived Mencius’s terminology without innovating any philosophical conceptual distinctions (Mou 1984: 3–4). Lu Jiuyuan criticizes that Zhu Xi led learners off the right Mencian track by his overemphasis on the scholarly effort of Confucian Classic exegesis and of investigating li (pattern/principles) in things. In contrast, he maintains that the primary effort of self-cultivation is to understand the moral “original heart/mind” (benxin 本心), or in other words, to “firstly establish the superior [namely, the heart/mind as superior to the senses]” (先立乎其大者) (Lu 1980: 400), both expressions were borrowed from Mencius.
Zhu Xi’s doctrine became orthodox at the end of the Southern Song dynasty and dominated the state ideology till the end of the Qing dynasty. Lu Jiuyuan’s thought was marginalized from the Yuan to the early Ming dynasty. Though there were sporadic discussions comparing Zhu Xi’s and Lu Jiuyuan’s thoughts, it was Wang Yangming (1472–1529) who eventually revived Lu Jiuyuan’s thought and made the Lu-Wang School of the Heart/Mind (陸王心學) as influential as the Cheng-Zhu School of Pattern/Principle (程朱理學).
In the following sections, I compare Wang Yangming’s thought with Mencius’s at three points: (1) Wang Yangming’s appropriation of Mencius’s statement that “righteousness is internal;” (2) the new dimension of liangzhi (original knowledge) in Wang Yangming’s notion of liangzhi: the self-reflexivity in moral consciousness; (3) Wang Yangming’s discourses suggesting liangzhi is complete and perfect, in contrast with Mencius’s view that liangzhi is the incipient predisposition towards goodness that needs further development. Due to the limit of space, this chapter does not cover Wang Yangming’s interpretations of specific pieces of Mencius’s text such as Mencius 2A2 (about the relation between qi and heart/mind) and Mencius 7A1 (about the process of self-cultivation, and the relation between heart/mind, nature, and Heaven). Fortunately, for these specific topics, I can defer to those works written by established scholars (such as Chan 2002, Huang 2001: 185–210).

2 Wang Yangming’s Appropriation of Mencius’s Statement that “Righteousness Is Internal”
Wang Yangming started his journey of Confucian learning by following Zhu Xi’s method of self-cultivation. Zhu Xi advocates that the process of self-cultivation to become a sage begins with “investigating things,” namely, investigating the li (principle/pattern) in things. The young Wang Yangming thus endeavored to investigate bamboos and thought so hard that he fell ill. When he was at the Chinese age of 27, he read Zhu Xi’s instructions about how to read Classics and realized that he had not correctly followed Zhu Xi’s well-defined procedure of investigating things. He then took to read Classics, only to find that the li (pattern/principle) in the books and his own xin (heart/mind) cannot be united. The disappointment made him relapse into the old disease. At that time, he did not doubt Zhu Xi’s method and only blamed himself for not having the talent to become a sage (Wang 2010: 1228–9).
Things all changed when Wang Yangming was banished to Longchang (a then semi-civilized area now in Guizhou Province). Enduring great hardship and facing the threat of death, one night he suddenly realized that he had been misled by Zhu Xi’s method of investigating principles in things. The proper way of self-cultivation should start from within, not by seeking from the external world, because “the Dao of the sage is complete and self-sufficient in my xing (transcendent nature)” 聖人之道，吾性自足 (Wang 2010: 1234), namely, every individual is self-sufficient in terms of the transcendent nature completely and equally distributed in all human beings. This transcendent nature is the root of sagehood. One becomes a sage by cultivating such a root, not by learning from external objects or the ancient sages’ words. He later formulated his view as “the heart/mind is li (pattern/principle)” 心即理, which also appears in Lu Jiuyuan’s works (Wang 2010: 2; Lu 1980: 149).
So much for the background of Wang Yangming’s appropriation of Mencius’s view that “righteousness is internal.” Wang Yangming contends that Zhu Xi’s doctrine of “investigating things” is, in fact, Gaozi’s doctrine that “righteousness is external” vigorously opposed by Mencius:I [Xu Ai, an early student of Wang Yangming] said, “With reference to the sentence, ‘Only after knowing what to abide in can one be calm’ in the Great Learning, Chu Hsi [Zhu Xi] considered that “all events and things possess in them a definite principle.” This seems to contradict your theory.”

The Teacher [Wang Yangming] said, “To seek the highest good [the abiding point] in individual events and things is to regard righteousness as external. The highest good is the original substance of the mind. It is no other than manifesting one’s clear character to the point of refinement and singleness of mind.” (Wang 1963: 6-7, No.2).

To defend the view that there is no moral principle outside of the mind, he contends,For instance, in the matter of serving one’s parents, one cannot seek for the principle of filial piety in the parent. In serving one’s ruler, one cannot seek for the principle of loyalty in the ruler. In the intercourse with friends and in governing the people, one cannot seek for the principles of faithfulness and humanity in friends and the people. They are all in the mind, that is all, for the mind and principle are identical. (Wang 1963: 7, No. 3)

This text merits attention from historians of philosophy, because in it Wang Yangming, two centuries earlier than David Hume, clearly distinguishes “ought” from “is”: that “someone should take care of his parents” is not a sound conclusion from mere factual observations such as “someone’s parents are ill.”
Wang Yangming’s distinction might have come from Mencius, who distinguishes between “regarding (and respecting) a person as old” and “regarding a horse as old” (Mencius 6A:4) because one does not necessarily respect a horse simply because it is old, “respecting an old person” is an expression of the heart/mind, not dictated by the quality of external objects. Mencius’s argument for “righteousness is internal” is not focused on the source of normativity, but the source of motivation. Mencius maintains that in human nature there are seeds of affective and cognitive abilities which, if properly cultivated, can yield moral action congruent with communal ethical rules. Ethical rules do not suppress or harm human nature but express it. Thus, what is at issue in the Mencius-Gaozi debate is whether the source of motivation is internal, not whether the source of normativity is internal. This leaves room for different scenarios of interpretations: (1) ethical norms are based on human nature, therefore the heart/mind, if properly cultivated, is always in congruence with communal ethical rules. This theory explains very well Mencius’s agricultural metaphor; (2) ethical normativity is derived from moral subjectivity. Without acknowledging that the heart/mind is autonomous and self-governing, we would fail to explain the binding force of moral rules. We might feel compelled to do as social protocols dictate, but that is not morality at all. For morality to be genuinely moral, a defining feature is that it should be purely based on the autonomy of subjectivity. To borrow Western terminology to distinguish between (1) and (2), we may say that Mencius’s “righteousness is internal” leaves hermeneutic room for both (1) the ethics of natural law and (2) the ethics of autonomy.
At this issue, Wang Yangming’s ethics can be understood as traveling one possible path among other equally possible paths. His view is expressed at different points:	1.
Moral principle does not reside in external things independent of our heart/mind. Wang Yangming writes, “If the principle of filial piety is to be sought in parents, then is it actually in my own mind or is it in the person of my parents? If it is actually in the person of my parents, is it true that as soon as the parents pass away the mind will lack the principle of filial piety?” (Wang 1963: 99, No. 135)

 

	2.
Without the heart/mind, there is no principle. This is expressed in a letter that Wang Yangming wrote to a scholar who defended Zhu Xi’s doctrine. In it Wang Yangming still maintains that Zhu Xi’s way of “investigating things” reflects Gaozi’s view that “righteousness is external” that Mencius criticized, he elaborates,

 



If one seeks the principles of things outside the mind, there will not be any to be found. And if one neglects the principles of things and only seeks his mind, what sort of thing would the mind be? The substance of the mind is nature, and nature is identical with principle. Consequently, as there is the mind of filial piety toward parents, there is the principle of filial piety. If there is no mind of filial piety, there will be no principle of filial piety. As there is the mind of loyalty toward the ruler, there is the principle of loyalty. If there is no mind of loyalty, there will be no principle of loyalty. Are principles external to the mind? (Wang 1963: 94, No.133)

If we put (1) and (2) together, the whole argument is like a thought experiment: from the structure “heart/mind-principle-objects,” if we take away the heart/mind, the structure cannot hold, or at least loses its meaning; if we take the objects away, the structure remains, and although the object is deprived, the meaning of the structure is not lost, other objects may replace the lost object and become the new correlate of the heart/mind. For instance, when parents pass away, their personality remains in our memory, and our heart/mind may extend the same “heart/mind-principle-objects” structure to the ceremony of sacrifice to parents, or extend it to taking care of other elderly people. Therefore, Wang Yangming uses a brief statement that “the heart/mind is principle.” A more accurate formulation is Wang Yangming’s later statement that “the heart/mind in things is principle” (Wang 2010: 133), which is less misleading. Wang Yangming’s view is different from the ethics of natural law because Wang Yangming does not think that ethical principle exists in objects independent of the heart/mind. Wang Yangming’s ethics is close to the ethics of autonomy in a general sense, but we should keep in mind that Wang Yangming does not regard heart/mind as a Kantian rational agent of law-giving, but as a spontaneous agent of meaning-bestowing, because Wang Yangming, unlike Kant, does not treat “law” and “command” as the primary concepts of ethics.
Wang Yangming likens the liangzhi (the capacity of genuine knowledge of the good) to eyes and ears, which might suggest that Wang Yangming thinks that the heart/mind is just a perceiver of the good, just like the eyes are the perceivers of colors, but does not create the colors. It might be tempting to understand moral quality as a second quality like color,1 for the following reasons: (1) without the perceiver, the phenomena would not appear this way, for instance, color appears this way only to the human eyes; (2) the perceiver cannot arbitrarily create the perceived phenomena, I cannot perceive the blue sea as red at will; (3) the perceiver cannot make the phenomena alone, a phenomenon always appears with a correlate. In Wang Yangming’s words, “The eye has no substance of its own. Its substance consists of the colors of all things. […] The mind has no substance of its own. Its substance consists of the right or wrong of the influences [gan 感] and responses [ying 應] of Heaven, Earth, and all things.” (Wang 1963: 223, No.277). However, this color analogy neglects one important aspect: eyes only passively receive what is given to them, but the heart/mind or the liangzhi is active, it demands that good order be put on things it perceives. Namely, it does not only receive “influences” (感) but also makes “responses” (應) to what is received. I perceive the sea as blue, and that’s it; but I perceive, for instance, “bullying a child” as bad, and still demand more: that I want to stop the bullying and restore the order of things. Such an ideal order of things resides in the heart/mind’s response, not pre-existing in the objects. This active element and the ideal order are missing in the color analogy.
To sum up, we may conclude that Wang Yangming’s appropriation of Mencius’s “righteousness is internal” is a development of Mencius’s theory, it says more than what Mencius had said. Though consistent with Mencius’s basic position, it is only one possible form of Mencian theory among others.
Mou Zongsan used “Wang’s thought is Mencian” as a title for a section of a chapter on Wang Yangming and his followers (Mou 1984: 215). Such an emphasis might encourage an attitude that underestimates Zhu Xi’s thought as if it were not authentically Mencian and thus inferior to Wang Yangming’s. In modern scholarship, neither Zhu Xi’s nor Wang Yangming’s thoughts would be depreciated even if they had not represented Mencius accurately. Even so, I still would like to show that Zhu Xi’s thought is also Mencian because it develops another possibility of Mencius’s thought. Zhu Xi holds that there is a pattern/principle (li 理) that resides in all things and serves as the unifying principle of the whole realm of beings. The same li is equally and completely endowed in all things, both in the heart/mind of the human beings and in external things. This overarching metaphysical structure of pre-established harmony explains why everyone is equally capable of becoming a sage by understanding the li. However, the common people’s heart/mind tends to be obscured by qi (material force/vital energy) or selfish desires, therefore one needs to attain genuine knowledge by investigating the pattern/principle in things. When one understands the principle in external things, it is like discovering it in one’s heart/mind. When one genuinely knows a moral principle, the heart/mind is pleased by it and motivated to follow it, just like the mouth is pleased by roasted meat (Zhu 2002, vol. 23, p. 2883). This “moral taste” analogy is borrowed from Mencius 6A:7.
Now, who is more “Mencian” a thinker, Zhu Xi or Wang Yangming? Concerning the source of normativity, there has been a debate about whether Zhu Xi’s ethics is the ethics of autonomy or heteronomy. Given the limitations of space, I would not rehearse their debates, lest this become a paper on Zhu Xi. As is stated above, Mencius’s position is “motivation internalism,” thus leaving room for both Wang Yangming’s and Zhu Xi’s interpretation. Wang Yangming’s interpretation is “motivation-and-normativity internalism,” but it does not rule out other possibilities of Mencian exegesis. In what follows, I would only compare Zhu Xi’s and Wang Yangming’s procedures of self-cultivation.
At the first glance, Zhu Xi’s way of self-cultivation seems non-Mencian, because it gives precedence to cognition and not emotions in moral self-cultivation, while for Mencius, the four sprouts of moral emotions such as empathy and shame are the primary source for the development of a moral person. Granted, in terms of the personality of a thinker, Mencius, Lu Jiuyuan, and Wang Yangming all differ greatly from Zhu Xi’s characteristic scholarly style. In fact, both Lu Jiuyuan and Wang Yangming criticize Zhu Xi’s emphasis on meticulous studies on Confucian classics by quoting Mencius’s saying: “If one believed everything in the Book of History, it would have been better for the Book not to have existed at all.” (Mencius 194, 7B:3, Lu 1980: 22, Wang 2010: 10). Wang Yangming reflects on his youthful mistake of “investigating bamboos” and says, “Even if we could succeed in investigating every blade of grass and every tree, how can we return to ourselves and make the will [thoughts] sincere?” (Wang 1963: 247, No.318) Namely, inquiry about knowledge is not essential to moral self-cultivation. One should instead focus on the original heart/mind or the liangzhi, because once this root or source of morality is cultivated, it empowers the moral agent both in value-perception and in moral emotion. Although ethical performance can be facilitated by the knowledge of skills and the second-hand indirect moral knowledge recorded in the Confucian Classics, they are not the “root” of moral knowledge and action, but merely the “branch and leaves.” All of these suggest that Wang Yangming and Lu Jiuyuan are faithful followers of Mencius. However, I do not think that Zhu Xi is so intellectualist as Lu Jiuyuan, Wang Yangming, and Mou Zongsan depict him to be. The reason why Zhu Xi emphasizes “investigating things” is not that moral knowledge is just like scientific knowledge that can be inquired about in the external world; the reason is that if moral belief lacks an objective proof or is without validation in things, one’s moral belief and motivation are precarious, subject to possible corrosion by bad habits or selfish desires. Once one really understands the principle, one will be fully determined to act on it, and no longer falters, oscillates, or procrastinates. There is a sentence in the Great Learning: “once knowledge has settled [on an understanding of goodness] one can settle down.” Zhu annotates, “once one knows, one’s zhi (willing) has an established direction.” (Zhu 1983: 3; cf. Zheng 2015: 360). The resolution accompanied by genuine knowledge is the key point of Zhu Xi’s moral psychology. On the other hand, Wang Yangming attacked Zhu Xi’s philosophy exactly at this point. He illustrates his early doctrine of “the unity of knowing and doing” (as opposed to Zhu Xi’s “knowing precedes doing”),
Therefore the Great Learning points to true knowledge and action for people to see, saying, they are “like loving beautiful colors and hating bad odors.” Seeing “beautiful colors” appertains to knowledge, while “loving beautiful colors” appertains to action. However, as soon as one sees that beautiful color, he has already loved it. It is not that he sees it first and then makes up his mind to love it. Smelling “a bad odor” appertains to knowledge, while “hating a bad odor” appertains to action. However, as soon as one smells a bad odor, he has already hated it. It is not that he smells it first, and then makes up his mind to hate it. A person with his nose stuffed up does not smell the bad odor even if he sees a malodorous object before him, and so he does not hate it. This amounts to not knowing bad odor. Suppose we say that so-and-so knows filial piety and so-and-so knows brotherly respect. They must have actually practiced filial piety and brotherly respect before they can be said to know them. It will not do to say that they know filial piety and brotherly respect simply because they show them in words. Or take one’s knowledge of pain. Only after one has experienced pain can one know pain. The same is true of cold or hunger. How can knowledge and action be separated? (Wang 1963: 10, No. 5)

When Wang Yangming says, “as soon as one sees that beautiful color, he has already loved it. It is not that he sees it first and then makes up his mind to love it,” he is criticizing Zhu Xi’s psychology that we should attain knowledge first because knowledge makes the agent resolute in moral actions. Although this example is borrowed from the Great Learning, Wang Yangming’s observation also fits Mencius’s example that one cannot help but feel the alarm and distress when seeing an infant just about to fall into the well. In this response, the feeling is not preceded by a clear representation of the situation or a clear conceptual recognition that “I should save the child.”
However, though Wang Yangming’s observation is Mencian, it does not mean that Zhu Xi’s moral psychology cannot find its source in Mencius. It is noteworthy that Zhu Xi’s view touches on another aspect of the moral life that Mencius also touches on. Mencius uses a famous archery metaphor:Confucius was the sage whose actions were timely. Confucius was the one who gathered together all that was good. To do this is to open with bells and conclude with jade tubes. To open with bells is to begin in an orderly fashion; to conclude with jade tubes is to end in an orderly fashion. To begin in an orderly fashion is the concern of the wise while to end in an orderly fashion is the concern of a sage. Wisdom is like skill, shall I say, while sageness is like strength. It is like shooting from beyond a hundred paces. It is due to your strength that the arrow reaches the target, but it is not due to your strength that it hits the mark. (Mencius 1970: 150-151, 5B:1)

The last sentence suggests that accurate aiming is the precondition for the arrow to hit the mark. In the process of self-cultivation, wisdom precedes strength. Thus, it would be fair to Zhu Xi to remark that Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming each touch one aspect of moral life and each inherit one dimension of Mencius’s thought.

3 Wang Yangming’s Notion of Liangzhi and Its Relation with Mencius’s Thought
The most significant idea in Wang Yangming’s philosophy is expressed by the slogan “extending liangzhi (original knowledge),” in which the term liangzhi is a Mencian legacy. After he came up with this slogan, all of his doctrines are explained again using the term “liangzhi.” To investigate the relationship between Wang Yangming’s thought and Mencius’s, it is crucial to expound the term “liangzhi,” especially, what is new in Wang Yangming’s usage of this term. Liangzhi appears in the Book of Mencius only once,
What a man is able to do without having to learn it is what he can truly do [liangneng 良能, original ability]; what he knows without having to reflect on it is what he truly knows [liangzhi 良知, original knowledge]. There are no young children who do not know loving their parents, and none of them when they grow up will not know respecting their elder brothers. Loving one’s parents is benevolence; respecting one’s elders is rightness. What is left to be done is simply the extension of these to the whole Empire. (Mencius 1970: 184, 7A:15)

Liangzhi is translated as “pure knowing” (Ivanhoe 1990: 18, Tiwald and Van Norden 2014: 248) or as “innate knowledge” (Wang 1963) or as “Ursprüngliches Wissen” (original knowing, Kern 2010). In Mencius, it refers to the innate capacity for moral knowledge. The example that young children know to love their parents shows that it is not a “cold” knowledge, it is necessarily accompanied by the emotion to act on what one really knows. Huang Yong argues that this liangzhi in Wang Yangming is a special form of knowledge which Huang terms “knowing-to,” and holds that this knowledge is neither “knowing-how” nor “knowing-that,” nor these two combined (Huang 2017). Wang Yangming states, “the original state of the unity of knowing and doing is the innate knowledge and ability.” (Wang 2010: 75). The doctrine of “extending liangzhi” is a developed version of his doctrine of “unity of knowing and doing,” as Wang Yangming says,
Innate knowledge [liangzhi] is nothing but the sense of right and wrong, and the sense of right and wrong is nothing but to love [the right] and to hate [the wrong]. To love [the right] and to hate [the wrong] cover all senses of right and wrong and the sense of right and wrong covers all affairs and their variations. (Wang 1963: 228, no. 288).

By “liangzhi” (innate knowledge), Wang Yangming includes the dimension of “shi fei zhi xin” (the heart/mind of right and wrong) from Mencius’s doctrine of the four sprouts of moral capacity.
So much for Wang Yangming’s synthesis of the Mencian heritage in one single term, “liangzhi.” Now we turn to investigate what is new in Wang Yangming’s doctrine of “extending liangzhi.” I would suggest three points, one about the term “extending” and two about the new meanings of liangzhi.
Firstly, concerning the term “extending,” Mencius also talks about extending one’s innate moral knowledge and capacity, such as extending familial affections to the political sphere (7A:15), or extending King Xuan’s sympathy to an ox to his people (1A:7). Wang Yangming’s “extending” is close to Mencius. He compares his way of extending knowledge with Zhu Xi’s, he says, “The extension of knowledge is not what later scholars understand as enriching and widening knowledge. It is simply extending one’s innate knowledge of the good to the utmost.” (Wang 1963: 278) Namely, Wang Yangming thinks that Zhu Xi’s “extending knowledge” is an incremental internalization of knowledge attained from without (mostly about moral knowledge written in the Confucian classics), while Wang Yangming’s “extending knowledge” is an externalization of one’s innate knowledge through practice. He says,
What I mean by the investigation of things and the extension of knowledge is to extend the innate knowledge of my mind to each and every thing, The innate knowledge of my mind is the same as the Principle of Nature. When the Principle of Nature in the innate knowledge of my mind is extended to all things, all things will attain their principle (Wang 163: 99, No.135).

Concerning the “orientation” of “extending,” Wang Yangming only highlights what is inherent in Mencius’s thought. Now, what is new in Wang Yangming is his explanation of how to extend. Wang Yangming gives a full account of this psychological mechanism. Previously in Wang Yangming’s theory that “the heart/mind is principle,” we have seen the basic structure:	heart/mind——principle/pattern——things



With “original knowing” (whose content is the principle/pattern) introduced into this structure, it becomes,	heart/mind——{original knowing——thought}——things



This structure makes its first appearance in Wang Yangming’s definition of the four key terms from the Great Learning: heart/mind, yi 意 (thought/intention/will), knowing, and things. He states,
The master of the body is the mind. What emanates from the mind is the will [thoughts]. The original substance of the will [thougths] is knowledge [later, Wang Yangming equates this “knowledge” to “original knowing”],2 and wherever the will [thought] is directed is a thing. For example, when the will [thought] is directed toward serving one's parents, then serving one’s parents is a “thing.” When the will [thought] is directed toward serving one’s ruler, then serving one’s ruler is a “thing.” When the will [thought] is directed toward being humane to all people and feeling love toward things, then being humane to all people and feeling love toward things are “things,” and when the will [thought] is directed toward seeing, hearing, speaking, and acting, then each of these is a “thing.” (Wang 1963: 14, No.6)

In this structure, “extending original knowledge” means to “transmit” the ideal order that the heart/mind’s innate knowledge has, through thoughts [will], to the moral agent’s activities (“things”), and ultimately to the external objects in the world. Wang Yangming’s development of the Mencian psychology lies in his analysis of the moral consciousness of the heart/mind. He distinguishes two basic elements: one is the passing thoughts or intentions that come and go, and the other is the original knowing that accompanies the thoughts, oversees them, and perceives their ethical quality. He says,
Thought and liang-chih [liangzhi] should be clearly distinguished one from the other (意與良知當分別明白). Thought arises out of response to an object, and may be either good or bad. Liang-chih [liangzhi] is that which can distinguish between the good and the bad in thought (知得意之是與非者, 則謂之良知). (Wang 1972: 114, interpolation mine; Wang 2010: 231, cf. Zheng 2018: 1357-8)

This distinction enables him to elaborate a moral psychology that explains the Great Learning in a way different from Zhu Xi’s, he says,
However, what arises from the will [thought] may be good or evil, and unless there is a way to make clear the distinction between good and evil, there will be a confusion of truth and untruth. In that case, even if one wants to make his will [thought] sincere, he cannot do so. Therefore he who wishes to make his will [thought] sincere must extend his knowledge. By extension is meant to reach the limit. The word “extension” is the same as that used in the saying, “Mourning is to be carried to the utmost degree of grief.” In the Book of Changes it is said: “Knowing the utmost, one should reach it.” “Knowing the utmost” means knowledge and “reaching it” means extension. This innate knowledge of the good is what Mencius meant when he said, “the sense of right and wrong is common to all men.” The sense of right and wrong requires no deliberation to know, nor does it depend on learning to function. This is why it is called innate knowledge. It is my nature endowed by Heaven, the original substance of my mind, naturally intelligent, shining, clear and understanding. (Wang 1963: 278)

It is here that Wang Yangming added a new dimension that is not salient in Mencius: the self-awareness that can be watchful over and detect the ethical qualities of passing thoughts. Mencius does say, “If others do not respond to your love with love, look into your own benevolence; if others fail to respond to your attempts to govern them with order, look into your own respect.” (Mencius 1970: 119, 4A:4) However, this is the reflection on one’s behavior, but Wang Yangming’s notion of liangzhi is pre-reflective, immediate and non-deliberative, its object is not one’s own behavior, but the passing thoughts or intentions. The way liangzhi perceives the ethical quality of the thoughts is not by objectifying and examining them.
Since the Song dynasty, owing to the influence of Daoism and Chan Buddhism, Neo-Confucians paid much more attention to the inner self-management of thought than the pre-Qin Confucians did. Though Mencius and Zhuangzi did talk about the importance of concentration in learning to attain the Dao (such as the Dao of playing chess, the Dao of art performance, or the Dao of catching cicadas), the attention is directed on the performance, not on the inner psychological state, even in the highest inner psychological state in which one forgets oneself and attain the union with Nature, there is no attention to the inner self or inner thoughts. In Chan Buddhism, inner self-management becomes essential to spiritual exercise, hence the term “nian” 念 (an instant of thought) came into the foreground of philosophical discussion. Within one instant of thought, one can be enlightened to attain the wisdom of a Buddha, but within one instant of evil thought, the same person might relapse into the state of ignorance of the common people (cf. Huineng 1983: 51). The increasing attention to thoughts and the inner world in Chan Buddhism influenced the Song Neo-Confucianism. Cheng Yi talked about how the practice of jing 敬 (seriousness/reverence) can ward off deviant and problematic thoughts. He says, if you throw an empty vessel into the water, it will be filled by the water, but if you throw a vessel that is already full of water, then the external water cannot fill in (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 8). This suggests that one should constantly occupy one’s heart/mind with good thoughts to ward off bad thoughts. Zhu Xi, in the last ten years of his life, was puzzled by the questions: how to attain sincerity or purity (cheng 誠, which was traditionally considered to be the ideal of a sage)? How is self-deception possible? How to explain its mechanism and therewith find a solution to this ethical problem? In the last period of his life, he devoted great effort in revising his commentary on the passage on “making thoughts sincere” in the Great Learning (Cf. Zheng 2015). All these thinkers contribute to the trend of the “inward turn” in Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism.
Meanwhile, Zhu Xi criticized that Lu Jiuyuan ignores the danger of self-deception due to his uncritical self-trust in the heart/mind. This poses a challenge to Lu Jiuyuan and Wang Yangming. In my article (Zheng 2018), I pointed out that Wang Yangming’s doctrines of “unity of knowing and doing” and “extending liangzhi” are responses to Zhu Xi’s puzzle of self-deception. Wang Yangming states that his aim of teaching his students “unity of knowing and doing” is to let them know that an activation of thought is already a “doing,” therefore one should not dwell on bad wishful thoughts on the pretext that one is not going to act on it (Zheng 2018: 1347, Wang 2010: 1551). Liangzhi’s capacity for self-awareness further explains how it is possible to avoid self-deception. Its ability to perceive the ethical quality of one’s incipient thoughts becomes crucial to the solution of the problem. All these discussions are not anticipated by Mencius or Lu Jiuyuan. At this point, Wang Yangming inherited more from Zhu Xi (and the Song-Ming Neo-Confucian “inward turn” in general).
Iso Kern has pointed out that in 1519/1520, Wang Yangming came up with a new concept of liangzhi. Wang Yangming’s early notion of liangzhi is adopted from Mencius, namely, it refers to the original predisposition towards the good, while the new concept of liangzhi is “the knowledge of or the direct moral consciousness about the ethical quality of one’s intentions” (Kern 2014: 217). In Iso Kern’s analysis, he draws on Husserl’s phenomenology and the Yogācāra School in Buddhism. The basic idea is that every intentional act involves an accompanying self-awareness, for instance, when I perceive a thing, I am simultaneously aware that I am perceiving it. By the same token, when I have a passing thought, I at the same time know that I am having the thought. Such is the function of liangzhi, which Wang Yangming also called “solitary knowledge” or “knowledge by oneself alone” (du zhi 獨知) (Kern 2008: 721). Iso Kern points out that Wang Yangming’s new concept of liangzhi “is related to what Husserl calls the ‘primordial consciousness’ (Urbewusstsein) of all intentional acts, or what Sartre calls the pre-reflective consciousness.” (Kern 2008: 722) “However,” Iso Kern remarks, “Husserl does not attribute any moral significance to this ‘primordial consciousness’ of intentional acts; it is consciousness but not moral conscience.” (Kern 2008: 722) For Wang Yangming, liangzhi as primordial consciousness is primarily a “moral” consciousness, and its content is the ethical qualities of the thoughts (Kern 2012: 131).
Iso Kern’s original observation of the simultaneity of intentional thoughts and primordial consciousness was lauded by Chen Lisheng, who nonetheless seems to disagree with Iso Kern greatly about the nature of such a “primordial consciousness.” He argues that such a notion of consciousness in Husserl is ethically neutral, it merely accompanies the intentional thoughts without interrupting them. However, for Wang Yangming, liangzhi is not merely an accompanying second-order awareness, it feels the alarm and uneasiness when it detects the immoral quality of the thoughts, and even wants to stop them. This is a mismatch when we compare Wang Yangming with Husserl (Chen 2019: 82). I agree with Chen’s observation, but I think Iso Kern was more or less aware of this discrepancy when he points out that some of Husserl’s writing did convey the idea that the ego is primarily a pole of affection and action, and adds, “If intentional life in its entirety is striving, then the consciousness of it could not be morally neutral. Instead, this consciousness of intentional life is the moral conscience of its good or bad striving.” (Kern 2008: 723–4).
In my article (Zheng 2018), I show that there are indeed two models in Wang Yangming’s view of the relationship between liangzhi and thoughts. Both can answer the question of how liangzhi, if we let it function well, can detect and avoid any possible root of self-deception and bad thoughts. (1) Structural Model: liangzhi and thoughts belong to different levels of consciousness. Liangzhi is a capacity of self-awareness that can “perceive” the ethical quality of incipient thought. (2) Genetic Model: liangzhi is the substance from which thoughts are formed and sometimes deviate. Therefore, just like water can flow wavelessly or flow with mountainous waves, the liangzhi can detect at least indirectly from the restlessness of thoughts that there must be something suspicious going on in the thoughts (cf. Zheng 2018: 1357–60). I think these two models are helpful to describe Wang Yangming’s moral psychology: Iso Kern’s observation about the self-reflexivity of moral consciousness in Wang Yangming’s liangzhi is close to the structural model, while the genetic model is equally important, but usually neglected by contemporary scholars. Chen Lisheng’s view of liangzhi is close to the genetic model.3
Song-Ming Neo-Confucians widely believe that this way of self-monitoring of thoughts is represented by Yan Hui, Confucius’s best student. Yan Hui was lauded by Confucius for his “love to learn” and his “never failing to notice whenever there was a bad [thought],4” which is highly appreciated by Wang Yangming (Wang 2010: 99–100, 114). Tang Junyi observes that Wang Yangming inherited not only the intellectual legacy of Lu Jiuyuan and Mencius but also that of Zhu Xi and Yan Hui, both of the latter emphasize the effort of self-conquering (ke ji 克己) (Tang 2016: 235). To be sure, the “Yan Hui tradition” was re-invented by the Song-Ming Neo-Confucians, for Yan Hui died young without leaving any doctrine or writing of his own. Curiously enough, however, its impact is enormous, sometimes even greater than Mencius. For instance, Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073), one of the earliest founders of Neo-Confucianism, states that one should “learn what Master Yan learned.” In contrast, he only mentioned Mencius once, criticizing his view about the best way of “cultivating the heart/mind” (Zhou 1990: 50). Cheng Yi distinguished himself by an essay “On What Master Yan loved to learn” in an essay test and was thus recognized by Hu Yuan, a leading Confucian at that time, who gave the theme for the essay test (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 338, 577). Therefore, the Neo-Confucian tradition from Zhou Dunyi, Cheng Yi to Zhu Xi was deeply informed by the so-called “the learning of Master Yan, 顏子之學 Yan Zi Zhi Xue.” Tang Junyi pointed out that, although Wang Yangming believes that Mencius transmitted the Dao of Confucius, and Lu Jiuyuan is a genuine follower of Mencius, Wang Yangming speaks higher of Yan Hui than of Mencius. Wang Yangming states, “Confucius’s doctrine was lost after the death of Master Yan.” (Wang 2010: 245) When this statement was questioned, Wang Yangming insists, “Only Master Yan had seen the complete Dao of the sage [Confucius].” This would imply that Wang Yangming thinks that the Mencius- Lu Jiuyuan tradition neglects some important dimensions. Wang Yangming remarks, without further explanation, that Lu Jiuyuan’s teachings “was still somewhat crude” (Wang 1963: 192, No.205).
Tang Junyi observes that both Wang Yangming and Zhu Xi appreciate Yan Hui’s way of self-cultivation the most among all Pre-Qin followers of Confucius, while Lu Jiuyuan admires Zhonggong, Zengzi, Zisi, and Mencius the most, and meanwhile regards Yan Hui only as a person of great talent (being good at learning) that could have taken over Confucius’s enterprise (Tang 2016: 235). Among the Song Neo-Confucian masters, Wang Yangming admires Zhou Dunyi and Cheng Hao the most, thinking they are pursuing the learning of Confucius and Yan Hui, while “Lu Jiuyuan’s teachings are Mencius’s teachings,” but in terms of “purity, harmony, and moderation,” Lu Jiuyuan was inferior to Zhou Dunyi and Cheng Hao (Wang 2010: 261). This statement is really formal because it appears in the preface that Wang Yangming wrote for an anthology of Lu Jiuyuan’s works which Wang Yangming re-published. This preface shows that Wang Yangming not only recognizes the significance of Lu Jiuyuan but also distances himself from the Mencius- Lu Jiuyuan lineage, and seems to suggest that his thought belongs to the Confucius- Yan Hui-Zhou Dunyi-Cheng Hao lineage. This does not mean that Wang Yangming does not appreciate Mencius, but Wang Yangming suggests that Mencius has not exhausted all the dimensions of Confucius’s Dao, and he uses the figure of Yan Hui to suggest what Mencius neglected: the dimension of the self-management of thoughts, as Wang Yangming states, “Confucius never acted without knowing why. Whenever Yan Hui had any bad thoughts he never failed to realize it. This is the real essence of the doctrine of the Sage.” (adapted from Wing-tsit Chan’s translation in Wang 1963: 216, No. 259) With my analysis of Wang Yangming’s response to Zhu Xi’s puzzle of self-deception and sincerity, and with Tang Junyi’s remarks, we can better understand how Wang Yangming attributes his own position in the Confucian genealogy.

4 Liangzhi: A Natural Predisposition or a Complete and Perfect Capacity?
One of the most popular observations about Lu Jiuyuan and Wang Yangming is that they differ from Mencius due to the influence of Chan Buddhism. This is a complicated story, and it is nothing novel, for Zhu Xi has remarked that Lu Jiuyuan’s doctrine is Chan thought disguised with a Confucian gloss (cf. Zhu 1986: 1057, 2607, 2619). Wang Yangming was criticized by his contemporaries in the same way (Wang 2010: 45, cf. Chan 1962: 203–5). Dai Zhen 戴震 (1724–1777), in his renowned Mengzi Ziyi Shuzheng 孟子字義疏證 (Commentary on the Meanings of Terms in the Mencius), commented that the general orientation of the Song-Ming Neo-Confucian way of self-cultivation is fu qi chu 復其初 (Dai 1991: 59), namely, to restore the original (metaphysical substance of the heart/mind), thus their ethics are non-Mencian at all because Dai Zhen thinks that for Mencius virtues grow with empirical moral knowledge.
This millennium-old traditional theme finds its echo in modern scholarship. Araki Kengo argues that Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism and Chinese Buddhism (as represented by the Huayan School and Chan Buddhism) in general held a distinction between two metaphysical levels, which he terms as benlaixing 本來性 (original nature) and xianshixing 現實性 (real nature). The basic idea is that the “original nature” is eternal, always perfect and complete, both beyond time and space and penetrating time and space. Meanwhile, it is sometimes subject to contamination and in the real world it appears merely as “real nature,” but the “original nature” can always react to the contaminated reality to restore the ideal original state (cf. Kengo 2017: 3–8). Araki Kengo used this structure to analyze Wang Yangming’s thoughts, equating Wang Yangming’s notion of liangzhi to the original nature.
Ivanhoe stressed that Wang Yangming’s liangzhi is always complete and perfect, thus differs from Mencius’s view that human nature has the predisposition toward goodness but needs cultivation to become complete. Ivanhoe states that about human nature and self-cultivation, Mencius has a “development model,” while Wang Yangming has a “discovery model.” This remark is indeed similar to Dai Zhen’s. Ivanhoe thinks that “Wang Yangming saw Mencius through a Buddhist filter” (Ivanhoe 1990: 3), and that “Wang Yangming sees the task of self-cultivation as a paring away rather than a building up; a reduction of interference rather than a process of nurture and growth.” (Ivanhoe 1990: 80) One of the major approaches in which Ivanhoe arrived at this conclusion is by analysis of how Wang Yangming “shifts from a distinctively Mencian set of images to characteristically Buddhist images as metaphors for his thought” (Ivanhoe 1990: 3), such as the sun (a metaphor for liangzhi or Buddha-nature) obscured by clouds (the metaphor for selfish desire or afflictions).5
Wing-tsit Chan, on the other hand, maintains that Wang Yangming “was in less contact with Buddhism than is generally suspected, and that he was more critical of Buddhism than he was receptive to it.” (Chan 1962: 203) Wing-tsit Chan nicely summarizes the non-Buddhist aspects of Wang Yangming’s liangzhi as follows,
Quite aside from the fact that there is a tremendous difference between his doctrine of innate knowledge and the Buddhist doctrine of the original state, his definitions of the liang-chih [liangzhi] show very clearly that his equation with the Buddhist original state is purely incidental. He describes innate knowledge as “the original substance of the mind,” “the Principle of Nature,” “the intelligence and clear consciousness of the mind,” the mind that is “always shining” and reflects things as things come without being stirred, “the equilibrium before the feelings are aroused,” “the original substance that is absolutely quiet and inactive,” “the state of being broad and impartial,” “man’s root which is intelligent and is grown by Nature,” and “the spirit of creation.” Only the terms “pure intelligence” (hsü-ling [xüling]) and “shining” contain any Buddhist flavor, for in Zen Buddhism, particularly, the shining and pure (or, rather, vacuous) mind is emphasized. All the rest are orthodox Confucian concepts. (Chan 1962: 204)

There is one occurrence in which Wang Yangming seems to equate the Confucian liangzhi with the Buddhist “original state,”
To recognize one’s original state at the time of thinking of neither good nor evil is the Buddhist expedient or convenient way intended for those who do not yet recognize their original state. The original state is what our Confucian school calls innate knowledge. (Wang 1963: 142, No. 162, Chan 1962, 203)

Chan Wing-tsit in the Chinese version of the English paper “How Buddhistic is Wang Yangming?” pointed out that Wang Yangming did not bring this topic up, rather, his student Lu Yuanjing raised this question, thus Wang responded to the question in this way, but Wang Yangming’s liangzhi is different from the notion of “original state” in Chan Buddhism (Chan 1984: 73). I think Wang Yangming’s statement is not equating liangzhi with Buddhist notion, but instead using liangzhi to cover Buddhist ideas, which is a gesture to show that the learning of extending liangzhi is complete, it brings in the same ideal state of mind as Chan Buddhism can offer. In fact, this strategy was consistently employed by Wang Yangming. To illustrate his view of the all-inclusiveness of Confucianism, he famously compares Confucianism to a house with a living room and two bedrooms: The host gave two bedrooms to two guests, Buddhism and Daoism, to stay; but generations later, the host’s offspring forgot that the bedrooms belong to their family, namely, they failed to realize that Confucianism is all-inclusive (Wang 2010: 1611). By the same token, when Wang Yangming states, “The original state is what our Confucian school calls innate knowledge,” he is not at all defining liangzhi with Buddhist notion, but using liangzhi to cover the latter, to the effect that he competes with Chan Buddhism to reclaim the territory of spiritual exercises, a strong position to show that Confucianism is not just about mundane involvement, but also promises an ideal state of tranquility equal to Buddhist enlightenment.
Wang Yangming’s thought is in essence Confucian, though he did sometimes borrow Chan Buddhist metaphors. Mou Zongsan once remarks that Lu Jiuyuan’s “style” of expression might be similar to Chan Buddhism but the “content” of his doctrine is Mencian (Mou 1984: 14). The same remark can be applied to Wang Yangming. Chen Lai points out that Wang Yangming’s philosophy is a synthesis of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism, because it embraces both the dimension of being (the typical Confucian affirmation of the value of moral life in this world) and the dimension of nothingness (the ideal spiritual and psychological state of detachment and freedom, which both Buddhists and Daoists pursue), without compromising the Confucian doctrine of human nature and ultimate reality (Chen 2013: 207–8).
The last thing left to be explained is why, as Ivanhoe observes, Wang Yangming uses the seemingly Buddhist-Daoist metaphor of the sun, mirrors and pure gold, and so on? Does it imply that Wang Yangming’s thought thus deviates from Mencius? Again, we are dealing with a modern scholarly topic, there is no need to argue apologetically for Wang Yangming’s thought as “orthodox.” Wang Yangming’s philosophy would equally be highly appreciated even if it were “non-Mencian.” However, I believe that Wang Yangming’s view of self-cultivation is Mencian. Since Ivanhoe’s distinction between “discovery model” and “development model” is a very useful conceptual tool, I would borrow it, but point out its limitation and argue that Wang Yangming’s view of self-cultivation also has a “development model.”
Firstly, although Wang Yangming uses those metaphors that suggest the “discovery model”, such as the sun metaphor (Wang 1963: 206, 225, 228, 228–9, No.237, 282, 289, 290), the reason why he uses the sun metaphor is not the Buddhist impact, but his confidence in his moral judgment that supported him during the period 1519–1521 when he risked his life in a war against a rebelling prince, and thereafter, though as a victor of great merit, endured a political setback facing slander and suspicion. It was exactly at this period that Wang Yangming came up with the dictum “extending liangzhi.” (cf. the Chronology of Wang Yangming in Wang 2010: 1287) The key to my interpretation lies in the following textual evidence:I asked, “Shu-sun Wu-shu slandered Confucius. Why is it that even a great sage cannot avoid being slandered?”

The Teacher [Wang Yangming] said, “Slander comes from the outside. Even a sage cannot avoid it. The important thing is for a man to cultivate his own virtue. If one is truly and definitely a sage or a worthy, even if people slander him, it will not affect him. It is like floating clouds obscuring the sun. How can they hurt its brilliance? If one is respectful only on the surface, is serious only in appearance, and is neither firm nor resolute, even though no one speaks unfavorably of him, his concealed wickedness will inevitably be exposed one day. Therefore Mencius said, ‘There are cases of reproach by perfectionists and of unexpected praise.’ Praise and condemnation come from the outside. How can one escape from them? The important thing is how he cultivates himself.” (Wang 1963: 214, No. 255)

Though it appears to be discussing Confucius, the student is in fact asking about Wang Yangming’s attitude towards the slanders he was facing (A similar case can be found in the Analects of Confucius 7:15, in which students asked Confucius about his view of two ancient worthies, Boyi and Shuqi, but was indirectly asking about Confucius’s attitude towards the political situation in the Wei-state). Though in the metaphor, the clouds that obscure the sun is the slander coming from outside, not the inner psychological state, it does not affect my interpretation. We may imagine the inner disturbance that Wang Yangming would have suffered when he first heard about the slanders. As the Chronology of Wang Yangming reports, after all the military and political events, he “strengthened his belief that liangzhi is sufficient to make one forget all the difficulties and the worry about life and death” (Wang 2010: 1287). Although this dialogue quoted here does not contain the term liangzhi, given this context, Wang Yangming’s usage of the sun metaphor in this passage explains why he eventually proposed “extending liangzhi” as his central concept. In those unprecedented complicated predicaments, besides his own judgment and his self-knowledge, there is nothing else he can rely on. It was at this period that liangzhi evolved into a concept that stresses the dimension of self-reflexivity of moral consciousness, or in Wang Yangming’s words, “original knowledge is the moment of solitary knowledge” 獨知 (Wang 2010: 827). In the sun metaphor of this text, Wang Yangming is not talking about any metaphysical concept of a complete and perfect liangzhi. His decision to trust his own liangzhi (hence using the rhetoric about completeness) is an existential decision, not metaphysical speculation about human nature.
Second, Wang Yangming used the plant metaphor more frequently than the sun metaphor or other metaphors that might suggest the discovery model. He compares moral self-cultivation to cultivating young plants (Wang 2010: 14, 16, 253, 255, 276, 288, 1074, 1604, 1693). The basic idea is that one should cultivate the innate source of morality, and avoid the tendency to pursue worldly wisdom or second-hand ethical knowledge recorded in the Classics to the negligence of the very source of morality in the heart/mind. If one packed one’s mind with all those acquired knowledge without linking it with the basis of the innate knowledge of the good, it would be like irrigating a small field with huge floods, or like gluttony without the ability to digest the food. In this sense, Wang Yangming does think that moral virtue grows with training and experience, he just warns learners of the danger of forgetting the internal roots of morality. Wang Yangming’s plant metaphor is close to Mencius’s fable of “pulling up the young plants to help them grow.” (Mencius 2A:2) The only difference is that Mencius’s stress is on motivation (whether spontaneous or contrived) and Wang Yangming’s is on the way of cultivating practical wisdom (whether using direct embodied knowledge as the base to absorb new knowledge, or merely accumulating second-hand knowledge). In a word, this plant metaphor suggests a “development model.”
Thirdly, a “development model” about training does not contradict a “discovery model” about a person’s talent. If a coach tells a pupil, “you are born a basketball star!” It does not dismiss the need for training; rather, it encourages the pupil to take the training. When the pupil becomes a star, it is both a “development” and a “discovery.” By the same token, when Wang Yangming states, “Kongzi [Confucius] lies within the heart-mind of each and every person” (Ivanhoe 2009: 181), he means that everyone can, guaranteed, become a sage if one cultivates one’s innate moral nature. It’s like an ontological promise that encourages people to develop the innate seeds. This promise makes it clear that it is of necessity, not just of theoretical possibility, that one can become a sage if one makes an effort to follow a good way of self-cultivation.
Finally, Wang Yangming’s statement “liangzhi jianzai” (良知見在, original knowledge is still here) is widely misread to support the metaphysical reading of Wang Yangming that liangzhi is always complete and perfect. As I have argued in another essay (Zheng 2022a), in most of his usages, jianzai means “is still here,” not just “present,” and has no connotation about perfection or completeness. On the contrary, “jianzai” as “is still here” carries a specific overtone that something is not lost but needs protection. “Liangzhi jianzai” is not a metaphysical statement, but a heuristic saying that encourages learners to follow liangzhi. It amounts to saying that “you still have liangzhi, you should follow it and extend it. It might be incomplete, but good enough to guide you.” My new interpretation shows that liangzhi is not a-temporal, it does not exist beyond time. It typically manifests itself at the moment when moral consciousness cuts off the non-ideal calculative thoughts about profits. That is why Wang Yangming says, “To preserve one’s mind and see to it that it is always (常) present (見在) is itself learning. What is the use of thinking of past and future events? In doing so one merely loses his mind.” (Wang 1963: 53, No. 79) Wang Yangming did borrow one element from Chan Buddhism, but it is not the metaphysics about completeness and perfection, rather, it is a non-calculative consciousness to cut off the calculative mind about past and future in order to focus on the present. Wang Yangming borrowed it from Chan Buddhism, but added a moral import to it, and transformed it into Confucian teaching. In this new reading, I wish to reconstruct the narrative about the relationship between Wang Yangming and Chan Buddhism.

5 Conclusion
In the last three sections, the essential conceptual linkages between Mencius and Wang Yangming are analyzed. Firstly, Wang Yangming appropriates Mencius’s signature statement “yi (righteousness) is internal” to argue against Zhu Xi’s way of self-cultivation. Although Wang Yangming’s interpretation of this “internality thesis” is consistent with Mencius’s thought, it does not rule out other possible interpretations of Mencius’s thought. Wang Yangming’s view can be termed “normativity-and-motivation internalism,” while Mencius’s view is “motivation internalism.”
Secondly, Wang Yangming’s notion of liangzhi is borrowed from Mencius and inherits the basic meaning of liangzhi as the predisposition towards goodness. However, Wang Yangming adds a novel element to liangzhi, an element absent in Mencius’s philosophy, namely, self-reflexivity of the moral consciousness. I cite Iso Kern’s and Chen Lisheng’s discussion, and add that there are two models of moral psychology to explain this self-reflexivity, the key lies in the relation between liangzhi and yi 意 (thought/intention/will).
Thirdly, in the last period of Wang Yangming’s life, his discourse with his disciples seems to suggest that liangzhi is always complete and perfect, without any need or possibility to develop. This has raised doubt about whether Wang Yangming’s liangzhi is just another expression of Chan Buddhism. Araki Kengo, Ivanhoe, and Iso Kern think that this marks the difference between Wang Yangming and Mencius because, for Mencius, liangzhi is the incipient good tendency that needs further development. Although I agree that Wang Yangming’s discourses about the complete and perfect liangzhi mark a unique “style,” I read such discourses not as a metaphysical proposition, but as expressing an existential belief that guides Wang Yangming through the military and political predicaments, and as an encouragement for the learners to trust their innate ability. Wang Yangming uses the plant metaphor most frequently, which suggests that liangzhi can “grow” with training and experience.
Finally, as Tang Junyi insightfully observes, although Wang Yangming is no doubt a follower of Mencius, he is also a keen follower of the tradition of Yan Hui (a tradition re-invented by Song-Ming Neo-Confucians). Not only does Wang Yangming inherit Lu Jiuyuan’s thought, but he also develops Neo-Confucianism on the basis of Zhu Xi’s philosophical terminology and problematic. His philosophy synthesizes Lu Jiuyuan with Zhu Xi, and Mencius with Yan Hui.
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Footnotes
1Ivanhoe studied the ocular metaphors in Wang Yangming and John McDowell. Cf. Ivanhoe 2011.

 

2After Wang Yangming proposed the doctrine of “extending liangzhi,” his early proposition “The original substance of the will [thought] is knowledge,” 意之本體便是知 is adapted as “When this innate knowledge which is pure intelligence and clear consciousness is influenced by things and events and responds to them with activity, it is called the will [thought] (其虚靈明覺之良知應感而動者謂之意).” (Wang 1963: 104, No,137), Cf. Zheng 2018: 1359.

 

3In my monograph, I elaborated on the relationship between the structural model and the genetic model to reconcile the discrepancy between Iso Kern and Chen Lisheng. Cf. Zheng 2022b: 85–92.

 

4You bu shan wei chang bu zhi 有不善未嘗不知. Both Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming take “bu shan” to mean bad thoughts rather than bad behaviors. Cf. Zhu 1986: 328; Zheng 2015: 354.

 

5Iso Kern distinguishes Wang Yangming’s early notion of liangzhi (as the inborn predisposition towards goodness, which is just a beginning and needs development to become perfect) and the later notion of liangzhi (as complete and perfect) (Kern 2014: 188). Li Ming-huei disagrees, and maintains that liangzhi in both Mencius’s and Wang Yangming’s thoughts is always complete and perfect (Li 2014: 46–48).
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1 Introduction
Wang Fuzhi 王夫之, also known as Wang Chuanshan 王船山 (1619—1692) or Chuanshan 船山, lived from the late Ming Dynasty to the early Qing Dynasty, and has been universally regarded as one of the greatest philosophers in China.1 It is hard to find a more concise observation about Wang’s intellectual background than Tan Sitong’s 譚嗣同 (1865–1898) following remark: “Wang drew upon Zhou [Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤] and Zhang [Zhang Zai 張載], while Zhou and Zhang continued the lost tradition of Mencius” (Tan 2002: 102). It is certainly true that Wang learned much from Zhou and Zhang, even though his large mind also went beyond them. Tan Sitong is absolutely right to point out the intellectual connection between Wang and Mencius via Zhou and Zhang. However, there are also direct connections between Wang and Mencius. Wang devoted his life to the study of the Four Books (including the Mencius), which constitute the essential texts of Neo-Confucianism. The publication of 船山全書 (The Complete Works of Chuanshan) in mainland China from 1982 to 1996 was a landmark in the history of Chuanshan scholarship. It is a significant fact that three of the total sixteen books of the Complete Works of Chuanshan are directly concerned with the Mencius:	Book 6 Fragmentary Commentary on the Four Books 四書稗疏	Inquiries into Different Versions of the Four Books 四書考異

	Annotation on the Four Books 四書箋解

	Discussions after Reading the Great Collection of Commentaries on the

	Four Books 讀四書大全說





	Book 7 Explanations of the Meanings of the Four Books: Part I 四書訓義(上)

	Book 8 Explanations of the Meanings of the Four Books: Part II 四書訓義(下)



As we can see, these three books contain total five works, and among them, 讀四書大全說 (Discussions after Reading the Great Collection of Commentaries on the Four Books) (hereafter referred to as Discussions) was completed in 1665, representing Wang Fuzhi’s early thought. Discussions includes 讀孟子說 (Discussions after Reading the Mencius), and we will pay special attention to it.
Discussions can be read as his commentaries on The Great Collection of Commentaries on the Four Books (hereafter referred to as The Great Collection), which is a collection of commentaries on the Four Books, including the core work by Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 Commentaries on the Four Books 四書章句集注 and selected commentaries made by Zhen Dexiu 真德秀 (Zhen Xishan 真西山, 1178–1235), Jin Lüxiang 金履祥 (Jin Renshan 金仁山, 1232–1303) and other famous Neo-Confucian scholars. The Great Collection as a whole can be seen as “the foundation of the learning of scholar-officials in the Ming Dynasty” (Yong et al. 1999: 200), as it was officially compiled in 1415 by Hu Guang 胡廣 and other members of the Imperial Academy. Perhaps, finding annotation and other forms of commentary limited for his purposes, Wang Fuzhi had chosen to engage in “discussions” (shuo 说) to expound his philosophical ideas while commenting on and criticizing the Great Collection. In the places where Wang discusses Mencius, he provides critical insights regarding key concepts in Mencius, such as xing 性 (commonly translated as “human nature” but in some cases we choose the term “natural human tendency”) and xin 心 (commonly translated as “heart-mind” but we translate it in this text as “the affective mind” and in some other cases “the affective mindset”).
In the following passage, Wang sums up his detailed discussion of the infamous debate between Mencius and Gaozi over human nature in Mencius 6A1–4 (see Chan 1963:51–52):Gaozi and his associates are too shallow to see the natural human tendency which our affective minds innately have (吾心固有之性). Due to their habit of seeing that only passions (qing 情) seize the reigns in order to make use of the gift of talent (cai 才), Gaozi hence mistakes the passions to be master of the human body, and consequently, calls the passions by the name of the natural human tendency (xing 性). Commentators of the Mencius also somehow fail to observe the difference between passion (qing 情) and natural human tendency (xing 性), most notably, that the former possesses no share of substance, permanence or temperance, whereas the latter does, and so take the statement that natural human tendencies are good (xing shan 性善) to mean that passions are good (qing shan 情善). If passions (qing) were good, where would we locate the source of evil people? To attribute the source to the desire for things (wuyu 物欲) would be to continue Laozi’s explanation that “the five colors blind the eyes, and the five tones deafen the ears”. Or if we were to locate the source of evil in vital energy (qi 氣), we would mistake the way (dao) of yin and yang (yiyin yiyang zhi dao 一陰一陽之道) for being the tool of evil, and thereby derogate the coupling of yin and yang, and detest its five phases [of earth, metal, water, fire, and wood]. It would be a surprise if this were not to lead us inevitably into Buddhist talk of empty bubbles in the sea (hai ou 海漚) and life as ephemeral mirage (yang yan 陽燄)?
In this regard, I completely destroy the arguments of former Confucians. Neither do I derogate vital energy (qi) in order to make the natural human tendency (xing 性) stand alone, depending on nothing, nor do I favor passion (qing) to match the natural human tendency (xing), making the latter lose its temperance. I believe that my ideas are not inconsistent with the teaching of the sages. I am willing to express my ideas even if people accuse me of being fond of being different. (Wang 1996b:1068)

According to Wang, Gaozi mistook the passions (qing) to be natural human tendencies (xing), so did the former Confucian scholars, including the Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi, who believed that vital energy (qi) is the root of evil and that the passions (qing) are good because natural human tendencies (xing) are good. Favoring the passions (qing) in high esteem and derogating vital energy (qi), according to Wang, leads to the false ideas of Buddhism or Laoism. Enlisting the support of Mencius and other sages, Wang was able to reject Gaozi, Buddhism, and Laoism, criticize the Cheng Brothers, Zhu Xi, Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 and Wang Yangming 王陽明, and advocate his rather unique idea that vital energy (qi) is always good in contrast to the passions (qing) which may be evil.
The concept of “the natural human tendency” (xing) is essential to the discussion of “vital energy” (qi) and “the passions” (qing). In other words, the relationship between the natural human tendency (xing) and vital energy (qi) should be explored while seeking the truth about the relationship between natural human tendencies (xing) and the passions (qing), or as Wang puts it, “clarifying their differences in their similarities (於同顯異)” and “showing their similarities in their differences (異明同一)” (Wang 1996b: 1090). However, in some cases similarities are easier to recognize while in other cases nothing but differences seem to catch the eye. For this reason, Wang goes against the tide of our daily understanding by stressing what is shared by the natural human tendency (xing) and vital energy (qi) while highlighting what prominently differentiates xing from the passions (qing) so as to overcome the error of “derogating vital energy (qi) to make the natural human tendency (xing) stand alone”, as well as the error of “favoring the passions (qing) to match natural human tendencies (xing)”. Furthermore, the distinction between natural human tendencies (xing) and the passions (qing) relates closely to that between the “affective mindset of dao” (dioxin 道心) and the “affective mind of human beings” (renxin 人心). For Wang, it is the affective mindset of dao that makes the daily rebirth and regrowth of the natural human tendency (xing) possible; it also enables a sense of consistent communication between human beings to forge and enables humans to secure the interrelating of Heaven (or Nature) and humans (tianren zhi ji 天人之際).

2 “Do Not Derogate Vital Energy to Make the Natural Human Tendency Stand Alone”: Vital Energy Is Good if the Natural Human Tendency Is Good
In the four chapters in which natural human tendencies (xing) are debated in Mencius 6A1–4, the third chapter is most important:Gaozi said, “What is inborn is called nature.” Mencius said, “When you say that what is inborn is called nature, it is that like saying that white is white?” Gaozi said, “Yes.” “Then is the whiteness of the white feather the same as the whiteness of snow? Or, again, is the whiteness of snow the same as the whiteness of white jade?” “Yes.” “Then is the nature of a dog the same as the nature of an ox, and is the nature of an ox the same as the nature of a man?” (4A3; see Chan 1963:52)

Zhu Xi adds the comment that Gaozi’s doctrine of human nature revolves around the proposition that “what is inborn is called nature”, which also serves as the crux of the metaphors of the willow tree and turbulent water in Mencius 6A1–2 and the idea that the desire for food and sex is neither good nor evil in Mencius 6A4. In fact, Zhu Xi’s remarks on this chapter perfectly represent his overall doctrine of natural human tendencies (xing) as well as their relation to vital energy (qi):The natural human tendency (xing 性) is the principle which human beings acquire from Heaven (Nature) (tian zhi li 天之理); what is inborn (sheng zhe 生者) is the vital energy which human beings obtain from Heaven (Nature) (tian zhi qi 天之氣). The natural human tendency (xing 性) is what is beyond physical form (xing er shang 形而上), while vital energy is what is in physical form (xing er xia 形而下). When human beings and other creatures are born, all of them have both certain natural tendencies (是性) and certain vital energy (是性). In terms of vital energy, human beings are no different from other creatures, being both conscious and active (知覺運動); however, in terms of principle, how could other creatures have a perfect endowment of humanity (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智)? This is why human nature (人之性) is always good and human beings are the wisest of all creatures. Gaozi is ignorant of human nature as principle and mistakes human nature for vital energy. The error in this chapter [6A3] is most fundamental, out of which grows the other errors such as the metaphors of the willow tree and turbulent water along with the argument that the desire for food and sex is neither good nor evil. This is because Gaozi only knows the dull dimension of humans and animals, which is being conscious and active, and not the pure dimension of humanity, righteousness, propriety and wisdom that differentiates humans from other creatures. From this perspective does Mencius argue against Gaozi and develop a delicate theory. (Zhu 1983: 326)

Mencius unfolds his argument against Gaozi in the form of reductio ad absurdum: If Gaozi is right in saying that “what is inborn is called nature”, we inevitably draw the absurd conclusion that human nature is the same as the nature of a dog or an ox. Making use of the Neo-Confucian concepts of principle (li) and vital energy (qi), Zhu Xi then explains that the difference between human nature and the natures of other creatures lies in principle (li) rather than vital energy (qi). When claiming “what is inborn is called nature”, Gaozi understands human nature not at the level of principle (li), but rather at the level of vital energy (qi), and consequently fails to see what is unique of human beings. Like Mencius and Zhu Xi, Wang Fuzhi believes that human nature is good and emphasizes the distinction between human beings and other non-human living creatures. However, Wang disagrees with Zhu Xi on the relation between human nature (xing) and vital energy (qi). He strongly opposes the hidden dichotomy Zhu Xi is implicitly drawing between principle (li) and vital energy (qi). Starting from the maxim that principle (li) is inherently immanent in vital energy (qi), Wang argues that the vital energy of human beings is good since natural human tendency (xing 性) is good.

3 The Natural Human Tendency Is Good and the Distinction Between Human Beings and Other Beings
Wang approaches the issue of human nature first by underlining the distinction between human beings and other creatures. Generally speaking, the term “nature” firstly marks the similarity of those which belong to the same category. In explaining “what is inborn is called nature”, Zhao Qi (ca.108–201) 趙岐, a Confucian scholar in the Han 漢 Dynasty, said, “Creatures of the same kind embrace the same nature” (Zhao and Sun 1999: 295). However, “the nature of x” also marks the differences between a kind of creature x and other kinds. In this sense, to examine human “nature” is to examine the unique feature of human beings, which distinguish them from other creatures. Wang states: “Gaozi says that ‘human nature is like the willow tree’ and ‘human nature is like turbulent water’. The word ‘like’ alone will lead to error. Human beings have their nature, but we cannot compare it with any other being” (Wang 1996b: 1051). For Wang, the application of the word “like” easily draws our attention to the similarities and differences between human beings and other beings rather than their difference, so does Gaozi’s statement that “what is inborn is called nature”.2
At the first glance, Gaozi just means that human nature is what is inborn in human beings. This formal definition of human nature seems innocent; as Wang says: “Gaozi means the nature of x is what is inborn in x, and with such an inborn nature, Tian gives birth to human beings and human beings naturally grow up. In this sense, Gaozi makes no mistake” (Wang 1996d: 682). However, if we look at how Gaozi understands the concrete content of “what is inborn”, namely his substantial definition of “what is inborn”, he takes what is inborn in all living creatures to be the same, namely, being conscious and active. Since Gaozi “regards nature as what all creatures similarly share” (Wang 1996b: 1052), Mencius knows that Gaozi effectively understands “what is inborn” as that which makes a dog, an ox and a human equally creatures. Then Zhu Xi explicitly points out that “what is inborn” in Gaozi refers to “being conscious and active” (Zhu 1983: 326), which is simply called “vitality” (shengji 生機) by Wang Fuzhi (Wang 1996d: 682). However, since “vitality” does not help us distinguish human beings from other creatures, we will confuse human beings with other creatures if we insist on taking being conscious and active as human nature. In typical Confucian terminology, Wang criticizes Gaozi for confusing human beings with “animals” (Wang 1996d: 676). Or in other words, Gaozi fails to know human nature because he does not know it from the perspective of the difference between human beings and “animals”. According to Mencius, Zhu Xi and Wang Fuzhi, it is the good, or more concretely speaking, the inborn gift of humanity, righteousness, propriety and wisdom that constitutes human nature.
Gaozi “confuses human and animal together in the undifferentiated” – this criticism is a very severe one in the context of Confucianism, because in confusing the distinction between human and animal, humans do not maintain what makes them unique as human to the degree that humans no longer resemble anything characteristically human. At least since the time of Mencius, one of the most important themes of Confucianism has been arguing that humans distinguish themselves from animals by virtue of being the wisest of all animals, which is quite different from the anthropocentric doctrine that human beings are the master of all creatures (See Jin 1996: 82–83). Through this distinction, Confucianism essentially refers to two different states of human existence, that is, a desirable state that humans ought to be in and a degenerate state that humans shall avoid or overcome. At this point, “animal” no longer refers to oxen and dogs in the biological sense, but rather to humans who have themselves become degenerate. The Confucian distinction between human and animal effectively emphasizes that humans have an undeniable responsibility for their own state of being. In this sense, the statement that human nature is good in Wang Fuzhi and other Confucian scholars is prescriptive rather than descriptive. It is by no means a judgment made about a particular individual on empirical grounds. That some particular individuals may not be good in fact does not disprove the Confucian doctrine that human nature is good, because the latter understands the essence of human beings prescriptively on moral grounds, which demonstrates the deep Confucian belief in, and commitment to, the goodness of the natural human tendency. As a moral belief of Confucianism, this doctrine cannot be proven or disproven independent of, or antecedent to, our act of following this doctrine. Generally speaking, the object of moral belief is the effect of our actions in accordance with this belief rather than something that exists prior to such actions (See Huang 2008). If we are convinced about the goodness of human nature and act according to such a conviction, we will literally embody and confirm the good nature of what is distinctively human.

4 Vital Energy Is Good if Human Nature Is Good
To demonstrate what claim Mencius is making when he states that human nature is good, Zhu Xi provides his metaphysical explanation, which is that the natural human tendency (xing) is the principle (li 理) that humans acquire from Heaven or Nature (tian). Obviously, this is influenced by Cheng Yi 程頤, who states: “Human nature is principle. The principle so-called is human nature” (Cheng and Cheng 2004:292). Wang Fuzhi also agrees with Cheng and Zhu that the principle “by which Nature gives birth to me is human nature” (Wang 1996d: 882). Moreover, for Cheng and Zhu, besides principle (li), vital energy (qi) must also be mentioned when discussing human nature, just as Cheng Yi says: “It is inadequate to discuss human nature without discussing vital energy (qi)” (Cheng and Cheng 2004:81). In Zhu Xi, the statement that “The natural human tendency (xing) is the principle (li) that human beings acquire from Nature” is followed by “what is inborn is what human beings obtain from the vital energy (qi)”. Similarly, Wang also believes that vital energy (qi) is an essential factor: “Nature commands the fate of human beings and other beings with principles and vital energy” (Wang 1996b: 1052). However, Wang Fuzhi and Zhu Xi diverge at the point where the relation between principle (or human nature) and vital energy is at stake. Wang states:Renshan [金仁山] says: “The Buddhist regards the vital energy (qi) of seeing, hearing, speaking, and moving as human nature (xing), but doesn’t know that the principle (li) of seeing, hearing, speaking and moving is human nature (xing).” This statement is problematic to some degree, for if we were to take principle and vital energy as two things, principle would be thought to exist outside of vital energy. Vital energy is surely inside the human being, but how could principle exist somewhere outside of this vital energy? Would this not take us back to the doctrine that “righteousness is outside”? (Wang 1996b: 1057)

Wang’s critique of Renshan (Jin Renshan 金仁山 or Jin Lüxiang 金履祥) also pertains to Zhu Xi, since Jin’s critique of Buddhism is similar to Zhu’s critique of Gaozi: “Gaozi is ignorant of human nature (xing) as principle (li) and mistakes vital energy for human nature.” This statement, we can say, is also false to some degree since it draws a dichotomy between principle (or human nature) and vital energy. In effect, by saying that “the natural human tendency (xing) is what exists beyond physical form (xing er shang), while vital energy is what exists in physical form (xing er xia)”, Zhu underscores the distinction between xing and qi as one between the metaphysical (xing er shang) and the physical (xing er xia). However, For Wang, the separation of the natural human tendency and vital energy inevitably results in Gaozi’s error of regarding righteousness as something outside human nature.
Wang maintains that principle and vital energy cannot be separated from each other and this is why vital energy is good:Principle is (li 理) just the principle of vital energy (qi zhi li 氣之理). When vital energy (qi) is as it should be then there is principle (li). Principle is not prior to vital energy just as vital energy is not posterior to principle. If principle is good, then vital energy is good; if vital energy is not good, then the principle will not be good (just as it is the case in oxen, dogs, etc.) Natural human tendency (xing 性) is simply the refinement of principle (li zhi shan 理之善), and hence the refinement of vital energy (qi zhi shan 氣之善); the way of Heaven (or Nature) (tiandao 天道) exists precisely because the vital energy of Nature is good. “Yijing has the Supreme Ultimate (taiji 太極), which generates the two Modes (liangyi 兩儀).” The two Modes are nothing but vital energy (qi), and only because vital energy is good, can it become Modes. This is why the six yang lines in the hexagram of Qian 乾 and the six yin lines in the hexagram of Kun 坤 all contain the four virtues of origination, prosperity, profitability and perseverance (yuan heng li zhen 元亨利貞). The harmonious integration of vital energy (he qi 和氣) constitutes origination (yuan 元), the unblocked vital energy (tong qi 通氣) constitutes prosperity (heng 亨), the transforming vital energy (hua qi 化氣) constitutes profitability (li 利), and the accomplishing vital energy (cheng qi 成氣) constitutes perseverance (zhen 貞). The vital energy of Nature is always good. In Nature, yin and yang generate the Five Phases of material (wu xing 五行), while in humans, yin and yang generate the five natural human tendencies (wu xing 五性). Warm vital energy (wen qi 溫氣) constitutes humanity (ren 仁), Stern vital energy (su qi 肅氣) constitutes righteousness (yi 義), bright vital energy (chang qi 昌氣) constitutes ritual propriety (li 禮), and crystalline vital energy (jing qi 晶氣) constitutes wisdom (zhi 智). So vital energy of humans is also always good. (Wang 1996b: 1052)

When Wang says that “principle is just the principle of vital energy”, he means that vital energy is substance, and principle is not another substance outside vital energy but the order embodied in the transformation of vital energy.3 Wang says clearly, “principle simply characterizes the subtlety of yin and yang (二儀之妙), and it is vital energy that refers to the substance of yin and yang (二儀之實)” (Wang 1996b: 1052); “principle is not one thing that would make two when paired with vital energy” (Wang 1996b: 726). In short, by denying the substantialization of principle, Wang argues that principle is inherently immanent in vital energy.4 This is how the reasoning goes: since principle is immanent in vital energy, and since human nature is good, the vital energy of the human being is good. Now since the vital energy of the human being is good (which is the conclusion from the above reasoning), and since the vital energy of the human being comes from the vital energy of Nature, the vital energy of Nature is good. Wang also appeals to the Yi (the Book of Changes) to support the conclusion: First, the two types of vital energy, yin and yang, are termed the “two Modes” (liangyi 兩儀), which not only means two modes in a neutral sense, but also two exemplary models to be emulated in the positive sense – if they were not good, how could they serve as exemplary models? Second, the four virtues of the qian and kun hexagrams correspond to the four energetic states of Heaven (or Nature) (tian 天). Similarly, the different states of vital energy in humans (such as the warm vital energy) correspond to the different human virtues (humane, righteous, etc.) .5
Both the vital energy in human beings and the vital energy in Nature are good, but what about the vital energy in other beings? If we hold that “the natures of dogs and oxen are not good” (Wang 1996b: 1054), then, from the premise that principle is immanent in vital energy, we have to conclude that the vital energy in dogs and oxen are not good. However, Wang has also said, “if vital energy is not good, then the principle will not be good (just as it is the case in oxen, dogs, etc.)” (Wang 1996b: 1052). In this sense, bad vital energy results in being bad natured. Certainly, what is worth mentioning here is that “good” and “bad” here really means “morally good” and “morally bad”, while “not good” means precisely “not morally refined as human beings are”. Wang maintains: “Human beings have their kind of vital energy (qi), and this is how they have their nature. Dogs and oxen have their kind of vital energy and that is how they have their nature. The human being’s consolidation of vital energy (ning qi 凝氣) is good, therefore the growth of their natural tendencies (cheng xing 成性) is good. The dog’s and ox’s consolidation of vital energy (ning qi 凝氣) is not good, therefore the growth of their natural tendencies (cheng xing 成性) is not good” (Wang 1996b: 1054).
The vital energy of humans comes from the vital energy of Nature, and so does that of other beings. Why is the former good while the latter not good? Here is the main idea of Wang’s answer. Both “the condensation of vital energy” and “the growth of the natural tendency” are the result of the transformation of vital energy, or to put it in Wang’s words, the reintegration (bianhe 變合) of the vital energy in Nature. “Nature cannot but generate life, and this generation is necessarily brought about by reintegration, and when there is reintegration, not all can be good” (Wang 1996b: 1055). Furthermore, Wang introduces the distinction between “the substance of vital energy” (qi zhi shiti 氣之實體, or qi zhi ti 氣之體) and “the function of vital energy” (qi zhi dong 氣之動, or qi zhi yong 氣之用); the former refers to the vital energy of Nature, the latter the reintegration of vital energy. Therefore, it is the functioning (氣之用) rather than the substance of vital energy (氣之體) that leads to the fact that other beings are not good. In this sense, “it is not the mistake of yin and yang; rather, it is the fault of their reintegration” (Wang 1996b: 1053).
To sum up, starting from the idea that principle (li) is immanent in vital energy and from the Mencian commitment that human nature is good, Wang argues that all of the vital energy in the human being is good and that all of the vital energy in Nature is also good; moreover, the active reintegration of the vital energy in Nature is sufficient to explain the fact that the vital energy in other beings is not morally refined, which, furthermore, is the reason why the nature of other beings is not morally good. Or on the other hand, the proposition that human nature is good acquires a sort of ontological proof through the evidence that the vital energy of Nature is good. In this regard, I agree with Liu JeeLoo when she maintains that moralized qi is the foundation of Wang’s moral metaphysics, which elevates it to a new ontological status (Liu 2010: 356). Moreover, the consistent link between Heaven (Nature) (tian 天) and humans (ren 人) through qi also indicates that Wang understands human nature and the human’s position in the cosmos from the perspective of the interrelating of Nature and humans.6

5 “Do Not Favor a Passion to Match Human Nature”: Passions May Be Evil
It is important that we do not use “ontical evil” to falsify the Confucian doctrine that human nature is good. However, when descending from the ontological level to the ontical level, this doctrine has to explain theoretically the origin of ontical evil. Wang remarks, “There is evil in humans. How could it originate from nowhere? This is why Master Cheng divides human nature into two parts (liang jie 兩截) and attributes evil to the human being’s endowment of vital energy (qibing 气禀)” (Wang 1996b: 959). CHENG Yi and Zhu Xi’s theoretical motive for insisting on the dichotomy between xing and qi lies in attributing what is good to human nature and what is evil to vital energy, which brings with it the problem of “appreciating human nature and depreciating vital energy” (guixing jianqi 貴性賤氣), which is the target of Wang’s critique (Wang 1996b: 1055). In a framework in which xing and qi are dichotomized, evil must originate from either xing or qi. If both the natural tendency and vital energy of humans are good, then how does Wang explain the origin of evil from a “third” angle? His solution is to appeal to the distinction between the substance of qi and the function of qi again. As regards human beings, the substance of qi first refers to the two types of vital energy, yin and yang, which humans are endowed with; simultaneously it refers to human nature in correspondence with this natural endowment; the function of qi refers to the reciprocal interaction between the human being’s endowment of vital energy and external beings. So, the two vital energies, yin and yang, are acquired from Nature and as such are always good, and the nature of humans is no less good, but the functioning of qi may be inappropriate:What is not good originates from the interplay of mutual give and take between one’s endowment of vital energy and things (氣稟與物相授受之交). One’s endowment of vital energy can go [to things], and its going is not necessarily something that is not good; things can come [to one’s endowment of vital energy], and its coming is not necessarily something that is not good either. However, the coming and the going, take place its place and its time of happening. The transformation [of vital energy] accompanying this coming and going cannot take place permanently in the appropriate place at the appropriate time, as a result, there are inappropriate things. If something is inappropriate, and outgoing does not match incoming, then what is not good comes into being. (Wang 1996b: 962)

In certain occasions, which would be a combination of time, place and other elements, the functioning of vital energy, if improper, results in evil. Of course, from this we can by no means infer that the functioning of vital energy inevitably produces evil.
While the substance of vital energy actualizes as human nature, the functioning of vital energy continues to unfold as passion (qing 情) and natural talent (cai 才): “When human beings are born, they have inborn tendencies (人生而有性), which are there when they are felt to be there, and are no less there when they are not felt. They are felt in things but the inequality of gain and loss, homogeneity and heterogeneity, in the sensation activates the affective mind, and consequently joy, anger, sadness and delight are triggered – these are called passions (qing 情). The passions are directed at something on the basis of which action is motivated, and the ears, eyes, affective mind and thought all effectuate their capacities in order to accomplish things – this is called talent (cai 才)” (Wang 1996d: 698). So, the functioning of vital energy (qi zhi dong 氣之動) might generate evil – that is to say, passion and talent might generate evil: “a natural tendency (xing 性) cannot but act, so it acts but its action must be effectuated by passion (qing 情) and talent (cai 才). However, passion and talent are not necessarily of the propensity of moral good” (Wang 1996b: 1053).
On the other hand, the fact that passion and talent might be either good or evil does not at all preclude the natural human tendency (xing 性) from being originally good: “Human beings are filled with vital energy after birth, so the form and color (xingse 形色) of their bodies are filled with assertive (jian 健) and receptive (shun 順) powers. The reintegration [of vital energy] is inconstant, so its devolving into passions and its actuation into talents is also inconstant. Therefore, although passions may be evil and although there are good and evil talents, these evils do not destroy the goodness of the human being’s natural way of being (rendao)” (Wang 1996b: 1054). Gaozi’s fundamental error consists precisely in judging natural human tendencies at the level of passions and talents. “‘Natural tendency is like the willow tree.’ Nothing but talent is spoken of here. ‘Natural tendency is like turbulent water.’ Nothing but passion is spoken of here” (Wang 1996b: 1053). “Mencius never once considered passions and talents as examples of the list of natural human tendencies” (Wang 1996b: 1064), but Gaozi confuses natural human tendencies with passions and talents, the substance of vital energy with the functioning of vital energy. It is precisely in this sense that Wang criticizes Gaozi for being “too shallow to see the natural human tendency which our affective minds innately have (吾心固有之性). Due to their habit of seeing that only passions (qing 情) seize the reigns in order to make use of the gift of talent (cai 才), Gaozi hence mistakes the passions to be master of the human body, and consequently, calls the passions by the name of the natural human tendency (xing 性)” (Wang 1996b:1068).
It is also in this sense that Wang expresses his disagreement with Zhu Xi explicitly: “Master Zhu argues that Gaozi merely mistakes vital energy for natural tendency. Actually, Gaozi was only aware of the function of vital energy and never knew what vital energy is” (Wang 1996b: 1052). The implicit argument between the lines here is that Zhu also ignores the distinction between the function of vital energy and the substance of vital energy and consequently confuses passions with natural tendencies. In Mencius 6A6, it states: “As for (nairuo 乃若) people’s passions, they can be good.” Zhu Xi comment: “‘As for’ are grammatical words marking the beginning of a statement. Passions are the activation of natural tendencies. Originally, human passions can only be good and cannot be evil. From this we can know that human nature is originally good” (Zhu 1983:328). To prove the goodness of human nature with the goodness of human passions, Zhu highlights the similarity between natural tendencies and passions. On the contrary, Wang stresses their difference:Mencius says: “As for (nai ruo 乃若) people’s passions, they may be good.”7 If they may be good, they may also not be good. In this sense, passions are “like turbulent water”. At bottom, what is not good comes from a passion beginning to emerge while the natural tendency disappears … If passions are supported by the natural tendency, no passions are not good; departing from the natural tendency, passions alone may not be good … passions originate by being triggered by the reintegration of yin and yang, and a natural tendency is only the substance of yin and yang in the differential relation … a natural tendency actualizes itself in a passion, but does not itself generate a passion or by dint of feeling some thing activate and consequently transform into a passion. (Wang 1996b: 1053)

For Wang, since a natural human tendency is always purely good while a passion may not be good if they deviate from the natural tendency, we need to “respect the natural tendency in order to rectify the passions” (Wang 1996b: 1143). By highlighting the distinction between the natural tendency and the passions, Wang attempts to avoid the theoretical danger of “overestimating passions” in Zhu Xi’s philosophy. Practically speaking, the target of Wang’s critique of “overestimating passions” is actually Li Zhi (李贄 1527–1602) and the other followers of Wang Yangming in the late Ming Dynasty.
Certainly, Wang does not deny the similarity between natural tendencies and passions. Wang defines principle (li), vital energy (qi), passion (qing) and the gifts of talent (cai) through their respective relation with the good: “the principle is what guides to the good, while vital energy is that which has the good” (vital energy is the substance of the good); “passions are responses to the good, while talents are the growth from the good” (Wang 1996b: 1054). Furthermore, the actualization of the goodness of human nature would be impossible without the positive role passion plays. “Although passions are indeed the ones guilty of evil, one cannot do good without passions” (Wang 1996b: 1067) “Without passion, one can do no evil, but certainly no good either. Simply passing the day away lazy and tranquil, how could one fulfill one’s talent, let alone fulfill human nature” (Wang 1996b: 1070). This affirmation of the positive aspect of passions, including joy, anger, sorrow, delight, love, loathing and yearning, prevents Wang’s doctrine that passions may be evil from moving towards the extreme pole where all passions are held to be necessarily evil.

6 The Significance of the Affective Mind of Dao
It must be pointed out that our current discussion hasn’t yet touched upon another important term in Wang Fuzhi, that is, the affective mind (xin 心). In a narrow sense, the affective mind for Wang only refers to the affective mindset of dao (dioxin 道心), which Wang sometimes calls the conscience, literally, the affective mindset of the innate good (liangxin 良心), or the affective mindset of what is humane and righteous (renyi zhi xin 仁義之心). However, in a broad sense, the affective mind (xin 心) in Wang includes the affective mindset of dao (daoxin 道心) and the affective mind of human beings (renxin 人心). For Wang, the distinction between the natural human tendency (性) and the passions (情) approximates that between the affective mindset of dao (道心) and the affective mind of human beings (人心).8 He says explicitly that “The passions are simply the affective mind of man, while the natural human tendency is but the affective mindset of dao” (Wang 1996b: 1066).
We have seen that Wang’s doctrine that vital energy is good is based on the maxim that the natural human tendency is inherently immanent in vital energy. Also starting from this maxim, Wang puts forward another famous theory of human nature: “Vital energy is daily reborn, therefore, the natural human tendency is daily reborn” (Wang 1996b: 860). That the natural human tendency is daily reborn means that human nature (xing 性) is never something ready made and present-at-hand and is always something to be accomplished.9
How could the natural human tendency (xing 性) be accomplished? It requires the affective mindset of dao (dioxin 道心). Even though it emphasizes the unity of the natural human tendency and the affective mindset of dao, the statement that “the natural human tendency is but the affective mindset of dao” doesn’t mean that the affective mindset of dao is equal to the natural human tendency. As Wang clarifies, “The natural human tendency continues the good and acts without effort (性繼善而無為), therefore it is the virtue of Nature (天之德); the affective mind envelops the natural human tendency and effectively acts (心含性而效動), hence it is the virtue of man (人之德)” (Wang 1996b: 893). The affective mind demonstrates the positive role of human agency at the limit between Nature and man. In Mencius 6A15, it states: “The function of the affective mind (xin 心) is to think (si 思).” “Xin” here refers to the affective mindset of dao (道心). With the aid of the faculty of thought, the affective mindset of dao is capable of accomplishing the natural human tendency that is daily reborn, while enabling a sense of consistency between humans to forge, which allows humans to take up the interrelating of Nature and humans. This is why Wang praises thinking/thought (si) so highly: “This ‘si’ mentioned by Mencius is the treasure buried for thousands of years” (Wang 1996b: 1091). With the capacity of thinking/thought, the affective mindset of dao “is the precious order of Nature and the good power of the natural human tendency (天之寶命而性之良能). It is only by virtue of this that human beings distinguish themselves from animals” (Wang 1996b: 1096).
By distinguishing humans from animals, Confucianism stresses that humans have the undeniable responsibility for the state of their own being. Zhu Xi claims that to be a Confucian scholar is to be a person of learning (Zhu 1983:88). As a practical technique (gongfu 工夫) in Confucianism, “learning” here primarily means that learning how to become what a human being should be through self-cultivation in social practice. By elevating the thinking of the affective mindset of dao to the level where it becomes the essential mechanism of self-cultivation, Wang not only inherits Mencius’ doctrine of the affective mind, but also enriches the Confucian tradition of practice (gongfu).10
The thinking of the affective mindset of dao (道心) is reflective in some sense11; it originates from the natural human tendency (性), so the natural human tendency is the substance while the affective mindset of dao is its functioning. However, the functioning of the affective mindset of dao is just the self-aware or enlightened self-knowing whose object is the natural human tendency. In other words, the affective mindset of dao acts on the natural human tendency through its enlightening function. This, according to Wang, is what he means when Mencius says that “the one who fully actuates his affective mind knows his natural human tendency” (Mencius 7A1). As Wang puts it, “the one who knows the natural human tendency reflects back on the affective mind and truly perceives the innate substance” (知性者反之吾心而確見其固有之實) (Wang 1996d: 675). Here, by “truly perceiving” (quejian 確見) Wang does not mean that one perceives some object in the external world; rather, it means “embodied knowing” (tihui 體會). Wang puts it well: “‘to know one’s natural human tendency’ is actually to gain an embodied knowledge of one’s own being in the equilibrium before passion emerges (weifa zhizhong 未發之中) and in the harmony of emergent passions (yifa zhihe 已發之和)” (Wang 1996a: 358). The affective mindset of dao knows the innate substance of the natural human tendency; this is essentially an embodied reflective knowing of the natural human tendency – grammatically speaking, the preposition “of” indicates that “the natural human tendency” is both subject and object.12

7 Conclusion
Humans are able to know their own nature (xing 性) – this fact is of primary significance for humans. The daily rebirth and daily regrowth of the natural human tendency (xing 性), and the capacity of humans “to be” is made possible by human beings’s capacity to sense reflexively, by virtue of the affective mindset of dao, the natural human tendency and the being of oneself. It is only in this state of self-awareness that the natural human tendency is one’s own natural tendency and the being is one’s own being.
Moreover, when one is self-aware of one’s own natural tendency, it is impossible to avoid the activation of the affective mind (xindong 心動) with some self-evaluation carrying a passionate mood: due to fulfilling what one intended one might get along well with oneself with emotional self-satisfaction, but perhaps due to not fulfilling what one intends to do, one may accuse oneself, reject oneself, or even feel abandoned by oneself with emotional dissatisfaction. With satisfaction one is willing to preserve one’s own natural tendency; with self-accusation one may decide to change one’s natural tendency – at any rate, one does something to one’s own nature. Certainly, extreme disappointment will lead to self-abandonment, or in the Mencius, “doing violence to one’s own nature” (自暴) or “abandoning one’s own natural tendency” (自棄):It is useless to talk to those who do violence to their own nature, and it is useless to do anything with those who abandon their own natural tendency. To speak in some way against prosperity and righteousness is to do violence to one’s own nature. To say that one cannot abide by humanity and follow through with what is righteous is to abandon one’s own natural tendency. Humanity is the peaceful abode of the human being and righteousness is their straight path. What a pity, all those who leave the peaceful abode and do not live there, and abandon the straight path and do not follow it! (Mencius 4A10. See Chan 1963:74, minimal modification.)13

In addition to Mencius’s observation, we may say that in most cases, “doing violence to one’s own nature” or “abandoning one’s own natural tendency” happens when one become indifferent to, or flees from one’s own nature, in extreme disappointment, giving up one’s own responsibility for one’s own nature, allowing oneself to fall from the human state and sink into the animal state. However, this implies that human beings as human beings shouldn’t be so. In the form of negation, self-abandonment shows the uniqueness which distinguishes humans from other beings. One does something to one’s own nature and the state of being when one’s affective mindset of dao encompasses an embodied reflective knowledge of one’s natural moral tendency. In such knowing, the ideal nature that is projected, as the most authentic possibility, draws human nature into the process of daily rebirth and daily regrowth. Wang admires such knowing when he claims that “it is by virtue of the affective mind that humans are capable of promoting dao” (Wang 1996b: 832). Maybe we could say, the position humans possess in the cosmos is founded on the affective mindset of dao.14
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Footnotes
1For a review essay regarding the study of Wang Fuzhi in mainland China from 1979 to 2003, see Liu 2004.

 

2Here I am reformulating Wang’s point in terms of the distinction between “differences” and “difference”, which is made by Cora Diamond. I thank Yang Xiao for drawing my attention to Diamond’s distinction. Please also see the chapter by Xiao in this volume.

 

3Here “order” or “pattern” is the translation for “tiaoli 条理”, which has a close semantic connection with “li 理” (principle). For more on li, see Liu 2015: 43–51.

 

4As for the tendency of substantialization of principle (li) in Zhu Xi, see Liu 2007: 43–45. DAI Zhen (戴震 1724–1777), a Confucian scholar in the Qing Dynasty criticized such a tendency in Zhu Xi by arguing that Zhu. Xi li treats as something with a physical form. See Liu 2015: Chap. 3 (54–90).

 

5Logically speaking, since Wang matches the Five Phases with the five aspects of nature, he should have mentioned the fifth virtue, possibly as faithfulness (xin 信), and its corresponding vital energy.

 

6Chen Lai holds that Wang Fuzhi relies on the distinction between Nature and humans as a theoretical framework (Chen 2004:166). On the contrary, Liu JeeLoo states: “For Wang, the realm of Heaven (or Nature) (tian 天) and the realm of humans are simply one unified whole” (Liu 2010:355). In my opinion, Wang uses “interrelating” (ji 際) to characterize the relation between Nature and humans, and “interrelating”, as a dialectic term, implies a dialectical unity of unification, distinction and interaction (See Liu 2007); also see Zhou Bing’s 周兵 study on Wang’s understanding of the relation between Nature and humans (See Zhou 2006).

 

7According to another understanding, Wing-tsit Chan provides his translation as follows: “If you let people follow their feelings (original nature), they will be able to do good” (Chan 1963:54). Quite different from Zhu Xi, “nai ruo” here are separated and respectively understood as “if” (nai) and “follow” (ruo). Such understanding can be found in Zhao Qi (Zhao and Sun 1999:300). However, some other Confucian scholars in the Qing Dynasty, including Ceng Yaotian 程瑶田 and Jiao Xun 焦循, rejects Zhao’s interpretation (See Jiao 1987: 752–757).

 

8Related to the distinction between human nature and passions and that between the affective mindset of dao and the affective mind of humans, the distinction between the four moral sprouts and the seven passions is also stressed by Wang Fuzhi. Holding that the four moral sprouts belong to human nature and hence distinguish themselves from passions, Wang objects Zhu Xi’s doctrine that the four moral sprouts belong to passions (see Guo 2001).

 

9For more details of Wang’s doctrine of the daily rebirth and regrowth of human nature, see Feng 1983: 1002–1011; Liu 2010: 365–367. On the other hand, Yang Zebo 杨泽波, A. C. Graham and other scholars have elaborated on the implication of natural growing or natural tendency in Mencius’s concept of xing (see Yang 2010: 77–85, Graham 1990:8).

 

10Ji Meng 季蒙, a young scholar in Shanghai, even maintains that Wang Fuzhi’s Neo-Confucianism is founded on Mencius’ statement that “the function of xin is to think” (Ji 2005). Dissatisfied with the practice of “interpreting Chinese thought with Western thought (including Marxism)”, the author advocates to “interpret Chinese thought with Chinese thought”, that is, to study Wang’s discussion on the Four Books, as well as issues of Neo-Confucianism and even China’s traditional learning as a whole, in terms of China’s traditional academic methods. In the context that the presence of Western thought is unavoidable, such a methodology of conservatism and isolationism seems to be impractical and infertile.

 

11In this sense, I agree with Liu JeeLoo’s translation of “si”(思) as “reflection” (see Liu 2010: 370–371). Yang Zebo 楊澤波 also regards “reflection” as the fundamental method of Mencius’ doctrine of good human nature (see Yang 2010:134–140).

 

12It is interesting that in spite of his severe criticism on the school of Wang Yangming, Wang Fuzhi’s concept of the affective mind of dao (dioxin 道心) is similar to Wang Yangming’s concept of innate knowing (liangzhi 良知) in the sense that daoxin is able to have an embodied reflective knowing of human nature. As for the multiple connotations of the concept of “innate knowing” in Wang Yangming, See Kern 2014: 85–381.

 

13自暴者，不可與有言也；自棄者，不可與有為也。言非禮義，謂之自暴也；吾身不能居仁由義，謂之自棄也。 仁，人之安宅也；義，人之正路也。曠安宅而弗居，舍正路而不由，哀哉!(4A0).

 

14Many thanks to my friend Chad Austin Meyers for polishing up an earlier draft of this essay. Especially, he creatively suggests to translate “xin” as “the affective mind” or “the affective mindset” so as to express the “thermodynamic” character of Wang Fuzhi’s philosophy.
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1 Introduction
Jeong Yakyong 丁若鏞 (1762–1836), more commonly known as Dasan 茶山, is widely regarded as one of the towering intellectuals of the late Joseon period.1 He is greatly admired for his work on philosophy, science, and politics as well as for his government service and poetry. This essay focuses on his ethical philosophy as revealed by his comprehensive commentary on the Mencius 孟子 (K. Maengja).2 Dasan sought to rescue Mencius’s philosophy from what he saw as the metaphysical excesses of Song-Ming neo-Confucians, whose interpretations of this and other Chinese classics had become orthodox in Jeoson Korea, and return to the letter and spirit of Mencius’s original teachings.3 As will be clear from what follows, much of what Dasan argued for can be understood as, in some sense, a more naturalized account of ethics, and such an account offered a dramatic alternative to the orthodox view. While such a description is helpful for understanding Dasan’s philosophy, we must avoid misrepresenting the nature, aim, and extent of his naturalizing tendency. His system of thought clearly differs in important ways from most contemporary forms of naturalism; it offered an alternative to the highly abstract metaphysical system of orthodox neo-Confucianism. Like Mencius, Dasan insisted that the Confucian Way was grounded in the will of Heaven 天 (Ch. tian; K. cheon); he looked back to even earlier classical precedents and argued that the Way originated from and consisted in the will of the Lord on High 上帝 (Ch. Shangdi; K. Sangje). And so, his “naturalism” was grounded in a deeper theological vision; he saw ethical life as expressly and intimately dependent upon and inseparable from the tasks of discovering and fulfilling an everyday, natural order decreed by Heaven. He advocated a decidedly this-worldly religious vision. As a result, not only did he see a wide range of human emotions as playing an indispensable and central role in the good life ordained for human beings but he insisted that Heaven and the Way 道 (Ch. dao; K. do) must be understood in terms of their manifestations in this world. I shall return to Dasan’s conceptions of Heaven and the Way in my conclusion, after I have presented his views about human nature 性 (Ch. xing; K. seong) and the heart心 (Ch. xin; K. shim).4

2 Dasan’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Philosophy
One of the most prominent themes in Dasan’s writings about human nature is his criticism of the orthodox view that human nature itself is principle 理 (Ch. li; K. i), which in its original state is absolutely pure, good, and unitary. This claim about the original state of human nature is the central feature of the extravagant metaphysical claims that Dasan criticized and rejected. He raises objections to this view throughout his writings and his criticisms are clearly laid out in his commentary on a famous passage from the Mencius, which says,The myriad things are all here within me. There is no greater joy than to reflect upon oneself and find integrity. Nothing brings one closer to benevolence than exerting oneself in the effort of sympathetic concern. (7A4)

Dasan begins by noting the interpretations offered by two prominent neo-Confucian commentators:The Collected Commentaries (compiled by Zhu Xi 朱熹) says, “This passage talks about the original state of principle. Every one of the great and minute normative principles is present within one’s allotment of nature.” Cheng Fuxin 程復心 (1256–1340) says, “Within anything one can find the principles of all the myriad things.” (Maengjayoui: 231–2)

These prominent neo-Confucian commentaries present the orthodox view, according to which each and every thing – no matter how simple or complex, how noble or base – contains within it all the myriad principles of all the things of the world, just as each drop of water can reflect the image of the moon shining in the heavens. All things share this common and complete set of principles as their original nature 本性 (Ch. benxing; K. bonseong) and are differentiated as the particular things they are by their different material endowments of 氣 (Ch. qi; K. gi). Dasan takes issue with just about every aspect of the orthodox view, but in this passage he takes special aim at the idea that all things share a common set of principles, what I elsewhere have referred to as the “all in each” view (Ivanhoe 2015). Immediately following the two neo-Confucian commentaries quoted above, Dasan remarks,One need not take “the myriad things” in the extravagant way these commentators do. The principles of the myriad things within Heaven and earth are in each of these things themselves. How could all these principles be inside of me? Dogs have the principles of dogs. Oxen have the principles of oxen. These clearly are not in me. Why should we force an exaggerated interpretation of the phrase “are all here within me”? (ibid.)

Rather than taking the passage from the Mencius as making a metaphysical claim, Dasan interprets it as presenting claims about the moral psychology of human beings and relates it to other well-known Confucian teachings from the Analects:This passage talks about the one thread of conscientiousness 忠 (Ch. zhong; K. chung) and sympathetic concern 恕 (Ch. shu; K. seo). I like beauty and so know that other people like beauty too. I like owning property and so know that other people like owning property too. I like peace and ease and so know that other people like peace and ease as well. I dislike being lowly and disgraced and so know that other people dislike being lowly and disgraced…The desires that arise in response to the myriad things and affairs we encounter in our everyday lives are all here within me. I do not have to inquire into the feelings or examine the expressions on the faces of others in order to know that other people are the same as I am…This is what Confucius called the “one thread.” He meant that he could thread together the mad variety of the myriad things with a single word: shu/seo (“sympathetic concern”) [Analects 4.15. Cf. 15.3]. The learning of Confucius and Mencius is as plain and familiar as this but former Confucians5 described Confucius’s teaching about the “one thread” and Mencius’s understanding of the “myriad things” in excessively extravagant terms, offering high-blown theories about principles permeating throughout Heaven, earth, and the myriad things and being fully present in every mote of dust. Vague and vast, [their explanations] are boundless and without end, causing those in subsequent times to be confused and not know where to put hand or foot. Is this not regrettable! (ibid.)

Dasan makes the apparently quite sensible but important point that the myriad things are not “in me” in any literal sense, but I can understand my ethical relationships and obligations to the world by consulting my empathetic and sympathetic abilities and using these to develop proper moral judgment.6 In the last line of the passage above, Dasan makes clear that the metaphysical excesses of earlier Confucians have led people to ignore their natural moral sensibilities and thereby left them bereft of the resources needed to engage in the work of moral cultivation. Dasan continues his commentary in a way that makes clear that the moral obligation to care for or show benevolence toward others does not extend beyond our fellow human beings, which is to reject the common neo-Confucian claim that we share principle with and therefore are morally related to and responsible for all things in the universe.
Those who reflect upon themselves and find integrity are conscientious (zhong/chung). If I can find the things I bestow upon others within myself and am in every case conscientious, there is no greater joy than this. Benevolence [always] involves two people. [The relationship between] father and son involves two people; [the relationship between] ruler and minister involves two people; [the relationship between] a person and his superior involves two people. The “myriad things” referred to earlier do not lie beyond the relationships between human beings, and so Mencius concludes by saying that nothing brings one closer to benevolence than exerting oneself in the effort of sympathetic concern. (ibid.)

Dasan presents an outline of his conception of human nature and what it means to claim, as Mencius famously did, that human nature is good, in his commentary on 3A1, which describes how Mencius taught Duke Wen of Teng about the goodness of human nature by invoking the examples of the sage kings Yao and Shun. As is often the case, Dasan begins by quoting earlier commentaries and then goes on to present his own view:
The Collected Commentaries, says, “Nature is the principle that human beings receive from Heaven at birth. It is purely and completely the highest good and contains nothing bad.” (Maengiayoui: 89–96).

Dasan begins by sorting out different aspects of the self:
Spirit and form mysteriously join together to form a human being. Spirit is without form and moreover without name. It is without form, and so we refer to it by borrowing the name “spirit” (which is the “spirit” of ghosts and spirits”). The heart is the storehouse of blood and acts as the pivot or axis for the mysterious joining [of spirit and form], and so we refer to it by borrowing the name “heart” (the heart originally refers to one of the five viscera like the words liver and lungs). With death spirit leaves the form and thereupon is called the soul. Mencius referred to it as the Greater Self7; Buddhists refer to it as the Dharma Body; in written sources it has no single name. Former Confucians called it nature, but their use of the term is confused and unclear. People today continue to be confused about it and misunderstand its meaning. When one is alive we call it nature; when one is dead we call it soul. Really, though, nature and soul are different. Nature is not a perfectly appropriate term for the Greater Self of we human beings. (ibid.)

Here we see Dasan working to distinguish the special senses of core Confucian terms of art. He is particularly interested in describing how people often use terms such as nature or heart as rough and ready ways to refer to the Greater Self of human beings and how these refer specifically to the embodied state of the human soul. He continues this passage by making clear his use of the term nature:What I call nature is primarily desires and preferences. For example, it is said that Xie Anshi8 liked music. Duke Zheng of Wei9 liked frugality. Some like mountains and rivers. Some like books and paintings. These examples all show that desires and preferences constitute the nature; the meaning of the term nature originally was like this. And so, when Mencius talked about human nature he did so in terms of desires and preferences. He said, ‘The mouths [of people] show shared desires in regard to tastes; their ears show shared desires in regard to sound; their eyes are pleased by the same beauties.’ [Mencius 6A7] (ibid.)

With the proper meaning of the term “nature” clearly in view, Dasan moves on to describe and illustrate what Mencius meant by his claim that human nature is good. The basic idea is that human beings have a complex innate sense of what is good and an inherent tendency to prefer what is good:What does it mean to say that human nature is good? Mencius used the example of Yao and Shun to make clear that human nature is good. I will use Jie10 and Zhi11 to make clear that human nature is good. A thief bores through your wall and makes off with your possessions; he is happy and satisfied. The next day, though, when he runs into his neighbor or sees an upright official he will feel deeply ashamed. The old expression has it that even a thief can become good; this supports the claim that human nature is good. In one place there was the son of a certain Mr. Yin who became a robber; when I persuaded his brothers to proclaim benevolence and righteousness to him, this robber began to sob freely…There are innumerable cases like these. If human nature were not good, how could there be such cases? (This is to use the ‘heart of shame and contempt’12 to make clear that human nature is good.) (ibid.)

The idea here is that human beings have an innate sense of shame and if they reflect upon what they do will feel contempt toward certain actions and states of affairs. This is one of the four sprouts 四端 (Ch. siduan; K. sadan) that constitute the Greater Self. If properly developed, it becomes the virtue of righteousness, roughly the disposition to avoid acts and deplore states of affairs that are dishonorable. Dasan goes on to offer other, further illustrations of the Greater Self:
In a village there was a son who was not filial. When people who didn’t know this praised him for being filial he was pleased. He was pleased because in his heart he knew that it is good to be filial. In another village was an adulterous woman. When people who didn’t know this praised her for being chaste she was pleased. She was pleased because in her heart she knew that it is good to be chaste. Greedy officials or corrupt government servants skim the tax revenues, engaging in all manner of illicit activity, but when some crafty villain commends them for being pure and honest they are pleased…In all such cases their hearts delight in the good and are ashamed of what is bad; even though they know they do not deserve to be commended, they still take pleasure in hearing such praise. What is called the goodness of human nature is just this. If it were not true [that human nature is good] then clearly all the people in the world would find following what is bad as easy as sliding down an embankment while following the good would be like climbing up it. Mencius’s teachings about the goodness of human nature would be empty talk; would anyone believe it?…When human beings were first born, Heaven decreed that they have such a nature, and even though they are greedy, licentious, cruel, and murderous, engaging in all manner of illicit activity, nevertheless, this nature does not change. If they see a loyal minister or filial child they admire them as good; in this all people are alike. If they see a greedy official or corrupt government servant, they hate them as bad; in this all people are alike. (This is to use the ‘heart of approval and disapproval to make clear that human nature is good.) (ibid.)

In the passage above, Dasan provides examples that show people have an innate sense that disapproves of bad actions or states of affairs and approves of good actions or states of affairs, their own or those of others. His aim is to show that even people who engage in immoral or illicit activities know in their hearts that what they do is wrong; moreover, they disapprove of other people doing or promoting what is wrong and delight in seeing the good. This not only shows that they have an innate sense of moral approval and disapproval but also makes clear that this sense is a kind of desire and not merely a cognitive ability, something that inclines or disposes us in the direction of the good and makes us uncomfortable to do what is bad. Nevertheless, one must attend to and engage the morally good inclinations that are part of our nature. Recognizing that we also have less laudable desires and inclinations, we must choose and hold fast to the good. It is delusional and dangerous to proclaim that our natures are purely and perfectly good; this is mistaken and will lead us to ignore the important role of choice, the difficulty of commitment, and the hard work of cultivation.It is now firmly established that when discussing human nature we must be referring primarily to desires and preferences. If, when discussing this tenuous, spiritual, formless thing, we claim that it only consists of the highest good and is without the slightest trace of what is bad, then what do we say about a new born infant, which only knows how to cry and wail, seeks to be suckled, and wants to be held; can we stubbornly insist that it is purely good? If we talk about it in terms of its capacity for autonomous choice, then we can say that it can become good or it can become bad. Yang Xiong13 took this to be human nature and so declared it to be a mixture of good and bad. If we talk about it in terms of the self-centered desires associated with its physical form then not only can it become good or bad but also it is difficult to become good and easy to become bad; following the good is like climbing up an embankment, while following the bad is like sliding down one. This is not exaggeration. Xunzi14 took this to be human nature and so declared it to be bad. The teachings of both Yang and Xun do not claim existence for what does not exist nor do they malign white by calling it black; nevertheless, it is important to be clear that what they focused on was different from what Mencius did. (ibid.)

Further along in this same section of commentary, Dasan invokes the well-known distinction between the Heart of the Way 道心 (Ch. daoxin; K. doshim) and the Human Heart 人心 (Ch. renxin; K. inshim) but conceives of them differently than what was common among neo-Confucians.15 For thinkers like Zhu Xi, the Heart of the Way essentially consists of all the pure and perfect moral principles; it is our original nature or heart. For Dasan, the Heart of the Way is not a complete or perfect repository of moral principles but our Heavenly endowed, nascent moral conscience, a real but difficult-to-describe aspect of humanity, a spark of the divine among our all-too-human inclinations. In contrast, the Human Heart is the readily recognized corporeal heart with all its sundry thoughts and desires16:Based upon the claim that ‘The nature of righteous principle is the basis for the good, while the material nature is the basis of what is bad; when these two natures are combined we have the complete nature.’ [If we accept this] then Yang Xiong’s theory that human nature is a mixture of good and bad is the correct view. If we just talk about the material nature, then Xunzi’s theory that human nature is bad is the correct view. In this case, the tradition of Confucius and Zisi is found in Xunzi and Yang Xiong; why then do people look to Mencius as the true inheritor of this tradition? The classics say, ‘The Human Heart is precarious; The Heart of the Way is subtle.’17 People today take the Human Heart to refer to the material nature and the Heart of the Way to refer to the nature of righteous principle. They do not understand that the words heart and nature refer to different things. The word nature refers only to liking and disliking. How can one take the heart to be the nature? It is the nature of deer to like mountain forests. It is the nature of pheasants to dislike being raised in captivity. If these creatures unfortunately end up in captivity, to the end of their days, their hearts will like the mountain forests. If they catch sight of a mountain forest they will immediately feel an overwhelming longing to be there. This is what is called nature…If human beings did not have the particular nature they do, though they wanted to perform even the slightest good act, to the end of their days they would never be able to do so. (ibid.)

So human nature simply refers to the distinctive set of desires and preferences human beings are endowed with and experience. There is nothing about these desires and preferences that could justify calling human beings good; these simply define our natural appetitive and affective state. What justifies calling human beings good is that they find it easier to embrace and develop their good inclinations and more difficult to follow what is bad. This is something they realize only if they regularly reflect upon what they do, if they exercise the heart in its proper function. Following good inclinations leads people to more satisfying and happy lives; giving into and pursuing their bad inclinations leads to being dissatisfied and haunted by the inner voice of conscience. In Dasan’s view, people can never simply abandon themselves to wickedness; they can never be truly evil, for by nature they are creatures who cannot make wickedness their good.18 They will always feel responsible for the choices they make, for unlike every other animal they have morally sensitive hearts and are free to choose what to do; given their nature, they will either enjoy the satisfaction of having chosen well or suffer the dissatisfaction of knowing that they have chosen and acted against their better nature.
Heaven has bestowed upon human beings the power of autonomy; if they desire to do what is good, they will do good; if they desire to do what is bad, they will do bad. [What they do] varies; it is not fixed or predetermined; the power [to decide] lies within each person. [In this respect] humans are unlike other animals, which have hearts that are fixed and predetermined. And so, when human beings do what is good it really is to their credit and when they do what is bad it really is their fault. This power of the heart [to choose] is not human nature19…Bees are creatures that cannot but protect their queen, but those who describe such behavior don’t take them to be displaying loyalty because their hearts are fixed and predetermined to act in this way. Tigers are creatures that cannot but visit harm on other creatures, but those who enforce the law don’t prosecute them according to the statutes because their hearts are fixed and predetermined to act in this way. Human beings are different; they can choose to do what is good or choose to do what is bad; the control rests within them; their actions are not fixed and predetermined. And so, when they do what is good, this is to their credit; when they do what is bad, this is their fault. If the possibilities of doing either good or bad are from the start mixed together, then it seems as if the culpability [of those who do what is bad] should be mitigated. The reason one cannot escape responsibility for the wickedness one has done is because human nature is good. Since it is truly the case that it is human nature to delight in doing what is good and to be ashamed of doing what is bad, if one works against this nature and does what is bad can one escape one’s responsibility? (ibid.)

For Dasan, one of the worst consequences of the orthodox neo-Confucian view is that it encourages an evasion of moral responsibility. It seems to say that whatever is bad does not truly belong to human nature, but instead is a consequence of the grosser material form within which our nature unfortunately is lodged. For Dasan, this is to ignore the fact that human nature includes both good and bad and that it is up to us to engage our hearts, reflect on what we do, and exercise our Heavenly endowed power of free choice to promote the good. The only way to do this is to resist following what is bad and instead work out of our good inclinations and endeavor to promote the good in our actual everyday lives. If we persevere in this way to develop ourselves, we will discover that a life of moral endeavor is the most satisfying, natural, and happy life creatures like us can enjoy.
For Dasan, another related and equally objectionable feature of the orthodox view is that it fails to distinguish human beings from other creatures and things. We have seen hints of this criticism already in Dasan’s arguments about the distinctive existential stance of human beings. Unlike mere things or other creatures, humans cannot avoid responsibility for themselves and what they become.20 Dasan made this point repeatedly and in different ways throughout his commentary on the Mencius. For example, consider his interpretation of 4B19, which says, “The difference between human beings and the birds and beasts is ever so slight. Common people abandon this difference; cultivated people preserve it” (4B19). Dasan comments on this by saying:The Xunzi says, “Water and fire have qi but lack life. Grass and trees have life but lack awareness. Birds and beasts have awareness but lack [an understanding of what is] right. Human beings have qi, life, awareness, and [an understanding of what is] right.” What this says is that when it comes to the different natures that things receive, in general, there are four classes, and human beings and birds and beasts are the closest to one another in kind. In having ears that hear and eyes that see they are no different. In having noses that smell and tongues that taste they are no different. In having desires for food, sex, peace, and ease, they are no different. The only difference between them is that [only human beings] possess the Heart of the Way and yet the Heart of the Way is something without physical form or substance. It is exceedingly minute and subtle…If you depart from this and abandon it, then you are like the birds and beasts; how then could you distinguish yourself from them? This is why we should clutch Mencius’s most pertinent warning tightly to our breasts! (Maengjayoui, 144–5.)21

Dasan goes on to explicitly and clearly distinguish his interpretation from the orthodox view, which was derived from Song and Ming dynasty neo-Confucians.
Neo-Confucians of the Song and Ming all take nature to be principle. And so, the Collected Commentaries says, “When human beings or other creatures are born they all equally receive the principles of Heaven and earth as their nature.” This is the so-called “original nature”; original nature admits of no differences or gradations of greatness or smallness, loftiness or meanness; such differences and gradations exist only because endowments of material form and substance can be pure or impure, one-sided or correct. And so, once principle is lodged in qi it cannot but follow that things are not the same. This is what the Collected Commentaries means when it says, “Among all creatures only human beings receive correct and proper physical form and qi and so differ in this minute way from the rest.” If one considers this claim, then what makes human beings different from birds and beasts is qi and not nature or spirit. Common people abandon their form and qi while cultivated people preserve their form and qi--- how can this be taken as the main idea of Mencius’s teachings? The form and qi are bodily and material. They flourish when one is alive and decay away after death. How could common people alone succeed in abandoning these? Neo-Confucians say, “The way in which the original nature lodges in form and qi is like the way water takes on the shape of the vessel into which it is poured. If the vessel is round then the water becomes round; if the vessel is square the water becomes square.” This clearly takes the nature of human beings and the nature of other animals as a single thing. It is only because of its furry hide that one becomes an ox, because of its feathered frame that another becomes a chicken, or one’s naked skin that one becomes a human being.22 Mencius, though, argued that there were both similarities and differences between the natures of dogs, oxen, and human beings, and he defended this view vigorously in his battles with Gaozi. (ibid.)

Dasan develops his views about the Heart of the Way and how it distinguishes human beings from all other creatures and things in his commentary on 4B28, which says, “The difference between cultivated people and common people is that the cultivated maintain their hearts” (4B28). Contrary to what many neo-Confucians claim, Dasan insists that in this passage, Mencius is not encouraging us to maintain or preserve some original, pristine state of mind but rather to never lose sight of and hold fast to our nascent moral sense in the midst of an ongoing struggle to avoid the bad and pursue the good.
Maintaining the heart in ancient times was different than in contemporary times. In ancient times, maintaining the heart meant to protect the heart when it was about to be lost. In contemporary times, maintaining the heart means to make a concerted effort not to forget. An earlier passage says, “The difference between human beings and the birds and beasts is ever so slight. Common people abandon this difference; cultivated people maintain it” [4B19]. Whenever Mencius talked about maintaining the heart he was talking about maintaining what is ever so slight. In an even earlier passage it says, “Those who are great do not lose their child-like heart.” This is talking about maintaining what is ever so slight [4B12]. A later passage says, “What one does throughout the morning and day fetters and destroys the [good effects of the] evening qi” [6A8]. This is talking about destroying what is ever so slight. What is ever so slight is the Heart of the Way. If some part of the Heart of the Way is maintained, one is a human being; if no part of the Heart of the Way is maintained, one is a bird or a beast; if the Heart of the Way is fully maintained and never forgotten, one is a sage. As for whether it is maintained or not, the struggle is over this alone [the Heart of the Way]. If you want to maintain this then whenever you serve your parents, elders, or ruler, whenever you are with your friends, caring for the people, or teaching others do your utmost to be conscientious and trustworthy and do not allow even a trace of deception or insincerity to come into play; only then can you say that you have not lost it. To “maintain” it means to protect it when it is about to be lost…In later times, people talk about maintaining in the midst of stillness and maintaining in the midst of silence and about having no thoughts or deliberations, not speaking or laughing, closing the eyes and collecting the heart and focusing one’s gaze on the qi and images23 before they have come forth all in order to make the original state of the heart tenuous, clear, and transparent and without a single speck of defilement so that one can find what is “vigorous and lively.”24 This is the difference between ancient times and the present. (Maengjayoui, 156–7)

We must maintain and follow the Heart of the Way as we pursue the path of cultivation and resist the temptations of the Human Heart, which often blindly follows short-sighted, self-centered desires. For Dasan the Confucian Way was a struggle between conflicting desires and the key to winning lies in attending to and holding fast to the former. Dasan believed that the Human Heart does not first evaluate and then freely choose to follow what is bad; it simply is led along by things. If we exercise the Heart of the Way to evaluate the different desires that move us, Dasan thought we would reject the bad and cleave to the good. The key to success lies in consistently exercising our moral minds, what he called following Mencius, “this heart.”25 He makes these points clearly in his commentary on 6A15.The Greater Self is spiritual and luminous; it is without form. The Lesser Self is the physical body; it has form. Those who act in accord with the Greater Self follow their nature; those who act in accord with the Lesser Self follow their desires. The Heart of the Way always wants to nurture the Greater Self; the Human Heart always wants to nurture the Lesser Self. Those who delight in Heaven and understand fate succor and nurture the Heart of the Way. If one can “overcome the self and return to ritual propriety” the Human Heart will be controlled and compliant [Analects 12.1]. This is what determines whether one will be good or bad. It is not correct to talk about the ears and eyes in terms of the Lesser Self. Whenever we come in contact with things, we do so through the ears and eyes. The ears receive sounds and convey them to the heart, while the eyes receive sights and convey them to the heart. These are simply their functions. The ears and eyes simply carry out their allotted functions, but when have they ever had the power to compel this heart to follow what they convey to us? If what they convey benefits the Greater Self, then to act in accord with what they convey is to act in accord with the Greater Self; to distance oneself from what they convey would be to act in accord with the Lesser Self. If what they convey benefits the Lesser Self, then to act in accord with what they convey is to act in accord with the Lesser Self; to distance oneself from what they convey would be to act in accord with the Greater Self. This is how things are. Whether one behaves properly when it comes to acting in accord with or distancing oneself depends on whether one exercises the function of the heart, which is to reflect. If one reflects, one will not be able to act in accord with the Lesser Self and distance oneself from the Greater Self, nurture the Lesser Self and harm the Greater Self. If one fails to reflect, one will not be able to avoid indulging one’s heart and one will not behave properly when it comes to acting in accord with or distancing oneself. Is not the ability of the heart to reflect a blessing? This is why Mencius praises it by saying, ‘This is what Heaven has granted us.’” (Maengjayoui, 209–10)



3 Conclusion
We have seen how Dasan consistently criticizes the orthodox interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy for imposing an ornate and mistaken metaphysical theory that was never part of his way of thinking. Dasan explicitly traced the origin of this mistaken theory to Daoist and Buddhist sources and blamed earlier neo-Confucians for importing such views into Confucian philosophy and thereby corrupting the tradition and profoundly distorting its message. He makes these and subsequent points in his long commentary on 7A1, which says,To develop completely one’s heart is to understand one’s nature. To understand one’s nature is to understand Heaven. To maintain the heart and to nourish one’s nature is how one serves Heaven. When dying young or living long do not cause one to be of two hearts, to cultivate the self, awaiting whatever is to come, this is how one establishes ones true destiny. (7A1)

Dasan’s comments on 7A1 are as follows:
Neo-Confucians of later ages regard principles as the origin of all the myriad things in the universe, whether they are with or without shape, spiritual and luminous or corrupt and benighted. They make no distinction between what is great or trivial, what is primary or secondary. This is their so-called theory of how all things originate from one principle, separate into a myriad of manifestations, and in the end return to unite into one principle. Such a view is no different at all from the Buddhist Zhao Zhou’stheory that the myriad dharma all originate from one dharma [of Emptiness].26 This is because in their youth, many scholars of the Song dynasty immersed themselves in Chan Buddhism. When they later returned to Confucianism, this influence remained mixed in with their theories about human nature and principle. (Maengjayoui, 226–9)

Dasan continues by arguing that the neo-Confucian conception of principle not only is not authentically Confucian but also without merit.When Zisi wrote the Doctrine of the Mean, he said clearly, “What Heaven decrees, this is called nature.”27 Mencius said, “To develop completely one’s heart is to understand one’s nature” [7A1]. Now if you take the heart, nature, and Heaven, and refer to all three of them as one principle, then Zisi’s claim [would be saying] “What principle decrees, this is called principle”; wouldn’t this be trivial? The same would go for Mencius’s claim [which would be saying] “To develop this principle completely is to understand principle; to understand this principle is to understand principle.” To bind the myriad things to a single principle and revert to an undifferentiated state leaves one without a way to deliberate about or distinguish among the myriad affairs of the world. All that would remain would be to maintain a vast and undifferentiated frame of heart, silent and without motion, regarding this as the highest and most sublime state of being. How can this be regarded as the original view of the Confucian school? What exactly is principle? Principle is without love or hate; principle is without likes or dislikes; it is vacant and empty, without name or form and yet is said to be the endowment that we human beings receive as our nature. It is hard indeed to regard this as the Way!

In addition to making hash of Mencius’s teachings about nature and the heart, the orthodox neo-.
Confucian account undermines and distorts his original view of Heaven. Dasan continues his commentary by quoting two of the greatest representatives of the orthodox view on this topic,Zhang Zai said, “Under the aspect of the great tenuousness, we have the name Heaven. Under the aspect of the transformation of qi, we have the name Way. When we combine the tenuous and qi, we have the name nature. When we combine nature and sensation, we have the name heart.” (Zhu Xi said, “The transformation of qi is the creative transformation of yin and yang. Water, fire, metal, wood, and earth all belong to the great tenuousness. All of these lie within the first circle of the [Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate].28”)

Taking issue with them, he offers an alternative view of Heaven, insisting that Heaven is alive, intelligent, bright, and active. Some regard Dasan’s views about Heaven as the result of his exposure to and knowledge of Roman Catholic philosophy. There is no doubt that this tradition influenced his thinking, but it is mistaken to regard him as imposing Catholic views onto Confucianism. He was inspired by Catholicism, but he drew upon and his thought very much follows the trajectory of the early Confucian tradition. This is clearly the case in his insistence that Heaven is alive, intelligent, bright, and active; his point is that only such a deity, concerned with human welfare, can serve as the origin of the Confucian moral order. Dead, immobile, and insensitive principle, which neo-Confucians claim is the ordering principle of the universe, simply cannot fill the roles of the Lord on High.The master of Heaven is the Lord on High. At times he is referred to as “Heaven” in the same way that we sometimes refer to the ruler of a state as “the state.” The core idea is to avoid mentioning [their names]. The “Heaven” that is the blue form [above] is nothing more than a vault-like canopy above us; its nature and status is nothing more or greater than earth, water, and fire. How could this be the basis and origin of the nature and Way for human beings? The first circle of the [Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate] is not found in any of the six classics. Does it contain any creatures with refined intelligence or only those things that lack the capacity to know? Is it a vast, vacuous, and unfathomable realm? Among the world’s creatures, those without refined intelligence are incapable of serving as masters. And so if the head of a household is dull, stupid, and lacking in wisdom then the various affairs within the house will be in disarray. If the head of a district is dull, stupid, and lacking in wisdom then the various affairs within the district will be in disarray. How much more extensive would be the disarray if the one principle of the vast and vacuous great tenuousness were the source and origin of the master of the myriad things in Heaven and earth!

Concluding his commentary on this passage from the Mencius, Dasan insists that the interpretation he offers, which understands Heaven as a benevolent deity who endows us with the beginning of moral understanding and inclines us to follow this as the Way, is far more sensible and accessible than the orthodox view.
When former sages talked about Heaven, it was, as in the examples above, something real, accessible, and clear. When people talk of Heaven today, it is, as in the cases of Zhang Zai and Zhu Xi, something mysterious, vague, and indistinct. How can it be known? The Way is what people go by; what one follows from birth until death is called the Way. What one follows from birth until death is called the Way is like traveling from Chu to Qin is called the way. The Doctrine of the Mean says, “The Way is such that you cannot leave it even for an instant” [Doctrine of the Mean: 1]. This is like traveling from Chu to Qin, while you are on the way [from one to the other], you cannot leave it even for an instant. In a similar fashion, the Way is not far removed from human beings, and yet Zhang Zai takes the transformation of qi to be the Way. Since the creative transformation of yin and yang and the alternations and movements of metal, wood, water, fire and earth are not what I myself go by, how can they be my Way? If one cites the line about how “the alternation of the yin and the yang, this is called the Way”; looking at the source (which is the Book of Changes), we see that this text talks about the Way of Heaven and not the way of human beings and this line talks about the way of change not the Way of Heaven. How could the Way which directs the nature of we human beings come down to the alternation of the yin and the yang? The heart is a name for the greater part of we human beings [Mencius 6A15]; nature is the desires and preferences of the heart. As for the tenuousness, qi, and sensation [that Zhang Zai talked about], I fear I lack a clear understanding of such things.

As is evident from the passages quoted throughout this essay, Jeong Dasan presented his interpretation of Mencius in the form of a commentary upon this classic text. Moreover, he appealed to the full range of Confucian classics in order to support his reading of the Mencius. In addition to such textual and philological evidence, he crafted careful and powerful philosophical arguments criticizing the orthodox view and demonstrating the superiority of his own account. He regarded his project as an effort to reveal and discard the pernicious influences of Daoist and Buddhist thought that had infiltrated and perverted the original message of Confucianism. His goal was to restore the original sense, methods, and aims of Mencius’s teachings, and in many respects one can plausibly argue that he succeeded in this task. Nevertheless, he also extended and enriched Mencius’s original vision as he sought to defend it in his own unique historical and cultural context. Dasan’s distinctive views about human nature and the heart, of Heaven and the Way offer prominent examples of such elaborations.
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Footnotes
1For an excellent introduction to Dasan’s or Jeong Yakyong’s philosophy, see Setton 1997. For a study which explores his personal and philosophical relationship with Catholicism in great depth, see Kim 2010 and Baker 2002. For an insightful and concise introduction to Dasan’s philosophy that helpfully locates it within its historical context, see Kalton 1981.

 

2Dasan’s commentary, entitled Maengjayoui 孟子要義, is available as volume 7 of Chŏngbon Yŏyudang chŏnsŏ 定本與猶堂全書 (Seoul: Tasan Haksul Munhwa Chaedan, 2012). I give page numbers in the main text. I have also benefitted from consulting Yi Jihyoung 1994. I use only Korean Romanization for all Korean proper names and sources and only pinyin for all Chinese proper names and sources. I provide both pinyin and Korean Romanization for all terms of art.

 

3This quality of Dasan’s thought is also seen in contemporary thinkers in both China and Japan. For a discussion of this phenomenon, see Ivanhoe 2014.

 

4I translate xin/sim consistently as “heart” in order to bring out Dasan’s particular use of this term to refer to an innate human capacity and tendency not only to cognize but to evaluate actions and states of affairs. The same term often is translated as “mind” or “heart-mind” in order to indicate that it includes cognitive, affective, and conative capacities.

 

5The reference here is to neo-Confucians of the Song through Ming dynasties, such as the two cited above.

 

6Dasan offers a complex and subtle account of seo 恕, which entails using it to empathize and sympathize with others in ways that help to extend, curb, and shape one’s own standing beliefs and feelings so these are more in accord with the Way; see Ivanhoe 2014.

 

7Dasan is using a term from 6A15, the Great Self 大體 (Ch. dati; K. daechae) to single out the morally disposed part of the self, which, as we shall see, he goes on to describe as consisting of a variety of innate inclinations or sensibilities.

 

8Xie Anshi 謝安石 lived in the Jin Dynasty; his ancestral home was Yang Xia 陽夏. He was born with and became famous for possessing a kind of spiritual vision, which he later cultivated by living an ascetic life.

 

9Duke Zheng of Wei 魏鄭公 is the main figure in a book of admonitions written by the Tang Dynasty author Wang Fangqing 王方慶.

 

10Emperor Jie was the last ruler of the Xia Dyansty and was renowned for his cruelty.

 

11Robber Zhi is a famous, unrepentant thief and robber.

 

12One of the “four sprouts” Mencius claimed constitute the core of our good nature (2A6).

 

13Yang Xiong 揚雄 (53 BCE–18 CE) argued for such a view in work such as his Model Sayings (Fayan 法言).

 

14Xunzi 荀子, whose courtesy name was Qing 卿, was the third great Confucian philosopher of the early phase of the tradition. His dates are around 310–219 BCE.

 

15These terms first appear in the “Declarations of the Great Yu” chapter of the Book of History (書經). But they have eventually become key concepts for the Neo-Confucians.

 

16One should compare Dasan’s view on daoxin 道心 and renxin 人心 with Wang Fuzhi’s view; see the Liu Liangjian chapter in this volume.

 

17See note 23.

 

18In this respect, Dasan’s view is not wholly unlike Kant’s claim against the possibility of radical evil as presented in Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone.

 

19Human nature is simply our unselfconscious natural dispositions; these have no power to steer themselves. In contrast, the heart is aware and has the power of choice.

 

20Dasan’s claims here bear some significant resemblance to Sartre’s contrast in Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology between things that are in themselves (en soi), like tables and chairs, and those that are for themselves (pour soi), human beings, and his accompanying notion of bad faith.

 

21The phrase about “clutching (it) tightly to one’s breast” is from chapter eight of the Doctrine of the Mean. Confucius said of his disciple Yanzi, “Whenever he got hold of one good thing, he clutched it tightly to his breast and never let it go.”

 

22The idea is that the pelt of the ox, the feathers of a chicken, and the naked skin of a human being serve as the different vessels that shape the common nature poured into all of them.

 

23Qi (氣) and the images (xiang 象) are metaphysical constituents of the universe that exist before there are distinct and discernable things.

 

24Zhu Xi uses this expression in a number of places in his works to convey the lively and vibrant character of the Confucian Way (often in contrast to Buddhism). He uses this phrase to describe a line drawn from the Book of Poetry which is quoted in chap. 13 of the Doctrine of the Mean, “Hawks soar across the heavens; fish frolic in the depths.”

 

25The term “this heart” (Ch. cixin, K. chashim 此心) is first seen in the Mencius but commonly was used by neo-Confucians to refer to the innate moral mind.

 

26This refers to Zhaozhou Congshen 趙州從諗, a great Tang Chan Buddhist teacher. See Dumoulin 1988: 167–8.

 

27This is the opening line of the Doctrine of the Mean.

 

28The Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate 太極圖 (Ch. Taiji tu), as adopted and explained by Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–73), offered a schema illustrating Confucian cosmology. Zhu Xi is claiming that all of the fundamental modes of existence lie within the original and formless phase.
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1 Introduction
The relationship between the public (gong 公) and the private (si 私) was a vital issue in the intellectual circle of the Warring States Period (475–221 BCE or 403–221 BCE).1 Although the thinkers of that time did not frequently use the terms gong and si in their works, to a certain extent, they realized that they had no alternative but to face the relevant problems directly and present ideal schemes to properly address them. In-depth discussions concerning the public and the private, in fact, had already taken place in the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 BCE or 770–403 BCE). For example, Kongzi (Confucius) once exchanged views with the Duke of She on the virtue of uprightness (zhi 直). The latter held that an environment of uprightness should be one in which one would bear witness against his father even if he commits only a minor crime; however, Kongzi had a completely opposite opinion: “The father conceals the misconduct of the son, and the son conceals the misconduct of the father. Uprightness is to be found in this” (Lunyu 2022: 13.18; Ruan 1980: 2507). This conversation has already touched the overlapping field between the public and the private. However, the changes of social order and social structure in the Spring and Autumn period were relatively minor, compared with those in the Warring States Period. During the latter period, thinkers became more and more interested in the issue of the public and the private; and they also frequently and directedly used the terms gong and si to express their previsions and hopes of a new social order. Xunzi (c. 310-c. after 238 BCE) and Hanfei (c. 280–233 BCE) were representative thinkers in the terminal stage of the Warring States Period putting forward systematic theses about the gong-si relationship. For example, Xunzi emphasized that the noble person should “overcome selfish desires (siyu 私欲) through public righteousness (gongyi 公義)” (Xunzi 2022: 2.12; Wang 1988: 36). Hanfei, once a disciple of Xunzi, also firmly believed that “carrying out selfish righteousness (siyi 私義) leads to disorder; carrying out public righteousness (gongyi 公義) leads to order” (Hanfeizi 2022: 19.5; Wang 1998: 128). From the above account, we can roughly conclude that the problem about the relationship between the public and the private, from Kongzi to Xunzi and Han Fei, was becoming increasingly acute and intense. And in the final stage of the Warring States period, thinkers including Xunzi and Han Fei generally called for a “sage-king” (shengwang 聖王) with the ability to advance a mode of absolutely political-religious unity, regardless how different their elaborations of the concept of “sage-king” may be.
In a way, the views on the gong-si relationship of the pre-Qin thinkers were deeply related to the social structures in which they lived. And in this evolutionary course of history and thought, the relevant views from Mozi (c.470-c.391 BCE) and Mengzi (372–289 BCE) constituted an indispensable part. Mozi’s ideas concerning the “public” (gong) and the “righteousness” (yi) deserve special attention.2 Through these ideas, Mozi proposed a scheme for an ideal social order which was later strongly criticized by Mengzi. Through fierce debates with Mohist scholars, Mengzi eventually put forward his own theory of the public-private issue. He deepened Kongzi’s related ideas on the one hand, and was quite different from that of Xunzi on the other, who later criticized Mengzi’s Confucian standpoint and who claimed that he was the true successor to Kongzi and his followers, especially Zigong 子弓.3 Therefore, fully discussing Mengzi’s view on the gong-si relationship is helpful for us to make clear the “intermediate ring” between Kongzi and Xunzi in the field of the public and the private in pre-Qin Confucianism. It will also help us adequately understand how Mengzi, a representative figure in Confucianism and of the intellectual circle of the Warring States Period, made sufficient reflections upon the complicated and subtle interrelationship between individual (or subject) and the public field to finally form the distinctive characteristic of his Confucian thought.

2 The Issue of the Public and the Private in the Intellectual Circle of the Warring States Period
The issue of the relation between the public and the private was a remarkable topic in the Warring States Period. However, people in the pre-Qin period and even in the Western and Eastern Han Dynasties failed to give us precise definitions and strict interpretations on the terms such as the “public” (gong) and the “private” (si). Their relevant explanations were often vague and lacking clarity. But what is clear is that the characters “gong 公” and “si 私” are opposites in pre-Qin textual materials. The fonts of these two characters in pre-Qin texts are contrary as well. The character “si 私” was often written as 厶 (CBS & JCM 2011:1,29), which is opposed to the font of the character “gong 公”. And in the earliest Chinese dictionary Shuowen jiezi 說文解字 (“Explication of Written Characters”), Xu Shen 許慎 (c.58-c.148 CE) defines the character “gong” as follows: “[It means] dividing equally. It belongs to the ideograms of ba 八 and si 厶. Ba 八 is similar to 背 (bei literally ‘contrary’). Han Fei said: ‘Acting contrary to selfishness (si 厶) is the righteousness (gong 公)’” (Duan 1981: 49). In ancient classics such as the Book of Poetry (Shijing 詩經) and the Book of Documents (Shangshu 尚書), these two characters frequently appear together, indicating they are exact opposites in meaning. For example, the chapter of “Officers of Zhou” (Zhouguan 周官) in the Book of Documents says: “Extinguish all selfish aims (si 私) by your public feeling (gong 公), and the people will have confidence in you, and be gladly obedient” (Shangshu 2022: 4.22.4; Ruan 1980: 236). In another example, one of the songs in the Book of Poetry says: “May the rain come down on our public field (gongtian 公田); And then upon our private fields (si 私)” (Ruan 1980: 477). Mengzi once cited this sentence and put forward a detailed explanation:
A square li constitutes a well-field, and the well-field contains nine hundred mu. The central plot among them is a public field, and eight families each have private holdings of a hundred mu. Together they cultivate the public field, and only when the public work is done do they dare attend to their private work, this being what distinguishes the country people. (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 3A3; Ruan 1980: 2703).
From the ancient Chinese documents, we can be sure that in the Zhou Dynasty and during the Spring and Autumn period, the meaning of the character si (私) was understood as “private items” or “personal possessions” which were mainly for personal use; whereas the character gong 公 referred to a “public field” that could not be processed and owned by individuals. The “public field” here, however, is greatly different from the “public life” in the poleis of ancient Greece. There, the “public affair” and “public life” were shaped by equally public actions and democratic participations of the citizens (Arendt 1998: 22–78). In contrast, there was a long-standing lack of public participations among the people in pre-Qin China (and even in all the imperial periods up until the Qing dynasty), although they more or less had a sense of the difference between the public and the private. This was because, for long periods, China remained in a state of monarchism. The people, under the governance of the monarchs, didn’t need to participate in public affairs; they just needed to obey the rules and regulations established by the emperors or kings. This is the reason why imperial China lacked true public life and public sphere.
However, even though, for a long period of time, China had been a monarchist society, it gradually went from a society of feudal monarchy to a world of absolute monarchy. The representative figure of feudal monarchy is Duke of Zhou 周公; and the representative figure of absolute monarchy is Qin Shi Huang 秦始皇 (literally “First Emperor of Qin”). As a provident ruler, considering the governing strength of his ruling circle was far from being sufficient, the Duke of Zhou successfully advanced an ethical-political-religious unity. The inside of this unity was a strictly feudal system which intensified hierarchy and governing ability; while the outside of this unity was the system of rites and music (liyue zhidu 禮樂制度), which was an ideological structure consolidating the feudal hierarchy. This unity, designed and advanced by the Duke of Zhou, brought about a relatively steady social order for the Zhou court. However, after the evolutionary process of this feudal system, the balance of power among the kingdoms all of which were once loyal to the Zhou court, had gradually changed; the strong ones became stronger, and the weak ones, weaker. Eventually, the stronger kingdoms absorbed the small ones and challenged the Zhou court’s authority, presenting a continuous threat to the “central government.” This situation naturally resulted in the disruption of the feudal-ideological system. Therefore, it is not surprising that Kongzi would express deep sentiments on the decay of Duke of Zhou’s political-cultural heritage.4 Kongzi’s own political-cultural ideal was to ask for a return to Duke of Zhou’s feudal rites and music systems through new ways (such as moral cultivation of the individual). Kongzi endeavored, on the one hand, to put an end to the collapse of the feudal system and the system of rites and music, and on the other hand, to discover the philosophical meanings of individual moral cultivation and self-achievement contained in the system of rites and music founded by Duke of Zhou. The former concerns the issue of the reconstruction of social order; while the latter concerns the issue of morality and culture. According to Kongzi, these two aspects should be combined as one. His hope to reconstruct a social order, however, was destroyed by the internecine wars among the feudal kingdoms. For this reason, Kongzi devoted himself in his later years to the enterprise of culture and moral cultivation. By means of revealing the close relation between rites and music and the individual’s inner virtues, he emphasized the meaning of individual moral cultivation.
During the Warring States Period, the feudal-ideological system was collapsing further. Long-lasting wars of annexation among kingdoms or states were common occurrences. Mozi said: “They are great states attacking small states, great houses bringing disorder to small houses, the strong plundering the weak, the many ill-treating the few, the cunning scheming against the foolish, and the noble being arrogant towards the lowly. These are the world’s harms” (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 16.1; Wu 1993: 175). This was an accurate description of social reality at that time. This trend of “natural evolution” finally led to the unification of China by Qin Shi Huang, who built a political system of absolute, centralized monarchy. This system formally put an end to the feudal system and further strengthened the absolute power of the monarch. In the feudal system, the monarch was somewhat a “representative” of the public sphere because he lacked absolute power to dominate all public affairs. In the system of absolute, centralized monarchy, on the other hand, the monarch and the public, in one sense, are two sides of the same coin. The monarch is the “embodiment” of the “public sphere”, which, strictly speaking, is merely a sphere owned by him, rather than a real public sphere.
The historical period between Kongzi and Qin Shi Huang was one in which the old order had already collapsed and the new order had yet to be established. In this kind of environment, every individual faced chaos and uncertainty, had more opportunity to reflect on the meaning of life and existence, and also thought through what a reasonable relationship between the public and the private would be. Therefore, thinkers in the Warring States Period often extensively addressed both the issues of the meaning of the subject and the meaning of social order; and these relatively different aspects were frequently mixed together. However, no matter how complicated their thoughts are, and no matter how their ideal social orders would be, thinkers of different schools hardly discerned the difference between the “public sphere” and the “monarch.” They often believed that the public sphere was owned by the monarch, who was either the representative or the embodiment of the “public.” And in the final stage of the Warring States Period, thinkers often held that the public sphere cannot do without an emperor. As Xunzi claimed: “If there is no lord to regulate ministers, no superior to regulate inferiors, then all under Heaven will suffer harm from letting their desires run wild” (Hutton, Xunzi 2014: 83; Wang 1988:176). Remarkably, most thinkers in the middle and final stages of the Warring States Periods looked forward eagerly to a real sage-king (shengwang 聖王) as the representative or embodiment of the public, to civilize the people and regulate their conduct.5
In view of the above, it is understandable why the issue of the relation between the public and the private would prevail in the intellectual circle of the Warring States Period: during this period, the old order had already collapsed and the new order had yet to be established. In this background, thinkers often reflected on the following issues: (1) thinking about the meaning of life of the individual; (2) hoping for a public order that could be coordinated with the ideal life of the individual; (3) looking forward to a monarch (preferably a sage-king) that is competent enough to dominate the public field. These three issues may not have been common to all the thinkers in this period, but they are certainly common to Mozi, Mengzi and Xunzi. Among these three issues, the first corresponds to the sphere of the “private”; while the second and the third correspond to the sphere of the “public.” The thinkers in the Warring States Period frequently mixed the spheres involving the last two issues together.

3 Mozi’s Proposal
Mozi was a thinker in the primary stage of the Warring States Period. If we want to investigate the ideas of the public and the private among the thinkers during this period, Mozi’s relevant thought will be the first one we encounter. Before discussing Mengzi’s view on the public and the private, therefore, we cannot ignore Mozi. Being puzzled by the political, social and ethical chaos, Mozi was determined to find out its root cause and build a new social order or new public norms. At first, he leaned toward Kongzi’s teaching on rites and music, but later he believed that Kongzi’s teaching was precisely the origin of chaos and disorder.6 Mozi holds that the way of “rites” or “rituals” (li 禮), emphasized by Kongzi is to disclose that, in the public sphere, different people from different social ranks should practice different social and cultural regulations; and different human relations should have different norms. But this will bring about hypocrisy, according to Mozi: “The Confucians say: Love among relations should depend on the degree of relationship, and honor to the virtuous should be graded. This is to advocate a discrimination among the near and the distant relations and among the respectable and the humble… if it does not exist, this insistent search is the height of hypocrisy” (Wu 1993: 436; Johnston, Mozi 2010: 39.1). To Mozi, the rules of rites advocated by Confucians is the origin of chaos, rather than the origin of order. This is because the spirit of rites is essentially the spirit of “difference” (bie 别), which is derived from the selfishness of human heart. If every person lives in the world according to his or her selfishness, there will be no love in the world and only conflicts left. Therefore, Mozi proposed “universal mutual love” (jianai 兼愛) and criticizes the Confucian “partial love” (bieai 別愛):
Since they already condemn it, how can it be changed? Master Mozi spoke, saying: “It can be changed by the methods of universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit.” In this case, then, what are the methods of universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit? Master Mozi said: “People would view others’ states as they view their own states. People would view others’ houses as they view their own houses. People would view other people as they view themselves. (Wu 1993: 159; Johnston, Mozi 2010: 15.3).
According to Mozi, in the public sphere, if we equally love each other, we will obtain mutual benefit and this is the foundation of a good social order. The actualization of the principle of mutual benefit is righteousness (yi 義). Righteousness, accordingly, has a “public” meaning. The duty of the monarch is to put the principle of righteousness into practice in the public sphere. He said: “And what do you think was the cause of the Son of Heaven bringing order to the world? I say, it was only his being able to unify the principles of righteousness of the world. This is how the world becomes well ordered” (Wu 1993: 118; Johnston, Mozi 2010: 12.6, with revisions). Thus, according to Mozi, “righteousness” is exactly the public norm; and it is just the “public righteousness.” He said: “Those with ability were advanced. Those without ability were demoted. Advancing those who are generally accepted as publicly righteous and avoiding private resentment—this is the kind of thing being spoken of” (Wu 1993: 67; Johnston, Mozi 2010: 8.5, with revisions). One of the contributions of Mozi’s thought is that he emphasizes and interprets the meaning of righteousness as public righteousness. As the founder of Confucianism, Kongzi also emphasized the importance of righteousness. For example, he said: “The noble person is concerned with righteousness; the small person is concerned with profit” (Lunyu 2022: 4.16; Ruan 1980: 2471). Also, “To see what is righteousness, but to fail to do it, is to be lacking in courage” (Lunyu 2022: 2.24; Ruan 1980: 2463). From the second sentence cited here we can see that, in Kongzi’s thought, the meaning of the term “righteousness” also can be related to “publicity” and “universality.” Meanwhile, Kongzi inclines to draw a distinction between “righteousness” (yi 義) and “profit” (li 利). He associates righteousness with the inner principle of the subject. He does not advocate running after name and profit based on going against the principles in the inner heart. Therefore, Kongzi said: “Wealth and eminence attained unrighteously concern me no more than the floating clouds” (Lunyu 2022: 7.16; Ruan 1980: 2482). This does not mean that Kongzi deliberately dodges the issue of name and profit. It merely means that, in his view, one does not need to go after name and profit and harm the inner principles in his or her heart; the only thing the noble person needs to do is just to make clear and to practice the righteousness in his or her inner heart.
Mozi, however, holds a different view on the meaning of righteousness. The greatest difference between Kongzi and Mozi is that the former emphasizes the importance of humaneness (ren 仁) while the latter underlines the importance of righteousness (yi 義). Kongzi’s view on righteousness is based on his philosophy of humaneness; while Mozi’s view on humaneness is based on his philosophy of righteousness. Commonly and generally speaking, in the pre-Qin philosophical tradition, ren is the principle of the “internal”; and yi is mainly the principle of the “external”, though it also has an “internal” dimension according to some schools of thought.7 Therefore, ren can be roughly understood as a personal principle rooted in the inner heart of the subject; whereas yi can be roughly understood as mainly a public principle which addresses the issues of inter-subjectivity and publicity. And in view of what we have said above, we can understand that Kongzi inclines to associate yi with the inner principle of the subject, though it seems that he does not necessarily deny the “external” dimension of yi. But actually, yi is primarily the principle of publicity; and mutual benefit is the direct embodiment of “public righteousness”. And the reason that Mozi advocates “universal mutual love” (jianai 兼愛) is that, according to him, practicing and promoting “universal mutual love” can bring about “exchange of mutual benefit” (jiao xiang li 交相利) and “public righteousness.” As a result, in Mozi’s philosophy, love, righteousness and benefit (or profit) are one thing. According to this position, Mozi fiercely criticized Kongzi’s teaching of rites and music for leading to partial love or selfishness instead of universal mutual love, and public chaos instead of public order. The contemporary “New Confucian,” Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909–1978), appropriately reveals this point: “…the reason why the universal mutual love of Mohism is after all different from the humane love (renai 仁愛) is that in Mohism love is necessarily associated with profit, whereas in Confucianism love is unnecessarily associated with profit. This point is also suggested by Mohists. The chapter of ‘Major Illustrations’ (daqu 大取) in the Mozi says, ‘The view that the sage can have love without profit is the view of Confucians; the view that there is no love without profit is the view of Mozi the Master.’ It holds that the Confucian sages only love others without hoping to benefit others. Confucians certainly disagree with this point of view” (Tang 2016: 113). Consequently, according to Mozi’s love-profit principle, there is no love without profit, and there is no profit without righteousness. This standpoint distinguishes it from Kongzi’s point of view concerning righteousness and profit. Mozi believed that one’s practice is not a practice of righteousness in the public if it fails to bring others any benefit or profit. Ancient sage-kings such as Yu the Great (dayu 大禹) and King Wu of Zhou (zhouwuwang 周武王) were regarded as the kings of great righteousness because they successfully applied the principle of “universal mutual love and mutual benefit” to public practice. Mozi endeavored to persuade the rulers of the states to follow this principle: “Nowadays, officers and gentlemen of the world, if they truly wish for its wealth and abhor its poverty, if they wish the world to be well ordered and abhor its disorder, should take as right universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit. These were the methods of the sage-kings and the Way of order for the world, so it is impossible that they not be assiduously pursued” (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 15.10; Wu 1993: 161). In addition, Mozi associates the way of righteousness with the Heavenly Way (tiandao 天道), strengthening the religious foundation of this principle of publicity. He said: “When the all-under-Heaven is righteous, it ‘lives’; and when it is not righteous, it ‘dies’. When it is righteous, it is rich; when it is not righteous, it is poor. When it is righteous, it is well ordered; when it is not righteous, it is disordered. So then, Heaven desires its (the world’s) ‘life’ and abhors its ‘death’. It desires its wealth and abhors its poverty. It desires its order and abhors its disorder. This is how I know that Heaven desires righteousness and abhors unrighteousness” (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 26.2, with revisions; Wu 1993: 294). Therefore, going against the principle of righteousness would result in punishment from Heaven; while following the principle of righteousness would bring about reward. Mozi said: “One who complies with Heaven’s intention, and who practices universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit is certainly rewarded; [whereas] one who opposes Heaven’s intention, who practices discriminatory mutual dislike and exchange of mutual harm is certainly punished” (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 26.4; Wu 1993: 294).
It is clear from the foregoing that, in Mozi’s philosophy, the way of righteousness is exactly the orientation as well as the end-result of “practicing universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit.” And real righteousness must profit others in the public sphere. The “ten basic propositions” (shishi 十事) in Mozi’s philosophy mainly center on the issue of righteousness. For example, the concept of “condemning offensive warfare” (feigong 非攻) implies that practicing universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit is righteous, while practicing discriminatory mutual dislike and mutual harm is unrighteous or against public principle; the practices of “condemning music” (feiyue 非樂), “moderation in use” (jieyong 節用) and “moderation in funerals” (jiezang 節葬) are profitable practices bringing about benefits to the people, and, therefore, these three measures are all associated with the principle of public righteousness. The measures of “exalting worthiness” (shangxian 尚賢) and “exalting unity” (shangtong 尚同) demonstrate Mozi’s high expectation for a righteous Mohist sage-king who has the ability to unify all the righteous things in the world and promote a unified principle of publicity. And finally, the ideas of “heaven’s intention” (tianzhi 天志) and “percipient ghosts” (minggui 明鬼) disclose Mozi’s belief that heaven and the ghosts, knowing what is righteous, deliver reward and punishment based on the way of righteousness.8

4 Mengzi’s Criticisms of Mozi’s View on the Public and the Private
Mozi’s thought on righteousness implies that the thinkers in the Warring States Period already held systemic views on the issue of the public and the private, though their relevant opinions and interpretations are often general and vague. The Mohists’ search for public principles exerted pressure on the Confucian school. At that time, Confucian thinkers had not yet advanced elaborate explanations of the concrete relation between righteousness and public principle, as the Mohist did, although they would not certainly deny the meaning and function of the virtue of righteousness. In view of this, Mengzi first and foremost took a positive attitude on Mozi’s view on righteousness. This is represented by his expanding the “learning of humaneness” (renxue 仁學), developed and advocated by Kongzi, into his “learning of humaneness and righteousness” (renyi zhixue 仁義之學). A prominent style of Mengzi’s Confucian thought is that he frequently coordinates the virtues of humaneness and righteousness and sometimes combines these into one. Cheng Yi (程頤 1033–1107) regarded this to be an admirable contribution to the Confucian school: “Mengzi made an incredible contribution to Confucian tradition. For example, Kongzi used only one word ‘humaneness’ (ren) to express [his view], while Mengzi used ‘humaneness-righteousness’ (ren-yi) directly at the beginning; Kongzi used only one word “will” (zhi 志) to express [his view], while Mengzi provided many elucidations on ‘nourishing vital forces’ (yangqi 養氣) directly at the beginning” (Cheng and Yi 2004: 221). However, Cheng Yi did not say why Mengzi’s proposition of “humaneness-righteousness” made “incredible contribution to Confucian tradition.” In my opinion, it was through propounding “humaneness-righteousness” or ren-yi that Mengzi, on the one hand, assimilated Mozi’s thought on righteousness, prompting Confucian thinkers to think through the issue of public principle; while on the other, he tried to demonstrate that the real public principle should be coordinated with the principle of the private.9 In this way, Mengzi strongly defended the basic position of Kongzi’s Confucian philosophy and expanded the vision of Confucianism. In fact, Kongzi had put more emphasis on demonstrating the crucial importance of the principles of the individual, although we cannot say that he did not pay attention to the issue of the public sphere.
However, although Mengzi also emphasizes the importance of yi, which is the core of Mozi’s thought, he criticized Mozi for “externalizing” the meaning of righteousness and, in doing so, covering up the inner basis of the way of righteousness. As a matter of fact, Mengzi does not deny that the way of righteousness has a public dimension, and he also does not deny that mutual benefit is necessary and important in the public sphere. However, he denies that the way of righteousness is merely external and that it has nothing to do with the internal nature of the individual or the subject. Consciously inheriting the spirit of Kongzi’s thought, Mengzi maintains that it is wrong to associate the essential meaning of “righteousness” (yi) with “profit” (li), because doing so will cut off the principle of righteousness from the sphere of the subject, neglecting that the public principles are originally the inherent requirement of the individual or the subject. In other words, according to Mengzi, there is no space for the private sphere in Mohist thought, and the public principles dominate all spheres; whereas Mengzi himself upholds “innateness of righteousness” (yinei 義內), which is entirely different from the view of “externalness of righteousness” (yiwai 義外). This opinion maintains that the way of righteousness has both inner and outer aspects; and the inner aspect, rather than the outer one, is the origin of the way of righteousness. According to Mengzi, righteousness is contained in the humane heart of the subject.
Based on the standpoint of “innateness of righteousness,” Mengzi reveals that Mozi’s love-profit philosophy has an inherent contradiction. He believes that this contradiction derives from Mozi’s standpoint of “externalness of righteousness,” which distorts private principles and which also leads to self-destruction of his philosophical assumption. For example, Yizi 夷之, a Mohist, buried his parents in a lavish style. After hearing about this, Mengzi sneered at him because he failed to follow the Mohist teaching of “moderation in funerals.” Yizi gave the following response: “To me it means that one should love without distinctions but that the love begins with parents and extends from there” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 3A5; Ruan 1980: 2707). Yizi denied that he failed to follow the way of “universal mutual love,” the central idea of Mohism, because he held that the “universal mutual love” is to love all the people in the world equally, and if we practice this universal love, we need not deliberately avoid the “natural order” of human love. In Mengzi’s view, however, Yizi’s response presupposes two different standards or “two roots” (erben 二本) of love. The first standard of love is that “one should love without distinctions,” and the second standard is that “love begins with loving one’s parents.” But these two standards are mutually contradictory. According to Mengzi, if we believe “love begins with loving one’s parents,” we will not hold that “we should love all the people equally and indiscriminatingly at the very start.” Mengzi’s criticism finally prompted Yizi to accept the standpoint of Confucianism on the issue of love. And this debate over love reveals that Mengzi denies the practicability of Mozi’s proposition of “universal mutual love.” This implies that the way of righteousness of the Mohists, which is associated with “universal mutual love,” cannot be the basis of public principles. According to Mengzi, Mozi’s proposal is an entirely abstract idea disregarding individual principles. Deeply rooted in the inner heart of the subject, love is always concrete, individual and particular, whereas the Mohist universal mutual love, requesting all the people to love each other equally and indiscriminatingly, is an abstract, objective and external love that violates natural human nature and human emotions. Mengzi believed that righteousness is associated with the innate humane heart and humane virtues. As such, the actualization of righteousness is just the natural revelation of the innate heart and innate emotions of the subject. And the process of natural revelation is also the process of the actualization of the subject’s life. According to Mengzi, this process is just the actualization of the “extendable love” (tuiai 推愛). Extendable love is a concrete way of life; while universal mutual love is an abstraction and not a practicable way of life. Mengzi said:
By treating the elders in one’s own family as elders should be treated and extending this to the elders of other families, and by treating the young of one’s own family as the young ought to be treated and extending this to the young of other people’s families, the empire can be turned around on the palm of one’s hand. The ode says: “He set an example for his wife; It extended to his brothers, And from there to the family of the state.” This ode simply speaks of taking this mind and extending it to others. Thus, if one extends his kindness it will be enough to protect all within the four seas, whereas if one fails to extend it, he will have no way to protect his wife and children (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 1A7; Ruan 1980: 2670).
In Mengzi’s view, naturally extending the love in one’s innate heart is exactly the embodiment of righteousness. Thus, although the way of righteousness as public principle has an “external” character, its basis is entirely internal. Besides criticizing Mozi’s theory of “universal mutual love” for its distorting the personal/private sphere, Mengzi also argued that his idea of “interaction for mutual benefit” will cut off the communication between the public and the private. For Mengzi, the orientation of associating righteousness with profit entirely is to suppress private principle through public principle. According to him, profit is merely one of the outer aspects of righteousness, and it is far from being the core or internal basis of the virtue of righteousness. And on the other hand, if we seize on the core or internal basis of the virtue of righteousness, we would not care about whether our love or our practice of righteousness would bring us profit. Mengzi said: “I desire life, and I also desire righteousness. If I cannot have both of them, I will give up life and take righteousness…Suppose there are a basketful of rice and a bowlful of soup. If I get them, I may remain alive; if I do not get them, I may well die. If they are offered contemptuously, a wayfarer will decline to accept them; if they are offered after having been trampled upon, a beggar will not demean himself by taking them” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 6A10; Ruan 1980: 2752). The word “righteousness” here means “the heart’s feeling of shame and aversion” (xiuwu zhixin 羞惡之心) of the subject. Mengzi said: “The mind’s feeling of shame and aversion is the sprout of righteousness” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 2A6, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2691). The actualization of this kind of “righteousness” is actually the actualization of individual or subjective principle; and it has no sense of “profit” or “benefit” at all. Therefore, according to Mengzi, righteousness and profit do not necessarily have internal relation. He particularly stresses the inner connection between righteousness and will of the heart of the subject; and he even associates righteousness with the subject’s moral cultivation. For instance, he disagrees with his interlocutor Gaozi’s Mohist-like theory of “externalness of righteousness,” holding that it cannot achieve the goal of “unmoved heart” (budong xin 不動心).10 For him, since righteousness is merely outward in Gaozi’s theory, it is impossible for Gaozi to nourish his “vast, flowing vital forces” (haoran zhiqi 浩然之氣), which is the true basis of an “unmoved heart.” Thus, Mengzi points out: “These vital forces are the companion of righteousness and the Way, in the absence of which, it starves. It is born from an accumulation of righteousness rather than appropriated through an isolated display. If one’s actions cause the heart to be disquieted, it starves. I therefore said that Gaozi did not understand righteousness because he regarded it as external” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 2A2, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2691). And on these grounds, Mengzi reiterates Kongzi’s discrimination of righteousness and profit. In the opening chapter of the Mengzi, he persuaded King Hui of Liang not to seek profit sedulously: “It has never happened that one given to humaneness abandons his parents, nor that one given to righteousness subordinates the interests of his king” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 1A1; Ruan 1980: 2665). This view resembles closely the sentence in the Great Learning (daxue 大學): “In a state, profit is not to be considered prosperity, but its prosperity will be found in righteousness” (Ruan 1980: 1675).
It is clear from the foregoing that Mengzi developed his theory on the public and the private through examining and criticizing Mozi’s propositions. In his view, private principle is the basis of public principle. The public principle should be supported and enriched by humaneness-righteousness (ren-yi). Because Mozi cannot associate righteousness with the subject and human nature, he merely proposes an unreasonable theory which distorts the natural principle of the private sphere, resulting in the unbalance and even failure of his theory on the public-private relation. According to Mengzi, universal mutual love injures fundamental human nature; whereas extendable love respects fundamental human nature. Roughly speaking, Mozi’s proposition is that “the public dominates the private,” while Mengzi’s proposition is that “the public derives from the private.”

5 Mengzi’s Proposition of the “Innateness of Righteousness” and His View on the Public and the Private
Mengzi believed that the humane and righteous heart has the ability to extend itself from the private sphere to the public sphere. This function naturally and endlessly forms a structure of concentric circles. The core of this structure is the virtues of humaneness and righteousness in the innate heart of the subject. Mengzi said: “Among the people there is the common saying, ‘The all-under-Heaven, the state, the family.’ The all-under-Heaven has its basis in the state, the state has its basis in the family, and the family has its basis in the self” (Bloom, Mencius 2022: 4A5, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2718). Here the “self” is the subjectivity, the characteristic of which is ren and yi in the heart. Because these two virtues have the ability of self-extension, the private principles would extend themselves outward to the field of the family, and then on to the public sphere, demonstrating themselves as public principles. Because these public principles derive from humaneness and righteousness of the self, Mengzi calls them “humane governances” (renzheng 仁政). In this way, the principles of both the public and the private spheres are rooted in the humane-righteous heart. Hence, the principles in different spheres are but different expressions of humaneness and righteousness. Thus, Mengzi said: “If the Son of Heaven is not humane, he will be unable to protect all within the four seas; if a feudal lord is not humane, he will be unable to protect the altars of the soil and grain; if a high officer is not humane, he will be unable to protect the ancestral temple. And if an ordinary person is not humane, he will be unable to protect his four limbs” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 4A3, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2718).
Concerning Mengzi’s view on the public-private relation, we need to discuss the following four points. First, in the structure of these concentric circles, the closer it is to the center, the more important and essential the principle will be. Therefore, if we encounter an irreconcilable conflict between two different aspects, we need to protect the inner one and give up the outer one. For example, if one encounters an irreconcilable conflict between the monarch and one’s father, one should by all means protect his or her father from the monarch instead of vice versa, unless in some particular and extreme cases.11 Apart from the father-ruler conflict, Mengzi supports protecting the principle of the self if we encounter an irreconcilable conflict between the self and the profit of the monarch, though he does not deny the system of monarchy and the absolute power of the monarch. Mengzi said: “The people are of greatest importance, the altars of the soil and grain are next, and the ruler is of least importance” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 7B14; Ruan 1980: 2774).12 It is clear that Mengzi’s views mentioned above are closely related to the concentric structure in his thought.
Second, the public sphere is independent and it is incapable of being possessed by the individual. Mengzi emphasizes that the all-under-Heaven (tianxia 天下) is owned by all, nobody has the right to own the public sphere. In the public sphere, the monarch only has the right of governance, he does not have the right of ownership.13 Mengzi said: “The Son of Heaven cannot give all-under-Heaven to someone” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 5A5, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2737). As I see it, however, Mengzi has difficulty in insisting on the above position, because in another sense he holds that someone can “possess all-under-Heaven.” For example, he said: “There is a Way to obtain the all-under-Heaven: one gains the all-under-Heaven by gaining the people; when one gains the people, one gains the all-under-Heaven” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 4A9, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2721). Therefore, Mengzi does not deny the possibility of the individual “possessing all-under-Heaven.” Of course, he may defend his point of view and insist that “possessing all-under-Heaven” here means governing all-under-Heaven according to the common will of the people. Here the word “possessing” (you 有 or de 得), however, in some sense implies that Mengzi admits that a monarch, as the representative and embodiment of the public sphere, is needed, and the power of this monarch can be unlimited. But here we do not plan to fully discuss this issue. What we need to discuss instead is to clarify why the public sphere, or all-under-Heaven, would be an independent field, according to Mengzi’s thought. Can we find the answer in the concentric structure? In fact, since Mengzi has already confirmed the innateness of righteousness, he implies there are dignity and independence of the individual. And the principle of righteousness is also the public principle. Therefore, in order to protect the principle of righteousness, every person has the right to crusade against the extremely unrighteous person in the public sphere. Hence, Mengzi tries to argue for King Wu of Zhou’s killing King Zhou of Shang (shang zhouwang 商紂王), which is often defined as “the crime of murdering the monarch by the minister” by some of his contemporaries: “One who offends against humaneness is called a brigand; one who offends against righteousness is called an outlaw. Someone who is a brigand and an outlaw is called a mere fellow. I have heard of the punishment of the mere fellow Zhou but never of the slaying of a ruler” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 1B8; Ruan 1980: 2680).
Actually, the positions of Mozi and Mengzi on this issue are similar. Mozi also holds that every person does not have the right to process all-under-Heaven (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 9.8; Wu 1993:78). Both Mozi and Mengzi emphasize that righteousness is the public principle. The only difference between them is that they hold different positions on the meaning of righteousness. As we have already mentioned above, Mozi underlines the outer aspect of righteousness, while Mengzi stresses the inner one. From the standpoint of the latter, the principle of righteousness, as the public norm, will be an extrinsic and unstable principle if it cannot root itself in the innate heart of the individual.
Besides, both Mozi and Mengzi associate the way of righteousness with the transcendental Heaven. For instance, Mozi believed that righteousness in the secular world is protected by Heaven and ghosts, and they would reward righteousness and punish its violation. It is the same with Mengzi, who said: “It is through preserving one’s heart and nourishing one’s nature that one may serve Heaven” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 7A1; Ruan 1980: 2764). Associating the way of righteousness with the way of Heaven can strengthen the “public meaning” and “objective meaning” of the principle of righteousness. But Mozi and Mengzi also have different understandings of the meaning of Heaven. In Mozi’s philosophy, Heaven and ghosts are personified, whereas Mengzi’s Heaven is impersonal and it is mainly the “objective” and “universal” meaning of humaneness and righteousness in the individual’s innate heart. Thus, Mengzi holds that one can understand Heaven through the self’s moral cultivation; and in the public sphere, the ruler can understand the “will” of Heaven and the “tendency” of righteousness through knowing the hearts and wills of the people. He said: “Jie 桀 and Zhou 紂 lost the all-under-Heaven because they lost the people, and they lost the people because they lost the hearts of the people. There is a Way to obtain the all-under-Heaven: one gains the all-under-Heaven by gaining the people; when one gains the people, one gains the all-under-Heaven. There is a Way of gaining the people: by gaining their hearts one gains the people” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 4A9; Ruan 1980: 2721). Obviously, the difference of views on Heaven between these two thinkers is also reflective of their different views on righteousness.
Third, the principle of righteousness, as the public principle, needs to be enforced and implemented by a monarch. And the monarch is the representative or even the embodiment of the public principle. I have pointed out that it is a common tendency to confuse “the monarch” with “the public” among the thinkers in the Warring States period. However, in the Mengzi, although there is the same confusion, there is also tension between the two. According to Mengzi’s principles of humaneness and righteousness, the principle of righteousness rooted in the subjectivity is both a private principle and a public principle. The problem is: in the public sphere, who is to put it into practice and into effect? Mengzi believed that it should be the monarch. The monarch should put the principle of righteousness into practice through his ruling power. In the meanwhile, the monarch is also in charge of cultivating the people to make them achieve virtues by themselves. Mengzi says: “Good government inspires the people’s fear, while good teaching inspires their love. Good government delivers the resources of the people, while good teaching gets their hearts” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 7A14; Ruan 1980: 2765). Therefore, Mengzi did expect that there could be a “sage-king” monarch who would realize the principles of humaneness and righteousness fully and adequately. However, in reality, the monarchs were not ideal sage-kings. More often than not, they were the ones who damaged the public principles the most. This was what Mengzi could not bear. He put great emphasis both on the dignity of principle of righteousness in the private sphere and on its independence in the public sphere. But in the Warring States period, things often went in the opposite direction, destroying the social and political order that Mengzi thought to be the right one. This is why Mengzi was greatly disappointed when facing different monarchs of the various states. Almost none of the monarchs was able to sustain the principles of humaneness and righteousness. As a result, although Mengzi endorsed the monarch as the representative and embodiment of the public realm, and maintained too the independence of the public principles, he expected that the monarchs could cultivate their hearts more fully and tried to arouse the virtues of humaneness and righteousness innate in their hearts. For Mengzi, the public principles are grounded in the heart of subjects. Although the monarch was the representative and embodiment of the public sphere, he was also a subject. Consequently, Mengzi thought that it was a perfect choice to inspire the subjects who represented and embodied the public sphere and to drive the virtues of humaneness and righteousness flowing from their heart. If he could achieve this, the public principles would be sustained. And on this, he says: “Only a great man can correct what is wrong in a ruler’s mind. If the ruler is humane, everyone will be humane. If the ruler does what is righteous, everyone will do what is righteous. If the ruler is correct, everyone will be correct. Once the ruler has been rectified, the state will be settled” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 4A20, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2723). From Mengzi’s point of view, if the monarch could expand the “virtues of humaneness and righteousness” and “the heart that cannot bear to see people’s suffering” (burenren zhixin 不忍人之心) and carry out “humane governance,” the role of the public principles and their independence would be realized and maintained.
However, contrary to his wishes, Mengzi’s political ideal was not materialized before he died. In fact, even after his death, no monarch implemented this political ideal. For sure, that an ideal failed to be materialized does not mean that this ideal per se is a failure. It could be because a good monarch is hard to be found. If there were an ideal monarch, Mengzi’s ideal would be materialized. Nevertheless, materialization aside, there is tension or conflict internal to Mengzi’s thought. Such tension arose due to the shifting and ambiguous place of the monarch for Mengzi. Sometimes, he put great emphasis on the dignity of righteousness as well as the independence and transcendence of the public sphere, and played down the role of the monarch. In light of the passages quoted from the Mengzi in the previous sections, he believed that the role of the people is far more important than that of the monarch; if the monarch failed to fulfil his role, he should relinquish power. Mengzi says: “If the ruler has great faults, the ministers should remonstrate with him. If, after they have done so repeatedly, he does not listen, they should depose him” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 5B9, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2746)). But Mengzi also maintained that the role of the monarch was more important than that of the people, in that the latter were not entitled to participate in the public affairs. This can be seen from two aspects. On the one hand, the monarch or his clique controlled the exercise of public power. On the other hand, the monarch was the moral authority for the people, and he assumed the role of cultivating the people. These two aspects reveal that in Mengzi’s thought, the power and authority of the monarch were higher than those of the people. As a result, Mengzi was caught in a dilemma. The orientation of absolute monarchy caused some trouble for Mengzi’s thought, which made him unable to respond adequately to certain objections about the public-private issue. We will go back to this in detail in the next section.
Fourth, Mengzi gave high regard to the bottom line of the public principles. And the bottom line could protect the private sphere from being threatened and damaged. This is a key point in the issue of the public-private relation in political philosophy. For Mengzi, if a regime damaged the basic existence of any individual for no reason, and put his or her subjectivity under repeated threat, it fails to be righteous, no matter how much its ruler tries to sugar-coat it. Such a regime would lose its legitimacy. From the Confucian point of view, a regime that let its people suffer damage to their subjectivity cannot endure. It is unrighteous because it damages humaneness and righteousness of the heart. In other words, such states of affairs are those that the subject (with heart) cannot bear to see and may feel deeply disturbed about, and hence are simply inhumane and unrighteous (buren buyi 不仁不義). Mengzi made this point repeatedly, for example, he says: “In years of calamity and years of famine, the old and weak among your people who were left to tumble over into drains and ditches and the strong who were scattered in the four directions numbered in the thousands. Meanwhile, the lord’s granaries were full and his treasuries overflowing, and not one of the officers informed him—so callous were those above, so cruel toward those below” (Bloom, Mencius 2009:1B12; Ruan 1980: 2681). Therefore, the monarch must provide the basic material safeguards for the people, in accordance with the most basic morality and justice (daoyi 道義). That is why Mengzi emphasized the importance of “granting estate to the people” (zhimin zhichan 制民之產). On this, he states:
The way of the people is this: that when they have a constant livelihood, they will have constant hearts, but when they lack a constant livelihood, they will lack constant hearts. When they lack constant hearts, there is no dissoluteness, depravity, deviance, or excess to which they will not succumb. If, once they have sunk into crime, one responds by subjecting them to punishment—this is to entrap the people. When a humane man is in a position of authority, how could the entrapment of the people be allowed to occur? (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 3A3, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2702).
Mengzi believed that “without water and fire, the people cannot live,” and so, “a sage governs all-under-Heaven so that pulse and grain will be as plentiful as water and fire. When they are as plentiful as water and fire, how could there be any among the people who are not humane” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 7A23; Ruan 1980: 2768). In summary, Mengzi bridged the public and private spheres through the idea of humaneness and righteousness in the heart of the subject. The principles of humaneness and righteousness are both subjective and public principles. The principle of yi as the public principle is grounded in the humaneness and righteousness being in the heart of the subject. I will explore the implications as well as possible dilemmas of Mengzi’s view on the public-private relationship in the next section.

6 Critical Reflections
So far, I have made clear the basic principles of Mengzi’s idea of the public-private relationship, as well as the specific and essential substances of this idea. In this final section, I shall conclude with some critical reflections.
First of all, the concentric structure underlying Mengzi’s idea led him to reduce the problem of publicity to a matter of ethics and subjectivity. This results further in the confusion between the public and private sphere, ultimately leading to the withering of the public sphere and public consciousness. For sure, Mengzi’s doctrine of “innateness of righteousness” helps to link the public principles with private principles and/or principles of individual subjects, which, to some extent, prevents the public principles from distorting personal principles. This is arguably where Mengzi advances Mozi’s thinking. In other words, if public power infringes the private sphere, individual subjects can justifiably defend the private sphere by virtue of their principles of subjectivity. As a consequence, Mengzi started a tradition of “resisting political power with virtue” and “conforming with the righteousness (yi) rather than the monarch.” However, we cannot hold the opposite view that the basis of public principles hinges completely on private principle or principles. Mengzi was not fully aware of this point, so he reduced all the problems of the public to ethical problems in the private sphere as well as to the problems of self-cultivation. In the end, this led to confusion and an inappropriate mixture of public and private virtues.
In fact, since he established the principle of “innateness of the righteousness” and contended that righteousness (yi) is a virtue for the public sphere, Mengzi could have understood the independence of the public interface, and hence could have developed some form of public institution together with public principles. This public institution would be the institutionalization of righteousness and would help establish the unshakable independence of the public interface. These are plausible implications of Mengzi’s theory of righteousness. Unfortunately, Mengzi failed to draw these implications consciously. There are two reasons for this. On the one hand, the concentric structure underlying his thought as mentioned above tends to lead him to reducing the public principles to ethical and individual principles. On the other hand, he insists that the public sphere should be ruled by an absolute monarch. These two reasons reinforce each other in that they both imply that public principles are based on private principles, which means that Mengzi believes that public problems can be solved by an individual subject, i.e., a monarch. Moreover, due to these two reasons, Mengzi failed to carve out a stable and independent public sphere. Also, he failed to respond to the doubts raised against his ideas. Here is a passage intensely debated about:
Tao Ying 桃應 asked, “If, while Shun was Son of Heaven and Gao Yao was minister of justice, Gusou (literally “the blind old man”) had murdered someone, what would have happened?” Mengzi said, “Gao Yao would have apprehended him; that is all.” “But wouldn’t Shun have prevented this?” “How could Shun have prevented it? Gao Yao had received the authority for this.” “Then what would Shun have done?” “Shun would have regarded abandoning the realm as he would abandoning an old shoe. Secretly, he would have taken his father on his back and fled, dwelling somewhere along the seacoast. There he would have happily remained to the end of his life, forgetting, in his delight, about the realm.” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 7A35; Ruan 1980: 2769).
Gusou 瞽叟 was Shun’s father while Gaoyao 皋陶 was the judge. If we read this passage carefully, we will realize that Mengzi was aware of the fact that the monarch should not interfere with judicial matters. This is also required by his idea of righteousness. The solution Mengzi proposed in order to get Shun out of the dilemma was that he should give up the throne and flee with his father. In so doing, Shun was able to keep his private ethical principles intact. Viewed from the private point of view, this solution is plausible. However, Mengzi obviously did not fully respond to the questioner. The questioner’s question was asked from the public point of view: Shun was the son of Heaven, who was the incarnation of public power. Now, his father has committed murder. How could this possibly affect the public sphere? How should one see this problem from the public point of view? In fact, Mengzi’s response evaded the fact that the nature of Shun’s dilemma was a public one. As a matter of fact, under absolute monarchy, Shun’s every move had substantial influences on the public sphere. The question posited in the above passage reveals that under absolute monarchy, as long as the monarch gets into the trouble with the private or ethical problems, the public interface will be shaken, because the monarch is the very incarnation of the public sphere.14
Consequently, Taoying’s question was to confront and interrogate the following situation: insofar as the fact that under absolute monarchy, the personal issues of the monarch are necessarily relevant to the public sphere, when Shun as the sage-king encounters a personal dilemma, how should he deal with it? Without reflecting upon the structural problems of absolute monarchy, Mengzi could not give a fully satisfactory response to Taoying’s question. Since absolute monarchy is in tension with Mengzi’s view of public sphere as a sphere with independence, one must reflect on the structural problems of absolute monarchy itself. In other words, it is necessary to transform the idea that there must be an absolute monarch to rule the public sphere and become the incarnation of “the public.” This transformation would not impair the fundamental principles of Mengzi’s idea of the public and private. As discussed earlier, orientation towards absolute monarchy deeply disturbed Mengzi. By contrast, if absolute monarchy were abolished, the public sphere would no longer be controlled by the monarch. Rather, it would be constituted by free and spontaneous participation of the people and the office of monarch (or the head of the state) would be nothing but the people’s authorization. As a result, if the monarch or the head of state quit his position due to some family accident, the public sphere, normally, would not be shaken fundamentally. But Mengzi seemingly lacked this kind of awareness. That is why he could not respond to Taoying satisfactorily. There is another passage from the Mengzi:
Wan Zhang 萬章 asked, “Xiang 象 took as his daily occupation the cause of murdering Shun. Why, then, was it that Shun, upon becoming Son of Heaven, banished him?” Mengzi said, “He enfeoffed him. Some referred to this as banishing him.” “…Yet Xiang, who was the most inhumane among them, was enfeoffed at Youbi. What crime had the people of Youbi committed? How could a humane person have done this? In the case of other people, he punished them, but when it came to his brother, he enfeoffed him.” “A humane man does not store up anger against his brother, nor harbor grievances against him. He simply loves him; that is all. Loving him, he desires him to be honored; loving him, he desires him to be wealthy. His enfeoffment at Youbi was to make Xiang wealthy and honored. If, while Shun himself was sovereign his brother had been a common man, could he be said to have loved him?” “May I venture to ask what you meant when you said, ‘Some referred to this as banishing him’?” “Xiang could take no action in his state. The Son of Heaven appointed officials to administer the state and to collect the tribute and taxes from it, which is why it was called ‘banishment.’ How could he have been allowed to oppress the people? …” (Bloom, Mencius 2009:5A3; Ruan 1980: 2735).
What Wan Zhang asks about is close to Taoying’s question. In fact, if Mengzi did not give up his insistence on absolute monarchy, and did not give up the idea that the public sphere should be ruled and monopolized by the monarch, he would not be able to respond to Wan Zhang and Tao Ying adequately. However, if Mengzi realized that the monarch can only be authorized by the people to exercise political power, and it is not the sage-king that rules and cultivates the people, then, whether to enfeoff Xiang is not up to Shun. Wan Zhang’s question is not about how to enforce a particular policy, but about the structure of the system. Tang Junyi sees this problem clearly. He concludes: “Under the system of hereditary monarchy and royal family, there is no solution to this problem” (Tang 2016: 128). However, he also points out that, against the background of absolute monarchy, Mengzi’s idea is more reasonable than Mozi’s, because the latter’s doctrine of righteousness leads to distortion of individual ethical principles, while the former tries to protect natural humanity and simple humanism. Tang contends that it is too demanding to deprive a monarch of his power to enfeoff his own brother (Tang 2016: 129).I agree with Tang that Mengzi’s view is more plausible than Mozi’s, but I do not think Wan Zhang’s question is too demanding of Shun. Rather, I believe that Wan Zhang saw the paradoxical nature of the role of the “sage-king.” In other words, the monarch as a person or a subject, and the monarch as the holder of political power or the incarnation of the public sphere, are in conflict with each other. No individual person should be the incarnation of the public sphere. Therefore, “the sage” and “the king” are in internal conflict with each other. Contemporary New Confucians, such as Tang Junyi, Mou Zongsan, Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 and Lee Ming-huei 李明輝 justifiably point out that there are inner tensions between Mengzi’s subjective moral philosophy and the system of absolute, centralized monarchy (Lee 2001: 133–168), but they still lack profoundly critical reflections on the internal conflict between “sage” and “king” in Mengzi’s thought. In fact, public issues cannot be fully solved by individual subjects, for the public issues are always issues for us as a plural, rather than issues for me as a singular individual. However capable Shun was, in the end, he is a mere individual authorized by the people to exercise certain public power. If the independence of the public interface were guaranteed and stable public institutions were formed, then personal and family problems like those that Shun hypothetically faced would have the chance to be resolved in such a way as to reduce bad impact on the public welfare.
In fact, because these problems have not been adequately dealt with in history, the public-private debate in ancient China has not touched the essence of this problem. That is, if the Confucians could not grasp the idea that under absolute monarchy, the relationship between “the monarch” and “the public” should be re-examined, then the public-private problem cannot be solved adequately however much they substantialize, revise or criticize Mengzi’s idea of the public and private. As long as “the public” and “the monarch” are integrated into one, the independence of the public sphere cannot be fully materialized and hence there is no basis for the discussion of the relationship between the public and private. In the Song Dynasty, Confucians fiercely debated Taoying’s question and Mengzi’s response. Some emphasized “the public” side of the story, while others focused on “the private” side, and still others tried to reconcile the tension between “the public” and “the private.” But all took monarchial despotism for granted and did not touch the structural problems behind the public-private problem.15 It was not until the seventeenth century that Huang Zongxi 黄宗羲 (1610–1695) and others started to reflect on the devastating influence of absolute monarchy and the essence of the public-private issue was touched on.

7 Conclusion
As I have shown in previous sections, there is tension in Mengzi’s idea of the relationship between the public and the private: on the one hand, “the monarch” and “the public” are integrated into one; on the other, they are in tension with each other in the sense that Mengzi is committed to the principle of righteousness. There was a chance to build on the principle of righteousness and develop the idea of independence of public principles. Once the independence of public principles is established, all-under-Heaven is everybody’s all-under-Heaven, which does not belong only to one person or one family. Even if the sage has higher level of self-cultivation or is more virtuous than other people, he is not entitled to rule all-under-Heaven in light of this. This could be teased out from Mengzi’s principle of righteousness. Moreover, I have concluded that Mengzi emphasizes the importance of protecting the private or personal sphere from being damaged or threatened based on his principle of righteousness. This provides an important perspective to approach the following problems: why should there be “politics?” And/or why should there be “public norms?” Mengzi starts from the principles of humaneness and righteousness, or rather from “the heart that cannot bear to see the sufferings of others.” This starting point enables him to see that if the bottom line of people’s subjectivity is repeatedly threatened, this would be intolerable in light of the principles of humaneness and righteousness. In this sense, we can conclude that we ought to have a public norm that can protect the fragility of subjectivity from being damaged and threatened. Mengzi provides a very useful resource for advancing our thinking about the necessity of having public norms from the point view of the fragility of subjectivity.
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Footnotes
1Because the academic community fails to provide a common understanding of the issue of “what is publicity” (see Rawls and Habermas’ debate on “publicity”), this chapter does not plan to give a precise definition of “publicity” (Rawls 1993: 382; Finlayson 2019). And in the context of this chapter, the word “public” corresponds with “political”, while “private” roughly corresponds with “personal”. In addition, I am inclined to accept that the public/political sphere is an independent sphere which cannot be grounded directedly in private/personal spheres. Some standpoints and attitudes in this chapter are related to this orientation. For this reason, in this chapter, I associate some concepts, which are often understood as public/political principles according to common views, with private/personal principles. Concerning the issue why public/political sphere is an independent sphere, see my relevant research (Liu, forthcoming); concerning the issue how to justify an independent public norm, see Chen Xiaoxu’s article (Chen 2021: 87–111).

 

2The character yi 義 is frequently translated as “righteousness”, “rightness”, “propriety” or “duty”. Karyn Lai holds that yi in Mengzi’s philosophy should be understood as “righteousness”, which has a moral meaning; whereas yi in Gaozi’s thought is better understood as “rightness” (Lai 2019: 133). For the purpose of consistency, this chapter mainly use the word “righteousness” as the English equivalent of yi. See (Shun 1997:58–63) for in-depth discussion of the concept of yi.

 

3For example, Xunzi said that “Now what does the person of ren strive for? At his greatest, he models himself on the controlling order of Shun and Yu, and at the least, he models himself on the righteousness (yi) of Kongzi and Zigong, and he thereby strives to extinguish the teachings of the twelve masters” (Hutton, Xunzi 2014: 42, with revisions; Wang 1988: 97).

 

4“The Master said, ‘Extreme is my decay. For a long time, I have not dreamed, as I was wont to do, that I saw Duke of Zhou’” (Lunyu 2022: 7.5; Ruan 1980: 2481).

 

5For example, Mozi said: “[The noble one] should take as right universal mutual love and exchange of mutual benefit. These are the methods of the sage kings and the Way of order for the world” (Johnston, Mozi 2010: 15.10; Wu 1993:161).

 

6This is recorded in the Huainanzi: “Mozi studied the work of the Confucians and received the instructions from Kongzi. [However,] he regarded their rituals to be worrisome and inappropriate, their lavish funerals to be wasteful of resources, impoverishing the people while their lengthy mourning periods harmed life and impeded undertakings. Thus, Mozi rejected the Way of the Zhou dynasty and used the regulations of the Xia dynasty” (Huainanzi 2010: 864, with revisions; He 1998: 1459).

 

7The chapter of Liu De 六德 (literally “Six Virtues”) from the excavated Guodian texts states: “Ren is internal; Yi is external” (CBS & JCM 2011: 125). And Gaozi, Mengzi’s interlocutor, also holds that “humaneness is internal rather than external; righteousness is external rather than internal” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 6A4, with revisions; Ruan 1980: 2748). Gaozi said: “Here is my younger brother; I love him. There is the younger brother of a man from Qin; him I do not love. The feeling derives from me, and therefore I describe it as internal. I treat an elder from Chu as old, just as I treat our own elders as old. The feeling derives from their age, and therefore I call it external” (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 6A4; Ruan 1980: 2748). It is clear that, at least for Gaozi, ren is the principle of the subject or the inner-self, and yi is principle of inter-subjectivity or the principle of publicity (no evidence suggests that Gaozi and other pre-Qin thinkers can consciously distinct the issue of inter-subjectivity and the issue of publicity).

 

8Tang Junyi provides a sufficient explanation on the relation between the principle of righteousness and other Mohist propositions in Mozi’s philosophy (Tang 2016: 147–152).

 

9In reference to the issue of the relation between humaneness and righteousness in Mengzi’s thought, see Shun Kwong-loi’s detailed analysis (Shun 1997: 56–65).

 

10For a close investigation of Mengzi and Gaozi’s debates on the “internal” (nei) and “external” (wai), see Chong Kim-Chong’s article (Chan 2002: 103–125).

 

11It seems that we have difficulty to find out clear textual evidence in the Mengzi, though we can easily arrive at this conclusion according to the “concentric circle” in Mengzi’s thought. And the following passage from the excavated Guodian texts clearly expresses this point of view: “[The ruler] differs from the father insofar as [the minister] may desist if ruler and minister do not support each other, may leave if displeased, and may refuse to accept anything unrighteous that is placed upon him” (CBS & JCM 2011: 158).

 

12How about the father-self or family-self conflict? According to Mengzi’s thought, the concentric structure is rooted in the subject’s inner heart. Therefore, there is difference between father-ruler relationship and father-self relationship. If we encounter a father-ruler irreconcilable conflict, we can give up the affairs of the ruler; if we encounter a father-self conflict, we need to try our best to settle the conflict or dilemma and do not give up so fast, since father-self relationship is deeply related to the self’s inner heart. See Mengzi’s analysis of Shun’s stories (Bloom, Mencius 2009: 4A28; Ruan 1980: 2723).

 

13On this issue, refer to Mou Zongsan’s relevant interpretations (Mou 2003: 21–24).

 

14Tan Sor-Hoon (Chan 2002: 169–188) discusses Mencian view of the tension between family and state.

 

15For discussions on this issue, refer to Huang Junjie’s relevant research (Huang and Jiang 2005: 117–135).
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1 Introduction
Mencius’s political thought is rarely the focus of Western scholarly discussions. Insofar as the overwhelming majority of scholars who study Mencius in the West come from departments of philosophy or religion (Xiao 2006), and insofar as most philosophically-trained Western Sinologists habitually eschew political aspects of early Chinese thought (Pines 2015: 7–12), this comes as no surprise. Even a brief survey of Mencius-related publications in English will show overwhelming focus on questions of mind (xin 心), human nature (xing 性), ethical thought, self-cultivation, and the like, at the expense of political ideas. Recently this tendency began changing, with a series of studies that address connections between Mencius’s political and moral ideas (Xiao 2006; Kim 2010a, b; and especially Kim 2019), explore his notion of righteous rebellion (Tiwald 2008; Nuyen 2013), or analyze the compatibility of his views with modern Western democracy (Yang 2004; Roetz 2008; Herr 2019). Political scientists as well start pay attention to Mencius’s thought (e.g. El-Amine 2015). These welcome additions aside, some of the crucial topics in Mencius’s thought, such as his views of rulership, of ruler-minister relations, of the intellectual’s political role, and the like still remain under-explored in English-language publications.1
This neglect is most regrettable. Mencius is not just an important political thinker of the Warring States period (Zhanguo 戰國, 453–221 BCE); he is also one of the most prolific. His book abounds with discussions with rulers, rival thinkers, and with his disciples, in which the thinker explores manifold issues of administrative, economic, and military policies, of political obligation of a shi 士 (man-of-service, intellectual), of the role of “the people” (min 民) in political life, and the like. Although few if any of Mencius’s recommendations were implemented—or could have been implemented—either in his life-time or afterwards, his ideas had undeniable impact on traditional Chinese political culture and as such they deserve utmost attention.
A reader of the Mencius will easily notice manifold ambiguities and apparent inconsistencies in the text (cf. Roetz 2008: 203). Mencius is both a staunch monarchist and one of the bitterest critics of current rulers. At times he speaks on behalf of the impoverished shi (6B4) and advocates “respecting the worthy and employing the able” (2A5), whereas at times he appears as protector of the vested interests of hereditary aristocrats (1B7). He declares the people as “the most esteemed” in the state (7B14), but also states that the commoners do not differ much from beasts and birds (4B19). He claims that service (shi 仕) is essential for the man-of-service (shi 士) just as tilling is for the peasant (3B3); but he also states: “The noble man has three joys, and ruling All-under-Heaven is not among them” (7A20), implying thereby that service is secondary to other forms of self-realization.
How to explain these ostensible contradictions? One possibility is that they were introduced into the text by distinct lineages of Mencius’s followers, who might have had different visions of the Master’s “proper message” (e.g., Brooks and Brooks 2002). Alternatively, they may reflect changes in Mencius’s views as time passed: for instance, changing political circumstances may have prompted the thinker to modify his approach to the issue of the ruler’s abdication (Li 2003). Yet without ruling out these answers, I tend toward the third explanation, according to which different emphases in Mencius’s pronouncements can be explained circumstantially: facing different audience or different contingencies the thinker could modify his arguments (Goldin 2005; cf. Eno 2002). This variability of approaches fits nicely Mencius’s declared dislike of staunchly “holding to a single [idea]” (7A26). More essentially, his apparent inconsistencies may reflect deep tensions underlying Mencius’s thought. These tensions derive from the thinker’s competing commitment to moral politics on the one hand and the need to adjust himself to the world of Realpolitik on the other. How to reconcile one’s lofty ideals with grim political reality? How to remain useful to the rulers without compromising one’s integrity? How to avoid the pitfalls of moral purism, which may nullify the thinker’s impact? In the following pages I shall try to describe Mencius’s choices, and focus on immense tensions that these choices generated.

2 Searching for the True Monarch: Mencius and the Rulers
The first chapter of the Mencius collects a series of putative dialogues between the thinker and the rulers of Wei 魏 and Qi 齊. The placement of these dialogues at the beginning of the book is not accidental: probably the book’s compilers considered Mencius’s sayings during the encounters with power-holders as an essential gateway to his thought. Among these conversations one is particularly reflective of Mencius’s views of rulership:
Mencius had an audience with King Xiang of Liang (i.e. of Wei, 魏襄王, r. 318–296 BCE). Leaving the audience, he told [his entourage]: “When I observed him, he did not look like a ruler; when I approached him, there was nothing awesome to be seen. Abruptly he asked me: ‘How can All-under-Heaven be stabilized?’ I answered: ‘Stability is in unity.’—‘Who is able to unify it?’ I answered: ‘He, who has no proclivity toward killing, is able to unify it.’—‘Who will be able to follow him?’ I answered: ‘Nobody under Heaven will not follow him. […] Today among the shepherds of the people there is none who has no proclivity toward killing. If there is one who has no proclivity toward killing, then the people of All-under-Heaven will crane their necks to look at him. If this really happens, the people will go over to him like water runs downwards: who will be able to stop this torrent?’” (1A6)2

This brief passage contains some of the most important elements of Mencius’s political vision and is also useful to place Mencius within the broader framework of the Warring States-period thought. First is the thinker’s empathic insistence that “stability is in unity.” This idea, viz. that only political unification of All-under-Heaven (tianxia 天下) will bring an end to bloodshed and turmoil, may well be considered the common thread of political ideologies in the Chinese world prior to the imperial unification of 221 BCE and beyond (Pines 2000; Pines 2012: 11–43). Second, Mencius hints that peace under Heaven can be brought in only by a single ruler: the one who is benevolent enough to garner genuine popular support worldwide. This conviction is yet another part of the common ground between Mencius and other thinkers of his age, who uniformly adopted the ideology of monarchism (Pines 2009: 25–53). Third, having confirmed his support of monarchic order, Mencius turns to sweeping criticism of current sovereigns: “Today among the shepherds of the people there is none who has no proclivity toward killing.” Worse, according to Mencius, King Xiang of Wei does not even resemble a ruler, lacking the awe that the ruler should generate. This radical criticism which dangerously approximates the subversion of the sovereign’s power is one of the hallmarks of Mencius’ thought, which distinguishes him critically from the majority of other thinkers, including those associated with Confucius (孔子, 551–479 BCE), his disciples, and his followers.
Thus, already in this single passage, Mencius’s views of rulership appear highly contradictory. The ruler is indispensable for attaining the supreme goal of stabilization of All-under-Heaven, but the current rulers—such as King Xiang, Mencius’s potential employer—are the major impediment to this goal. This tension permeates the entire text of the Mencius. Mencius at times appears highly optimistic: he moves from one court to another in search of a ruler who would heed his advice, trying to convince them—from powerful kings of Wei and Qi down to the lord of a tiny statelet of Teng 滕—that heeding him will enable them to become True Monarchs, i.e., eventual unifiers of All-under-Heaven (see below). Yet Mencius also repeatedly clashes with his patrons, bitterly criticizes them, and makes comments which undermine legitimacy of most if not all of current sovereigns. Having asserted in the passage above that “today among the shepherds of the people there is none who has no proclivity toward killing,” Mencius blames elsewhere the rulers engaged in aggressive warfare as “devourers of human flesh: a crime for which even death penalty is not enough” (4A14). Mencius’s leading disciple, Wan Zhang 萬章, makes what appears as a logical conclusion from his Master’s diatribes: he plainly denounces all the rulers of his age as “robbers,” demanding complete disengagement from them (5B4). This, however, is too radical a conclusion for Mencius, who appears unhappy with his disciple’s sweeping judgment. For all his harsh criticism, Mencius remains a strong believer in a ruler-centered polity:
Mencius said: “It is not enough to criticize others; it is not enough to blame the government. Only the Great Man is able to rectify the wrongs in the ruler’s heart. When the ruler is benevolent—everybody is benevolent; when the ruler is righteous—everybody is righteous; when the ruler is correct—everybody is correct. Just rectify the ruler and the state will be stabilized.” (4A20)

Mencius is clear: the ruler is not just a political but also a moral leader of his subjects. As such the ruler becomes indispensable not just in terms of his potential to bring about peace and stability to the entire subcelestial realm, but also in terms of realizing Mencius’s moral project: creating a state in which everybody is benevolent and righteous. “Rectifying the wrongs in the ruler’s heart” becomes then the thinker’s noblest mission, which explains Mencius’s endless movements across the competing Warring States in search of an appropriate employer.
Mencius’s optimism with regard to improving the ruler’s quality is represented in the ideal of the True Monarch (wangzhe 王者, literally, “he who acts as appropriate to the Monarch”).3 The True Monarch differs critically from the self-proclaimed “kings” (wang 王) of the Warring States world: unlike them he is supposed to equal the former paragons, such as the founders of the Shang 商 (ca. 1600–1046 BCE) and Zhou 周 (ca. 1046–255 BCE) dynasties, and to reign over All-under-Heaven rather than a regional state. Mencius tries to convince his patrons that the goal of becoming True Monarch is attainable almost immediately. In a famous conversation with King Xuan of Qi 齊宣王 (r. 319–301 BCE), Mencius explains that to attain universal rule the king just should expand his innate benevolence to ever broader cycles of subjects: “Treat your elders as elders, extending this to others’ elders; treat your young as young, extending this to others’ young, and you will hold All-under-Heaven in the palm of your hand!” (1A7). Elsewhere, the thinker provides a clearer blueprint to the ideal of “benevolent government” (renzheng 仁政) through which universal superiority is attainable:
Mencius said: “Respect the worthy, employ the able, and let the outstanding talents to occupy office: then all the men-of-service under Heaven will rejoice and want to be placed at your court. Do not impose levies on markets shops; deal [with goods] according to the law, but do not [levy] the shops: then all the merchants under Heaven will rejoice and want to store [their goods] at your markets. At the passes, check [the goods] but do not collect levies; then all the travelers under Heaven will rejoice and want to pass through your roads. Impose work obligations on the tillers but do not tax them: then all the peasants under Heaven will rejoice and want to till your fields. When there will be no monetary tax on the shops, then all the people under Heaven will rejoice and want to settle in your [country]. If one is really able to implement the five of these, then the people of neighboring states would look at him as their parent. To lead one’s children to attack their parent: from the time the people were born, such an undertaking had never succeeded. If so, you will have no rivals under Heaven. He who has no rivals under Heaven is the Heaven’s appointee. If so, one cannot but become the True Monarch. (2A5)

The bottom line of becoming the True Monarch, i.e., Mencius’s expectation that the people from All-under-Heaven would never fight the ruler who implements economically and socially advantageous policies on his soil is clearly a wishful thinking. Yet idealism aside, when Mencius’s concrete recommendations are concerned, they appear quite realistic. Similar economic, social, and cultural recommendations are repeated throughout the text whenever the True Monarch is discussed. The aspiring True Monarch should provide adequate subsistence and moral education to his subjects (1A7, 3A3); take care even of the weakest members of society (1B5); and imbue the entire society with moral values (6B4). It is expected that these policies will allow the incumbent monarch to attain the hearts of the people as the major precondition for attaining universal rule (1B4, 4A9). One may question of course the economic or social rationale of some of Mencius’s proposals, but none of these appear untenable, nor do they require extraordinary efforts on the ruler’s behalf.
Yet it is in light of these relatively down-to-earth demands of the future True Monarch that one can fully understand Mencius’s frustration with the fact that none of his employers had seriously moved toward their implementation. This frustration, which fueled many of the thinker’s resignations and his demarches against the patrons, is fully visible in one of Mencius’s most famous statements:
Once in five hundred years, a True Monarch is certain to arise; while in the interim there certainly will be some who determine the destiny of the generation.4 From the [establishment of the] Zhou, there have been already seven centuries; judging from this count, the [expected coming of the Monarch] has already passed; but if we analyze the timely [conditions], it is still possible. Yet Heaven does not want to order All-under-Heaven; should it want to order All-under-Heaven, who will cast me aside in our generation? (2B13)

Here, all of a sudden, the True Monarch turns from an attainable goal into an almost illusory figure: a long-awaited savior who arrives twice in a millennium, and whose time of arrival is long overdue. Mencius is desperate: the savior does not come, nor does anybody call upon him to determine “the destiny of the generation.” Yet personal implications aside, let us think of political ones. If the coming of the True Monarch is an exceptional event, does this mean that the thinker’s relentless efforts to better his employers en route to becoming the True Monarch were in vain? That, pace Mencius’s occasional optimism, one should not expect an average monarch to attain the degree of benevolence required by the thinker? And if so, should not one look for alternative means of placing the best possible candidate on the ruler’s throne?
Indeed, Mencius may have shared this dissatisfaction with regular means of bettering the monarch. Hence, his text is exceptionally rich with discussions about non-hereditary power transfer (cp. Pines 2009: 54–81; Kim 2019). His impatience with regard to some of the employers erupts all of a sudden. When King Xuan of Qi asks him about high ministers, Mencius replies that whenever the ruler does not heed the minister’s remonstrance, the latter should leave him; but if the minister comes from the ruling lineage, he may replace the sovereign (5B9). This is not a slip of the tongue: Mencius hints elsewhere that a malfunctioning ruler either does not deserve progeny (which effectively means the dynasty’s cessation; 1A4; cf. Pines 2013a: 83), or should be outright replaced as any malfunctioning official (1B6). The possibility of a ruler’s replacement is voiced by Mencius directly during another exchange with King Xuan:
King Xuan of Qi asked: “Did it happen that Tang [the founder of Shang] expelled Jie [the last ruler of the preceding Xia dynasty], while King Wu [the de-facto founder of the Zhou dynasty] attacked [the last Shang ruler] Zhòu?”	Mencius replied: “This is reported in the Traditions.”

	[The king] said: “Is it permissible that a minister murders his ruler?”

	Mencius said: “One who commits crimes against benevolence is called ‘criminal’; one who commits crimes against righteousness is called ‘a cruel one.’ A cruel and criminal person is called ‘an ordinary fellow.’ I heard that an ordinary fellow Zhòu was punished, but did not hear of murdering a ruler.” (1B8)





The topic of righteous rebellion was part and parcel of the political discourse of the Warring States period, but nowhere is the support for the right to rebel stated as unequivocally as in the Mencius (Pines 2008). In marked difference from most other thinkers who approved of rebellion only under truly exceptional circumstances, such as those associated with the paradigmatic overthrows of evil tyrants, Jie 桀 and Zhòu 紂, Mencius refers here to routine violations of the norms of benevolence and righteousness as sufficient justification to rebel and execute the culprit. Any reader of Mencius’s philippics against contemporary rulers will not fail to notice that these rulers are equally guilty in his eyes as offenders against benevolence and righteousness. What practical conclusion then can come from this analysis? Should contemporary rulers face replacement and execution just like the past tyrants? And if so, who will decide upon such an execution? Most remarkably, Mencius fails to mention Heaven (which as we shall see below is attributed elsewhere in Mencius with important political tasks) as a major factor behind the demise of Jie and Zhòu. Who will then decide about replacing the tyrants? Once, as in an earlier citation, Mencius assigns this task to the ruler’s closest kin (5B9). Alternatively, he insists that the support of the people below plays the crucial role in determining ruler’s success and failure (4A9). Yet it is not up to the people to decide when to move against the culprit (cf. Tiwald 2008; Kim 2019: 128–137). This task should be initiated by Mencius’s fellow shi, men-of-service:
Mencius said: To await for King Wen and only then to rise up, is [the behavior] of common folk. As for the truly outstanding shi, even if there is no King Wen, they would rise up. (7A10)

The latter statement is usually interpreted as hinting at a positive moral impact of a ruler like King Wen; the term xing (興 “to arise,” “to rise up”) is glossed as “to be moved and inspired.”5 This interpretation is not necessarily correct, however. Those who waited for King Wen to stand up were participants in his rebellion against the Shang king Zhòu (which was the single most important activity of King Wen). It seems that Mencius calls upon outstanding men-of-service to rise up even without a glorious leader such as King Wen. If my interpretation is correct, Mencius may appear as almost a revolutionary, a person who calls upon fellow shi to arise and put an end to Zhòu’s current counterparts. Yet elsewhere, Mencius appears fearful of such a conclusion. When Wan Zhang questions the legitimacy of the current rulers, Mencius cautions him: “Do you think that if the True Monarch appears he would uniformly punish the current regional lords?” (5B4). The answer is clear: punishing the rulers is not something that a man-of-service—even an outstanding one like Wan Zhang—has the right to decide upon.
Mencius’s equivocal attitude—once in favor of rebellion, and even hinting at the right of outstanding men-of-service to take hold of the state’s destiny and rise up, once cautioning against this—is reflected in his view of another means of non-hereditary power transfer, namely, the ruler’s abdication. By Mencius’s life-time the idea that a good ruler should abdicate in favor of a worthy minister—as was allegedly done by the sage Thearch Yao 堯 in favor of Shun 舜, and later by Shun in favor of his own minister, Yu 禹—gained considerable popularity, as demonstrated in several of the recently unearthed manuscripts (Pines 2005; cf. Allan 2015). Mencius appears at times as a strong endorser of this idea: thus he repeatedly hails Yao and Shun as a model pair of a ruler and a minister. For instance:
As for Yao’s attitude toward Shun, he ordered nine of his sons to serve [Shun], married two of his daughters to him, he provided the hundred officials, oxen and sheep, granaries and storehouses to feed Shun amidst the fields. Later he raised him and gave him the highest position. Hence it is said that kings and lords respect the worthies. (5B6)

Elevation of an erstwhile commoner, Shun, to the position of supreme authority is presented here as a normal, and even a normative way of conduct (cf. 3B4). Mencius’s repeated praise of Shun may suggest the thinker’s self-identification with this model minister; and it would not be too bold to assume that Mencius might have expected to find an enlightened monarch who would elevate him to the position of supreme authority on a par with Shun. Yet it was during Mencius’s life-time (just when he was at the peak of his career at the court of Qi) that a real abdication took place in the neighboring state of Yan 燕 in 314 BCE. That abdication ended in a disaster: Yan became engulfed in a civil war and was nearly exterminated; the idea of abdication resultantly became irreparably sullied (Pines 2005: 268–271). Possibly under the impact of these events (Li 2003) Mencius had qualified his erstwhile support of Yao’s abdication and adopted a more cautious stance. His uneasiness with this topic is seen from his other conversations with Wan Zhang 萬章:
Wan Zhang asked: “Did it really happen that Yao granted All-under-Heaven to Shun?”
Mencius said: “No, the Son of Heaven cannot grant anybody All-under-Heaven.”
“Nonetheless, Shun possessed All-under-Heaven. Who granted it to him?”
[Mencius] said: “Heaven granted it.”
“That Heaven granted it, does it mean that it earnestly ordered him so?”
[Mencius] said: “No, Heaven does not speak. It clarified [its intent] through conduct and through sacrifices.”
[Wan Zhang] said: “What does it mean ‘clarified through conduct and through sacrifices?’”
[Mencius] said: “The Son of Heaven can recommend a person to Heaven, but cannot force Heaven to grant this person All-under-Heaven; a regional lord can recommend a person to the Son of Heaven, but cannot force the Son of Heaven to grant this person the rank of a regional lord; a noble can recommend a person to the regional lord, but cannot force the lord to grant this person a noble rank. In the past, Yao recommended Shun to Heaven, and Heaven accepted him; he displayed Shun to the people, and the people accepted him; hence I said: ‘Heaven does not speak. It clarified [its intent] through conduct and through sacrifices.’” (5A5)

Mencius is visibly annoyed by Wan Zhang’s preoccupation with the issue of abdication, and employs different rhetorical tactics to thwart his disciple’s barely veiled attack on the hereditary principle of rule. First, Mencius introduces Heaven’s factor into power transfer to an extent unknown elsewhere in the Warring States-period texts, with the major exception of the Mozi 墨子.6 Heaven is introduced here as an active and sentient entity, which, albeit not speaking directly with its appointees, intervenes in human affairs and determines who should inherit the position of Son of Heaven. This invocation of Heaven, however, is a risky strategy in the age of marked decline in belief in Heaven’s political potency, as exemplified in the ironic question by Wan Zhang “does it mean that it earnestly ordered [Shun to ascend the throne]?” Hence while symbolically placing Heaven at the center of his argument, Mencius redirects the discussion from Heaven to men:
[Wan Zhang] said: “What does it mean ‘recommended to Heaven, and Heaven accepted him; displayed to the people, and the people accepted him?’”
[Mencius] said: “[Yao] ordered [Shun] to preside over sacrifices, and the hundred spirits accepted the offerings: this means that Heaven accepted him. He ordered [Shun] to preside over the people’s affairs and the hundred clans were at peace under him: this means that the people accepted him. Heaven granted him [All-under-Heaven], the people granted him; hence I said: the Son of Heaven cannot grant anybody All-under-Heaven.” (5A5)

Mencius boldly proclaims the importance of the people’s support. Paying due respect to Shun’s ability to let the spirits enjoy his offerings, he clarifies that it is the people’s acceptance of Shun as a true leader which really mattered. He further explains:
Shun acted as Yao’s chancellor for twenty-eight years: it is not something that a human effort can bring about, it is Heaven. When Yao passed away, at the end of the three-year mourning, Shun escaped to the South of the River to avoid Yao’s son. Yet when the lords from All-under-Heaven arrived at court, they did not approach Yao’s son, but Shun; those who had litigations did not approach Yao’s son, but approached Shun; those who sang praises did not sing praises of Yao’s son, but of Shun. Hence I said: it is Heaven. Only then did [Shun] return to the Central State and ascend the throne of the Son of Heaven. Should he live in Yao’s palace and oppress Yao’s son, this would mean usurpation, not the grant of Heaven. The Great Oath says: ‘Heaven sees through the people’s seeing, Heaven hears through the people’s hearing.’ It is said about this. (5A5)

The people appear, along with Heaven, as the second major factor behind Shun’s success. Similarly, as Mencius explains elsewhere, it was the people’s action that failed Yu’s appointed successor, Yi 益, and allowed Yu’s son, Qi 啓, to seize power (5A6). Yet despite his repeated invocations of “the people” as king-makers, Mencius is reluctant to turn them into the single major factor behind power transfer. To avoid the potentially subversive implications of his statements, Mencius reinterprets the abdication legend in the way that makes Yao’s posthumous yielding of the throne into an exceptional event with minimal relevance to the present. The theretofore unheard of story of Shun’s futile attempt to avoid Yao’s son and to prevent the loss of power by Yao’s family is particularly interesting.7 This presentation of Shun’s behavior indicates that the latter considered hereditary transmission of power as singularly correct (for a different interpretation, see Kim 2019: 64–75).
Mencius’s attempt to prevent the abdication legend from becoming a tool to subvert the ruler-centered order is explicit in his introduction of the third crucial factor that allowed abdications to succeed in the past: the ruler’s recommendation. Whereas in the passage cited above Yao’s recommendation to Heaven to appoint Shun is mentioned only briefly, in the next dialogue with Wan Zhang, which focuses on the establishment of hereditary transmission at the beginning of the Xia dynasty, the issue of recommendation becomes as crucial as Heaven’s support itself. The dialogue starts with Wan Zhang’s provocative question: “People have a saying: ‘By the time of Yu, virtue had declined; [hence] he did not transfer the power to the worthiest, but to his own son.’ Do you agree?” (5A6). This prompts Mencius’s more concentrated effort to defend legitimacy of hereditary power-transfer. After explaining the failure of Yu’s righteous minister, Yi, to inherit from his master due to the shortness of his tenure as Yu’s aide, and due to the worthiness of Yu’s son, Qi, Mencius continues:
Shun, Yu, and Yi: the length of time that separated [their ministerial tenures from their enthronement], as well as the worthiness or unworthiness of their sons—all this was [arranged by] Heaven, it is not something human beings are capable of. When nobody acts, but the action is performed: this is Heaven. When nobody delivers [the power], but it arrives: this is the Decree. For a commoner to possess All-under-Heaven, he must be virtuous as Shun and Yu and also have the Son of Heaven to recommend him; hence Zhongni (Confucius) did not possess All-under-Heaven. (5A6)

In this passage, Mencius moderates the inherent radicalism of his earlier interpretation of the abdication legend. First, Heaven’s support is manifested in one’s longevity in tenure as well as in the aptitude of the reigning ruler’s son, and not primarily in the people’s action, as implied earlier. Second, recommendation by the reigning ruler suddenly becomes the most important asset of the aspiring minister, overshadowing other factors. The failure of Confucius to “possess All-under-Heaven” was not due to his lack of popularity among the people or lack of Heaven’s support, but simply because he lacked a supportive ruler. In the final account, it is solely the acting ruler’s prerogative to decide to whom to transfer power, and the idea of yielding the throne is not supposed to undermine the absolute power of the sovereign. Mencius concludes with Confucius’s alleged quote: “Tang (=Yao) and Yu (=Shun) abdicated; Xia, Yin (=Shang), and Zhou transmitted [power] lineally; the meaning [or appropriateness] of their [action] is the same” (5A6).
Mencius’s views regarding nonhereditary means of placing a worthy ruler on the throne represent, therefore, a curious amalgam of radicalism and caution. On the one hand, he appears as the only thinker who tries to draw universally applicable conclusions from the overthrow of the Xia and the Shang, moving dangerously in the direction of legitimating rebellion by “outstanding shi” against an immoral tyrant. On the other hand, he explicitly distances himself from his disciple Wan Zhang, whose provocative support for either rebellion or abdication we noted above, and clarifies that dynastic succession is the entirely legitimate mode for fixing on a ruler. Like all the other thinkers, Mencius did not present any practical alternative to the hereditary principle of rule, and his audacity—while annoying and even frightening to later rulers—remained without immediate political consequences.8 This left the thinker with an unenviable choice of trying in vain to improve the quality of the sovereigns, who remained unworthy of his efforts.

3 Between the Ruler and the Way: Mencius on Men of Service
Mencius’s multiple dialogues with the rulers reflect a somewhat contradictory attitude. At times the thinker is polite, understanding, and encouraging, while at times is haughty and confrontational; first he seeks employment and then departs amid strong demarches. These highly divergent modes of interaction with the rulers are reflective not only of Mencius’s complex personality but rather of a deeper challenge he faced. Like his fellow men-of-service, Mencius had to navigate his way between the competing commitments to the rulers he wanted to serve and to his principles, the Way (Dao 道), he wanted to preserve. This predicament reflected the complex position of the shi stratum, to which Mencius belonged and which he aspired to lead: the stratum of proud men-of-service who remained forever dependent on the power-holders.
The shi were originally a politically and intellectually marginal social group, the lowest segment of hereditary aristocracy. By the fifth-fourth century BCE, as the pedigree-based aristocratic order gave way to a more mobile and meritocratic society, the shi evolved into a new broad elite of men-of-service, which encompassed both former aristocrats and a certain amount of ambitious commoners who made their way up the social ladder (Pines 2009: 115–123). Mencius’s paragon, Confucius, was the first to position himself as a spiritual leader of this rising stratum, and Mencius did his best to inherit this mantle. Although politically speaking Mencius appears as a conservative supporter of hereditary office-holding (1B5, 3A3, 1B7),9 culturally speaking he clearly identifies himself with the shi and acts as their spokesman. His pronouncements reflect an immense pride in his shi identity: “Only a shi is able to preserve a stable heart without stable livelihood” (1A7). “A shi with high aspirations will never forget [that he may end] in a ditch, will never forget [that he may] lose his head” (3B1; 5B7). One of Mencius’s disciples adds, provocatively: “[as for] shi with abundant virtue, rulers were unable to turn them into subjects, fathers were unable to turn them into sons” (5A4). Bravado aside, these statements reflect Mencius’s and his disciples’ strong sense of belonging to a proud and brave shi community, united by common behavioral norms, the members of which did not feel inferior to rulers. Mencius explains the reasons for this pride:
Zengzi said: “The richness of Jin and Chu cannot be matched; [but] while they have their riches, I have my benevolence; while they have their ranks, I have my righteousness: so am I lesser than they?” Could Zengzi say anything inappropriate? There may be a certain Way there. There are three matters that command respect under Heaven: first is rank, second is age; third is virtue. At court, rank is supreme; in the village community, age; but in supporting the generation and prolonging the people’s [life], nothing is comparable to virtue. How would a possessor of one of these behave arrogantly toward a possessor of the second? Hence the ruler who has great plans must have a minister who cannot be summoned; if he wants to make plans together [with the minister], he must approach the minister. (2B2)

Mencius outlines here three parallel hierarchies: a political-administrative one, with the ruler at its apex; a social one (confined to small communities), which prizes age; and a moral hierarchy in which he and his like occupy the leading position.10 While politically inferior to the ruler, outstanding men-of-service are morally superior to the sovereign, and their relations should be therefore based on mutual respect, which diminishes hierarchic distinctions. This proud stance implies that a true man-of-service should serve the ruler primarily as a means of moral self-realization rather than just for filling in his belly.
Yet the situation on the ground was more complex than the above declaration implies. Their pride aside, the men-of-service remained forever dependent on the rulers both politically and economically. Worse, Mencius’s view of service as primarily the means of the intellectual’s self-realization was not shared by everybody. Some of his contemporaries openly postulated that making career for the sake of fame and riches is entirely legitimate. On the opposite side there were voices of those who considered serving the rulers as a filthy matter, and advocated complete disengagement from the courts (Pines 2009: 136–163). It is against this complex backdrop that Mencius had to chart the course for like-minded lofty men-of-service. Establishing the middle way between shameless career-seekers on the one hand and the purists on the other was an arduous task which generated multiple tensions. These tensions transpire throughout the text.
Mencius often appears as fully committed to the idea of serving the ruler as the supreme goal of a man-of-service. To serve is the natural self-fulfillment of a shi; if he remains without an employer for just 3 months he should be consoled (3B3). Mencius’s life-long search for a proper appointment fully manifests his commitment to political career. Yet the service is emphatically not the goal in itself; it should not come at the expense of an intellectual’s mission and his self-esteem. Mencius clarifies these points in reply to a disciple’s query “Under what conditions did the noble men of old times serve?”
Three [conditions] caused them to approach [the ruler] and three to abandon him. If [the ruler] welcomed them with the utmost respect and ritual politeness, saying that he was going to implement their words, they approached him. When polite appearances were still kept, but the words were not implemented, they left him. Second, even if he was not going to implement their words, but welcomed them with the utmost respect and ritual politeness, they approached him; when polite appearances faded, they left him. When they ate neither in the morning nor in the evening, starving so as to be unable to leave their compound, and the ruler, hearing this, said: “At large, I am unable to implement their Way and am also unable to follow their words, but if I let them die of starvation in my lands, it will be shameful to me,” sending them provisions, they accepted them, just to avoid death. (6B4)

The three reasons to hold an office outlined by Mencius may serve as a useful guide for his own behavior. Ideally, a noble man should serve the ruler in order to implement his Way, but if this is not immediately possible, one can stay in the vicinity of the ruler in exchange for the latter’s respect and politeness. Finally, if he is in desperate economic condition, a noble man may accept the ruler’s financial support as a matter of survival. What is remarkable, however, is that while discussing the conditions to serve, Mencius felt it necessary to outline immediately the conditions for resignation. Service is a normative state of affairs, but it should never turn into shameless career-seeking.
Two questions haunt Mencius: when to serve and when to resign (cf. Fang 2010). There is no singularly correct course. Hence, among the sages of the past there were some, like Boyi 伯夷, who refused to serve unworthy rulers and compromise their integrity, but also those like Liuxia Hui 柳下惠, who would humbly accept any office, or Yi Yin 伊尹, an advisor to King Tang, the founder of the Shang dynasty, who, pitying the common folk deprived of worthy rule, “undertook the heaviest task of All-under-Heaven,” endlessly seeking office to fulfill his duty. Mencius considers each of these sages worthy of emulation, although he is slightly critical of Boyi’s extreme purity and of Liuxia Hui’s apparent lack of self-respect. However, his true hero is Confucius, one who knew “when to hurry, and when to wait, when to stay and when to serve”—a person who combined the advantages of earlier sages, surpassing them all.11 Mencius explains the reasons behind Confucius’ fluctuation between the desire to serve and his repeated resignations (a course closely followed by Mencius himself): “The ancients always desired to serve but hated to do it not in accordance with their Way. To approach [the ruler] not in accordance with the Way is like ‘cutting holes’ [for men and women to meet each other secretly instead of becoming properly engaged]” (3B3).
Mencius is anxious to distinguish himself from those contemporaneous politicians who made their enviable career by becoming servile yes-men of the rulers. As an alternative, Mencius puts forward an ideal of the Great Man, the one who maintains personal integrity against all the odds:
To consider compliance as correctness is the way of spouses and concubines. [The Great Man] lives in the broad lodging of All-under-Heaven, occupies a proper position in All-under-Heaven, follows the great Way of All-under-Heaven. When his aspirations are fulfilled, he follows [the Way] together with the people; when they are not, he follows his Way alone. Wealth and high status cannot tempt him, poverty and low status cannot move him, awesomeness and military might cannot subdue him—this is called the “Great Man.” (3B2)

The Great Man is an entirely self-sufficient person, a proud counterpart of the ruler above and the people below. Being internally empowered by firm attachment to the Way, he is able to defy whatever external challenges are presented by those who want either to entice or overawe him. The Great Man is almost superhuman: he is not a minor actor on the sociopolitical scene, but a creator of his own moral universe, to which he can retreat from the inadequate outside world. This moral universe, as Mencius clarifies elsewhere, is not desolate, but rather is inhabited by aspiring Great Men—good men-of-service:
Mencius told Wan Zhang: “Good men-of-service of a village should befriend good men-of-service of the village; good men-of-service of a state should befriend good men-of-service of the state; good men-of-service of All-under-Heaven should befriend good men-of-service of All-under-Heaven. If befriending good men-of-service of All-under-Heaven is still insufficient, then you still can debate with the ancients. Recite their Poems, read their Documents: is it possible that then you will not understand these people? Thus when you discuss their generation, this is as if you befriend them.” (5B8)

The picture of a community of friends who share aspirations and educational background (which allows them also to debate with “the ancients”) supplements logically the notion of a self-sufficient Great Man. This synchronic and diachronic community, being apparently independent of the state and its hierarchy, may have been particularly appealing to critically minded people like Wan Zhang, whose despise of current rulers was mentioned above. And yet promulgation of this ideal of self-sufficient community of good men-of-service does not mean that Mencius abandons the goal of service altogether. When confronted by the purists who proclaim the advantages of reclusion he defends his commitment to service in a less-than-ideal world. The recluses, such as Chen Zhongzi 陳仲子, a member of the ruling lineage in Qi, who retreated from public life in protest against his brother’s filthy manners, deserve respect, but they have gone too far. Absolute purity is attainable only to an earthworm. In the world of human beings, by contrast, the very nature of economic interaction brings everybody into contact with people whose decency is unverifiable. In this situation the purists’ insistence à la Boyi on not eating the “contaminated” grains of unjust rulers is simply not feasible (3B10).
Chen Zhongzi’s way is a dead-end, whereas being a ruler’s servile yes-man is demeaning. The difficulty to navigate one’s course, to distinguish oneself from shameless “petty men” and from self-defeating purists generates persistent tensions. These tensions may explain some of Mencius’s affronts to his employers. Perhaps by stunning the rulers with acerbic remarks and bitter criticism on the verge of outright subversion (Pines 2013a), Mencius tried to prove to fellow lofty shi that he does not compromise his principles for the sake of career. But Mencius’s haughty stance vis-à-vis the sovereigns is not just bravado: rather it reflects his firm belief, noticed above, in the moral and intellectual superiority of the outstanding men of service over the power-holders. This superiority counterbalances the political superiority of the rulers creating a parity between the monarch and his aide. This sense of parity is proclaimed by Mencius unequivocally in another conversation with King Xuan of Qi:
If a ruler treats his subjects as his hands and feet, they will treat him as their belly and heart. If he treats them as his horses and hounds, they will treat him as a mere fellow. If he treats them as mud and weeds, they will treat him as a mortal enemy. (4B3)

The ruler cannot rely on automatic loyalty and obedience of his subject: the situation rather is that of quid pro quo, in which the sovereign never gets more than he gives. This statement is radical enough, but elsewhere Mencius goes one step further:
Lord Mu [of Lu] went several times to visit Zisi, asking him: “In antiquity, how did [the rulers] of a one-thousand-chariot [that is, small] state manage to befriend shi?” Zisi did not like that, answering: “Men of antiquity had a saying, ‘talk of service’; did they say ‘talk of friendship?’” As Zisi did not like [the lord’s question], why did he not answer: “Judging by position, you are the ruler, and I am the minister—how dare I befriend a ruler? Judging by virtue (de 德), you serve me—how can you befriend me?” (5B7)

This short passage epitomizes the complexity of Mencius’s approach. While recognizing the ruler’s political superiority, Mencius emphasizes that intellectually and morally a man-of-service, or at least an outstanding man-of-service, such as Confucius’s grandson, Zisi 子思 (ca. 481–402 BCE), is the ruler’s superior. The last sentence, which postulates the inadequacy of the ruler’s de, creates a potentially explosive situation. As Mencius and his disciples knew perfectly, the term de meant not only moral virtue but also referred to charismatic power, or, in other words, to the very right to rule (Onozawa 1968; Kryukov 1995; Martynov 1998). Thus if a minister had superior de, and the ruler was supposed to “serve” (shi 事) him, this effectively meant that the sovereign and his underling should shift their positions!
Mencius’s haughtiness backfired. Even in a lenient atmosphere of the Warring States period his affronts to the rulers could not endear him to the employers. Although the lords of his age—such as King Xuan of Qi—appear to be tolerant enough toward Mencius’s criticism, they eventually distanced themselves from him, annulling his actual impact on their policies. Frustrated, Mencius famously lamented the lack of the True Monarch (see above); elsewhere he opined that the career does not top his priorities. In the last chapters of the Mencius several statements repeat the thinker’s alternative message: “I turn toward myself and [attain] internal completeness (or integrity, cheng 誠). There is no joy greater than that” (7A4).
This latter saying exemplifies a crucial “turning inward” in Mencius’s thought. Leaving aside its philosophical significance, let us focus on its political implications. When a thinker who has dedicated most of his life to wandering among the competing courts and persuading the rulers and their aides suddenly declares that he would just “preserve his heart/mind and nourish his nature” (7A1), enjoying primarily the “turning toward oneself,” this means abandonment or at least radical downgrading of political aspirations. From a purely political point of view, Mencius failed to establish sustainable norms of a ruler’s relations with men-of-service eager to preserve their dignity at court. It was up to Mencius’s major critic, Xunzi 荀子 (d. after 238 BCE) to outline a more viable mode of ruler-minister interactions and rules of political engagement for the men-of-letters in general (Pines 2002: 68–71). Yet in terms of bolstering the pride of intellectuals throughout the imperial millennia and beyond, Mencius finds few if any competitors.

4 Weak Roots: Mencius on the People
In one of his most famous statements, Mencius declares:The people are the most esteemed; the altars of soil and grain follow them, and the ruler is the lightest. Hence one who attains [the support of] the multitudes, becomes Son of Heaven; one who attains [the support of] the Son of Heaven, becomes a regional lord; one who attains [the support of] the regional lord, becomes a noble. (7B14)


This statement, which assigns the people an extraordinarily important political role, epitomizes the idea of “the people as a root” of the polity (minben 民本). This is one of the core ideas in the Mencius and, broader, in pre-imperial Chinese thought in general (Pines 2009: 187–214; Zhang 2009). Since the beginning of the twentieth century, and even more in the recent decades, the minben idea attracted considerable interest in the context of discussions about compatibility of Confucianism with Western democratic ideals.12 Putting its modern implications aside, one may immediately notice that while Mencius’s focus on “the people” as potential king-makers and as the raison d’être of the polity is not exceptional in the intellectual landscape of the Warring States period, his people-oriented pronouncements sound more resolute and more radical than in most other texts. Yet before we declare Mencius as the champion of the “people’s power” (Xu 2006: 137–140; Qiang 2013: 152–153), one should consider the complexity of his approach, which does not fit neatly into modern political categories.
There is no doubt that Mencius is fully committed to the idea of government “for the people.” Ensuring the subjects’ decent livelihood is the ruler’s paramount responsibility; the hallmark of “benevolent government.” Lenient taxation, allotting every farmer an adequate plot of land, eschewing mobilization during agriculturally hot seasons, preserving ecological balance: all these are the core features of Mencius’s political ideal (e.g., 1A3, 1A7, 2A5). As noted above, these measures are essential for the aspiring True Monarch: they will generate enthusiastic support for his policies at home and abroad, causing the people to “go over to him like water runs downwards” (see below). This possibility of the people “voting with their feet” explains why the people-oriented policies are not just a moral desideratum: they are also fundamental to the government’s legitimacy:
[Kings] Jie and Zhòu lost All-under-Heaven through losing the people. They lost the people through losing their hearts. There is a way to attain All-under-Heaven: when you attain the people, you attain All-under-Heaven. There is a way to attain the people: when you attain their hearts, you attain the people. There is a way to attain their hearts: gather them at what they desire, do not do whatever they detest, and that is all. The people turn to benevolence just as water flows downwards and animals head for the wilds. (4A9)

This insistence on the importance of “attaining the people’s hearts” is the second pillar of Mencius’s people-oriented thought. This idea, again, reflects a broad consensus of the Warring States-period thinkers (Pines 2009: 203–210), yet Mencius expresses it more forcefully than most of his contemporaries. The declared importance of the public mood and public opinion for the government’s legitimacy may indeed create an impression that Mencius was on the verge of moving from the idea of the government “for the people” to that of “by the people.” Yet before we jump to this conclusion let us ask: how should the people’s will be ascertained? Surely “voting by their feet” is a powerful expression of public opinion, but this is by definition an exceptional case. What about regular procedures of consultation? Here the Mencius remains curiously silent. The only time the direct input of “the people” into policy-making is discussed is when Mencius recommends the ruler to solicit the opinions of capital-dwellers (guoren 國人) (aside from the ruler’s entourage and the nobles) before deciding on major promotions, demotions, and executions (1B7). Yet even in that passage there is no clarity about how exactly these consultations should be done.
Is this the issue of a minor negligence by a thinker who was after all not much interested in institution-building? I doubt so. Rather, Mencius’s emphasis on the importance of public opinion coexisted with a strongly pronounced dislike of the commoners’ direct intervention in policy-making. This dislike is expressed most directly in Mencius’s polemics with Xu Xing 許行, a proponent of radical agricultural equality, who urged the rulers to till the soil to avoid exploiting the peasants. Mencius is outraged by this subversion of social hierarchy and clarifies his stance:
Some toil with their hearts, some toil with their force. Heart-toilers rule men; force-toilers are ruled by men. Those who are ruled by men, feed men; those who rule men, are fed by men—this is the common propriety of All-under-Heaven. (3A4)

Mencius explains elsewhere:
Without the noble men, nobody will rule the commoners; without the commoners, nobody will feed the noble men. (3A4)13

These statements are the clearest exposition of Mencius’s sociopolitical ideal. Society is based on a separation of functions between the rulers and the ruled; and the hierarchy is both moral and social. In polemic against Xu Xing Mencius was particularly appalled by his opponent’s degradation of noble men who were encouraged to till the soil; but his indignation is equally applicable, mutatis mutandis, to the notion of elevating commoners to the position of active participants in politics. We face therefore a paradoxical situation: the thinker who is most committed to heeding the people’s opinion is also the most unequivocally opposed to allow the people political participation in the first place!
What are the reasons for this paradoxical attitude? The most immediate answer would be Mencius’s disdainful attitude toward moral and intellectual abilities of “force-toilers.” Mencius declares:
To act without understanding, to exercise without examination, to follow [the Way] throughout the entire life without understanding it: this is the way of multitudes. (7A5)

This statement unmistakably reminds of Confucius’s dictum “You can let the people follow [the Way], but not understand it” (Lunyu 8.9).14 Yet Mencius goes even further in his disdain to the commoners’ mental abilities. He proclaims:
Slight is the difference between men and beasts and birds. Commoners abandon it; noble men preserve it. (4B19)

This is an exceptionally harsh pronouncement which equals the commoners (shumin 庶民) as a social category with beasts and birds. Understandably, this group is not supposed to participate in political processes. Although they are the root of the polity and the ultimate beneficiaries of the political order, the lower strata should remain forever segregated from decision-making. But how can this statement be reconciled with Mencius’s emphasis on the need to educate the commoners (1A3, 1A7, 3A3)? And what about the thinker’s repeated optimistic assertions that every man can become Yao and Shun (4B28, 6B2)? I think that the difference is between one’s potential and its actualization. Potentially, everybody—more precisely ever male—can become a cultivated noble man en route to fully realizing his mental and moral potential. On the other hand, due to a variety of objective and subjective reasons, the majority of men—the commoners—do not actualize this potential. As such they do not deserve an active political role, at least not in the ordinary circumstances.
How can then we reconcile then Mencius’s insistence on the people as “the most esteemed” with his disdain to commoners and rejection of their political participation? A possible answer will be the thinker’s own statement: “only men-of-service can maintain a constant heart without constant livelihood. As for the people, if they lack constant livelihood, they lack constant heart; and if they lack constant heart, there is nothing which they will not do, in the way of unruliness, depravity, deviation, and excessiveness” (1A7). Namely, in the current less-than-perfect world only the men-of-service are able to preserve their innate morality intact. As such only they deserve the natural and exclusive right to participate in policy making. Moreover, it is their right and duty to speak on behalf of the depraved but ultimately guiltless commoners.
This last point allows me a sinister interpretation of Mencius’s people-oriented discourse. Insofar as it was Mencius and other men-of-service who continued to represent the people in front of the rulers, invoking the masses’ interests granted these intellectuals an additional leverage vis-à-vis the sovereigns. This appropriation of what Tu Wei-ming aptly defines as “the most generalizable social relevance (the sentiments of the people)” (Tu 1993: 20) by the members of the shi stratum was too important an asset to be yielded to the uneducated masses. It was in the best interest of the self-proclaimed champions of the people from among the educated elite to keep commoners precluded from political processes. If my, admittedly speculative interpretation is correct, then, by emphasizing the people’s importance, Mencius was simply serving his own stratum. The real power was to remain in the hands of men-of-service.

5 Conclusion: Impact of Mencius’s Thought
Mencius is often dubbed an idealist. This definition is probably too sweeping: after all, the thinker did address a variety of practical issues, which he tried to solve (Kim 2010a, 2019). However, some idealistic undertones in his approaches to economic, social, and military issues are undeniable. His promises to even the weakest rulers that maintaining proper domestic order may compensate them for inadequacy of their armies (1A5, 1B14, 6B8) sound out of touch with realities of the Warring States world; and his prediction that he who is not benevolent would never attain All-under-Heaven (7B13) is clearly a wishful thinking. Mencius’s uncompromising devotion to his principles made him an inconvenient minister; his advice was rarely heeded, and his influence on the political life of the Warring States period remained minuscule. Even under the unified empire, despite the official endorsement, Mencius’s proposals did not become the dynasties’ course of action. The thinker was much respected, but, just as in the Warring States period, not much taken to heart.
So, if we judge Mencius in terms of his practical impact on policy-makers, then he was surely a failure. Yet this judgment will be grossly unfair to him. The thinker’s major success was, just like that of his Master, Confucius, in positioning himself as a spiritual leader of the men-of-service, and of their heirs, the imperial literati. His audacity, his moral integrity, his determination to convince power-holders of his truth, his immense self-respect, and his ability to position himself as a spokesman of the people below and the mentor of rulers above: all these deeply influenced the mind-set of the imperial intellectuals. Their position vis-à-vis the emperors was incomparably lower than that of Mencius: in the unified empire a dissenting man of letters could be humiliated, dismissed, incarcerated, or even executed. Yet the chillier the real atmosphere was, the stronger was the attraction to Mencius’s example of a courageous fighter for “benevolence and righteousness” (Pines 2012: 76–103). For countless generations of the imperial intellectuals Mencius was the ultimate source of inspiration. As such, his career can be summarized to be a sort of success.
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Footnotes
1For book-length English-language discussions of the Mencius, none of which pays sufficient attention to the text’s political thought, see Shun 1997; Chan 2002; Liu 2003; Behuniak Jr 2004; Huang et al. 2008. Compare with Perkins 2022, which dedicates the final chapter (pp. 210–241) to Mencius’s political ideas. Mencius’s political views are discussed in introductory-level studies of this thinker (Schwartz 1985: 278–288; Graham 1989: 113–117; Goldin 2020: 79–105; Jiang 2021: 149–183). In China and Japan, by contrast, Mencius’s political ideology is explored in dozens of studies; for a sample see Ichikawa 1963, 1964; Hsiao 1979: 143–213; Liu 1996 I: 175–199; Dong 1997: 39–78; Xia 2019; and more in the references below.

 

2All translations are mine, based on Mengzi yizhu.

 

3The concept of the “True Monarch” is also represented by the verbal usage of the term wang 王 (to become the True Monarch, or to act as appropriate to the True Monarch).

 

4Following Yang Bojun (Mengzi yizhu 1992: 110n3), I read 名世 as 命世. Csikszentmihalyi (2004: 195n65) discusses these characters, which he prefers to translate as “to give names to the age.”

 

5Cited from Zhu Xi’s gloss in Mengzi jizhu 2001 13:352; for similar glosses by Zhao Qi (趙岐, d. 201 C.E.) and Sun Shi (孫奭, 962–1033 CE), see Mengzi zhengyi 1991  13: 2765a. This interpretation was successful enough to permit this passage to be retained in the abridged version of the Mencius (Mengzi jiewen 1988 7:1006), which the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang’s 朱元璋 (1328–1398) ordered to purge of potentially “subversive” sayings (see Elman 2000: 80–81; Yang 2002).

 

6The Mozi is arguably the only text in the Warring States period that presents Heaven in a Western Zhou mode as a sentient and activist deity that punishes the culprits and rewards the meritorious, and the intent of which can be easily understood (see more in Standaert 2013). A few passages of Mencius echo Mozi, e.g., when the text speaks of Heaven’s “desires” 天欲 (see, e.g., 3A7; 2B13). For the potential impact of Mozi on the Mencius’s views of Heaven, see Miyazaki 1963. For political role of Heaven in Mozi and Mencius, see also Luo and Pines 2023.

 

7Elsewhere Mencius, like the “Yao dian,” which he cites, strongly rejects the idea that Yao abdicated in favor of Shun during Yao’s lifetime and emphasizes that Shun replaced Yao only after the latter’s death (5A4).

 

8Later, however, some rulers clearly viewed the Mencius as a subversive text. For Zhu Yuanzhang’s indignation with the content of the Mencius and his decree to edit out “subversive” passages, see Elman 2000: 78–88.

 

9Mencius’s support of hereditary office-holding is quite odd in light of the overwhelming commitment of competing thinkers of his age to the principles of meritocracy (Pines 2013b). The reasons for this odd stance are not clear: they may reflect peculiarities in social system of the state of Qi and its neighbors, where most of Mencius’s career passed; or rather they reflect his genuine fear that dismissal of hereditary rights will undermine the importance of kinship ties (see e.g., 1B7).

 

10Cf. 6A16 in which “Heaven’s ranks” (one’s morality) are juxtaposed to “human ranks.”

 

11For Mencius’s discussions of the former sages, see 5A7, 5B1, 6B6 and 2A2 (in the latter, the superiority of Confucius is proclaimed).

 

12For early explorations of the potential relevance of the minben idea to modern democracy, see Liang Qichao (Liang 1922[1996]: 35–44 and 228–234); for modern debates among Western scholars, see, e.g., Murthy 2000; Tan 2003: 132–156.

 

13For “commoners” Mencius uses here the term yeren 野人, literally, the “people of the fields,” originally a designation of the subjugated population beyond the capital walls. For the changing position of yeren during the transition from the Springs-and-Autumns (Chunqiu 春秋, 770–453 BCE) to the Warring States period, see Tian and Zang 1998: 167–172.

 

14For debates around this sentence, see Pines 2009: 268n50.
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1 Introduction
This chapter analyzes how the main ideas of Mencius’s political thought were interpreted, reconstructed, and appropriated by the three members of New Confucianism “xin rujia 新儒家” in the twentieth-century China, namely Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 (1904–1982), Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909–1978), and Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995). Mencius’s political thought and the ideas attributed to him play two major roles in the New Confucian project of revitalizing Confucianism, which, remarkably, includes the incorporation of democracy. On the one hand, the New Confucians justified how the basic ideas relevant to democracy, such as “government for the people”, and the discouragement of rule for the ruler’s sake, are conceptually related to Mencius. On the other hand, by drawing on Mencius’s thought, the contemporary thinkers made their claims in favor of democratization by arguing that the traditional ethical-political approach has perpetually failed to realize the Confucian political ideal, namely governance-by-virtue (dezhi 德治).
This discussion seeks to answer one common challenge posed by the critics against the project of the three contemporary Confucian thinkers, i.e., whether or not their democratization scheme really is Confucian. For example, contemporary Chinese historians Qian Mu 錢穆 (1895–1990) and Yu Yingshi 余英時 (1930–2021) have questioned whether the ideal that the contemporary Confucians had in mind was authentic (zhengzong 正宗) Confucianism, or just one collateral branch of the philosophy (biechuru 別出儒) that originated during the Song-Ming period (Yu 1994: 64).1
Before introducing the core arguments of this chapter, I would like to say a few words about the term “New Confucianism”. A universally accepted view among people who study New Confucianism is that the publication of the Manifesto on Behalf of Chinese Culture Respectfully Announced to the People of the World (為世界文化敬告世界宣言) in 1958, signed by a group of scholars and intellectuals in exile from mainland China, including the three scholars that are the focus of this chapter, was the founding moment, and the Manifesto the founding text, of New Confucianism as a movement. John Makeham challenges this view, and he suggested that the publication of the Manifesto was no more than a public acceptance of “an unquestioned dogma” (Makeham 2003:27). This is because, firstly, the term “New Confucianism” was not used in the Manifesto, but was only retrospectively understood to be a founding text in the history of the movement (Makeham 2003:28). Secondly, Makeham agrees with Zhang Hao 張灝 that the Manifesto should be better understood as “the development of a major trend of Chinese conservatism that had its origin in the 1920s.” There was, thus, nothing “new” in the document to justify the title “New Confucianism” (Makeham 2003:28).
In response to Makeham’s critique, we might want to acknowledge that there is some truth in his claim that the Manifesto does not clearly justify itself as a statement of a “new” Confucianism. It seems reasonable to argue that the Manifesto is not fully able to explicate all of the arguments and ideas that mark it as a “new” cultural trend. The theory of Confucian ethics upon which the Manifesto is based is the theory of the “learning of the mind and human nature,”2 which can be dated back to Song-Ming Confucianism and, as such, is hardly new. This also supports the observation that, since the core concerns of New Confucianism remain focused on metaphysical issues, this philosophy should better be regarded as a trend to revive Song-Ming Confucianism (Makeham 2003: 29–33). To argue this way, however, is to miss two important things. It is insufficient to focus only on the Manifesto and judge whether it marks the birth of a new philosophical or cultural trend. The facts that all the Manifesto signatories – at least the three scholars discussed in this chapter – have written extensively to support their claims, and that the Manifesto is no more than a shorthand statement of their arguments suggest that it is not fair to look only at the Manifesto. As Thomas Fröhlich puts it, the Manifesto should be better seen “not as a philosophical text which carefully develops its arguments,” but as “a manifesto making an appeal to its readers” (Fröhlich 2010:168). More importantly, the above critiques miss an important element of the Manifesto. The signatories creatively incorporated Western institutions as a means to realize Confucian ends. As Mou put it, following the previous two phases of the development of Confucianism, from the Pre-Qin to the Late Han Dynasties, and during the Song and Ming Dynasties, respectively, Confucianism has entered into its third phase of development, which is (among other things) to establish “the Outward Kingliness (waiwang 外王) required at this time”, “that is to establish New Kingliness” (Mou 2003b:4–16). Whilst it will be further discussed later in this chapter, briefly put, the term “Outward Kingliness” refers to cultural structures and socio-political institutions that can manifest the moral values held by Confucianism. In other words, Xu, Tang, and Mou attempted to go beyond a mere re-emphasis of the importance of Confucian ethics in Chinese culture when they published the Manifesto. Thus, to argue that the New Confucians aimed at no higher than reviving Confucianism clearly undervalues their efforts.
While Makeham’s critique focuses on what the New Confucians’ thesis is not, the following turns to what their thesis is. One way to ascertain this is to explore how these philosophers interpreted Mencius’s political thought in their arguments. Instead of focusing on the New Confucian thinkers individually, however, the discussion follows the aforementioned two roles by which the ideas of Mencius were delivered – namely, “cultural structures and socio-political institutions”. The first part of this chapter looks at how Mencius’s political thoughts, which include concepts such as mingui 民貴 (people as most esteemed) and tianyu 天與 (heaven-granted mandate), were interpreted in a way compatible with democracy. The second part of this chapter looks at how the ideas of Mencius were used to illustrate the problems of the traditional ethical-political approach, which Mou Zongsan calls the “straight-forward” approach (zhitong 直通). The third part will address one core argument that the three thinkers have failed to offer: an ethical reasoning to justify individual participation in politics. A Mencian line of argument will be developed to this end.

2 A Pro-democracy Mencius?
Mencius should be read as pro-democracy, according to the writings of the three New Confucians.3 This image is especially strong in the political theory of Xu Fuguan, in which he bluntly argues, “clues of the principles of a government by the people can be seen in Mencius” (Xu 1979:119). As for Xu, Mencius’s principle of mingui (people as most esteemed) could be understood as “the principle of minzhi 民治”, and the term “minzhi” is a popular modern Chinese term which literally means “governed by the people”. In this sense, Xu partly agrees and partly disagrees with the view of contemporary intellectual historian Hsiao Kung-Chuan 蕭公權 (1897–1981). Both Xu and Hsiao refer to this passage from the Mencius: “The people are of supreme importance; the altars to the gods of earth and grain come next; last comes the ruler” (7B14). By positioning the people as the most important in politics, Hsiao argues thatMencius regarded the people as important, hence he attached extreme importance to the people’s opinions, and felt that the people’s acceptance or repudiation should be the ultimate standard for determining a change of political power, or the adoption or abandonment of any item of governmental policy. […] To explain this in modern terminology, we should say Mencius believed that the ultimate sovereignty lay with the people. (Hsiao 1979:157–158)

Xu was quite comfortable with Hsiao’s reading here; he actually further developed Mencius’s concept of “heaven-granted”, and claimed that it was equal to the idea of “people-granted” (renyu 人與) (Xu 1979:118). Mencius did not believe that the throne or the empire belonged to the monarch.4 In 5A5, Mencius debated with his disciple Wan Zhang 萬章 about the issue of non-hereditary power transfer, in which he forcefully denied the claim that mandate is understood as a property that belongs to the monarch. Rather, as Mencius suggested, mandate belongs to Heaven, whilst “Heaven does not speak but reveals itself through its acts and deeds” (5A5). Instead of giving discursive instructions, Mencius claimed that the Heavenly acts and deeds are actually manifested in the acceptance of the ruled, i.e., by the people. In support of his claim, Mencius cited the saying from The Great Declaration (Taishi 太誓) of the Book of Documents (Shujing 書經), “Heaven sees with the eyes of its people; Heaven hears with the ears of its people” (5A5).5 Xu followed Mencius’s conception of Heaven-granted Mandate and further suggested that Heaven-granted Mandate actually means People’s Mandate (Xu 1979:117–118), which means that the people have the right to decide whom they shall be loyal to.
The point where Xu’s and Hsiao’s views depart, however, lies in their different views on how close the Confucian conception of political authority is to democracy (or a democratic concept of authority). Hsiao insists that mingui is not the same as democracy:In simplest terms, democratic thought must contain all the three concepts of “for the people,” “of the people,” and “by the people.” For, not only must the people be the objective toward which government is directed, and the chief element of the state, but they must also necessarily have the right voluntarily to participate in the authority of government. Weighted in this balance, Mencius’s “importance of the people” merely commences with the idea of “for the people,” and proceeds toward that of “of the people.” Both the principle of “by the people,” and the institutions necessary to it, were things of which he had never heard. (Hsiao 1979:161; emphasis added)

Xu agrees with Hsiao that Mencius had never heard of “institutions of minzhi”. However, he insists that the Mencian political thought implies “the principles of minzhi” (Xu 1979:119–120). He cites a passage from Mencius 1B7 that illustrates that the decision to politically promote an official to and remove him from an office, as well as the ruling of the death penalty, should rest with the people instead of the ruler (Xu 1979:120). As such, Xu concludes,In the past, like many other people, I used to think that Mencius’s concepts of people-as-most-esteemed and ruler-as-least-significant were no more than the thought of people-as-root. There was still distance from democracy. […] Now as I see it, although Mencius had never heard of institutions of a government by the people, the beginning of the principles of a government by the people can be seen in Mencius. (Xu 1979:119; emphasis added)

Clearly, Xu is portraying a pro-democracy image of Mencius; but what Xu actually meant went further than what the image expresses. As will be addressed and discussed below, Xu went on to suggest that it is the people, rather than the ruler, who possess the “origin of power” (quanyuan 權原) (Xu 1979: 216). This concept seems more likely to entail that it is the people who are entitled to the sovereignty of all-under-Heaven (tianxia 天下). At this point, Xu seems to argue for the “political subjectivity” (zhuti 主體) of the people, i.e., the people should have a position, against the ruler (or the king in the monarchical context) to decide for and by themselves.
However, the idea that it is the people who hold the “origin of power” is not only misleading, but also unnecessary, for Xu’s argument. To say that the ruler does not possess the “origin of power” and is thus not entitled to own all-under-Heaven does not directly entail that it is the people who then own the “origin of power”. If we go back to the Confucian traditional concept of Heaven’s Mandate (tianming 天命), it implies that the “origin of power” is vested in the Heaven alone. Furthermore, the rejection of the ruler’s entitlement to all-under-Heaven is enough to justify the political subjectivity of the people; reassigning the possession of all-under-Heaven into the hands of the people is not a given. After all, political subjectivity logically lies either in the ruler, which means monarchy or dictatorship, or in the people, which disqualifies these two forms of government. In the former case, the will of Heaven will be either blocked or at least distorted in the human world when the acts and deeds of the people are manipulated by the ruler and are thus out of their hands. But the latter case is consistent with the Confucian concept of Heaven’s Mandate, since this concept does not entail that the acts and deeds of the people are manipulated by Heaven; it only means that what they do reveals or reflects Heaven’s will.6 Therefore, a reading of Xu’s ‘people-granted’ concept as denoting popular sovereignty seems too far off the mark.
Rather, the discussion of “people-granted” should lead to no more than an argument against the misconceived claim that Confucianism endorses absolute monarchy. Xu argued that the mandate neither belongs to the emperor nor the Royal Family, but rather to Heaven. The legitimacy of the kingship is not revealed directly by Heaven but by the people. Heaven is on par with, rather than superior to, the people (Xu 1985:51). What Xu Fuguan argued at this point is that the will of the people manifests the will of Heaven. Learning from the conception of Heaven from early Zhou legacy and Mencius, whilst Xu does not reject the idea of a Heaven in his Confucian political framework, its significance, however, was least metaphysical and limited to an equivalence of identifying people’s acceptance of the ruler. In this regard, the idea that the “origin of power” belongs to the people is not logically equivalent to popular sovereignty.
We now turn to Tang Junyi, who does not make reference to Mencius’s ideas as frequently as Xu does. Nor are his references as critical. Tang’s understanding of the Confucian political ideal is one in which “all people would self-govern their mind and body by rites and music, whilst ‘there would be no occasion for the weapons of war, and no employment of the five punishments’. In economics, all matters of proper implements for use, as well as the securing abundant means of sustentation, are expected to be done by the people themselves; none of these imply emphasis on governmental intervention” (Tang 2005: 204). However, the absence of governmental intervention in public policy seems to be inconsistent with Mencius’s conception of “kingly government” (wangdao 王道) (1A3). In 1A3 and 1A7, for example, Mencius actually advises the king to “regulate the livelihood of the people” (zhimin zhichan 制民之產), which includes policies in agriculture and education: “If your Majesty wishes to effect this regulation of the livelihood of the people, why not turn to that which is the essential step to it?” (1A7). According to Mencius, whilst it is not clear whether a wuwei 無為 sage-king needs to formulate policies himself, it is certainly incorrect to assume that the people are expected to take care of their welfare by themselves, or that the ruler is to take a hands-off approach in public policy.
Another salient feature of Tang’s conception of sagely politics is that it does not address the question of political authority, or what Mou Zongsan characterizes as Zhengdao 政道. Tang argues that if a king is no longer morally qualified to rule, the king ought to “abdicate-and-yield” (shanrang 禪讓) his throne to another wise man who is more qualified (Tang 2005: 204). The problem, says Tang, is that the Confucian masters, namely Mencius and Xunzi, fail to offer an account in cases in which an unqualified king refuses to resign, whether people should seize political power or how to operationalize political authority (Tang 2005: 204–205). Here, Tang makes a legitimate point, namely that traditional Confucians do not offer any institutionalized arrangement with regard to a political authority that is in line with the Confucian ideal of sagely politics. This point is commonly shared by Xu and Mou (and Hsiao, as well). However, Tang claims that the Confucians in the past have acknowledged monarchical blood inheritance, rather than virtue (de 德), as the institutional arrangement for transferring political power, and the reason for them to accept this institutional arrangement is that since it is completely up to the nature (tian), not humans, to determine who will be the next ruler, this arrangement avoids controversy and dispute, and guarantees the long-term stability and order of society (Tang 2005: 207).7
It is true that many Confucians value consanguinity or heredity, and, at the same time, recognize the importance of the peace and stability of society. Nevertheless, some of them did not seem to regard consanguinity as the source of political legitimacy. Mencius, for example, relates a king’s right to rule to popular support (4A9). In 4A3, he concludes that the possession and loss of all-under-Heaven of the Three Dynasties, in essence, was dependent on the kings’ defense of benevolence. So, it seems that maintaining social order and securing popular support are more important than consanguinity as the sources of political legitimacy. But again, things are not that straightforward. We also have textual evidence to show that Mencius seems to accept the concept of heredity that is based upon blood relations in 5A6. The question is how heredity makes the best sense in the Confucian view of political legitimacy. Joseph Chan explains that, when compared with the search for the most capable to rule, heredity can bring the most stable political environment because it minimizes different interpretations as to who is the new ruler (Chan 2014a: 222–223). In other words, monarchical inheritance, which is based upon consanguinity, is not preferable for its own sake. It is the pursuit and preservation of peace and stability, and more broadly the wellbeing of the people of all-under-Heaven, which justify this method of transferring political power. Whether blood relations of the royal family should be maintained depends on how effective they are in bringing and keeping peace and stability, not the other way around. As we can see, Chan’s argument has been anticipated by Tang (2005: 207).
Now it is time to turn to Mou Zongsan, who, too, does not address Mencius so much as Xu Fuguan does. However, Mou’s discussion about political authority, or to use his term, zhengdao 政道, meaning literally ‘the dao of governing’, had a great deal in common with Mencius’s concept of “Heaven-granted” (5A5). Let us start with Mou’s views on abdication-and-yield, which will shed light on his concept of Zhengdao. On top of the excellent statesmanship of Yao and Shun, the justification for Confucius’ praise is their willing abdication of their thrones, so that political authority was not held in the hands of a family or a clan, i.e., a familial monarchy (jia tianxia 家天下). As Mou puts it,From a commonsensical point of view, abdication of and yielding up the throne, thus getting rid of the establishment of a familial monarchy, should be more reasonable than that of a familial monarchy, in that it should come closer to the Grand Course. (Mou 2003b: 11)

The question of from where Yao and Shun obtained their political authority remains. Literally, the myth of Yao and Shun seems to suggest that Yao passed Shun his throne. Yet Mencius (and Xunzi, in Xunzi 18.5) forcefully opposed this interpretation. As for Mencius, when he was asked about the case of Yao and Shun, he replied, “The sovereign cannot give the throne to another. […] Heaven gave it to him,” because “The sovereign can present a man to Heaven, but he cannot make Heaven give that man the throne … Heaven gave the throne to him. The people gave it to him” (5A5). Here, as Mou sees it, Mencius appeals to an “accreditation by Heaven.” Although the text also seems to assume an alleged “accreditation by the ruled”, but this is not the case, for two reasons. First, to follow Mou’s argument of “Sub-Ordination”, the ruled is not supposed to hold the ruler accountable. Second, citing the saying from The Great Declaration of the Book of Documents, “Heaven sees with the eyes of its people; Heaven hears with the ears of its people”, in support of his argument (5A5), Mencius seems to identify the ruled as holding a merely indicative role, which does no more than manifesting the will of Heaven. This is how Mou understands the myth: on one hand, he supports Confucius’s and Mencius’s interpretation of the myth, i.e., Yao really abdicated and yielded up the throne to Shun. On the other hand, he also agrees with Xunzi’s interpretation, and suggests that “according to the idea of Xunzi, ‘abdication-and-yield’ (rang 讓) is different from handing-down (chuan 傳); the throne can be handed down, yet cannot be yielded” (Mou 2003c:199). While accepting both arguments seems to be disharmonious, Mou has three points that capture the common ground that Mencius and Xunzi share, but also introduce his “roundabout” (qutong 曲通) approach to accomplish the Confucian political ideal, which will be addressed later. First, as Mou sees it, both Mencius and Xunzi maintain that the throne is not to be assigned by or to any person, not even in the case between the current king and his successor. Likewise, no king can resign from his kingship (Yang 2009: 55, 58, 72). Second, Mou thinks that both Confucian masters assume that Heaven has the sole authority to offer kingship, an idea that is clearly affirmed by Mencius in the above quotation. Third, Mou points out that, disappointingly, the Confucian political ideal is not properly institutionalized. The political ideal (with regard to the transfer of political authority) that Mencius (and Xunzi) have in mind merely relies on the “self-discipline” (zilü 自律) of the king to “abdicate-and-yield” or “hand-down” the throne to his successor. “Once the superstitious Heaven cannot be maintained and is denied, the king is thus under no one’s control, and this is from where disasters emanate” (Mou 2003c:204). Despite the perfection in Grand Union (Datong 大同), Confucius was not able to elaborate on how to realize this ideal, which left it empty (Mou 2003b:11). In the case of Mencius, the accreditation by Heaven regarding the “abdication-and-yield” between Yao and Shun was not understood or acknowledged as a formal institution, but merely as a moral practice (Mou 2003b:117).
So far, Mou has argued that political authority neither belongs to the king nor the Royal Family. However, in response to the question of to whom it belongs, Mou, like Tang Junyi, seems to deviate from the traditional Confucian position on political authority. He allegedly identifies the opposite of familial monarchy as “commonly-owned all-under-Heaven” (gong tianxia 公天下). The meaning of this phrase is two-fold: On one hand, it appeals to the traditional idea that “All-under-Heaven is entitled to everyone under Heaven” (Mou 2003b: 20).8 As he reads it, this idea means that all-under-Heaven is commonly owned by all the people of all-under-Heaven as a collective whole, not by all persons as individuals (Mou 2003b:19–20). On the other hand, this reading entails that political authority is a jingtai de shiyou 靜態的實有(statical being) or a “dingchang zhi you 定常之有(constant being)” (Mou 2003b: 6),9 a concept which is not tangible and which cannot be obtained by or entitled to any person (Mou 2003b: 20). From the traditional Confucian point of view, Mou’s idea that political authority is not entitled to any person is sound. However, in keeping with the Confucian traditional conception of the Heaven’s Mandate, it is too far a stretch to say that the opposite of a familial monarchy is therefore “commonly-owned all-under-Heaven”, because this concept is not only textually unattended by Confucian texts,10 but is also incompatible with the basic Confucian position. In 5A5, the roles of both Heaven and the people are clear. Only Heaven can assign and accredit the throne; this shows that the mandate belongs only to Heaven. It follows that political authority and the throne are ultimately derived from Heaven. As for the people, Mencius sees them as the manifestation of the will of Heaven. Apart from playing an indicative role in the accreditation process, the people also demonstrate Heaven’s will when they withdraw their endorsement of the throne. In 1B8, Mencius suggests that when the ruler “mutilates benevolence and righteousness,” which means that the ruler treats the people in a very bad manner, he may be overthrown and even put to death – without it being regarded as a case of regicide. This is because, by treating the people badly, Mencius argues that that king loses his political authority. As Justin Tiwald correctly puts it, the people express their support to their ruler and thereby serve as “a useful barometer of the ruler’s competence” (Tiwald 2008: 272–273). Similarly, Stephen Angle claims that “the people are like thermometers, measuring the quality of rule and thereby indicating the presence or absence of legitimate authority” (Angle 2012:40). None of the above infers that all-under-Heaven is commonly owned by the people. A thermometer may indicate the temperature but it does not control the temperature.11 Mou’s idea of power being “commonly-owned all-under-Heaven,” which denotes that the mandate belongs to the people, is obviously incompatible with the traditional understanding of Heaven’s mandate.

3 An Anti-monarchy Mencius?
While Xu, Tang, and Mou seem to interpret some quotations from the Mencius in a hermeneutically dubious way, in order to construct a pro-democracy image of Mencius, their interpretations appear to be more critical in filing a charge against the traditional approach to realizing the Confucian political ideal. The traditional approach has two dimensions; both are problematic in the views of Xu, Tang, and Mou. One is the over-emphasis on the part of the ruler in moral edification; the other is the lack of political subjectivity on the part of the people.12 As for the former, Tang opines thatIn the Chinese monarchical institution of the past, the ruler could certainly rule all-under-Heaven by virtue, whilst the ruled could also bathe in his virtuous edification, and all-under-Heaven thus remains peaceful. Yet if the ruled only bathes in his virtuous edification, the people are still only virtuously transformed in a passive manner, whilst their moral subjectivity is not established, which means that in this case only the ruler establishes his own moral subjectivity. But if the ruler is only able to establish his own moral subjectivity, and fails to help the ruled develop their own, then even though this ruler is a sage-king, since he is the only one that is sagely, he is possessing sageliness as his own private property, and for this reason he is not a genuine sage, and fails to establish genuine moral subjectivity. (Tang 1975: 903)

Strikingly interesting, this kind of unilateral moral edification of a sage-king can be traced back to the Mencius (7A13), according to Mou (Mou 2003b: 47). What is salient is that such governance has a one-way, give-and-receive expression of ethically transformative power. Of course, this does not imply that the ruled do not have the capacity to develop their own virtue; Mencius made a point that all humans, one way or another, “possess the four principles of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and knowledge” (2A6). Nevertheless, this should not be misunderstood to mean that the ruled are capable of self-development by means of unilateral moral transformation. The expression of ethical transformative power using the analogy of wind blowing over the grass in 7A13 (which is citing a passage from the Analects) vividly points out that most, if not all, of the ruled are assumed to lack moral subjectivity (because the grass is not able to influence itself). As for Tang, then, the ethical power of the sage-king is not effective at all in transforming the ruled, and what the sage-king gives is, thus, unsuccessful virtuous edification.
Xu Fuguan holds a similar view. Xu argues that the whole idea of governance-by-virtue relies too heavily on the part of the ruler (Xu 1985:54–55). The problem with the reliance on the single-handed expression of virtue by the ruler is either that the ruler needs to shoulder an extremely heavy moral responsibility that no ruler could truly bear (Xu 1985:56), or that, when the ruler fails to express his virtue, the ideal of governance-by-virtue will then be nullified.
Mou Zongsan describes the traditional approach, which relies on the sage-king’s expression of virtue, as a “straightforward” approach. It is straightforward in the following two senses: First, the relationship between Inward Sageliness and Outward Kingliness is straightforward. He describes Outward Kingliness as the direct extension or direct spread of Inward Sageliness (Mou 2003b: 24, 55). Second, this approach takes place in a top-down manner (Mou 2003b:26). In developing and manifesting the moral heart-mind in politics, the sages are the subjects; when they exert their influence, they affect the ruled. The latter are the objects, over whom the sages have influence. Mou further explains that, in this case, “either we as the subjects contain the objects in our moral heart-mind, or attach our moral heart-mind onto the objects we target, so that the subjects and the objects become thoroughgoing ‘non-counterparts’” (Mou 1996:128; 2003b:52). As such, the relationship between the sagely kings and wise ministers on one hand, and the ruled on the other hand, is like that between parents and their children, in the sense that the children are not the counterpart of their parents. Mou calls such a relationship a “Sub-ordination” (lishu guanxi 隸屬關係) (Mou 1996:128; 2003b:52), and claims that it is entailed by the straightforward approach.13
Third, the straightforward approach emphasizes the effect of “transformation” (hua 化) on the part of the sage-king, and that the transformation takes place without “roundabout” (quzhe 曲折), which is why we “do not have explanations”, and “even the sages do not know how and why it happens” (Mou 2003b:47–48). Mou takes this to be what Mencius means when he says the following about the transformation in 7A13: “A junzi transforms where he is passing through, and works wonders where he abides” (7A13). Mou’s reading of the word “shen 神” in this passage is better than the Contemporary translator Yang Bojun 楊伯峻 (1909–1992), who interpreted it to mean “mysterious” (shen mi mo ce 神秘莫測) (Yang 2000:306).14 Mou did not cite 7A13 in full, in which Mencius also noted that “From day to day the ruled make progress towards what is good, without knowing who makes them to do so” (7A13). As the ruler does not know why it occurs, the ruled are not aware of such a transformation taking place.
As Mou understands it, governance of this kind is marked not only by the top-down “transformation” by the sage-kings, but also marked by its lack of, as well as the needlessness of, the modern concepts of state, politics, and law (Mou 2003b: 49). Since governance depends solely on the virtuous transformation of the sage-kings, which is the direct spread of his virtues coming from his moral heart-mind, there is, in effect, no role for the mediation of those modern institutions of state and law, which limit the power of the ruler. Mou claims that this kind of governance is similar to the way God is supposed to govern the universe, as understood by some people in the West, in that both refer to “direct” governance, without the need of any institution as a vehicle. This is why Mou describes the straightforward approach to Outward Kingliness as a “state of spiritual rule” (Mou 2003b:49).
Mou admits that this straightforward approach, which was realized by the institutions of the Chinese ancient régime, is only a partial manifestation of the Confucian political ideal. Mou’s main justification is twofold, each of which refers to an institutional defect attributed to the straightforward approach. On one hand, he suggests that classical Outward Kingliness only dealt with Zhidao, whereas Zhengdao, which is concerned with political authority and its justification, was completely unattended. On the other hand, Mou also claims that classical Outward Kingliness was not even always able to secure Zhidao. He argues that classical Outward Kingliness was, in principle, only about how the ruler should govern, hence its sole emphases were on “sagely kings and wise ministers” as well as the “transformation” effect. It did not, however, address the question of political authority.
To explain why political authority is not being taken into account, Mou turns to his understanding of Chinese political history, and makes two important points. First, political authority was attached to the throne. Regarding the possession of the throne, Mou claims that, historically, in any dynasty, the throne was initially justified by “virtue and force” and later “inheritance” (Mou 2003b:1–10). The idea of “force” implies that whoever owns it may compete for political authority, and the idea of “inheritance” implies that the virtue of the ruler was least important in comparison with his consanguinity. All these together imply that political authority had long been regarded as a thing to be possessed, thus, “since it can be taken by someone as his own, of course, it can also be taken away by someone else” (Mou 2003b: 7). Mou argues that, since classical Outward Kingliness did not manage to map out how political authority was to be transferred, seizure of political authority by force had thus remained the only way of transfer. Second, the right to govern was also attached to the throne, which gave birth to two more problems. Mou explains that, according to the straightforward approach, the kings were expected to transform the ruled based on their virtues. However, as a matter of fact, it was the rule, rather than the exception, that most kings were not sagely (Mou 2003b: 7). On the part of the ministers, since they were not entitled to the right to govern, any rights that they did have were delegated by the throne; hence “even the position of ministership was not secure” (Mou 2003b:11). In summary, Mou argues that classical Outward Kingliness, which was achieved through the straightforward approach, was expected to “make use of the excellence of Zhidao in order to relieve the destitution of Zhengdao” (Mou 2003b: 48). Nonetheless, what really happened in Chinese political history turned out to be a summation of three problems, namely “the inheritance of the throne; the change of dynasties; and the difficulty that the ministers have faced” (Mou 1996:124). These three problems, Mou argues, are caused by two institutional defects of classical Outward Kingliness, i.e., the absence of proper arrangements regarding Zhengdao and the inadequacy of institutional measures to ensure Zhidao.

4 The Lack of the People’s Political Subjectivity
Xu, Tang, and Mou strongly believe that the Confucian political ideal is appealing; they certainly do not take issue with the ideal, but rather with the traditional monarchical approach through which this ideal was supposed to be realized. In this light, these three thinkers commonly point to the necessity of a new approach. To use Mou’s terminology, Confucianism needs a “New Kingliness” (Mou 1996:126,128; Mou 2003b: xii), which is a democratic approach that comprises democratic political institutions and norms. While the problems of traditional Confucianism belong to the approach rather than to the ideal, the three thinkers propose that adopting a new approach can effectively help realize the ideal.
Things are not that easy, however. Each of the three thinkers’ political theories lacks an essential ethical account of what any democratic political system entails – namely, political subjectivity of the people. Political subjectivity refers to the moral position that individuals hold in making decisions for themselves and on their own behalf. The attainment of such a position demands, and depends on, the self-awareness of the moral agents. If political participation is understood as “any of the many ways in which people can seek to influence the composition or policies of their government” (Hague and Harrop 2010:161), then it entails two things: first, the actions and behavior of the individual are politically purposeful; second, such activities are done out of the volition of the participants. It is this second point that relates to the concept of political subjectivity. Actions and activities that manifest the exercise of political subjectivity are to be distinguished from those that are manipulated and mobilized by the rulers in the authoritarian regimes (Hague and Harrop 2010:172–173), because, in the latter case, such “political participation” requires no political subjectivity of the people but may in fact suppress it.15
To clarify: the point here is not that Xu, Tang, and Mou were unable to ascertain the importance of political subjectivity entailed by democracy, or unaware of its absence in the traditional approach to the realization of the Confucian political ideal. In fact, they offered some political reasons to justify people’s political subjectivity. These three thinkers argue that, in the traditional view of the Confucian political ideal, the people have never been entitled to political subjectivity. One problem that they commonly identified is that if the ruler is not sagely, so that the wellbeing of the ruled cannot be ensured, the ruled have nothing on which to fall back (Xu 1985:53–55; Tang 1974:413–415; Mou 1996:128; 2003b:52). Therefore, as they conclude, the people should have a position to live a political life of their own. As long as their view is consistent with Mencius’s claim that the people have a position to accept the throne (1B8 and 5A5), which implies that the people are not unconditionally submissive to the ruler, there seems to be no problem in acknowledging the political subjectivity of the people. The question with the traditional approach is that there was no way to enshrine it.
This, however, is only a political account of subjectivity, which has nothing to do with a person’s pursuit of moral perfection. The latter is crucial to justifying a Confucian political theory because it requires an explanation as to why individuals, as moral agents, should take part in politics. For one thing, if Confucianism endorses the view that moral agents can sufficiently cultivate their virtue in their non-political spheres of activity, then there seems no ethical reason why a Confucian moral agent needs to become a political agent and take part in politics. Joseph Chan, for example, holds that the exertion and extension of one’s moral heart-mind can be fulfilled by taking part in apparently “non-political” contexts, such as “families, the workplace, schools, religious organizations, civil society groups, or political parties” (Chan 2014b:791). Whilst the practice and realization of benevolence can take place in many social contexts, Chan insists, “the political context [is] just one of them” (Chan 2014b:792). Unfortunately, Xu, Tang, and Mou did not seem to have worked out this ethical account of why people should live an active political life. A detailed elaboration of a plausible Mencian line of argument justifying political subjectivity in ethical terms is beyond the scope of this chapter; in the following, I give a sketch of what it could look like, with some relevant textual support from the Mencius.
Here is an outline of the ethical justification for political subjectivity. In terms of moral self-cultivation, a moral agent necessarily needs to make moral choices and/or take moral actions. Morally-informed decisions need to be made in the public realm in addition to the private. A desirable social environment is one that presumes and allows opportunities for moral agents to take part in politics, from which they can carry out ethically valuable activities and thereby develop themselves.16 When such a desirable social environment is not available, the moral progress of an individual is hampered. In this light, in the face of oppression, a moral agent needs a political position to defend his moral subjectivity, and political subjectivity is therefore required.
The first two parts of this argument are straightforward. To begin with, practicing virtue in the private realm has been commonly recognized by Confucians as essential and basic to moral self-cultivation. “The course of Yao and Shun was simply that of filial piety and fraternal duty” (6B2). And the scope of Confucian moral self-cultivation should not be limited to the private, personal domain; the extension of one’s ethical development towards the public domain is actually encouraged.17 The middle part of the argument, i.e., that a social environment favorable to ethical development ought to be one that allows free political participation, was already addressed by Xu Fuguan and Tang Junyi. They commonly argue that the political context is irreplaceable in the society wherein the practice and realization of virtue is defended. For them, politics and the political environment are indirectly relevant to the ethical development of an individual. As for Xu, politics could be seen as an “apparatus for human life”. He argues that moral agents can develop themselves and thereby develop a “genuine humanistic world” only when politics serves the needs of the people. Politics is the “gateway to the life of the people” (Xu 1985:99). In a similar fashion, Tang Junyi thinks that politics, or political participation, does not in itself manifest any “cultural values of life”; its significance rests on how it enables the realization of other kinds of cultural life values (Tang 1974:385). The crux of politics refers to how it “passively negates ‘the obstacles and oppositions to the achievement of the cultural values of life’ … and thus indirectly realizes the cultural values of life” (Tang 1974:384–385).
The last part of the argument, i.e., the lack of a social environment that allows free political participation to take place would hamper a moral agent’s ethical development, needs extensive elaboration. In the following, it is argued that, in the face of political oppression,18 any moral agent’s ethical development is severely hindered. To defend one’s ethical development, as well as that of others, political subjectivity is indispensable. The question is whether the Confucian ethical-political model has anything to do with oppression and suffering. It is argued that the classical approach to the Confucian governance-by-virtue easily gives rise to oppressive domination in the non-ideal scenarios. Mou maintains that there are two consequences of the classical model of governance-by-virtue: one is the excessive burden the ruler faces and the other is the insufficient burden held by the ruled. He suggests that the concept of governance-by-virtue entails that, as stated by Mencius, “only the benevolent ought to be in high stations” (4A1). The term “sage-king” normatively suggests that kingship should only be enthroned to sages (Mou 2003b: 138). Therefore, since all the kings are expected to be sagely, they are thus expected to bear all the moral responsibility in terms of governing the state. The king is, thus, the only person responsible. “All the expectations are concentrated on the personal virtue of the ruler; this burden is far too weighty. There is almost no one qualified” (Mou 2003b:138). By the same token, in the light of the excessive burden that the ruler faces, the ruled are not held responsible, or are only least responsible with regard to governing the state (Mou 2003b:139). Xu further elaborates that in the wake of the absence of a sake-king in absolute monarchy, the classical model of governance-by-virtue would result in “the unlimited expansion of the consciousness to rule” on the part of the ruler (Xu 1979: 57). Given (i) the sole responsibility to rule, (ii) the absence of both the political subjectivity of the ruled, and (iii) its derivative constraints upon the ruler, the ruler may be likely to, perhaps unintentionally, imagine that he is the (sole) political subject, in the sense that these three would shift together (yibian 一變) and transform themselves into the desire to dominate the whole state (Xu 1979: 58).
Discussion of the oppressive domination attributed to such “unlimited expansion of the consciousness to rule” is obvious in the Mencius. In 1B10 and 1B11, the bellicose King Xuan of Qi had conquered Yan and asked Mencius if he should simply possess the kingship of Yan. Mencius’s reply is not a plain rejection of such possession. Rather, he advises the King to consider the wellbeing of the people of Yan. It is clear that in absolute monarchy, in which the traditional political approach of governance was practiced, the territory and the state were conceived of by the king as his own entitlement, whilst the people were a mere object of his power.
The argument will now turn to how people may suffer in terms of their individual moral cultivation due to oppression. According to Lisa Tessman, moral agents who suffer from oppression may face, on top of the problem of injustice,19 two kinds of moral trouble. The first is moral damage, which refers to the harm caused by the unfavorable conditions, brought about by oppression, which deter moral agents from developing or exercising certain virtues. The second is what Tessman calls “burdened virtues”, which are virtues that make the moral agents cease to flourish (Tessman 2005:4). Before these are discussed further, however, their significance to a moral agent’s self-cultivation must be established, i.e., whether moral trouble would impact ethical development and whether it would go beyond the control of the individual. Stephen Angle has argued, “Confucians from throughout the tradition have been able to find room for the idea of moral luck,” despite the fact that they “have not taken moral luck seriously enough” (Angle 2012:123). In his view, Confucians have been able to identify that the context in which a moral agent cultivates himself counts a great deal in terms of his achievement. Recalling the analogy of growing barley that Mencius makes in 6A7, just as the difference in terms of the environmental conditions of sowing contributes a great deal to the difference of the resultant crops, the ethical development of moral agents is also dependent on the environment in which a moral agent cultivates himself (Angle 2012:121–122). This is also why Mencius’s mother had legendarily changed residence three times for the sake of the development of her son.20 On the other hand, however, Angle maintains that in Mencius’s view, even if external factors count, a moral agent is not always to be excused from either the development of his moral character or the things he actually does (4A10). Angle maintains that, in agreement with Mencius, those who do themselves violence and those “who throw themselves away” should be held morally responsible (Angle 2012:122). If so, a moral agent is more accountable for his ethical development in the sense that he, given his understanding of the definitions of benevolence and righteousness, consciously refrains from acting according to these principles (Shun 1997:173). However, he is less responsible in the light of an offensive environment that is hostile to his ethical pursuit whilst he remains innocent of such an environment.
In any event, Tessman’s two kinds of moral trouble caused by oppression require further investigation, along with their detrimental effects to ethical development. Firstly, in terms of moral damage, or damage that makes it more difficult for the oppressed to develop virtues, it is more often the case than not that the groups of people being oppressed may internalize their suffering and thus may believe that their subordinate position is the result of their character flaws and inherent inferiority21 (Tessman 2005:36–37). By attributing the causes of harm or oppression to the defective character of the victim, Tessman notes that, not only is the victim to be further despised as a trouble-maker, which consequently perpetuates such oppression; more importantly, the victims will be “bar[red] the possibility of full virtue,” in that they are subject to “agent-regret”. They are still responsible for their suffering, even if it is beyond their control, which will affect how they are evaluated as being virtuous (Tessman 2005: 27–28).
The victims and resisters of oppressions are not the only ones who suffer from the detrimental effects of moral damage on ethical development, however. According to Tessman, the privileged in an oppressive society may also suffer from the “ordinary vices of domination.” Examples of these include cruelty, indifference, contempt, and arrogance (Tessman 2005:54), as well as callousness, greed, self-centeredness, dishonesty, cowardice, injustice, and the absence of moral virtues such as compassion, generosity, cooperativeness, being sincere in appreciating others, etc. (Tessman 2005:55). Given their privileged social positions, these people are more prone to defend their positive attributes by appealing to these other-regarding character traits,22 thereby further strengthening their privileged social positions. Consequently, this vicious cycle also causes the people of the dominant groups to suffer in terms of their ethical development.23
Another kind of moral trouble is “burdened virtues”. The goodness of these virtues lies in their potential to assist the moral agents in fighting against oppression or in enabling them to live the most possible decent life in the light of the adversity they face (Tessman 2005:164). Examples include unrelenting anger, refusing to have sympathy for oppressors, courage to struggle at all costs (Tessman 2005:165). Despite both the necessity of adopting these burdened virtues for the sake of resisting oppression and the least possibility of contributing to flourishing, the moral agents who submit themselves to these virtues may run the risk of driving themselves further away from flourishing, because actualizing such burdened virtues may give license to morally problematic actions. As Tessman puts it, “Can the willing sacrifice of one’s own life be justified? Perhaps. How about the kidnapping or torture of the ‘enemy’? Very doubtful” (Tessman 2005: 165).
The above discussion on moral trouble resulting from an oppressive environment sheds important light on the issue of moral self-cultivation. Kwong-loi Shun maintains that there is a Confucian conception of ethical failure in Mencius’s thought. An oppressive environment can make the moral agent’s attainment of the Confucian ethical ideal more difficult, if not impossible. Shun posits that a moral agent may fail to accomplish his ethical development in that he is “not drawn to the ethical ideal”, “drawn to the ethical ideal to some extent but exert[s] little or no effort in that direction”, or, despite his devotion to the accomplishment, tries “forcing the process out of over eagerness, or [is] being drawn to the ideal for the wrong kind of reasons” (Shun 1997:173–174). The impact of an oppressive environment on the character traits of a moral agent can be clearly seen in some of these cases. For instance, in 4A10, Mencius maintains that giving up propriety and righteousness in conversation constitutes “doing violence to one’s self” (zibao 自暴), whilst asserting oneself as being unable to dwell on benevolence or pursue the path of righteousness constitutes “throwing oneself away” (ziqi 自棄). Although the passage does not clearly show at whom Mencius is pointing his finger, it is clear that Mencius criticizes those who are preoccupied with things that are in conflict with benevolence and righteousness (Shun 1997:173). In this regard, it makes perfect sense that Mencius should criticize, for example, King Hui of Liang, as “the opposite indeed of benevolent,” who not only “tore and destroyed his people, leading them to battle…[and] urged his son whom he loved till he sacrificed” for the sake of territory (7B1), but also in his capacity as the parent of his people, “administers his government so as to be chargeable with leading on beasts to devour men” (1A4). In this case, it is not difficult to imagine that the King is in the dominant position of an oppressive monarchical environment. Bearing in mind the conceptual analysis by Tessman, the King definitely suffers from the “ordinary vices of domination.” His cruelty, arrogance, callousness, greed, etc., are all seen as attributable and contributing to his distinctive dominant position, whilst these traits and his position reinforce and aggravate one another and form a vicious cycle. As the King himself puts it, his dominant position as the king drives him to devote his efforts to strengthening his state (1A5), while he also believes that his traits, such as being fond of profit (1A1) and warfare (1A3, 1A5), are crucial to defending his kingship.
Furthermore, there is another case that illustrates the impact of oppression in the minds and actions of the dominant people. In 1A7, Mencius speaks with King Xuan of Qi about his sparing an ox for consecration, and tries to convince the King that he is capable of caring for his people. Philosophers who have focused on Mencius’s thought pattern have offered different interpretations of this dialogue. Among those interpretations, some suggest that the King had no concern for his people, despite his knowledge of their suffering. What Mencius does is to encourage the King, by way of showing the similarity between the suffering of his people and the suffering of the ox, to also spare his people. Some, however, assume that the King has a certain amount of, or even full-fledged, compassion for his people, and yet, due to his political ambitions, he is somehow reluctant to treat his people better. Mencius then helps the King to crystallize his prior concern for the people, and reminds the King that loving and protecting the people is consistent with achieving his political ambitions (Shun 1997:141–144). P.J. Ivanhoe develops a more detailed analysis that is no less critical than Shun’s (Ivanhoe 2002: 226–231). Despite various interpretations of how Mencius encourages the King to pay more attention to the suffering of the ruled, there are two things shared by these interpretations. First, the King did show the ox his compassion, but he was reluctant to alleviate his people’s suffering. Taking the entire dialogue into consideration, which also includes the King’s confession of his “great desires” and his “kindness that is sufficient to reach to animals but no benefits are extended from it to the people,” Tessman’s argument that the “ordinary vices of domination” hamper ethical development, is highly convincing.
On the other hand, Mencius argues that the common people, who are the victims under oppression and live without a sufficient livelihood, cannot maintain a constant heart, and “lacking a constant heart, they will go astray and get into excesses, stopping at nothing” (3A3). Whilst victims who are deprived of basic needs under oppression would normally strive very hard for nourishment, such overexertion, argues Mencius, definitely hinders their ethical development (Shun 1997:175).
If the analysis above is correct, then when there is oppression, not only the victims of oppression, but the resisters, and even the oppressors who are the privileged, also suffer from the impact of oppression in terms of their moral cultivation. In this regard, Tessman’s conclusion seems fair enough:Oppression seems to equally, though in quite different ways, affect everyone’s chances at developing the virtues and…thus negatively affects everyone’s chances at leading the good life. (Tessman 2005:57)

To summarize, following the line of reasoning that posits political participation as instrumentally and indirectly contributive to the promotion of ethical development, so far it is argued that in the non-ideal scenarios of the Confucian perspective, in which there are oppressive dominations, it is very difficult for the people to maintain an unoppressive environment and thereby cultivate their virtue. This is because in the Confucian ethical-political model they are not supposed to have cause for concern over their wellbeing. In the case of an ethically problematic ruler, they do not have a moral position to fall back on, with which they could decide for themselves and thereby protect their wellbeing. The problem with an oppressive environment is significant in terms of the ethical development of all people, not only the victims but also the oppressors suffering from oppression. In this light, to follow the approach that Xu, Tang, and Mou have adopted regarding the realization of the Confucian political ideal, we now can see that there is an ethical reason to adopt democracy, which entails political subjectivity of the individual, in place of the traditional approach that lacked this subjectivity.24

5 Conclusion
The strong aspirations in the realization of Confucian ideals motivated the New Confucians, particularly, Xu Fuguan, Tang Junyi, and Mou Zongsan, to insist on the revitalization of Confucianism. And, in light of the drawbacks that the traditional approach has been shown to imply, they also insist on coming up with a new approach. This new approach, namely, democracy, is pursued not for its own sake but for the sake of the realization of the Confucian ideal of governance-by-virtue. This chapter argues that their aspirations, and the justifications of the means to achieve the Confucian ideal are connected to the three thinkers’ interpretations of Mencius. Mencius was portrayed as pro-democracy and anti-monarchy. He is described as pro-democracy in that he opposes the idea that the state and the people should be seen as the ruler’s private property. This chapter also argues, however, that neither Mencius nor classical Confucianism endorse popular sovereignty. So, their argument that Mencius is pro-democracy is not convincing. However, their argument that Mencius is anti-monarchy is a lot more convincing. They argue that the traditional approach, namely, absolute monarchy, has continually failed to realize the Confucian political ideals, and that it lacks a moral position by which individuals can decide their life on their own behalf. From these, they conclude that democracy, which entails political subjectivity, is a more viable means to achieve the Confucian ends. To fill up the deficiency of an ethical case for political subjectivity that the three thinkers probably neglected, this chapter offers an explanation as to how a moral agent, without political subjectivity, would likely suffer (among other things) in personal ethical development, and therefore democracy is required.
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Footnotes
1As Yang Zuhan puts it, Yu Yingshi posited that Qian Mu “regarded Song-Ming Confucianism as a variation of Confucianism, which means that it is not authentic.” (Yang 1994: 152)

 

2Here I adopt Makeham’s English translation for “xinxing zhixue 心性之學”. As he puts it, this term refers to “theoretical discussions of the metaphysical and ontological import of the two concepts, mind and human nature” (Makeham 2003: 29).

 

3One reviewer raised an issue of whether such an interpretation is at odds with Mencius’s more pronounced endorsement of elitism, as seen in 4B19 and 3A4, and whether the New Confucians have taken notice of this. As will be demonstrated in the following discussion, the New Confucians argue that the Confucian political ideal has never realized in the past exactly because of the two main characteristics as embodied in the traditional moral-political approach, i.e., monarchical rule, and the ruler’s unilateral moral edification, while both of which presumed elitism of some form. I thank the reviewer for drawing my attention to this issue.

 

4Joseph Chan has extensively argued against the “ownership” conception of political authority in early Confucianism in one of the appendices of his recent book, Confucian Perfectionism: A Political Philosophy for Modern Times. He argues that the Confucian conception of political authority should instead be best understood as a “service”, which means that a ruler should not only deliver good governance for the ruled, but also tries to “win the hearts of the people” (Chan 2014a: 39), i.e., to establish an ethically treasured ruler-ruled relationship in which the ruler is committed to serve the people, and thereby earn the disposed submission of the ruled (Chan 2014a: 29–41).

 

5The discovery of bamboo-slip texts after the New Confucians presented their claims regarding democracy has suggested that centuries before Mencius’s time, abdication by the current ruler had once been believed to be an actual practice of transferring political power in high antiquity, and it had once been regarded as preferable to both hereditary rule and popular support of the ruled. Some scholars therefore argue that it was Mencius’s creative interpretation of the high antiquity that subjected all these models of transferring power under the intervention and determination of Heaven: no ruler identified by any of these models should be deemed legitimate without Heaven’s endorsement. Readers interested in the legends of abdication and how Warring States thinkers have interpreted them may consult, for example, Pines (2005) and Allan (2015). I thank one of the reviewers for drawing my attention to this issue.

 

6This part of discussion was addressed recently by Justin Tiwald and Anh Tuan Nuyen. By framing the question in terms of Socrates’ Euthyphro dilemma, Nuyen asked whether, in Mencius mind, the ruler is legitimate to rule because Heaven authorizes him, or that Heaven authorizes the ruler because he is qualified as legitimate to rule (Nuyen 2013:113–115). Tiwald seems to take the ‘Heaven-says-so’ view, in which Mencius “holds that political authorities cannot come into being except by appointment, and that at bottom the appointer of the ruling monarch is Heaven” (Tiwald 2008: 270). Nuyen, however, argues that the well-being of the people should be better understood as the “ratio cognoscendi”, i.e., Heaven’s will can only be read through the people, while Heaven as “ratio essendi” – meaning that without Heaven no political authority can be established (Nuyen 2013:113–126).

 

7I thank Yang Xiao for helping me clarify this point.

 

8Mou says that this saying is by “qianren 前人” (the ancients). But it does not seem to be a saying from any Confucian classics. It can be found in Lü Shi Chun Qiu (呂氏春秋 247 BC–239 BC). The sentence in full should be, “All-under-Heaven is not entitled to anyone but everyone under Heaven.”

 

9These two English terms are Mou’s own translations.

 

10Joseph Chan convincingly rejects the identification of this quote with an endorsement of popular sovereignty. He analyzed the “Honoring Impartiality” (Gui Gong 貴公) chapter of Lü Shi Chun Qiu in which this quote appears, and argues that the quote only puts forward that maintaining impartiality in governance is crucial, which, as it stands, has nothing to do with popular sovereignty” (Chan 2014a:227–229).

 

11Therefore, as Tiwald goes on to argue, the people do not have a right to rebellion.

 

12One of the reviewers critically asked whether the New Confucians, and/or I, have mistakenly interpreted Mencius’s understanding of the ruler-ruled relationship, which should otherwise include the socio-political class of men-of-service (shi 士) or “noble men” (junzi 君子), and in particular the important role this group of elite members was supposed to play as the mediators between the ruler and the people. In reply to this point, Mou, for example, identified the men-of-service with the category of the ministers (xiang 相), understood broadly (Mou 2003a: 61–62). Mou argues that given the ancient political system, however, the men-of-service or the ministers could at best only manage to maintain Zhidao (治道), which means how a good ruler should govern, but could never achieve Zhengdao (政道), which is concerned with political authority and its justification. This argument will be discussed shortly afterwards. I thank the reviewer for drawing my attention to this point.

 

13Combining these three points, the straightforward approach reveals what Mou calls the “functional presentation” (yunyong biaoxian 運用表現) of ethical reasoning, which has long been prevalent in Chinese culture (Mou 1996:124; 2003b: 46). The “reason” that takes effect in the functional presentation is “practical reason” (shijian lixing 實踐理性), which refers to “the virtues of one’s moral character.” Functional presentation is the inspiration of such virtues (Mou 2003b: 46–47). In politics, functional presentation of moral reason is properly manifested in zhidao 治道 by the straightforward approach (Mou 2003b: 48–49).

 

14I am grateful to Yang Xiao for helping me clarify this point.

 

15This is an oversimplified understanding of the concept of political subjectivity; see Calcagno 2008 and Häkli and Kallio 2014 for further discussion. But the message is clear here: Collective and even unanimous actions in politics do not necessarily embody subjectivity (Calcagno 2008:1062). The crux of the concept, argue Häkli and Kallio, lies on the “relative autonomy” of the political subject, without which “political agency would always be seriously thwarted by the subject’s social constitution, and it would be very difficult to account for unpredictable political acts” (Häkli and Kallio 2014: 195).

 

16In justifying political participation on ethical grounds, there can be at least three lines of reasoning. First, taking part in politics is an indirect contribution to the promotion of ethical development, in that it creates an unoppressive environment in which people may take part in activities that are ethically valuable. In this sense, ethically significant activities for moral agents are their opportunities for political participation, rather than political participation per se. Second, taking part in politics is a direct contribution to ethical development, in that it directly and causally enhances people’s virtue. Although these two arguments are different, they do not contradict one another; political participation can make both direct and indirect contributions to the ethical development of the individual. Third, political participation is a necessary requirement of ethical development, that is, a moral agent ought to take part in politics for the purpose of moral cultivation. In the extreme sense, it means that taking part in politics is indispensable to all moral agents. Here, only the first line of reasoning is addressed.

 

17For instance, both Xunzi (3.9) and Doctrine of the Mean (26) say that the attainment of the virtue of sincerity (cheng 誠) is the most excellent thing by the superior man. Since the pursuit of sincerity is ceaseless, a moral agent should try his best to extend his pursuit of sincerity beyond himself and towards other people and other things. In any case, there seems to be no Confucian classic that suggests that moral self-cultivation should be limited to one’s private realm. Rather, this all suggests that the unlimited scope of a moral agent’s ethical development is textually supported in Confucian thought.

 

18Here, Tamara Zutlevics’ understanding of oppression is adopted, “all oppressed people unjustly lack the opportunity for resilient autonomy,” which refers to “reasonable projectivity of one’s substantive desires and values into the future” (Zutlevics 2002: 86–87). Oppressive behavior should not only obstruct the opportunity of the people in formulating and carrying out their future projects; such obstruction should also need to be a result of injustice. As will be seen shortly, it is such unjust lack of the opportunity to develop their future projects that spoils the ethical development of a moral agent.

 

19Tessman suggests the following as examples of troubles that victims of oppression may suffer, which are mainly about the deprivation of material as well as social goods, “…for instance, members of targeted groups may be subject to violence or abuse; refused recognition and respect as full persons; forced to survive with inadequate housing, food, health care, child care, transportation or other goods; denied access to education or to their own cultural tradition; exploited and alienated in dead-end jobs; unjustly imprisoned; exposed to environmental hazards; and so on” (Tessman 2005:4).

 

20This story is from Lienü Zhuan 列女傳. For further discussions, see the Pang-White Chapter in this volume.

 

21Tessman cites the case of rape to illustrate her point: “If a woman chooses a strategy of submitting to an attempted rape rather than taking what she perceives to be the risks of resisting it, she will typically be blamed for the rape. […] one can implicate the gender system that contributed to the woman’s vulnerability by affecting the formation of her character into someone who is afraid or unable to fight back, that is, into someone who is in this specific way morally damaged” (Tessman 2005:38).

 

22Justifiably, Tessman does not ignore the fact that there are people who, despite their given membership in privileged groups, are critical of their social positions. They may attempt to resist the social structures that bring the privileges, and may even attempt a change of their own characters. However, argues Tessman, their attempts have only little if any chance of success because such attempts largely depend on luck rather than on the will of the moral agent (Tessman 2005:55).

 

23Tessman maintains that this argument does not conflict with the claim that those who demonstrate “ordinary vices of domination” may still be able to flourish, albeit with much difficulty (Tessman 2005: 53–106).

 

24This ethical argument is a negative one, i.e., the lack of political subjectivity would put a moral agent in a very difficult situation in terms of their ethical development, and therefore, in the course of a person’s moral cultivation, his political agency is necessary, especially in the non-ideal scenarios of the Confucian perspective, in which political oppressive domination usually takes place, which make a desirable social-political environment for their ethical development to become almost impossible. However, this does not mean that having political subjectivity in any sense helps to improve a person’s ethical development. If one wants to make a positive argument, one might need to assume that taking part in politics directly and causally enables a moral agent to develop and strengthen his drive to ethical development, and is therefore desirable for moral cultivation. This requires more discussion, which goes beyond the scope of this chapter. For a detailed positive argument, see Lai 2014: 129–191.
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1 Introduction
It is commonly believed that Confucianism is primarily an ethics, and as “an ethics” it is intimately connected with political philosophy (see Wong 2011). Eirik Harris even asserts that “[i]n the vast majority of pre-Qin philosophy, political thought seems to be … applied ethics [in the sense that] the political theory is justified insofar as it accords with a moral theory that is accepted” (Harris 2013: 107). Of the many schools of thought in ancient China, Harries believes that classical Confucianism is the most telling example of the view that political philosophy is, in its essence, applied ethics. From a slightly different angle, Tao Jiang captures so-called “normative Confucianism” (Jiang 2021) in terms of the method of extension, at the core of which lies the seamless continuity between ethics and politics and between private and public in mediation of ren 仁 (commonly translated as benevolence or humaneness), the Confucian moral virtue par excellence. The underlying assumption is that in classical Confucianism the political is not conceived independently of the ethical, and the driving force of the ethical is the ruler’s moral character, the cultivation of which requires an arduous process of self-development. Normative Confucianism gives rise to virtue politics, which holds that moral self-cultivation produces virtue (de 德) as one’s inner power with an effect of transforming the social and political world in a morally edifying way, starting with the family, the state, and, ultimately, the world. Although Confucius introduced a seminal idea of virtue politics into the world of political thought in ancient China with his novel understanding of ren as an all-encompassing moral virtue, it is Mencius who developed it into a full-fledged political philosophy.
Most contemporary studies on Mencius in the Anglophone academic world concentrate on his moral theory, specifically on the questions of human nature, moral motivation, moral judgment and action, moral character, and the ethics of moral self-cultivation (Nivison 1996; Shun 1997; Ivanhoe 2000; Van Norden 2007). Far less attention, however, has been given to Mencius’s political philosophy, despite the fact that significant portions of the Mencius contain conversations between Mencius and powerful rulers and ministers of his time on key political questions such as political authority, political legitimacy, distributive justice, regicide, and punitive expedition, among other things. For instance, Kwong-loi Shun’s influential study on Mencius, one of the few comprehensive investigations of Mencius’s moral philosophy in English, has only a brief discussion on his political philosophy, but even there Shun approaches Mencius’s ideal government—“humane government” (renzheng 仁政) as he calls it—as part of his project of moral self-cultivation, showing little interest in the overall structure of his political philosophy (Shun 1997: 163–173). Likewise, A. C. Graham’s now classic book on ancient Chinese philosophy touches on Mencius’s political philosophy in a small section titled “government” (Graham 1989: 113–117), where he only introduces a few important political questions that seemed to captivate Mencius without thoroughly examining them from a philosophical standpoint or reconstructing his political thought as a coherent system. Some who understand Mencius as a virtue ethicist highlight the political significance of robust moral character in generating good consequences (Ivanhoe 1991) or maintaining ritual institutions reliably against all sorts of “situational variations” (Hutton 2006; Slingerland 2011), but they, too, do not go so far as examining Mencius’s political philosophy in a systematic manner.
Indeed, it is undeniable that for Mencius virtue is the locomotive of good government. In this regard, Loubna El Amine’s claim that the telos of classical Confucianism, including Mencian Confucianism, lies in establishing and maintaining political order, seems to have gone too far, because it makes the concern with virtue only secondary to Confucian political theory (El Amine 2015). Still, the increasingly popular belief among the students of Chinese philosophy that Mencius’s political philosophy is directly extended from his moral theory does not seem to do justice to Mencius as a political thinker, either. In highlighting Mencius as a virtue ethicist, what is often glossed over is the fact that Mencius took pains to revivify the humane government allegedly exercised by the ancient sage-kings during the most turbulent period of Chinese history, known as “the Warring States period” (476–221 BC). The idea that Mencius’s political philosophy is justified insofar as it accords with his moral theory leaves many important questions unanswered—for example, whether there is a direct connection between the ren heart and the ren government, what is the nature of the benevolent ruler’s political responsibility, what kinds of distributive principles undergird the ren government, and the importance of Heaven in the overall structure of Mencius’s political philosophy. This is not to say that Mencius’s moral theory plays no role in understanding his political philosophy, his idea of good and legitimate government in particular. My point is that the scope of Mencius’s political philosophy goes beyond his moral theory narrowly construed.
This chapter aims to shed new light on Mencius’s political philosophy by focusing on his idea of the ren government, which laid the foundation to the later development of Confucian political theory. I argue that the Mencian ren government is not so much a mere political expression of the ruler’s ren heart, but a system of distributive justice that requires both a special sense of political responsibility from the ruler for the material and moral well-being of the people and a constant and reliable maintenance of rules and regulations that promote the people’s material sufficiency and moral enhancement. In making this argument, I show that Mencius’s concern with distributive justice stems from his foundational normative belief in human dignity and his idea of rule for the people is accordingly guided by the moral requirement that government exists to enhance a dignified life for all. I conclude that Mencius’s normative political theory of the ren government (or his idea of rule for the people more generally) generates a distinctive mode of political representation—what I call Confucian sentimental representation—that is neither democratic nor (top-down) paternalistic.

2 Two Accounts of Ren Government: Political Vs. Moral
Confucius understood his Heaven-given mission as preserving and reinvigorating the humanistic culture of the Zhou dynasty, at the heart of which was ritual (li 禮)-based social and political order. While reformulating the essence of ritual (and by implication ritual order) in reference to ren, Confucius understood protection of the people’s material well-being as one of the central tasks of government (Analects 12.7; 13.9). He believed that the success of government hangs critically on the ruler’s ability to correct himself and become good (Analects 12.17; 13.6; 13.13), which would elicit voluntary compliance from the people (Analects 12.19). For him, Shun’s government operating on “effortless action” (wuwei 無爲) provided the ideal form of government that is least reliant upon coercive measures (Analects 15.5). However, Confucius’s seminal vision of the ideal Confucian government did not develop into a coherent political theory of the good government and left many important questions unanswered—such as, the relation between the ruler’s moral character and institutions, principles of distributive justice, and the moral and political standing of the people. As a political philosopher, Mencius’s greatest contribution to the Confucian political tradition was to create an explicit connection between ren, an otherwise personal moral virtue, and the government. Mencius articulates his vision of the ren government as follows:
Let mulberry trees be planted around households of five mu, and people of fifty will be able to be clothed in silk. In the raising of chickens, pigs, dogs, and swine, do not neglect the appropriate breeding times, and people of seventy will be able to eat meat. With fields of a hundred mu, do not interfere with the appropriate seasons of cultivation, and families with eight mouths to feed will be able to avoid hunger. Attend carefully to the education provided in the schools, which should include instruction in the duty of filial and fraternal devotion, and gray-haired people will not be seen carrying burdens on the roads. The ruler of a state in which people of seventy wear silk and eat meat and where the black-haired people are neither hungry nor cold has never failed to become a true king (Mencius 1A7).1

As this statement powerfully shows, a ren government does not merely refer to a government with a benevolent ruler. The ruler’s moral intention alone is not sufficient for enacting and (as will be shown shortly) operating a ren government, though it is no doubt necessary. For Mencius, the ruler’s benevolence, which is to be cultivated from the sprout of commiseration that is innate in human nature according to his moral theory, must be materialized in the form of concrete public policy that protects and promotes the people’s well-being. Here a question arises: how should we understand the relation between ren as the ruler’s inner moral sentiments (and by implication his personal virtue) and a ren government? The virtue ethical interpretation of a ren government tends to suppose an intimate, roughly causal, connection between the two, regarding ren government as the institutional expression of the ruler’s ren heart-mind.2 Loubna El Amine contests this dominant view by saying,
While on the personal level it is not defined in relationship to the idea of giving to others, ren government is defined precisely as one that provides for the people … Indeed, Mencius himself says that one could have a ren heart but still fail in benefiting the people, suggesting that what is ren about ren government is not so much that the ruler has a ren heart but he provides for the people (El Amine 2015: 136–137).

El Amine’s interpretation of the ren government—let us call it the political account—is premised on the assumption that the central aim of classical Confucianism is to achieve political order by means of various rules and regulations. In the political account of the ren government, therefore, virtue is necessary only insofar as it is instrumental to making and maintaining government regulations. As El Amine sees it, there is no straightforward relationship between ren as a personal moral virtue and a ren government. A government can hardly be called ren, if the ruler fails to provide for the people, even if he has a ren heart-mind. Ren’s transformative power as a moral virtue can be effective not through the power of example but through “the mechanisms virtuous rulers (and/or ministers) set into place” (El Amine 2015: 137). What is central to the political account is that for Mencius “the people” have no normative significance independent of the ultimate end of politics, namely, political order. The importance of having a ren government lies not so much in protecting and promoting the well-being of the people possessing intrinsic moral worth, but rather in achieving “the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled” (El Amine 2015: 43) that undergirds political order.
El Amine’s political account of the ren government is useful in making sense of one of the most important statements of the Mencius, as far as Mencius’s political philosophy is concerned. Citing an old saying from an unknown source, Mencius submits that “goodness alone does not suffice for the conduct of government; laws alone do not implement themselves” (Mencius 4A1). Here Mencius forcefully shows that his political philosophy cannot be reduced to any simple version of virtue ethics or character consequentialism. By “laws” (fa 法) Mencius refers to rules and regulations that are believed to have been implemented by ancient sage-kings such as Yao and Shun. In Mencius’s view, the Way of Yao and Shun, which represents sagely character, cannot be actualized in the political world unless it is institutionalized as a ren government with specific rules and regulations. Interestingly, however, Eric Hutton is strongly convinced that classical Confucianism does not see character and institution in competing terms. Rather, as Hutton puts it, what underlies Confucian virtue ethics-cum-politics is the belief that “if there are people who do have robust character traits and are resistant to situational variation, they can design and reliably maintain the broad range of institutions and situations that facilitate good behavior for everyone else” (Hutton 2006: 50).
This seeming similarity notwithstanding, however, there are critical differences between Hutton and El Amine in their understandings of the ren government. First, while El Amine understands the end of the Confucian government as achieving political order, Hutton believes that the Confucian government’s central task is to “facilitate good behavior” for the people. Second, while for Hutton the successful operation of the institution depends completely on the ruler’s robust moral character that enables him to cope with contingent social, economic, and political situations effectively, El Amine stresses the power of institutions in regulating the people’s behavior, largely independent of the ruler’s personal moral character. El Amine would not necessarily deny that a ren government facilitates good behavior for the people by generating dispositions that are directly conducive to order and stability, but such dispositions fall short of full virtues such as ren and yi 義 (righteousness), the cultivation of which would make one become a junzi, a person of formidable moral character. Third and relatedly, whereas El Amine understands the essence of the ren government as its capability to serve the people’s material well-being, seen as a vehicle toward political order, Hutton pays far more attention to the people’s moral elevation by regarding it as good in itself.
What should we make of the differences (or disagreements) between El Amine’s political account and Hutton’s moral account of the ren government? Can we regard this merely as a matter of perspective or emphasis? In trying to make sense of this difference, the key is to realize that El Amine is primarily concerned with Mencius’s descriptive account of the ancient models of good government or what a ren government should look like in light of the models of ancient sage-kings. Apparently, El Amine’s political account is inspired by Mencius’s statement that “[n]o one has ever erred by following the models of the former kings” (Mencius 4A1, modified). In the following, Mencius describes the ren government in reference to the three dynasties of Chinese antiquity.
The house of Xia mandated allotments of fifty mu and imposed the gong 貢 system. The Yin mandated allotments of seventy mu and instituted the zhu 助 system. The Zhou mandated allotments of one hundred mu and allotted the che 徹 system. Actually, the tax amounted in each case to one part in ten. … With the gong system, the annual yield being averaged out over a number of years, the tax is rendered as a constant. In years of prosperity, when the grain crops are superabundant and more could be taken without causing any hardship, little is taken. In years of scarcity, when there is not enough left even to manure the fields, the full measure must be exacted. When one who is the father and mother of the people causes angry and sullen-looking people to have to borrow because, after a year of unremitting toil, they are still unable to nourish their parents—when he causes old people and young to be left to tumble over drains and ditches—how can he be regarded a father and mother to the people? (Mencius 3A3)

Mencius’s account of the ancient models of good government is focused on how they protected the people’s material well-being. To be sure, in this descriptive account of the ren government, the importance of the ruler’s moral character is not highlighted, and this finding may have led El Amine to advance the political account, central to which is the ruler’s capability to provide for the people. In the same vein, referring to King Wen’s ren government, the founder of the Zhou dynasty, Mencius claims that “[a] ren government must begin with the setting of boundaries” because “[i]f the boundaries are not set correctly, the division of the land into well-fields will not be equal, and the grain allowances for official emoluments will not be equitable” (Mencius 3A3). Here again, Mencius does not establish a direct theoretical connection between the well-field system and the ruler’s heart-mind of ren. Undoubtedly, in drawing attention to the ancient “models” of good government, Mencius shows strong interest in rules and regulations employed by them, although there is no clear evidence to support El Amine’s contention that Mencius emphasizes rules and regulations because they are instruments to the highest end of a ren government, namely, political order.
The political account, however, does not seem to pay enough attention to the fact that Mencius did not espouse the models of the ancient sage-kings simply because of good political outcomes yielded by them. In fact, the genius of Mencius as a political philosopher is found in his remarkable success in reformulating the ancient models of good government in reference to his own version of Confucian philosophy pivoted around the moral virtue of ren. In Mencius’s Confucian philosophical system, ren government attains renewed moral significance, the driving force of which comes from the ruler’s inner moral sense of benevolence. In Mencius’s account, ren government is intimately associated with the art of rulership exercised by a sage who has fully realized his heart-mind of ren. Mencius says,
The sages, having fully utilized the strength of their eyes, extended it through the compass, square, level, and plumb line, which have unlimited power to make things square, round, level, and straight. Having fully utilized the power of their eyes, they extended it through the six pitch pipes, which have unlimited power to correct the five notes. And when they had fully utilized the thoughts of their hearts, they extended it through a government that could not bear to see the sufferings of others, and their benevolence spread to all-under-Heaven. … Therefore only the humane should be in high positions (Mencius 4A1).

For Mencius, the heart-mind of ren is expressed in the form of a moral sentiment in which one cannot bear to see the sufferings of others. It is the inner well-spring of moral motivation to do good to others, making the agent him/herself morally good. When applied to politics, it is an essential moral quality enabling the ruler qua human being to care for the people. That is, in Mencius’s philosophical system, the inner self and the outer world are connected through innate moral sentiments, the feeling of commiseration in particular.3 Mencius makes this point clear when he says, “All human beings have a heart-mind that cannot bear to see the sufferings of others. The ancient kings had such a commiserating mind, and, accordingly, a commiserating government. Having a commiserating mind, and effecting a commiserating government, governing the world was like turning something around on the palm of the hand” (Mencius 2A6).
Mencius’s monistic ethico-political system further led him to reaffirm “the common saying” that “the empire has its basis in the state; the state has its basis in the family; and the family has its basis in oneself” (Mencius 4A5). Again, the gist of Mencius’s philosophical innovation lies in his effort to impart a novel philosophical underpinning to “the common saying” from the standpoint of his own philosophy of ren. Of note here is that what prompts a ruler to care for the people is not his political concern with order and stability; rather, it is his innate heart-mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of others, the decree of Heaven (tianming 天命) that he shares with every other human being.
But how can the continuity between the self, the family, and the whole world be achieved? Put differently, how can a ren person become a ren ruler, thereby actualizing a ren government? Rather than positing political virtue that is directly germane to statecraft and thus qualitatively different from moral virtue that pertains to human flourishing, Mencius believes that as a moral sentiment ren can be extended to the government through the process of moral development, without undergoing any qualitative change. When such extension is carried out successfully by the ruler, his government can be called ren in its truest sense in which the ethical and the political are unified. Mencius explains the method of extension as follows:
By treating the elders in one’s own family as elders should be treated and extending this to the elders of other families, and by treating the young of one’s own family as the young ought to be treated and extending this to the young of other people’s families, the empire can be turned around on the palm of one’s hand. … Thus, if one extends his kindness it will be enough to protect all within the four seas, where as if one fails to extend it, he will have no way to protect his wife and children (Mencius 1A7).

It is the subject of ongoing debate among contemporary scholars how to understand the method of extension, which renders the kernel of ren in terms of familial sentiments and virtues, in a way consistent with the universalist dimension of ren as a feeling of commiseration (see Liu 2001; Nivison 1996; Jiang 2021). It goes beyond the scope of this chapter to investigate (and address) this seeming inconsistency in Mencius’s philosophical thought in detail. In the present context, it suffices to say that Mencius understood familial virtues such as filial piety (xiao 孝) as expressing the most concrete and intense feeling of ren in human relationships in which the universal sentiment of commiseration is rooted.4 It is for this reason that when extended to government, Mencius always thought that ren public policy is motivated by a ruler’s heart-mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of the people who he is supposed to envision as his own children. In this regard, Mencian ren is clearly differentiated from the Mohist ideal of impartial care (jian ai 兼愛), which does not derive its moral motivation from familial virtues and moral sentiments (Mencius 3A5).
That being said, it does not seem to be the case that what propels a ren government is the heart-mind of ren itself, if we take Mencius’s theory of moral self-cultivation seriously. Although Mencius took pains to persuade the rulers of his time of the appeal of the ren government by making the method of extension look easy, as if any ruler is capable of it,5 it requires an arduous and sustained process of moral self-cultivation. Mencius claims that everyone is born with the heart-mind of ren (along with other moral sentiments), but he also adds that not everyone is able to realize his/her ren heart-mind, which requires cultivation of its otherwise feeble sprout. A junzi (ideally, a sage) alone can fully realize his heart-mind of ren. Through his agricultural metaphor of moral self-cultivation (Mencius 6A7; 6A19), Mencius stresses that it takes tremendous effort and care to grow and strengthen the moral sprouts within us. The sprout of ren may help us hit the mark occasionally, but unless properly nourished and strengthened, one would fall short of hitting the mark (ren government in the current context) consistently and reliably. Only when a ren government is practiced consistently and reliably, can it become trustworthy (cf. Analects 12.7) and thereby evoke the people’s voluntary obedience. The ruler’s virtue is the key to the ren government understood in this way. Thus, Mencius says,
There is a Way of gaining the people; by gaining their hearts one gains the people. There is a Way to gain their hearts: gather for them the things that you desire; do not impose on them the things that you dislike. The people’s turning to ren is like water flowing downward or wild animals heading for the wilds. … If, in the world today, there were a ruler who loved ren, the lords [conducting a bad government] would all drive the people to him, and, though he might wish not to become a king, he would not help but do so (Mencius 4A9).

El Amine is right to note that the moral account of a ren government does not do (sufficient) justice to the important roles that institutions and regulations play in the ren government. She may even be justified in saying that the heart-mind of ren and a ren government are not related in a straightforward way. But this is precisely the point that the moral account intends to make.
At the heart of the moral account is that in Mencius’s political thought, the heart-mind of ren can be extended to government, thereby enacting a ren government, only through the ruler’s robust moral character that facilitates the consistent and reliable operation of ren government. Mencius’s core message is that even if the ren government must take a concrete institutional form undergirded by good policy and proper regulations to be effective, its animating force comes from the ruler’s virtue attained through moral self-cultivation, not the heart-mind of ren that is feeble and thus susceptible to situational variations. A virtuous ruler can conduct a ren government consistently and reliably, not because of his supreme interest in order and stability nor because of the complementarity of interests between the ruler and the ruled. According to Mencius, it is rather because of the intrinsic joy derived from practicing the virtue of ren in government that constantly motivates a ruler to exercise a ren government in the face of all sorts of contingency including natural disasters.6

3 The Kingly Way and the Way of the Hegemon
As noted, the difference between the political account and the moral account of ren government is not merely an interpretive disagreement among contemporary scholars on Mencius’s political philosophy. The political account is inspired by Mencius’s historical description of the models of ren government allegedly exercised by ancient sage-kings—their institutional forms, rules, and regulations. There is no denying that as an ardent follower of the former kings, Mencius was deeply inspired by the ancient models and he wrestled to revivify them in his own political context. By concentrating on the hardware of the ren government, however, the political account does not sufficiently consider how Mencius reconstructed the ideal form of a ren government from his own philosophical account of human nature and moral self-cultivation. The result of this endeavor was to reenvisage the essence of the ren government in terms of the ruler’s heart-mind that cannot bear to see the sufferings of others, which he possesses qua human being.
This finding leads us to a deeper understanding of Mencius’s political philosophy. For many of Mencius’s contemporaries, the ancient models casually referred to the governments by the former sage-kings such as Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang and Kings Wen and Wu. However, there seemed to be some controversy over how to understand great hegemons (ba 覇) such as Duke Huan of Qi and Duke Wen of Jin who emerged during the Spring and Autumn period with an authority delegated by the Zhou kings to protect the House of Zhou, and its territory (known as “all-under-Heaven”) and people. Even Confucius praised Duke Huan for “being correct and not crafty” (Analects 14.15),7 and the sage’s judgment evidently exerted strong influence on his followers. In the eyes of the laypeople during Mencius’s time, no notable difference could be found between ancient sage-kings and great hegemons of the past, concerning the ability to serve the people’s material well-being and bringing order to the world.
As a Confucian, the last thing Mencius wanted was to fail to distinguish between the Kingly Way (wangdao 王道) and the Way of the Hegemon (badao 覇道), and he was determined to establish a vivid normative distinction between the two forms of government by articulating the Kingly Way in terms of a ren government and redefining the ren government with reference to the ruler’s innate heart-mind that cannot bear to see the sufferings of the people. As far as Mencius’s normative political theory goes, the Kingly Way and the Way of the Hegemon presented two diametrically opposed modes of government, and the Kingly Way was the only right way to conduct government.
[A]ll that is required is to take Yao and Shun as the model. Not to serve one’s ruler as Shun served Yao is not to respect one’s ruler; not to rule the people as Yao ruled them is to act as a plunderer of the people. Confucius said, “There are just two ways; being humane and being inhumane.” One whose oppression of his people is extreme will himself be killed and his state will be lost. One who is less extreme will place himself in danger and weaken the state. He will be called “the Dark” or “the Tyrannical” (Mencius 4A2).

It is important to note that Mencius did recognize the distinction between a government that oppresses the people extremely and one that is less oppressive. This distinction is of crucial importance in real politics: while one is doomed to have the ruler killed and the state destroyed, the other puts the ruler in danger and makes the state weak. For Mencius, however, the only meaningful distinction was between a ren government (or the Kingly Way) and a bu-ren 不仁 (inhumane) government, any form of government that deviates from the Kingly Way. From the perspective of normative Confucianism, there could (and should) be no meaningful difference between extreme oppression and mild oppression of the people. Simply put, they were both inhumane. In Mencius’s normative Confucian political theory, therefore, a ruler who appears to be ren but in actuality deviates from the Kingly Way was conceptualized as a hegemon.8 The following statement provides the most authoritative contrast between the Kingly Way and the Way of the Hegemon as conceived by Mencius:
One who, supported by force, pretends to being humane is a hegemon, and a hegemon has to have a large state. One who out of virtue practices ren is a true king, and a true king does not need anything large. … When one uses force to make people submit, they do not submit in their hearts but only because their strength is insufficient. When one uses virtue to make people submit, they are pleased to the depths of their hearts, and they sincerely submit (Mencius 2A3).

What we find here is a transvaluation of the meaning of the hegemon, which originally referred to a leader or a senior (bo 伯) feudal lord subject to the universal authority of the House of Zhou, who was charged with the privilege of undertaking military actions on behalf of the Zhou king (Hsu 1999; Li 2013: 163–167). In the late Zhou political context, therefore, the hegemon had no negative connotation as it was the institution authorized by the Zhou king whose power as the suzerain had waned significantly. Its role was solely political in the sense of protecting the Zhou kingdom from internal and external threats and maintaining its ritual-based interstate order. However, in Mencius’s political thought, the originally political meaning of the hegemon was reconceived from a moral standpoint, making it directly tantamount to an inhumane government.9
Why did Mencius transvaluate the meaning of the hegemon in this negative way? Why did he find the hegemon reprehensible? A clue can be derived from Mencius’s criticism of “the village worthy” (xiang yuan 鄕愿). Following Confucius, Mencius regarded the village worthy as a “thief of virtue,” even more despicable than uncultivated laymen (xiaoren 小人). In Mencius’s view, the village worthy was someone who appears to be “loyal and trustworthy in his commitment” and “incorruptible and untainted in his actions,” but in reality lacks such moral qualities (Mencius 7B37). Yet, by appearing to be good, the village worthy is loved by the members of the community who often mistake a thief of virtue for a truly ren person. For Mencius, the hegemon was the political equivalent of the village worthy, a ruler who only appears to possess the virtue of ren. Insomuch as the hegemon was a thief of virtue, there could be no difference between a hegemon and a tyrant, for, after all, they both signified types of rulership that is incompatible with the Kingly Way.
The fact that Mencius presented the hegemon as the antithesis of the king (wang) does not imply that he failed to recognize the important moral distinction between a hegemon and a tyrant (see Kim 2020: 128–137). Rather, it informs that Mencius’s most eminent political theoretical concern in the late Warring States context was to draw the normative distinction between the Kingly Way and the Way of the Hegemon as clearly as possible. This urgency came with the strong appeal of the Way of the Hegemon (or its semblance) among the rulers, all former feudal subjects of Zhou, who were eager to reunify Zhou’s past territory and become the universal king. What troubled Mencius most was that virtually all rulers of his time were obsessed with the desire to “enrich the state and strengthen the military” (fuguo qiangbing 富國强兵) amid the violent and seemingly perpetual struggles with others equally driven by the same ambition. Mencius’s vehement, somewhat enigmatic, objection to the ruler’s pursuit of profit (li 利) in his famous comments about King Hui of Liang can be made intelligible only against this political background.
Why must the king speak of profit? I have only [teachings concerning] humaneness (ren) and rightness (yi). … Those above and those below will compete with one another for profit, and the state will be imperiled. … When rightness is subordinated to profit the urge to lay claim to more becomes irresistible. It has never happened that one given to humaneness abandons his parents, nor that one given to rightness subordinates the interests of his lord. Let the king speak only of humaneness and rightness. What need has he to speak of profit? (Mencius 1A1)

Here Mencius does not object to the desire for profit itself. Certainly, his intent is not to make a general claim that ren and yi are incompatible with the pursuit of profit. Rather, Mencius finds fault with King Hui’s desire to enrich the state and strengthen the military as the vehicle to achieve the status of a hegemon. That is, the real object of Mencius’s criticism is not so much the desire for profit per se but the inhumane government that will inevitably result from the desire to make one’s own state profitable at the expense of others. The following statement shows how King Hui tried to make his state profitable:
I, this solitary man, devotes his entire mind to the state. When the year is bad within the river, I transfer people to the east of the river and transfer grain to the area within the river. When the year is bad to the east of the river, again, I act accordingly. Look into the governments of neighboring states: there is no one as mindful as I, and yet people in the neighboring states do not decrease, nor do my people increase. Why should this be? (Mencius 1A3)

At first glance, there seems to be nothing to blame about King Hui who seems to have demonstrated ren toward his people who were suffering from a bad harvest and tried to make his government attractive to the people of neighboring states. King Hui is puzzled as to why his ren policy did not result in a population increase. In Mencius’s view, however, the king is asking the wrong question because the kernel of a ren government lies not, as El Amine argues, in “the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled” that is conducive to the state (i.e., its order and economy), but rather in the protection and promotion of the well-being of the people who hold an intrinsic moral worth. King Hui may appear to be ren but in reality he has critically violated the models of the ancient sage-kings by regarding the people as a mere resource for enriching the state (as potential taxpayers) and strengthening the military (as potential soldiers). In short, what Mencius takes issue with is that the king’s ren toward the people undergoing economic hardship was not genuine. His care for the people was only prudentially motivated by his relentless pursuit of the Way of the Hegemon. For Mencius, the appearance of ren notwithstanding, King Hui’s government presented the polar opposite of a ren government.
How inhumane was King Hui of Liang! The humane begin with what they love and proceed to what they do not love. The inhumane begin with what they do not love and proceed to what they love. … For the sake of territory, King Hui of Liang pulverized his people and propelled them into war. In the wake of a great defeat, he engaged again, fearful he would not prevail. He importuned the son whom he loved until he buried him along with them. When I spoke of beginning with what one does not love and proceeding to what one loves, this is what I meant (Mencius 7B1).

This statement clearly shows that what is at stake is not the ruler’s pursuit of profit as such. The crux of the problem is his inhumane government which even sacrificed his own son to pursue his ambition of becoming a universal king. King Hui does not hide his ambition to become a universal king by means of the Way of the Hegemon. His hero is the Duke Wen of Jin who wielded unmatched power as the hegemon.10 King Hui laments the reality in which he finds himself: “[W]hen it came to my reign, Jin was defeated by Qi in the east, and my oldest son died there. In the west seven hundred li were lost to Qin while in the south we were humiliated by Chu. Having incurred such shame, I wish, for the sake of the departed, to expunge it” (Mencius 1A5). What is important is that the ambition to become a universal king by means of the Way of the Hegemon was shared by virtually all Warring States rulers including King Xuan of Qi, another famous interlocutor of Mencius, who invited him to hear about the affairs of Duke Wen of Jin and, especially, Duke Huan of Qi, his glorified ancestor who attained the title of the hegemon for the first time. Like King Hui, King Xuan’s so-called “great desire” was “to expand his territory, to bring Qin and Chu into his court, to rule the Central Kingdom, and to pacify the four [groups of] non-Chinese people” (Mencius 1A7, modified).
As the unwavering champion of the Kingly Way and the ren government, therefore, Mencius’s most impending task was political at its core. It was not just to morally improve an ordinary man with an uncultivated ren heart-mind; rather, it was to turn ambitious, vainglorious, and belligerent rulers soaked in the culture of realpolitik, into men of robust moral character wholeheartedly committed to the protection and promotion of the people’s material and moral well-being. Otherwise stated, the greatest challenge Mencius faced as a political philosopher was to turn an inhumane/cruel government (nuezheng 虐政) into a humane government. Then, what counts as an inhumane government for Mencius? Certainly, a tyrannical government that actively and purposively harms the well-being of the people could by no means be regarded as humane. But, in criticizing King Hui, Mencius seems to have had something more in mind, which is the key to understanding the crucial importance of robust moral character in Mencius’s political philosophy as the quintessential quality of the humane ruler. Consider the following statement by Mencius:
The king’s dogs and pigs eat food intended for human beings and he does not know enough to prohibit this. On the roads there are people dying of starvation, and he does not know enough to distribute food. People die, and he says, “It was not I; it was the year.” How is this different from killing a person by stabbing him and then saying, “It was not I; it was the weapon”? When the king ceases to place the blame on the year, then the people of the world will come to him (Mencius 1A3).

Mencius’s problem is not merely that King Hui failed to provide for the people by hoarding food for himself and for his animals. It is not even the king’s selfishness or his callousness to the people’s economic hardship that troubled Mencius most, although they are the most obvious signs of inhumaneness. As we have seen, there is no strong textual evidence that King Hui deliberately exploited the people or actively harmed their well-being. He emulated Duke Wen and pretended to be ren in order to realize his ultimate ambition of becoming a hegemon. What Mencius found most troubling about King Hui was his utter lack of responsibility for the people’s suffering, including the suffering he did not cause. For Mencius, the lack of political responsibility was the defining characteristic of an inhumane government.
To be sure, the people’s suffering caused by the ruler’s political ambition falls within his responsibility. Mencius’s idea of political responsibility is far more radical than the conventional, causal sense of responsibility. Once again, it should be reminded that what King Hui did during the bad year was not completely unreasonable. The bad year which resulted in mass starvation and casualties was chiefly caused by natural disasters such as flood and drought, forces beyond human control. And common sense says that no one should be held responsible for outcomes beyond one’s control. The ruler, however, is not an ordinary person subject to the general law of causality only. According to Mencius, the special position the ruler occupies (i.e., kingship) through the Mandate of Heaven (tianming 天命) requires him to take active responsibility for the people’s suffering, even though he may not have caused it.11 Rather than attributing the suffering of the people to misfortune, he should actively examine what he can do (or could have done) in order to better protect the people or reduce their suffering. A lack of this sort of critical reflection and by implication the sense of responsibility renders a ruler inhumane, making him not so different from a tyrant.
With Mencius’s idea of the non-causal sense of political responsibility, we can now have a more comprehensive understanding of Mencius’s method of extension. As noted, in Mencius’s political philosophy the method of extension does not stipulate that familial virtues such as filial piety and brotherly love be directly extended to social and political domains as the driving force of a ren government. What is achieved through the process of extending moral virtues from the family to larger social and political domains is robust moral character that helps the ruler maintain a ren government consistently and reliably in the face of all sorts of contingency including natural disasters. The ruler’s Heaven-given right to rule consists in not only his virtue demonstrated during the founding of a new dynasty, but, more importantly, his ability to sustain the state as mandated by Heaven throughout his reign (and by implication throughout the dynasty). What is central to the ruler’s moral character in sustaining a ren government is his non-causal sense of responsibility for the people’s well-being.
We can call this special Confucian sense of responsibility “political virtue.” But this political virtue is different from that which is valorized in the Western republican tradition, which is starkly distinguished from moral virtue pertaining to human excellence and flourishing (Philp 2007; Galston 2007). For Mencius, political virtue is motivated by innate moral sentiments and developed/extended from moral virtue that is cultivated in various social relationships starting with the family. It is still political virtue, however, in the sense that it facilitates the reliable operation of a ren government, which ultimately and systematically enhances the people’s moral and material well-being.

4 Distributive Justice
As El Amine rightly notes, one of the central aims of the ren government is to provide for the people. A controversy arises, however, as to whether the government’s concern for the material well-being of the people is a means to achieve political order, which El Amine believes is the end of Confucian politics. El Amine is adamant in this regard, when she says,
[T]here is no normative conception of “the people” as the aim of government. The aim of government is political order. It is for “the people” to the extent that they benefit from living in an orderly, secure, and productive society. What Mencius means, then, by his statement that people are more important than the ruler is not that their well-being is the ultimate aim of Confucian government, for which the ruler is a mere means, but rather that they are developmentally (rather than normatively) more important than the ruler, that is, that no political order can obtain without their needs being satisfied first (El Amine 2015: 51).

The most salient problem with the political account of a ren government is that it renders the distinction between the Kingly Way and the Way of the Hegemon unintelligible. In fact, the Way of the Hegemon seems to meet all the necessary conditions of a ren government as conceived in the political account: (1) The aim of government is political order (undergirded by economic power and military strength); (2) the ruler’s personal moral virtue (ren in particular) has little relevance to enactment and sustenance of a ren government; (3) people have no intrinsic moral worth and their (material) well-being is important to the extent that it is conducive to making the state orderly and strong; and, therefore, (4) the backbone of the strong and orderly state is the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled.
If the primary purpose of the state taking care of the people’s material well-being is to achieve and maintain political order, there must be an explanation for what would happen, should the state fail to provide for the people. One conceivable answer is that disorder is the unavoidable consequence of the state’s failure to provide for the people because people would inevitably engage in rebellion. If the people have no power that can pose a real threat to the ruler who fails to provide for them, nothing would be able to ensure the complementarity of interests between the ruler and the ruled as an amorphous collectivity of the people. The question is whether this is what Mencius had in mind. Before investigating Mencius’s position on this matter, let us first consider the following statement by Confucius, which I believe strongly influenced Mencius:
The head of a state or a noble family should worry not about underpopulation but about uneven distribution (bu jun 不均), not about poverty but about the people’s discontent (bu an 不安). For where there is even distribution (jun 均) there is no such thing as poverty, where there is harmony there is no such thing as underpopulation, and where there is the people’s contentment (an 安) there should be no waning (qing 傾) [of the state] (Analects 16.1, modified).

It is quite striking that Confucius, who identified sufficient food as one of the three key elements of good government along with sufficient armaments and confidence of the people (Analects 12.7), claims that there is something more important than merely overcoming poverty and increasing population in conducting government. According to Confucius, what is more fundamental than overall improvement of the people’s material well-being is their contentment, which critically hangs on the “even (or fair) distribution” of material goods. The state will not wane, argues Confucius, as long as the people are content and harmonious. For Confucius, therefore, political order and stability (i.e., “no waning of the state”) are only positive by-products of the mode of government that distributes material goods justly, thus enabling the people to lead a content and harmonious life. Confucius never claims that the aim of government is political order and the satisfaction of the people’s material well-being is important only as an instrument to achieve this aim.
Despite his strong commitment to rule for the people, Mencius did not believe that the people possess the collective political right to replace the ruler in the event of a misrule that harms their material well-being (see Tiwald 2008). This ritually sanctioned right was the prerogative of a select group of the ministers, who had family ties with the incumbent ruler (Mencius 5B9). Nor did Mencius understand the legitimacy of the government in terms of its performance understood as “enrichment of the state and strengthening of the military.” While the political account of the ren government holds that the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled can be obtained insofar as the ruler protects the well-being of the majority of the people, Mencius makes it abundantly clear that what is important is not so much the utilitarian promotion of the people’s overall well-being or so-called performance legitimacy (Bell 2015), but justice in distribution of material goods. Otherwise stated, in Mencius’s political philosophy, distributive justice is the normative foundation of ren government. Mencius has several points to make regarding his Confucian account of distributive justice.
First, and as noted earlier, equal distribution of land among all households is the key to enacting a ren government.12 Following Ronald Dworkin, we can call this principle of distribution equality of resources (Dworkin 2000). It was in order to realize equality of resources that Mencius sought to revitalize the well-field system, allegedly adopted during the Western Zhou period, as the socioeconomic foundation of the ren government. Mencius describes the well-field system as follows:
A squire li constitutes a well-field, and the well-field contains nine hundred mu. The central plot among them is a public field, and eight families each have private holdings of a hundred mu. Together they cultivate the public field, and only when the public work is done do they dare attend to their private work (Mencius 3A3).

Interestingly, Mencius employs jun 均, the same Chinese character that Confucius used for “even/fair distribution” of material goods, when he describes the division of land under the well-field system. In Mencius’s view, as far as the initial distribution of the essential means of production is concerned, what is just is equal distribution. However, this is only part of Mencius’s more comprehensive vision of distributive justice. The argument for the initial equal distribution of land does not lead to a more radical claim that the goods produced by all privately-owned fields should be distributed equally. Mencius was not an advocate of equality of outcomes. Once the public field is taken care of by all eight families sharing the same well-field as a matter of paying a tax, revenues arising from each field belongs to the family working on it—for such revenues are considered to be the outcomes directly representing each family’s efforts and contributions, which merit economic compensations.
Some contemporary scholars, therefore, believe that Mencius’s idea of distributive justice can be best understood as a version of “sufficientarianism,” according to which economic inequalities beyond the threshold of sufficiency are not objectionable from a moral standpoint as long as they reflect differences in merit and contribution (see Chan 2014; Li 2012). Although contemporary scholars tend to accentuate the so-called negative thesis of sufficientiarianism, which highlights the moral justifiability of merit-based inequalities, by associating the merit in question with moral character and intelligence (Chan 2014: 175),13 Mencius is more eminently concerned with the positive thesis of sufficientarianism, which is focused on the elimination of poverty. Thus, Mencius says,
[A]n enlightened ruler will regulate the people’s livelihood so as to ensure that, above, they have enough to serve their parents and, below, they have enough to support their wives and children. In years of prosperity they always have enough to eat; in years of dearth they are able to escape starvation. Only then does he urge the people toward goodness (Mencius 1A7, emphases added).

Nothing that has been said about Mencius’s idea of distributive justice thus far, however, is inconsistent with the Way of the Hegemon. It is not inconceivable that a hegemon (or a ruler who wishes to emulate the great hegemons of the past) is willing to adopt a policy like the well-field system, which materializes equality of resources and sufficiency, in order to achieve political order and make the state rich and strong and insofar as it is indeed a better way to provide for the people. What the political account of the ren government glosses over is that Mencius’s interest in distributive justice is nested in his larger moral vision of a ren government that aims to make the people good. Like Confucius, Mencius argues that the ultimate goal of securing material sufficiency for the people is to create adequate socioeconomic conditions in which they can be pushed toward goodness.14 I concur with Joseph Chan when he contends that Mencius’s political theory is best captured in terms of “a perfectionist theory of justice … because its ultimate basis is a certain conception of the good life” (Chan 2014: 172).
Guided by the perfectionist Confucian theory of justice, a ren government takes extra care to make sure that people do not succumb to badness against their inborn good nature. Material sufficiency is necessary for the people to maintain a constant mind toward moral goodness.
It is only a gentleman who will be able to have a constant mind despite being without a constant means of livelihood. The people, lacking a constant means of livelihood, will lack constant minds, and when they lack constant minds there is no dissoluteness, depravity, deviance, or excess to which they will not succumb. If, once they have sunk into crime, one responds by subjecting them to punishment—this is to entrap the people. With a person of ren in a position of authority, how could the entrapment of the people be allowed to occur? (Mencius 1A7)

As noted, a ren government is a government animated by the heart-mind that cannot bear to see the sufferings of others. A ren government, therefore, does not set the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled that contributes to order as its highest end. Negatively expressed, its supreme goal is not to maintain order and stability by punishing the people (most likely, in the name of moral reform) after first entrapping them into immoral behaviors, which is the epitome of inhumaneness and irresponsibility. The well-field system is the beginning of a ren government precisely in the sense that it creates socioeconomic conditions of material sufficiency, which is instrumental to bringing the people toward goodness. As Mencius puts it,
When those in a village who hold land in the same well-field befriend one another in their going out and their coming in, assist one another in their protection and defense, and sustain one another through illness and distress, the hundred surnames [i.e., the people as a whole] will live together in affection and harmony (Mencius 3A3).

This statement succinctly recaps Confucius’s seminal vision of good government predicated on distributive justice, the principle of jun more specifically. When people live together in affection and harmony, or in goodness, the by-product is a strong and orderly state.
However, the centrality of distributive justice to Mencius’s vision of the ren government is not limited to creating a harmonious society of moral individuals.15 Moreover, the sufficientarian dimension of Mencius’s account of distributive justice, especially the negative thesis highlighting the importance of merit and contribution, may generate the wrong impression that the crux of the Mencian ren government is economic meritocracy tempered by the positive thesis of sufficientarianism. What truly distinguishes a ren government from a hegemonic government is its non-merit-based care for the people’s well-being, which corresponds with the ruler’s non-causal responsibility. The ren government’s non-meritocratic aspect is most forcefully presented in the following statement:
In antiquity, when King Wen governed [a Zhou territory called] Qi, tillers of the fields were taxed one part in nine and descendants of officers received emoluments. There was inspection but no taxation at border stations and in marketplaces; there was no restriction on the use of ponds and weirs. The wives and children of offenders were not implicated in their guilt. Old men without wives are called widowers; old women without husbands are called widows; the elderly without children are called desolates; the young without parents are called orphans—these four, the most destitute and the voiceless among the people, King Wen made his first concern, displaying ren in his conduct of government (Mencius 1B5).

From this statement three important points about the Confucian principle of distributive justice can be gleaned. First, in distributing material goods the ren government gives priority to the worst-off of society. As we have seen, for Mencius, equality of resources is the baseline principle of distributive justice that undergirds a ren government, but its guiding aim is not equality as such. It is to make sure that every member of the political community has sufficient material goods to live a flourishing moral life, while allowing more virtuous and talented individuals to accumulate and possess more. However, in the ren government, this meritocratic principle is critically circumscribed by the priority given to the well-being of the worst-off. Second, in giving priority to the worst-off, the ren government shows no interest in investigating what caused their destitution or whether they deserve the economic support from the government based on their past contribution to the state’s wealth and strength. Furthermore, it is highly dubious that Mencius encouraged the ruler to give priority to the well-being of the worst-off under the assumption that the society’s most helpless individuals could pose the most serious threat to political order and stability. Therefore, third, the priority of the well-being of the worst-off is a normative (thus not merely prudential) stipulation that Mencius attaches to a ren government. Put differently, in Mencius’s ideal political society individuals deserve a decent socioeconomic life qua human beings. On the contrary, a hegemonic state does not recognize the intrinsic moral worth or dignity of the people as a collection of individuals.16 In the hegemonic state, people may live a decent economic life but they can never enjoy human dignity as an individual.
It is true that Mencius does not understand human dignity in terms of right. That is, it is inconceivable that in the Mencian ideal society a person can claim that the state ought to provide a certain level of economic provision to meet his/her basic needs as a matter of his/her human right. However, Mencius clearly shows that the Confucian sense of social justice requires more than feeding the people as some contemporary scholars tend to believe (Bell 2006; El Amine 2015).
[T]here are things that we desire more than life and things that we detest more than death. It is not exemplary persons (xianzi 賢者) alone who have this heart-mind; all human beings have it. It is only that the exemplary ones are able to avoid losing it; that is all. Suppose there a basketful of rice and a bowlful of soup. If I get them, I may remain alive; if I do not get them, I may well die. If they are offered contemptuously, a wayfarer will decline to accept them; if they are offered after having been trampled upon, a beggar will not demean himself by taking them (Mencius 6A10).

Wayfarers and beggars represent individuals who are among the most destitute. For such individuals, nothing could be more intense than the desire for life as they are on the brink of death. Yet, Mencius claims that all humans are born with a heart-mind that feels shame and aversion, namely the sprout of yi. Regardless of whether one’s heart-mind of yi has been fully cultivated or not, the innate sense of righteousness enables him/her to recognize the intrinsic value of a dignified life and to choose it over a life that is undignified and yet materially satisfying, however destitute he/she is. What differentiates morally cultivated persons from ordinary people is that they can persist in a dignified life in whatever situation one finds oneself. The political implications of the innate sense of righteousness are clear: a ren government does not operate on a simple version of well-being consequentialism, which considers the government legitimate insofar as it promotes the overall well-being of the people as an undifferentiated whole. In the Mencian ideal of a ren government, human dignity puts a powerful normative constraint on well-being consequentialism. Unless the government promotes the people’s well-being in a way that respects each member’s innate human dignity, it can hardly be called ren.
Thus understood, normative priority to the well-being of the worst-off is not just to highlight the benevolent ruler’s paternalistic care, which is expected to be reciprocated with the people’s voluntary compliance (Lee 2021). Rather, it is to suggest that the dignity of even the most powerless individuals should not be trampled upon by the government in the name of “the enrichment of the state and the strengthening of the military.”17 It also implies that all members of the political community possess the Heaven-bestowed moral entitlement qua human being (Mencius 7A1) to live a decent life that is materially sufficient and morally enhancing. As Mencius noted, a ren government may begin with fair demarcation of land (i.e., equality of resources), but its moral end is realized only with institutions and policies that respect the dignity of every member of the political community. It is out of respect for human dignity that a ren ruler takes responsibility for the suffering of the people, even when the cause of the suffering was not within his reasonable control (like natural disaster) or even if the suffering is mainly attributable to the people themselves.
The Confucian respect for human dignity seems akin to a deontological commitment. In Mencius’s political philosophy, however, respect for human dignity is not grounded in a more fundamental moral (and/or political) ideal that requires no further moral justification, be it freedom as non-domination (Pettit 1997), personal independence (Möllers 2013), or the rational capacity of self-legislation (Korsgaard 1996). Since Mencian Confucian dignity is rooted in innate moral sentiments that incline one toward goodness, its respect by government is always activated by the ruler’s heart-mind that cannot bear to see the sufferings of his people who are capable of moral improvement through the cultivation of their innate moral sentiments. As such, a ren government is kept from degenerating into a hegemonic government not merely because of its care for the people, which is also found in the Mohist government as well as in the hegemonic state, but, more importantly, because of its deep commitment to human dignity, the moral foundation of social justice and the most profound source for the normative check on the ruler’s arbitrary use of power.

5 Conclusion
Mencius’s political vision is commonly known as “rule for the people” based on his ideal of the ren government. Most tellingly, Mencius stated that “[t]he people are of greatest importance (min wei gui 民爲貴), the alters of soil and grain are next, and the ruler is of least importance. This is why one who gains the allegiance of the tillers of the fields will become the Son of Heaven” (Mencius 7B14). It is also widely noted that there is a fundamental difference between the Mencian rule for the people and rule by people in that while the former allows no active political agency to the people such as the right to political participation and collective self-rule, the latter is predicated on the political ideals of popular sovereignty, political equality, and democratic self-determination. In the Mencian rule for the people, it is said, the people are at best barometers that can only passively express their dis/contentment with the ruler (or his government) but possess no political power or moral right to take part in the public decision-making process (Angle 2012: 40; El Amine 2015: 42–44; Tiwald 2008: 272). Heaven may see and hear through the eyes/ears of the people (Mencius 5A5), but Heaven never speaks with or through the people. When a ruler fails to carry out the Mandate of Heaven and becomes a tyrant, it is not the people themselves but a select group of ministers (ideally, those with supreme moral virtue) who can replace the ruler as “Heaven’s delegated officers” (tianli 天吏). Thus, according to the dominant view, the paramount importance (gui) of the people signifies either their status as helpless beneficiaries of the ruler’s (or the ruling elites’) benevolence or their utility as human resources for a strong and orderly state.
Our discussion thus far, however, makes an alternative interpretation of the importance of the people possible in Mencius’s political philosophy. In this alternative interpretation, what makes the people more important than anything else is their dignity as human beings, not necessarily as ones who have acquired formidable moral character but as they are, born with innate moral sentiments including the sense of righteousness. Here the Mencian rule for the people gains a novel meaning. It is not so much to justify benign state paternalism but to reconceptualize the ruler-ruled relationship from a normative standpoint. In this alternative understanding of rule for the people, the people still do not possess a collective right (or power) to govern themselves. But it is morally required that the ruler’s decision and conduct always be in accordance with the moral sentiments of the people that objectively track the decree of Heaven (Mencius 7B24), now internalized within their nature. It is for this reason that after Yu’s death and despite the sage-king’s recommendation of Yi (his sagacious minister) to Heaven as his successor, the people could rightly choose Qi, Yu’s son, over Yi (Mencius 5A6). It is the strong moral resonance between sage-king Wen’s moral character and the moral sentiments of the people of Shang that led the latter to welcome the former’s army, which eventually facilitated the downfall of the Shang dynasty (Mencius 7B4).
In short, the Mencian rule for the people is premised on a quasi-contract between the ruler and the people. The most notable difference between the Mencian rule for the people and modern western social contract theories is that in the former the contract is non-verbal, non-legal, non-rationalist, and, though arguably, non-political—what is presupposed in the Mencian rule for the people is a tacit contract between the ruler and the people grounded in their moral sentimental communications. Or, put differently, the Mencian rule for the people enacts Confucian sentimental representation where the benevolent ruler or virtuous Confucian ministers (in case the ruler is morally inept) are morally required to conduct themselves according to the moral heart-minds of the people.18 Still, this is not a democratic representation. Nor is it analogous to the Xunzian quasi-contractual system (Roetz 1993: 76), which explains the origin of ritual-based political order and civil government from a prudential standpoint, focusing on why it is profitable to establish civil order and government for both the ruler and the people (Kim 2020: 44–53). The ren government is the culmination of Confucian sentimental representation and, as the concrete institutional manifestation of rule for the people, it provides a model of good government in the Confucian political tradition.
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Footnotes
1Throughout this chapter, the English translations of the Mencius are adapted from Bloom (2009).

 

2For one of rare and serious engagements of this question, see Huang (2019).

 

3In the concluding section, I argue that this connection provides a metaphysical condition facilitating Confucian sentimental representation.

 

4Most notably, Mencius says, “The most authentic expression of ren is serving one’s parents” (Mencius 4A26). For a helpful discussion on the complex relationship between filial piety, commiseration, and the virtue of ren in Mencius’s thought, see Chan (2004).

 

5One may get this impression from Mencius’s conversation of King Xuan of Qi where the former encourages the latter to conduct ren government based on his possession of the heart-mind of ren (Mencius 1A7). However, as Van Norden convincingly shows, what Mencius intends to do here is to draw “King Xuan’s attention to an aspect of reality (the suffering of his people) and the King’s own intentional structure, with the belief that this focusing of attention will strengthen that aspect of the King’s intentional structure” (Van Norden 1991: 365). So, what is at stake in the conversation between Mencius and King Xuan is moral education, and, although Mencius does not make it explicit, it takes considerable time for moral education to be effective, enabling the ruler to practice ren government consistently and reliably.

 

6On the paramount importance of joy that at once accompanies and motivates the virtue of ren, see Van Norden (2007: 232); Hutton (2002: 32); Ivanhoe (2000: 20).

 

7It is worth recalling that Confucius famously defined good government in reference to “being correct” (zheng 正) and exhorted the ruling elites of his time to correct themselves (Analects 12.17; 13.6; 13.13).

 

8In Mencius’s political theory, both wang 王 (king) and ba (hegemon) are normative concepts.

 

9In this regard, Xunzi’s positive rendition of the hegemon as an acceptable, if not ideal, mode of Confucian statecraft can be understood as the compromise between Zhou political theory and the Mencian Confucian ideal of ren government. On Xunzi’s account of the hegemon, see Kim (2020: 157–177).

 

10After several decades of civil war in fifth century B.C.E., the state of Jin was finally partitioned into three states ruled by the ruling families of Han, Wei, and Zhao. Originally, King Hui of Liang was the Marquise Hui of Wei and among the Warring States rulers, he was the first to arrogate the title of King, a practice to be followed by other rulers of the time (see Lewis 1999: 602–603). Liang was the capital city of Wei.

 

11For more elaboration on Mencius’s account of political responsibility, see Kim (2010, 2018a).

 

12One may wonder how Mencius’s description (and endorsement) of the inegalitarian distribution of land among the Zhou dynasty’s ruling class in Mencius 5B2 squares with his idea of the well-field system. However, it should be noted that while the well-field system stipulates a general distributive principle that applies to ordinary people, what Mencius is concerned with in 5B2 is the feudal—hence meritocratic—arrangement of Zhou’s political system.

 

13For the positive and negative theses of the doctrine of sufficiency and its implications for Confucian social justice, see Kim (2018b: 143–156).

 

14The fact that Mencius understands material sufficiency as instrumentally valuable does not lead to the conclusion that material sufficiency is not an important part of the Confucian conception of the good life. My point is that for Mencius what is central to the ren government is not so much the protection of the people’s material well-being per se but their (individual and communal) moral growth, which is impossible without securing material sufficiency.

 

15For the Confucian ideal of harmonious society, see Tan (2003).

 

16On the Mencian Confucian account of human dignity, see Bloom (1998); Kim (2015); Zhang (2000).

 

17Citing Yang Hu positively, Mencius submits that “[o]ne who would be wealthy will not be humane; one who would be humane will not be wealthy” (Mencius 3A3).

 

18For a seminal discussion of Confucian sentimental representation, see Kwon (2022).
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1 Introduction
The title of this chapter may seem strange to readers who are familiar with Mencius, as he is not generally read as an ancient Chinese theorist of rhetoric—or even as an ancient Chinese philosopher who had anything at all to say about rhetoric. What little ancient Chinese philosophers had to say about rhetoric, so the usual narrative goes, was said by Xunzi 荀子 and Han Fei 韓非, not by Mencius.1
To be sure, the character 說, voiced either shui and translated into English “persuade” or shuo and translated “say, speak,” appears 21 times in the Mencius; and in two of those occurrences, in 2A2, D. C. Lau (1970/2003: 63, 65) translates it “rhetoric”: “Zai Wo and Zi Gong excelled in rhetoric [shui 說]; Ran Niu, Minzi and Yan Yuan excelled in the exposition of virtuous conduct. Confucius excelled in both and yet he said, ‘I am not versed in rhetoric’” (Lau’s Wade-Giles romanizations pinyinized; Van Norden 2008: 41 follows Lau’s lead here). The original Chinese2 would also allow a less obviously rhetorically oriented translation like “Zai Wo and Zi Gong were excellent teachers; Ran Niu, Minzi, and Yan Yuan were excellent teachers of virtue. Confucius excelled at both and yet he said he was not able (ze bu neng ye 則不能也)” (2A2).3 And in any case the passage says nothing at all about what it might mean to excel at speaking, or at speaking persuasively, or at rhetoric. In two other chapters (5A7, 6B4) Lau (1970/2003: 211, 267, 269) translates shui 說 as “persuade,” but again in neither section does Mencius specifically theorize persuasion. This is obviously far too desultory a terminological trajectory to justify studying Mencius as a theorist of rhetoric.

2 The Case for a Reading of the Mencius as Political Rhetoric
What this approach to the Mencius misses, however, is the heavy emphasis the book places on advice to political leaders—various rulers and the high scholar-officials in their administrations—regarding how to govern. Since the men who come to argue with Mencius, including Yang Zhu 杨朱, Gaozi 告子, Chen Xiang 陈相, and Chunyu Kun 淳于髡, are also politically oriented, Mencius’s talk of “having an insight into words” (zhiyan 知言, 2A2) and “being fond of disputation” (haobian 好辩 3B9) must also be taken into consideration as rhetorically oriented remarks. The emphasis on advising political leaders is especially clear in what Brooks and Brooks (2002) regard as the “authentic core” of the Mencius, namely 12 of the 23 chapters in Book 1: 1A1, 1A3:1-3, 1A5:1-3, 1A6, 1B1, a re-sequenced 1B16, 1B9, 1B10, 1B12, 1B13, 1B14, and 1B15. 11 of those 12 chapters are addressed explicitly to rulers, and the twelfth (1B1) is addressed explicitly to a high-ranking minister or official, giving advice on how to advise the ruler most effectively. This means that the entire core of the Mencius, the part that Mencius presumably either wrote himself or helped edit into something like its current form, consists of advice on how to govern the people. In only one of the 12 core chapters is his advice not addressed explicitly to a ruler; and in that single exception the focus is still on effective government.
Since according to Brooks and Brooks (2002) 2A2 was compiled around the time of Mencius’s death, based on extensive interviews with his disciples, and the rest of the Mencius was compiled by his disciples many years later, it is understandable—though not perhaps the most robust example of what Ames (2002: 96) calls the “resolutely historicist and genealogical” thinking of the ancient Chinese—that after the 12 core chapters of Mencius 1 the stories told about Mencius should become shorter and more aphoristic, and his sayings increasingly decontextualized:	153 (62%) of the 248 chapters that make up the later parts of Mencius 1 and Mencius 2–7 are addressed to no one in particular (they typically begin Mengzi yue 孟子曰 “Mencius said”)

	56 (23%) narrate a (probably fictionalized or reconstructed) conversation between Mencius and one of his disciples, most commonly with the disciple asking for clarification on some point of the Mencian world view (sometimes apparently seeking to catch him out in a contradiction) and Mencius responding





Mencius 4 and 7 in particular consist almost exclusively of very short chapters, each for the most part made up of a single Mencian aphorism without rhetorical context. 3A6, 6A1-6, and 6B1 consist of disputations with philosophical opponents, contributing to the impression modern readers may take away from the Mencius that it is a series of universally applicable philosophical statements.
Still, 29 (12%) of the later chapters of the book (especially the inserted chapters of Mencius 1 and Mencius 2, 3, and 5) retain the form of what Brooks and Brooks call the “genuine” core of Mencius 1, with Mencius in conversation with a ruler or a high scholar-official, giving advice on how to govern. In addition, the decontextualization process that has led to the impression that the Mencius consists entirely of Mencius giving advice to anyone who happens to read it has also left traces of the original rhetorical situations in which Mencius supposedly gave the reported advice, with 57 chapters implicitly addressed to rulers, 23 to high scholar-officials, and 7 to a small elite group potentially including rulers, high scholar-officials, and the exemplary persons from whose ranks rulers and scholar-officials were (at least ideally) recruited. If we add the numbers from the Mencius 1 core to these, 41 (18%) of the total 260 chapters are explicitly and 87 (33%) are implicitly addressed to rulers or high scholar-officials and aimed at giving advice on how to govern. Even allowing for the natural decontextualization that would have resulted from the passage of time after Mencius’s death, in other words, more than half of the Mencius chapters are primarily organized around the offering of advice to governmental policy-makers. And, since most of the chapters that are implicitly addressed to anyone who happens to be reading the book are very short aphorisms, the proportions are even clearer in a character count: chapters explicitly or implicitly offering governmental advice to rulers or high scholar-officials account for just over 33,000 characters; chapters implicitly addressed to anyone who happens to pick up the book in search of a guide to virtuous living for just over 6000.

3 Political Backlash
Historically, however, this policy-wonk rhetorical situation has been problematic for scholars of the Mencius, especially during the many centuries of despotic rule in China. As Huang (2001: 256–57) notes, readings of the Mencius have tended to take one or more of three hermeneutical lines, the personal, the political, and the apologetic—the personal line aimed at the ethical development of virtuous self-cultivation in ordinary individuals and groups, the apologetic at defending the Confucian tradition against Daoism and Buddhism. The political line, Huang (2001: 257) adds—which is also the most obviously rhetorical—has traditionally faced the most resistance from above: “Chinese politics was monarchical, centered on the ruler, while the political ideal of Confucianism was centered on the people. In desperation, many Confucian scholars devoted themselves to ostensibly pure scholarship,” which is to say, to the personal and apologetic lines. Given that Mencius was the most radically influential proponent in the Confucian tradition of placing the people at the center of politics and (even in his advice to rulers) regarding the ruler as peripheral, commentaries on the Mencius have been especially fraught in this political sense; and as Huang (2001: 2–7) also notes, the Confucian scholars most interested in advancing explicitly political readings of the Mencius have typically been political reformers.
Zhu Yuanzhang (朱元璋, 1328–1398, r. 1368–1396), founder of the Ming Dynasty (明朝, 1368–1644), ran the whole gamut of attitudes toward the Mencius. Born to an impoverished peasant family, at 24 he became an insurgent fighting against the unraveling Mongol empire, and quickly rose through the ranks until he was commanding the rebel forces struggling to unite China. At that time he revered Mencius. Even after conquering Nanjing 南京 in 1356 and hearing a lecture on Mencius’s populist notions of government, he was favorably impressed. But when he assumed the imperial throne in 1368, his attitudes underwent an abrupt about-face. Reading “If a prince treats his subjects as mud and weeds, they will treat him as an enemy” (4B3, Lau 1970/2003: 128), he exploded with wrath and banned the Mencius. When a minister bravely appealed the decision, the emperor assigned Chancellor of the Hanlin Academy Liu Sanwu (劉三吾, 1312-ca. 1399) the task of expurgating it, leading to the 1394 publication of the abridged Mencius; the removed passages were restored two decades later by the third Ming emperor Yong Le (永樂, 1360–1424, r. 1402–1424).
The original canonization of the Mencius by Zhu​ Xi​ (朱熹, 1130–1200) as one of the Four Books of Confucianism (along with Da Xue 大學 The Great Learning, the Zhongyong 中庸 Doctrine of the Mean, and the Lunyu 論語 Analects), was partly driven by this political tension as well. (Neo-)Confucian scholar-officials in the Song Dynasty (960–1279) found themselves in a political situation similar to Mencius’s own in the Warring States period and hoped to instigate political changes along Mencian lines; the Mencius was frequently used in political rhetoric to justify specific policies. Many Song emperors, too, proclaimed themselves patrons of the Mencius. But somehow, as if coincidentally, the understanding of Mencius that established the Mencius as one of the Four Books and dominated Mencian studies for six centuries—Zhu​ Xi’s own—was based on a rationalistic and dualistic misreading of Mencius that justified despotic rule (see Huang 2001: 217).
Dai Zhen’s (戴震, 1724–1777) successful deconstruction of Zhu’s Neo-Confucian misreading effectively established for the modern era the philologically and philosophically more defensible integrated (non-dualizing) reading of the book, theoretically opening the door to new proto-democratic or populist readings of Mencius; but in fact Dai’s intellectual legacy has largely been apolitical as well, leading to major “personal” readings of the Mencius by such influential twentieth-century Mencian commentators as Tang Junyi (唐君毅, 1909–1978) and Mou Zongsan (牟宗三, 1909–1995), both of whom fled the Chinese Revolution in 1949 for Hong Kong, where Tang was instrumental in creating (and Mou later taught at) New Asia College, which eventually expanded into the Chinese University of Hong Kong. More politically activist readings of the Mencius have been offered as well, from Huang Zongxi (黃宗羲, 1610–1695) in the late Ming and early Qing Dynasties (see de Bary 1993) to Kang Youwei (康有為, 1858–1927) in the late Qing, and in the revolutionary period from Sun Yat-sen (Sun Zhongshan 孫中山, 1866–1925) to Xu Fuguan (徐复观, 1903–1982), advisor to Dr. Sun’s successor Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Zhongzheng 蔣中正, 1887–1975) until 1946. But this was very much a minority approach to the Mencius, and for obvious reasons considered a political powder keg. The Qing Dynasty Mencius-based advocacy of constitutional ideals from Huang Zongxi to Kang Youwei met with fierce opposition from the various emperors, and those Mencian ideals were never put into play politically; and to the extent that twentieth-century revolutionary politics were influenced by Mencian thinking, the results were invariably less than Mencian-utopian, repeatedly embittering Xu Fuguan and others.

4 The Primacy of the Personal
There is another reason as well for the tendency in Mencius studies to focus on personal growth: the default audience is obviously going to be larger for such ethical exegetics than it is for a focus on governmental policy decisions. An ethical reading of the Mencius that treats Mencius’s advice as addressed to anyone who wants to live more virtuously tends to make the book “universally” relevant to contemporary readers. Indeed since its Confucian canonization in the late twelfth century, the Mencius in China has hegemonically been read as a guide to virtuous living for ordinary people. Until the revolutionary upheavals of the twentieth century, key passages from it were assigned to Chinese schoolchildren to memorize, precisely as that sort of ethical guide for their future lives. In that historico-philosophico-pedagogical context, the fact that more than half of the book’s chapters (accounting for 85% of the book’s characters) revolve around very specific advice to rulers and their advisors on how to rule may even seem like a distraction from its contemporary (or “universal”) relevance.
It is perhaps in this sense that Huang (2001), on whose history of Chinese Mencius-hermeneutics my discussion in the previous five paragraphs relies heavily, and who devotes considerable space in his book to political readings and applications of the Mencius, says that of the three hermeneutical “lines” in Mencius studies, the personal, the political, and the apologetic, “the first is most important” (Huang 2001: 257–258). The personal line is, obviously, the most important for the large audience. Behuniak (2005) too, after devoting four long chapters to the study of Mencius’s advice to ordinary people on how to “become human”—how to aspire to greater virtue and so fuller humanity—devotes a three-page section in his final chapter to “The Conditions for Political Legitimacy.” Most of that very brief section is devoted to an unpacking of key passages in the Zhongyong 中庸 and Guodian Chu strips 郭店楚簡, but he also pauses briefly to summarize Tang’s (1962) reading of tianming 天命 (heavenly ordinance) in the Mencius:In the Mencius, the conditions that facilitate moral and political legitimacy are brought about as a result of the associated humanity (ren 仁) exhibited by the ruler. Through the personal cultivation of associated humanity, the ruler’s “force of character” (de 德) becomes authoritative in its influence on the sociopolitical realm: “forces” then turn in favor of the ruler. (Behuniak 2005: 110)

Having covered political legitimacy, then, he returns to consider individual aspiration to “the human way” in the context of “the conditions”—“There is nothing that is without conditions (feiming 非命)” (7A2; Behuniak 2005: 113)—and the importance of “getting the most out of one’s disposition,” “cultivating one’s person in solitude if need be” (Behuniak 2005: 113). And then, by way of concluding the chapter and the book, he adds, almost parenthetically: “For those who hold political power, however, this is not enough. Rulers must do more: they must establish socioeconomic conditions that promote the novel expression of human experience collectively” (Behuniak 2005: 123). The Mencius, this implies, is for all of us as private individuals; but we should not forget, however belatedly, that it also has special implications for rulers.
Yet another recent example is Birdwhistell (2007: 105), whose central claim is that, “despite his position of political superiority and power, the ruler is urged [by Mencius] to behave in two new ways—first like a subordinate in the position of a son, younger brother, and wife toward the aged, and second, like one who is a moral superior as a good mother, as a father and mother, or a motherly kind of father to the young.” In other words, Birdwhistell organizes her book around Mencius’s advice to rulers, and in particular the radical way in which Mencius appropriates maternal thinking as a model for rule while still peripheralizing mothers as model family members; and yet she insists that “Mencius is interested in the behavior of the ruler because it affects the lives of the people, who are his ultimate concern” (Birdwhistell 2007: 59). That is certainly how the book has traditionally been read; but, given that we have no way of determining “his ultimate concern,” it is at the very least no less likely that Mencius is interested in the lives of the people because they are so powerfully impacted by the behavior of rulers. (Yes, Mencius is widely known to be a populist philosopher who puts the people ahead of the ruler; but this might be read as primarily a lesson in humility for the ruler.)
Zhang Qianfan 張千帆 (2010) offers yet another twist: his reading is that Mencius means two very different things by ren 仁, one when he is talking about the individual’s ethical growth toward full humanity, quite another when he is advising rulers on how to achieve renzheng 仁政, which is usually translated “benevolent government” (see below for discussion). 仁-as-humanity, Zhang argues, is based on a recognition of and respect for the humanity of other people; 仁-as-(the-ruler’s-)benevolence, on the other hand, seems predicated on a conception of the people as small children or domesticated animals, helpless not-quite-humans who need a benevolent ruler to protect and shelter them because they are incapable of doing so on their own. Zhang Qianfan’s argument is that, while it is quite understandable that Mencius had to present his advice to rulers in this anti-populist mode in Warring States China, it is a philosophical error of considerable magnitude, one that, Zhang insists, continues to shape domestic policy in the PRC today.

5 A Stair-Stepped Model for Reading the Mencius
Let us construct these different readings of the Mencius as three different takes on its relevance to us, its readers in the present:	[a]
The traditional “personal growth” interpretation tends [1] to read Mencius’s advice to rulers as advice to ordinary people and [2] to ignore or downplay any passages that don’t lend themselves to that reading.

 

	[b]
Birdwhistell’s gender-based interpretation tends to find contemporary relevance in Mencius’s risky but praiseworthy expansion of patriarchal masculinity, which involves [1] advising rulers and other elite men on how to become more compassionate (and thus more motherly) while [2] continuing to exclude mothers and wives from patriarchal philosophizing.

 

	[c]
Zhang Qianfan’s political-science interpretation finds two kinds of relevance: [1] one (a salutary one) for personal growth, [2] the other (a disastrous one) for Chinese politics.

 





There (c1) is at least structurally congruent with (a1); what Zhang Qianfan adds to the debate is a new attention to the moments in the Mencius that were glossed over in (a2), yielding a much more critical assessment of the book in (c2). By the same token, Birdwhistell’s contribution particularizes the “personal growth” reading by noting that it is advice not to all human beings but to men alone, and specifically to elite men—and insists that while it is good advice, and thus potentially relevant to readers today, the fact that it excludes lower-class men and women of all classes either diminishes its contemporary relevance or requires of readers the kind of inattentive “soft focus” that would allow (b1) advice to elite men to be taken as (a1, c1) advice to anybody.
In addition to these three approaches, however, there is another way of reading the Mencius that makes its political advice equally relevant to contemporary “ordinary” (non-policy-wonk, non-elite-male, non-PRC) readers: we can treat the political advice on how to govern not as ethical advice on how to grow in virtue but as rhetorical advice on how to persuade. Behuniak (2005: 123) seems to preclude such an approach by reducing the Mencius’s advice to rulers to helping them “establish socioeconomic conditions”; but he goes on to note that rulers must be taught to “bring about order without coercion by facilitating the free intercourse of associated humanity (ren 仁)” – and what is involved in “bring[ing] about order without coercion” if not rhetoric? How does the ruler “facilitat[e] the free intercourse of associated humanity” except rhetorically?
The reason we don’t automatically associate those facilitations with rhetoric may be that they aren’t necessarily verbal. They don’t necessarily involve arguments, enthymemes, proofs, tropes, topoi, all the painstakingly labeled and classified persuasive structures that we in the West, based on narrow readings of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and its many successors (by Cicero, Quintilian, etc.), take to constitute the “art of rhetoric.” They undeniably involve the mobilization of some sort of collective will to act, and thus action-directed persuasion as collective conation; but because the persuasion in question consists of nudges and pressures that are not always verbal, or even clearly structured, we have been disinclined to associate the whole process with rhetoric.
But rhetoric properly understood—see e.g. Kenneth Burke’s (1950/1969) approach in A Rhetoric of Motives—is broad enough to include the kinds of pressures with which Mencius is centrally concerned, namely, how to get people to do things that are good for themselves and others, but may be unattractive because they involve too much hard work. We might tabulate Mencius’s philosophical priorities like this:	1.
First in importance for him is the issue of what a ruler should do in order to rule more indirectly, with less coercion—which is to say, how the ruler should persuade his subjects rather than simply commanding and then doling out rewards for compliance and punishments for noncompliance. (This obviously constructs the Mencius’s advice to rulers differently from Zhang Qianfan (Zhang 2010), for whom Mencius sees renzheng 仁政 not as persuasive government but as paternalistic government.)

 

	2.
Second in importance is how that ruler’s advisors should talk to him so as to persuade him to rule more indirectly.

 

	3.
Third is how potential and actual advisors to that ruler should themselves be trained to think about their job, so as to maximize their effectiveness in persuading the ruler to take their advice. Which scholars should take the job of advisor to the ruler, and what should be the criteria they should follow in deciding whether to accept the job if offered, or in staying on in the job if appointed, or in giving the ruler incidental advice after leaving if such advice is solicited? (Note that all of Mencius’s disciples are, like their Master, themselves potential future advisors to (1) rulers and (2–3) scholar-officials as well as (4) the people.)

 

	4.
Fourth and last in importance is the issue of how “the common people” should be persuaded to grow toward virtue—that which many commentators have made the work’s primary concern. As Zhang Qianfan also shows, Mencius certainly does believe that anyone can become a sage (6B2), but the Mencius does not devote significant attention to this fourth concern (Zhang 2010). When the common people are mentioned (e.g., 1A7, 2B4, 3A3-4, 7A5), it is typically in an “understanding” (sympathetic but condescending, even infantilizing) tone that is explicitly oriented toward the extreme unlikelihood of their ever rising much above animal status.

 



The passages from the Mencius that are cited by commentators as support for (4) “universal” (everyman’s and everywoman’s) growth toward virtue are in fact very often addressed either to (1) a ruler or to (2–3) a high government scholar-official, and, as we saw in (a2), above, are read “modernizingly” by readers today through the more or less unconscious stratagem of bracketing the high position of the explicit or implicit governmental addressee—or perhaps of (a1) unconsciously democratizing that high position, so that advice to an autocrat in Warring States China is tacitly reframed as advice to any member of a democratic society today.
The implication here is not that readers should refrain from such “modernizing/democratizing” readings of the Mencius. Reconstructions of what the Mencius must have been in its original historical context are of course valuable. They are not, however, the only valuable way of reading the book. There is considerable benefit to be gained from a reading strategy that renders the book relevant to us today. When we employ such strategies, however—when we modernize and democratize the book, and read advice to rulers as if it were advice to us as “commoners,” or advice to elite men as if it were advice to human beings of both sexes/genders and all classes—we could endeavor not to radically reduce [RR] Mencius’s advice all the way down to advice on “how to live virtuously,” or “how to become (more) virtuous,” or even, in Behuniak’s terms, “how to become human.”
Backing off that radical reduction one small but significant notch [RR -1], we might also reduce the book to advice on “how to live virtuously with others,” or “how to treat others more virtuously.” After all, ren 仁 is specifically a collectivist virtue, a culturally organized inclination to live effectively and harmoniously with others.
But if we back off the radical modernizing/democratizing reduction yet another notch [RR -2], we might read the Mencius as advice on “how to give advice to others in order to move the group most effectively toward harmonious living together,” or, more subtly, “how to nudge others in order to bring about the most harmonious group life.” In other words, to the extent that we identify with the rulers and advisors and other high officials and elite males to whom Mencius addresses his advice, we should take that advice to be not just moral instruction but moral meta-instruction, and thus as applied rhetorical theory—advice not just on aspiring to greater individual virtue but on pushing the group, including oneself, rhetorically to aspire to greater collective virtue.

6 Mencius on “Democracy” (Populism)
This displaced (modernized/democratized, RR -2) understanding of the Mencius as a study of rhetoric is remarkably close to Aristotle’s express purpose in the Rhetoric: to help members of a democratic society learn to “rule” (or guide) it through persuasive speech. Athens in Aristotle’s day was a democracy, something that did not give Aristotle, an aristocrat himself, a great deal of satisfaction; nevertheless, as a philosopher and teacher he recognized the importance of theorizing, and training his students for, rhetorical participation in democratic rule (collective self-rule). China in Mencius’s day was a collection of autocracies at seemingly perpetual war with one another; as a would-be “proto-democrat,” as it were—or populist (ren-ist 仁者), a philosopher-sage and sometime advisor to rulers who was dedicated to the spread of virtue as harmonious group living and thus to the transformation of autocratic rule in a more persuasion-based direction—Mencius had a far less obvious mandate for his theories of rhetoric than had Aristotle. A rhetorical approach to rule was a potentially revolutionary idea that, as Zhang (2010: 67) also notes, he had to smuggle into his advice to rulers, typically in the form of history lessons (the Former Kings ruled this way) and pragmatic appeals to opportunistic power lusts (this is the best way to consolidate and protect your power). Aristotle, an aristocrat at heart, is driven by political pragmatism to give his students democratic advice; Mencius, a populist at heart, is driven to present his Confucian Way to rulers as political pragmatism.	Example 1: zhiren buzhi 治人不治 (govern people not govern)




孟子曰:「愛人不親反其仁，治人不治反其智，禮人不答反其敬。行有不得者，皆反求諸己；其身正，而天下歸之。」(4A4)	Mencius said: “If others do not respond to your love with love, look into your own benevolence; if others do not respond to your attempts to govern them with order, look into your own wisdom; if others do not return your courtesy, look into your own respect. In other words, look into yourself whenever you fail to achieve your purpose. When you are correct in your person, the Empire will turn to you.” (Lau 1970/2003: 153)





The organizing concept in this passage is fan 反, to reverse or invert, which Lau renders “look into”—more precisely “look back at/into.” It is also to return from a place, to turn upside-down or inside-out, and to oppose or rebel against. Adjectivally it means “contrary” or “opposite,” adverbially “against”; it can also be translated “anti-.” It is also used for analogical expressions, since in Chinese these are thought to be inverted ways of saying a thing. Here it implies that the default directionality of the human gaze is outward, to other people, and indeed that gazes “circulate” through the bodies of those present; and that it is only when there is a break in that default circulation that one should “reverse” or “invert” one’s gaze at oneself. What is notable is that fan 反 in this passage is itself the inverse of the default circulation: not a radically different action, but the same circulatory or reticulatory action turned inside-out, turned back on itself.
Four of the major forms reciprocity takes in the passage, in fact, are:	1.
The inversion of the gaze (fan 反): the default gaze is outward; the inversion is to pull it back from its outward movement to look back inward

 

	2.
The answer in kind (da 答): the default response to ritual propriety is a mirroring with ritual propriety

 

	3.
Intimacy (qin 親): the default response to (and source of) love is qin, which can mean “to draw close” or even “to kiss,” but it also means “parents” and other close relations, intimates, and “dear.” The idea is that love breeds not just kisses or other physical and emotional closeness, and not just love, but a whole complexly interconnected web of intimate relations

 

	4.
The return (gui 歸): if the Empire has turned away from an immoral ruler, it will turn back if the ruler becomes moral

 



The fifth is more complicated:	5.
zhiren buzhi 治人不治, literally “govern people not govern”

 



Given the extreme economy of even modern Chinese, and the even more extreme economy of classical Chinese, the repetition of zhi 治 has to be expanded there in English translation, into a (negated) passive:	If you govern the people and they are not governed …

	If you rule the people and they are not ruled …



But structurally and behaviorally all of those rhetorical instructions follow the same repeating pattern, namely: if you find that your governance produces results that you don’t like, consider the possibility that the problem lies in you, in your rhetorical initiatives, in the way you are attempting to persuade/sway the populace.	airen buqin 愛人不親, literally “love people not draw-close,” more loosely “if you love people and they don’t draw close,” or “if you think you are showing love but the love you show doesn’t engender a close loving family environment”—then look back at your ren 仁 (friendly feeling/fellow-feeling)

	zhiren buzhi 治人不治, literally “govern people not govern,” or “if your rule does not bring about an orderly political environment”—then look back at your own wisdom

	liren buda 禮人不答, literally “accommodate people not respond,” more loosely “if you are polite to people and they don’t respond in kind,” or “if your observance of the ritual proprieties does not create a social environment where everyone is inclined to observe those proprieties”—then look back at the respect you feel for other people



Example 2: renzheng 仁政 – what Collie (1828), Legge (1861/1970), Lau (1970/2003), Zhao et al. (1993), and Van Norden (2008) translate as “benevolent government”. Pace Zhang (2010), who is quite eloquent on the disastrous consequences of this dominant Confucian misinterpretation of renzheng 仁政 in China right up to our own day, Mencius does not mean by this (just) what we mean by benevolent dictatorship, where the dictator uses his power to help and protect the otherwise helpless and defenseless people. He also means that the ruler enters into ren 仁 fellow-feeling with his subjects, feels what they feel, and so not only knows when a given policy would be good or bad for them but is able to teach them, help them grow, by getting them to participate communally in his feelings. He “governs” reciprocally with them. Whatever Mencius means by zhi 治 from Example 1—not exactly “govern,” though that is the traditional translation; perhaps a better translation would be something like “exert a guiding influence on”—the sagacious ruler and the people do it to each other.
This is the sense in which renzheng 仁政 is persuasive government, rule by rhetorical pressure circulated through the group heart-becoming-mind rather than by commandment or coercion. The state of no-fellow-feeling (buren 不仁) that Lau (1970/2003) variously translates as “cruelty” (2A4, 4A1-3, 4A8, 6A18) and “ruthlessness” (7B1, 7B13) and Behuniak (2005: 105) translates as “coercion” is primarily for Mencius not a desire to inflict pain and suffering on others, but an inability or refusal to feel other people’s pain and suffering. Only secondarily may it make the non-fellow-feeling-ist either indifferent to other people’s pain and suffering, and thus casually willing to inflict it in the pursuit of his or her goals, or morbidly fascinated by other people’s pain and suffering, precisely because s/he doesn’t feel it, and thus eager to inflict it, so as to learn more about it. The problem with buren zheng 不仁政 (non-fellow-feeling government), the opposite of burenren zhi zheng 不忍人之政 (can’t-bear[−other-people’s-suffering] person’s government) (2A6) is not just that it is channeled through coercion rather than persuasion, through cruelty rather than compassion; it is that a lack of fellow-feeling makes it impossible for the ruler to feel what the people need and desire, turning them into inert objects, numbers, demographics, or at best infants on the verge of wells and oxen being led to slaughter. This leaves him emotionally blind and deaf, without bearings in a world that is organized and steered morally by xin 心 (feeling-becoming-thinking), and so also, obviously, without any sense of where the pressure points and handles and channels are that will enable him to participate meaningfully (rhetorically) in the moral organization and steering of that world. It is not just that not knowing what the people need makes it impossible for the ruler to give it to them; it is that not participating in the group heart-becoming-mind gives him no way to give them something slightly different from what they want, and give it in a way that will nudge them to grow (like the horticulturist watering plants, 7A40), a way that will persuade them that this X is better for them in the long run than what they thought they wanted would have been for them in the short run. If he can’t feel their feelings, he can’t know what is needed; but even more important, he can’t guide them to what is needed.
As a fellow-feeling persuader, in other words, the ren 仁 ruler is also a fellow-feeling teacher (7A40; see also Birdwhistell 2007: 107). He teaches the people rhetorically, through persuasion; and he persuades through participation in fellow-feeling. When Mencius says that xue bu yan, zhi ye, jiao bu juan, ren ye 學不厭，智也，教不倦，仁也 (2A2), which Lau translates as “not to tire of learning is wisdom; not to weary of teaching is benevolence” (Lau 1970/2003: 65), he does not mean that teaching is a form of charity or philanthropy in which the teacher gives unstintingly and unwearyingly of himself or herself. Rather, he means that good teaching—the kind that the teacher does not weary of, or burn out on—is channeled through fellow-feeling.
Note also that the specific phrase Mencius uses in 4A8 for what Lau (1970/2003: 157) translates as “listen to reason” is literally “participate in words”: “How can one get the cruel man to listen to reason? (burenzhe ke yu yan zai 不仁者可與言哉?). He dwells happily in danger, looks upon disaster as profitable and delights in what will lead him to perdition. If the cruel man listened to reason, there would be no annihilated states or ruined families.” That first question, repeated conditionally in the first clause of the third sentence, is literally “the no-fellow-feeling-ist can how participate in words?” For the person who does not participate in communal fellow-feeling (the burenist) words become empty shells that are bandied about cynically in order to achieve one’s purpose; the end of this in a ruler, Mencius is implicitly warning here (this is one of the decontextualizations from Mencius 4), is the loss of nations and families/homes, and ultimately disaster and perdition for himself as well. Legge and Zhao et al. here follow the original Chinese more closely:Mencius said, ‘How is it possible to speak with those princes who are not benevolent? Their perils they count safety, their calamities they count profitable, and they have pleasure in the things by which they perish. If it were possible to talk with them who so violate benevolence, how could we have such destruction of States and ruin of Families! (Legge 1861/1970: 298; emphasis Legge’s, signaling his interpolation)

Mencius said, “How can we speak up with an unbenevolent man? He considers his danger as his safety and his calamity as his profit; and finds pleasure in what will cause his destruction. If we could speak up with an unbenevolent man, there would be no lost states or ruined families. (Zhao et al. 1993: 267)

By translating yuyan 與言 as “speak (up) with” and “talk with,” these translators imply that the non-fellow-feeling rulers in question have isolated themselves from participation in communal discourse, in conversation. This does in fact mean, as Lau implies, that they are thus unable to “listen to reason”; but reason is not all they are unable to listen to, and the implication of the Chinese is that the saving force is not reason but inclusive participation in heart-felt verbal community. Lau’s translation makes it sound as if the optimal goal for the advisors of this sort of ruler is to make him understand, rationally, the catastrophic consequences of his cruelty, for once he understands—once he has “listened to reason”—he may desist. What Mencius is explicitly asking instead is how the advisors can persuade the ruler to participate in their verbal advice, to play a role in it, feel a part of it; implicit in his formulation is the possibility that participation in words can then model and even induce a participation in shared feelings.

7 Conclusion
It should be clear, here, that burenzhe ke yu yan zai 不仁者可與言哉 “how can one get the non-fellow-feeling ruler to participate in words?” contains an implicit theory of rhetoric. It implicitly equates ren 仁 (fellow-feeling/the group heart-becoming-mind) with yu yan 與言 (participate in words) as a collectivist model not just for communication but for persuasive communication—at the highest levels of government, here specifically, in high officials’ attempts to steer the ruler’s attempts to steer the people, but more broadly also, I’m suggesting, in anyone’s attempt through fellow-feeling to guide a group’s feeling-becoming-(disposition-becoming-)thinking-becoming-action. Ruling (or guiding) a group through persuasion is difficult; ruling (or guiding) a group through nonverbal persuasion would appear to be more difficult still. According to Mencius, however, this participatory persuasion through shared feeling is the only way governmental rule can actually steer or lead the people. Forcing them to obey laws or decrees upon punishment of prison or death may be a more effective way to achieve compliance in the short run; but superficial outward compliance is all it achieves. It is not actual guidance, and therefore not actual rule, and its negative consequences for the empire are cataclysmic.
This is why Mencius says that only fellow-feeling-ists should occupy “high seats” or leadership roles (shi yi wei ren zhe, yi zai gao wei 是以惟仁者, 宜在高位): as he explicitly goes on in that section to warn, the inhuman(e) dispositions that arise out of a lack of fellow-feeling are themselves contagious, and when they emerge in people occupying “high seats” they are “scattered” or “broadcast” to the multitudes (不仁而在高位, 是播其惡於眾也) (4A1).4 The ruler whose participation in the group heart-becoming-mind that is ren 仁 has shaped his or her disposition virtuously spreads that virtue contagiously to and through the people; the inability or refusal to feel other people’s feelings shapes one’s disposition in vicious ways that also spread—a kind of runaway nightmare affective ecology which in fact was pandemic in Warring States China.
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Footnotes
1For a fuller account of Mencius on rhetoric, see Robinson (2016).

 

2宰我、子貢善為說辭，冉牛、閔子、顏淵善言德行；孔子兼之，曰:“我於辭命，則不能也。”

 

3I will use Lau’s translation, and give Lau 1970/2003 as the reference.

 

4This passage is translated by myself.
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1 Introduction
Philosophers and intellectuals in traditional East Asia were accustomed to thinking from the classics, the locus classicus of East Asian civilization. Mencius (371–289? BCE) was reputed to be versed in the Five Classics in ancient China, particularly the Book of Odes and the Book of Documents (Zhao 1919: 1a).1 In this article, I argue that (a) Mencius was a great hermeneutic philosopher who invented two operational methods for hermeneutics of the classics and (b) he himself did not keep in line with his own methods and, therefore, his hermeneutic scheme ended in failure. To unpack the above thesis, I shall discuss Mencius’s two methods of interpreting the classics in section two, and the context in which Mencius “used” the classics in section three. I shall also indicate, in section four, Mencius’s divergence from his own methods when he interpreted the classics.
Before addressing the main theme of this article, a couple of clarifications are in order. First, I would like to make a distinction between “use” and “mention” as used in this paper. Linguists distinguish between “using” a language and “mentioning” a language. This distinction corresponds to the one between meta-language and object language. An example of the former is the “use” of a language by many scientists and philosophers to study certain non-linguistic phenomena and facts; an example of the latter is the use of a language (any language) by scholars such as linguists to study linguistic phenomena. In the former, the language used is a tool and not the object of study, while in the latter, the language becomes the object of study (Martinich 1996: 4–6). When traditional Chinese thinkers used classical texts, we can also distinguish between “using” and “mentioning.” In the former, they used the classical texts to make a claim or to refer to a fact; in the latter, the classical texts were used as an object of study. Among the uses that the ancient Chinese philosophers made of the classical texts, it seems that the former was predominant. Confucius and Mencius, in particular, often used the classical texts to establish moral claims where the main purpose was not to illuminate the texts themselves but to appeal to them as authorities so as to advance an argument. They regarded the classical texts as tools to be used.
Second, some remarks on my rationale for focusing on Mencius’s use of the Book of Odes in this study must be made. This classic has enjoyed a long and rich tradition of commentary and interpretation in Chinese culture. Those who have contributed to this tradition “tend to use metaphors rather than direct descriptions; to focus on feeling rather than on reason; to move people rather than to convince people” (Jiao 1986: 239–240).2 This tradition has also profoundly influenced the development of Confucian hermeneutics, more generally. Throughout Chinese history, particularly during turbulent times, Confucians developed their ideas through interpreting the classics. By providing annotations of, and commentaries to, the classics, they attempted to express their own aspiration for sagehood, to criticize contemporary states of affairs, to formulate their own political ideas, or to promote orthodoxy and reject heterodoxies. Confucian interpreters preferred grasping the meaning to presenting logical argument, an observation especially evident in Mencius’s use of the Book of Odes. And, as Confucius himself is reported to have said, “An apt quotation from the Odes may serve to stimulate the imagination, to show one’s breeding, to smooth over difficulties in a group and to give expression to complaints” (Lau 1992: 175).3 Poetry is also an ideal means to reveal what one thinks and wills. Thus, the Confucian study of mind has been inseparable from the Book of Odes. As the twentieth-century new Confucian Ma Yifu 馬一浮 (1883–1967) pointed out, “Mencius was particularly well versed in the Book of Odes and the Book of Documents. Thus, his discussion of mind is most appealing and stimulating. Only if one immerses oneself in the Book of Odes can one understand Mencius’s teaching, the teaching of the tradition of the Odes” (Ma 1971: 4.108a). Ma’s point is tenable.

2 Two Methods in Mencius’s Hermeneutics
Mencius developed two methods to interpret the classics. One is to search for the original intention of the author; the other is to contextualize the texts in its historical background. In his own uses of the Odes, however, Mencius did not always strictly follow these two methods. In this section, I shall discuss these two methods first and then examine some examples of Mencius’s own deviation from these two methods.
2.1 The Method of Tracing the Original Intention of the Author
Mencius provides a very illuminating discussion of this method:“That Shun did not treat Yao as a subject,” said Hsien-ch‘iu Meng, “is now clear to me. But the Odes say,
‘There is no territory under Heaven Which is not the king’s;There is no man on the borders of the landWho is not his subject.’
Now after Shun became Emperor, if the Blind Man was not his subject, what was he?”

This is not the meaning of the ode, which is about those who were unable to minister to the needs of their parents as a result of having to attend to the king’s business. They were saying, “None of this is not the king’s business. Why are we alone over-burdened?” Hence in explaining an ode, one should not allow the words to obscure the sentence, nor the sentence to obscure the intended meaning. The right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding. If one were merely to take the sentences literally, then there is the ode Yün han which says,Of the remaining multitudes of Chou (Zhou)Not a single man survived.

If this is taken to bed literal truth, it would mean that not a single Zhou subject survived.
The greatest thing a dutiful son can do is to honour his parents, and the greatest thing he can do to honour his parents is to let them enjoy the Empire. To be the father of the Emperor is the highest possible honour. To give him the enjoyment of the Empire is to give him the greatest enjoyment. The Odes say,He was always filial,And, being filial, he was a model to others.

This describes well what I have said.
The Book of History says,He went to see the Blind Man in the most respectful frame of mind, in fear and trembling, and the Blind Man, for his part, became amenable.

Can this be described as “Nor can he be treated as a son by his father”?咸丘蒙曰:「舜之不臣堯，則吾既得聞命矣。《詩》云:『普天之下，莫非王土；率土之濱，莫非王臣。』而舜既為天子矣，敢問瞽瞍之非臣，如何?」
曰:「是詩也，非是之謂也；勞於王事而不得養父母也。曰:『此莫非王事，我獨賢勞也。』故說詩者，不以文害辭，不以辭害志。以意逆志，是為得之。如以辭而已矣，〈雲漢〉之詩曰:『周餘黎民，靡有孑遺。』信斯言也，是周無遺民也。孝子之至，莫大乎尊親；尊親之至，莫大乎以天下養。為天子父，尊之至也；以天下養，養之至也。詩曰:『永言孝思，孝思維則。』此之謂也。書曰:『祇載見瞽瞍，夔夔齊粟，瞽瞍亦允若。』是為父不得而子也?」(《孟子‧萬章上‧4) (Lau 1984: 185–187)

The full stanza, in which the lines discussed by Mencius and Xian Qiumeng occur, is as follows:I ascend that northern hill,And gather the medlars.An officer, strong and vigorous,Morning and evening I am engaged in service.The king’s business is not to be slackly performed;And my parents are left in sorrow.Under the wide heaven,All is the king’s land.Within the sea-boundaries of the land,All are the king’s servants.His great officers are unfair,Making me serve thus as if I alone were worthy.
陟彼北山，言采其杞。偕偕士子，朝夕從事。王事靡盬，憂我父母。溥天之下，莫非王土。率土之濱，莫非王臣。大夫不均，我從事獨賢。 (Legge 2011: 360–361)


Xian Qiumeng quoted the lines, “Under the wide heaven, all is the king’s land. Within the sea-boundaries of the land, all are the king’s servants,” suspecting that Shun’s father was not willing to serve his son who had become the king, a matter which contradicted the notion of the universal authority of kingship. Mencius, however, focused on different lines: “His great officers are unfair, making me serve thus as if I alone were worthy.” He, therefore, believed that the correct meaning of this ode consists in “being unable to minister to the needs of their parents as a result of having to attend to the king’s business.” From here, Mencius developed his “The right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding” (yi yi ni zhi 以意逆志) as the basic principle for interpreting the Odes.
What precisely did Mencius mean by “The right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding”? Let us briefly survey several different commentaries on Mencius by scholars from various historical periods. Zhao Qi 趙岐, in the East Han Dynasty, explained that “intention (zhi 志) is what the poet desires to do; meaning (yi 意) is what the scholars have in mind. Mencius meant to say that the poet’s intention is the root of the poetry” (Zhao: 75b). Zhao believed that the interpretation of poetry should be based on the original intention of the poet. Zhao’s interpretation of what Mencius meant by “intention” (zhi 志) seemed to be akin to what E. D. Hirsch Jr. meant by “meaning” and Zhao’s interpretation of Mencius’s yi (意) as “what the scholars have in mind” was in line with E. D. Hirsch’s “significance” (Hirsch Jr. 1967: 8). Zhao’s stance was that of “objectivism” which affirmed that the “meaning” of the text can be grasped by the interpreters.
Zhu Xi, when interpreting Mencius’s method of “the right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding” said: “this method of reading poetry is not to obscure a sentence by unduly focusing on one word, and not to obscure the intention (zhi) of the poet by unduly focusing on one sentence. What one should do is to use one’s own meaning (yi 意) to welcome the original intention (zhi) of the author. Only so can the original intention be obtained” (Zhu 2002: vol. 6, 373). Here, Zhu Xi interpreted ni 逆 as “receiving” (yingqu 迎取). When Zhu Xi discussed this with his students, he further argued:“Ni 逆” means “to await.” It is like waiting for someone to catch up when you are ahead of them on the road. In the interim before they arrive, one must wait for them patiently, because sooner or later they will arrive. If the other person has not arrived and one is anxious and wants to proceed to look for them, this is not “meeting the authorial intention (zhi) with one’s own meaning (yi); rather, it is using one’s own meaning to take hold of the authorial aim. As such, this is simply to take command of the speech and conversations of the ancients and appropriate them to fit within the framework of one’s own meanings. To the very end, there will be no progress or benefit.
逆者，等待之謂也。如前途等待一人，未來時且須耐心等待，將來自有來時候。他未來，其心急切，又要進前尋求，卻不是「以意逆志」，是以意捉志也。如此，只是牽率古人言語，入做自家意中來，終無進益。 (Zhu 2002: vol. 14, 336)

Zhu Xi here agrees with Zhao Qi that, in Mencius’s view, the original intention of the author of a classic can be seen by readers of later generations. Zhu, however, emphasized that readers should not impose their own meaning upon the author and take it as the author’s original intention. Rather, they have to be patient in waiting. He believed that where water flows, a channel will be formed; there will be a day when the whole thing will be seen clearly. Zhu Xi’s interpreting Mencius’s “ni 逆” as “to await” was in line with his method of reading the classics which stresses the importance of attaining the “intimacy” (qinqie 親切) in reading (Zhu 2002: vol. 22, 2219). Zhu Xi’s view, however, is problematic. On his interpretation, readers can only patiently wait for the author’s intention to arrive in order to understand the meaning of the text. Readers here are largely passive. Zhu Xi was here perhaps concerned with self-cultivation by reading the classics and patiently experiencing what the classics would say. His interpretation of ni 逆 as “to await,” however, is obviously not what Mencius meant.
Nishijima Lankei (西島蘭溪, 1780–1852), a late Tokugawa (1600–1868) Confucian scholar, disagreed with Zhu Xi:No distinction between ancient and present exists in the mind. Although the original intention is the author’s, the meaning belongs to people of later times. Ni 逆 (tracing back) means to go back through one hundred generations. It does not mean that if you listen then the original intention will come automatically. 心無古今，志在作者，而意在後人，由百世下，迎溯百世曰逆，非謂聽彼自至也。 (Nishijima 1973: 354)

Nishijima provided an excellent interpretation by arguing that “tracing” is the attempt by later generations to go back to the original. He emphasized the correspondence between the author’s mind and the reader’s mind, which will not happen if one sticks to the literal meaning of the texts. As Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529) pointed out:Whenever we read words of the past, we must try with our thoughts to meet what the writers had in mind and get their main idea. If we are bound by literal meanings, then when the Book of Odes says, “[Of the black-haired people of the remnant of the Chou (Zhou)], there is not half a one left,” it would really mean that not any individual of the people of Chou (Zhou) was left! (…) Those who know the Way will understand this in silence. This idea cannot be completely expressed in words. If one follows words and phrases rigidly, takes them literally, and imitates and copies, then it will be what is called the “mind being turned around by the Lotus Scripture and not turning the Lotus Scripture around.”
凡觀古人言語，在以意逆志而得其大旨。若必拘滯於文義，則『靡有孑遺』者，是周果無遺民也。〔…〕在知道者默而識之，非可以言語窮也。若只牽文泥句，比擬倣像，則所謂心從法華轉，非是轉法華矣。 (Chan 1963: 137–138)

Both Wang Yangming and Nishijima advocated “tracing from the interpreted meaning to the original intention of the author” as a method of interpreting the classics, in order to overcome the historical distance between author and reader and so realize the correspondence between the meaning grasped by the reader and the original intention expressed by the author.
In summary, we can assume Mencius meant that when we interpret a text, we should not adhere strictly to its literal meaning or surface grammar. Rather, we should adopt a holistic view of its overall meaning. Moreover, readers should use their own experiences and thoughts to interpret the original intention of the author.
Mencius’s method of “the right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding” reveals an “inter-subjective” relationship between readers and classics. It implies that only in light of the interpreter’s subjectivity can the meaning of the classics become clear. The classic is not an objective reality that has nothing to do with its interpreters. It can transcend time and space and enter the mind of the interpreters. Mencius believed not only that the authors of classics have their original intentions but also that these intentions can be subjectively inferred by later interpreters through their own personal experience and understanding.
This optimistic Mencian hermeneutics was adopted by many later Confucians. For example, the eleventh-century Neo-Confucian master Cheng Yi 程頤 (Yi-chuan 伊川, 1033–1107) argued that, when reading a classic, “one should understand why the sage wanted to write the classic; what the original intention of the sage was; and how the sage became a sage” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 322). He further claimed that the original intention of sages to write the classics can be understood “by drawing inferences from the significance of the principles [evident in a classic]” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 205). Zhu Xi held a similar view. On the one hand, he said, “whenever I grasp something in my mind I am certain to check it against the books of the sages and worthies” (Zhu 2002: vol. 22, 1920). On the other hand, he advised, “when reading the Six Classics, you should look for the principles of the Way in your own person as if the Six Classics had never existed. This way, the principles [embodied in a classic] can be easily understood” (Zhu 2002: vol. 14, 345). Since Mencius, the Confucian hermeneutical tradition placed the priority of mutual understanding or “inter-involvement” between the authors of the text and their later-day interpreters over the texts. Mencius’s hermeneutics stressed the “inter-penetration” of the minds of the authors and the interpreters. This seemed to affirm what Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005) said, “every hermeneutics is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self-understanding by means of understanding others” (Ricoeur 1974: 139).
Throughout Chinese intellectual history, however, many people have been skeptical of Mencius’s method of “The right way is to meet the intention of the poet with sympathetic understanding” for interpreting the classics. Zhuangzi (369–286 BCE) had already pointed out that the wheelwright made it clear through the wheel-making example that “the ancient people and that of theirs which cannot be transmitted are all dead and gone” (Guo 1982: vol. 2, 491). The literary critic, Liu Xie 劉勰 (c. 464–522), also exclaimed, “How difficult it is to find one who really understands the author!” This is because readers “tend to mock the author when they agree with him and to reject him when they disagree with him, each with their own biases” (Huang 1978: juan 10, 14). Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 (1007–1072) expressed a similar view with his example of painting: “It is very difficult to paint and it is even more difficult to distinguish between a fine and a crude work, or between a genuine masterpiece and a forgery. All those who think they get it do so with their own understanding. What they appreciate in the painting is not necessarily what the painter intended” (Ouyang 1936: 1095b). Wang Yangming, the great Confucian of the Ming dynasty, also reflected deeply upon the fact that the original intentions of the ancient authors were often distorted by later interpreters (Wang 1992: 254–256). There is some foundation for all of these concerns. In the history of Confucian interpretation of the classics, interpreters often impose their own life experiences and ideas upon the intellectual world of the classics. Collectively, these criticisms point to an inherent problem in Mencius’s hermeneutic method of “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers.”

2.2 The Method of Contextualization
Mencius’s second method of interpreting the classics is to read the classics in their temporal and spatial contexts by making friends, shaking hands, and walking together with the ancient authors. Thus, Mencius claimed:The best Gentleman of a village is in a position to make friends with the best Gentleman in other villages; the best Gentleman in a state, with the best Gentleman in other states; and the best Gentleman in the Empire, with the best Gentleman in the Empire. And not content with making friends with the best Gentleman in the Empire, he goes back in time and communes with the ancients. When one reads the poems and writings of the ancients, can it be right not to know something about them as men? Hence one tries to understand the age in which they lived. This can be described as “looking for friends in history.” 一鄉之善士斯友一鄉之善士，一國之善士斯友一國之善士，天下之善士斯友天下之善士。以友天下之善士為未足，又尚論古之人。頌其詩，讀其書，不知其人，可乎?是以論其世也，是尚友也。 (Lau 1984: vol. 2, 5B.8, 219)

This method of contextualization, also called “discussing an age in order to know a person” (zhi ren lun shi 知人論世) emphasizes the use of historical context to grasp the meaning of a classical text. This also implies that, since the authors of the classics lived in their particular historical situations, their original intentions can be correctly interpreted only in historical contexts in which these authors were placed. Chen Zhaoying 陳昭瑛 has analyzed the relationship between Mencius’s method of “understanding an age in order to know a person” and his hermeneutics of the classics: “On the one hand, they both point out that the classics are situated in the context of the authors and their worlds; and on the other hand, they both emphasize that understanding in interpretation (or interpretation as understanding) is an ongoing living conversation between the readers of today and the authors of yesterday” (Chen 2005: 87).
Indeed, Mencius displayed unique insight in developing this method for interpreting the classics. With the historical point of view introduced, it significantly enhanced the perspective available to an interpreter, and the interpretation of the classics was no longer merely a decontextualized game of ideas.
At a deeper level, however, Mencius’s method is vulnerable to two problems. First, there is a tension between “historicity” and “transcendence,” a tension already implicit in his view of human nature. Mencius had a very strong historical consciousness. He was “always citing as his authorities Yao and Shun,” and maintained that “No one ever erred through following the example of the Former Kings” (Lau  1984: vol. 1, 3A.1, 93; vol. 1, 4A.1, 137). Thus, the “human” in his theory of human nature is one who is profoundly situated in “history”—a sort of homo historicus—and is constrained by history. In his discussion with King Xuan of Qi (齊宣王, r. 319–301 BCE) about Qi’s war against Yan 燕, Mencius advised the king that, “if in annexing Yan, you please its people, then annex it. There are examples of men in antiquity following such a course of action. King Wu was one” (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 1B.10, 41). He further attempted to persuade the king by saying, “I have heard of one who gained ascendancy over the Empire from the modest beginning of seventy li square. Such a one was T’ang” (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 1B.11, 43). Mencius here regarded the historical experience as an ideal rather than a mere past event. At the same time, however, Mencius also claimed that humans have a transcendent grounding. According to him, “For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven” (Lau 1984: vol. 2, 7A.1, 265). “A gentleman transforms where he passes, and works wonders where he abides. He is in the same stream as Heaven above and Earth below” (Lau 1984: vol. 2, 7A.13, 269). In his view, through self-cultivation, a human being can “be great; and to be transformed by this greatness is called ‘sage’; to be sage and to transcend understanding is called ‘divine’” (Lau 1984: vol. 2, 7B.25, 297). Mencius affirmed that man was able to form “unity” with himself/herself and with the cosmos (Yü 2014: 130). The question then becomes how to attain harmony between man’s “historicity” and “transcendence.” The former implies limitations of space and time, while the latter is to be without such limitations. This tension, therefore, is inevitable (C. Huang 1991: 19–20).
Second, Mencius emphasized the “historicity” of the classics and their authors and claimed that interpreters should situate the classics in their appropriate historical contexts. “Historicity,” however, is essentially “concreteness”: practical experiences shaped by concrete temporal and spatial conditions. As such, since later interpreters are situated in very different historical contexts, how can they enter into the intellectual worlds of classics and correctly grasp the original intentions of their authors? Here, we also encounter an important methodological difficulty.
We are now in a position to consider further whether there is any connection between Mencius’s two methods of interpreting the classics: “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers” and “discussing an age in order to know a person.” In theory, there are indeed close connections between these two methods. As noted, Mencius’s method of “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers” can be best understood as “using the interpreter’s mind to trace the mind of the author who lived one thousand years ago.” Thus, the hermeneutics guided by this principle is a learning by experiencing, in which readers personally experience the mental route traveled by the author. Thus, the interpretation is the result of the interaction of the two minds. Neither the authors nor the readers are abstract entities; rather, both are living in concrete and particular historical situations, with their own temporal and spatial limitations. Because of the “existential” character of human existence we can say that “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers” has to be carried out within the context of “discussing an age in order to know a person.” Gu Zhen (顧鎮, 1720–1792) a Qing dynasty scholar, clearly explained what Mencius meant here:Yet what is “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers”? When Mencius asked, “how can one read a poem or book without knowing the person?” he really meant that we have to discuss the world in which the author lived. Only when there is a world for us to discuss will there be a person for us to seek. Hence we will have some basis for our understanding of the meaning, and the original intention of the author can be communicated. Today people are not interested in who the authors were and in which age they lived. In vain they go on chanting the words of these authors, making all sorts of inferences, this way and that. What they end up tracing are mere words and not the intention of the author. This is what Mencius meant by “distorting the original intention”…. If you don’t discuss the world in which the author lived, you will not be able to know the author; and if you do not know the person, you will not be able to trace the original intention…. Therefore, only if we “discuss the world and know the person,” can we trace his original intention. 然則所謂逆志者何?他日謂萬章曰:「頌其詩，讀其書，不知其人，可乎?是以論其世也。」正惟有世可論，有人可求，故吾之意有所措，而彼之志有可通。今不問其世為何世，人為何人，而徒吟哦上下，去來推之，則其所逆者，乃在文辭而非志也。此正孟子所謂「害志」者，而烏呼逆之，而又烏呼得之?〔……〕夫不論其世，欲知其人，不得也。不知其人，欲逆其志，亦不得也。孟子若預憂後世將秕糠一切，而自以其察言也，特著其說以防之。故必論世知人，而後逆志之說可用之。 (Gu 1972: 1.19a–20b)

Gu Zhen saw clearly the inseparability of these two methods. Readers of later generations, when tracing the original intentions of the authors, have to situate classics and their authors in their historical contexts. In this sense, we can indeed say that “discussing the world and knowing the person” is the foundation of “tracing the author’s original intention through the meaning understood by the readers.”


3 The Two Contexts of Mencius’s Use of the Classics
When he traveled throughout the states, instructed his students, and argued with his rivals, Mencius drew deeply on rich cultural resources. He went back and forth between the Odes and the Documents, between the ancient and the present, with a consistent interpretation of his own. He used the classics largely within two contexts: affirmative and demonstrative (Wu 1997: 22–41).4 In addition, as we shall see, he also engaged in what I term “recontextualization” (C. Huang 2015: 41–56).5
3.1 The Affirmative Context
Mencius often used sentences from the classics, particularly the Odes, to affirm and support his own propositions or claims. For example, in his dialogue with King Xuan of Qi, Mencius cited the following verse: “His example affected his wife/It reached to his brothers/Such that he could manage his clan and his state” (Mao 240). His purpose was to affirm his claim that “one who extends his bounty can tend those within the Four Seas; one who does not cannot tend even his own family” (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 1A.7, 17). Another example is as follows: “Being in awe of the majesty of heaven/We have protected our territory” (Mao 272). Here Mencius sought to express his support for the following statement made by King Xuan of Qi: “He who submits to a state bigger than his own is in awe of Heaven…. He who is in awe of Heaven will continue to enjoy the possession of his own state” (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 1B.3, 29). There are many other examples where Mencius made similar use of the Odes.

3.2 The Demonstrative Context
Mencius often quoted the classics to refer to a fact or some phenomenon. In such cases, Mencius used the classics in what I call a demonstrative context. For example, in his discussion with King Xuan of Qi on the issue of “kingly government” (wang zheng 王政), he cited the following lines from the Odes:He stored up the produce in the fields and in barns;He tied up dried meat and grain,In bottomless bags and in sacks;That he might hold [the people] together, and glorify [his tribe].Then with bows and arrows all ready,With shields and spears, and axes, large and small,He commenced his march. 乃積乃倉，乃裹餱糧，于橐于囊。思戢用光，弓矢斯張，干戈戚揚，爰方啟行。(《詩‧大雅‧公劉》) (Legge 2011: 483–484)

His aim was to show that kingly government started when “those who stayed at home had full granaries and those who went forth to war had full sacks” (Lau 1984:  vol. 1, 1B.5, 35). On another occasion, when asked by Duke Wen of Teng 滕文公 about governing a state, Mencius cited the lines “May it rain first on our public fields/And then come to our private!” (Mao 212), to show that the Zhou dynasty practiced public aid. He also cited the lines “Although Chou is an old state, Its Mandate is new,” to demonstrate that this ode refers to King Wen of Zhou 周文王 (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 3A.3, 99).

3.3 Recontextualization
It is worth noting that, in Mencius’s uses of the Odes in the above two contexts, sometimes there are also examples of “recontextualization.” What I mean by this is that lines in the Odes originally have their particular contexts and their resulting unique meanings, but in his appropriation of them, Mencius recontextualized them to suit the particular context or situation of his own discourses. The result is the loss or misplacement of the original meanings of these lines in the Odes. The most representative of Mencius’s decontextualized uses of the Odes appears in the following conversation:Kung-sun Ch’ou said, “The Odes say,
[A gentleman] enjoys only food he has earned
Why, then, does a gentleman eat food when he does not share in the work of tilling the land?”
“When a gentleman stays in a state,” said Mencius, “if he is employed he can make the prince secure, rich, and honoured, and, if the young men come under his influence, he can make them dutiful to their parents and elders, conscientious in their work and faithful to their word. Is there a truer case of “enjoying only food he has earned”? 公孫丑曰:「詩曰『不素餐兮』，君子之不耕而食，何也?」孟子曰:「君子居是國也，其君用之，則安富尊榮；其子弟從之，則孝弟忠信。『不素餐兮』，孰大於是?」 (Lau 1992: vol. 2, 7A.32, 277–279)

In this dialogue, the particular line that Kung-sun Ch’ou and Mencius refer to means that a gentleman does not enjoy food without working for it (Ma 1989: 329).6 According to the Mao Preface to the Book of Odes, this ode dates from the time of King Ping 平王 (r. 770–720 BCE) and King Huan 桓王 (r. 719–697 BCE) of Zhou, a time when people were complaining about officials who enjoyed food without earning it (Qu 1976: 76). Thus, here the gentleman is contrasted to corrupt officials. Mencius’s use does not violate the original meaning, but there is a significant recontextualization. Whereas the original purpose of the ode was to represent the common people’s complaint against corrupt officials, Mencius used it to argue that virtuous gentlemen can make their rulers secure, rich, and honored, and can make their pupils dutiful toward their parents and elders. Here what Mencius sought to emphasize was the influence a gentleman can exert, an emphasis which obviously diverges from the original meaning of the ode. This way of using classics can be considered as “quoting out of context” (duan zhang qu yi 斷章取義).
Quoting canonical texts out of context was already practiced as early as Confucius’s time. Zhu Ziqing 朱自清 (1898–1948) pointed out that there are also recontextualizations in Confucius’s use of the Odes. Chu indicated the lines “like cutting and filing/Like carving and polishing” in the Odes originally referred to the working of jade, however, Confucius used it to teach his pupils about the skills needed for learning. The lines “Her charming smile, dimpling/Her beautiful eyes, darting!” in the Odes originally referred to a woman endowed with natural beauty. Confucius, however, took the second line out of its context and used it as a metaphor for painting, saying that first there is a need for white background and only later can there be a painting. For Confucius, painting was an analogy for culture. Humans were originally uncivilized; only later was culture developed. Culture can be obtained only through cultivation and is not innate in a person (Zhu 1983: 29–30). Thus, the tradition of recontextualization can be traced at least to the time of Confucius; what Mencius did was to develop it further.
If we seek to investigate further into how decontextualization in using the Odes became a necessary development beginning in the Spring and Autumn period (722–464 BCE), we should recognize that this development had its origins in the separation of poetry from music. As Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 (1893–1980) argued, from the Western Zhou to the middle of the Spring and Autumn period, poetry, music, and ritual were all united into one. Toward the end of the Spring and Autumn period, however, a new music, one without poetry and also separated from the original rituals, gradually emerged. From then on, Confucians became interested only in the meaning of ancient poetry and did not pay much attention to the ancient music attached to the poems. The result was that Confucians cited poems out of their practical contexts (Gu 1931: 366–367).


4 Divergence from the Two Methods in Mencius’s Hermeneutics
Although Mencius developed the two methods of interpretation, he himself did not follow them strictly in his own application and interpreting of the classics. As Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 (1893–1980) pointed out, Mencius emphasized only that the Book of Odes is concerned with kingly government, ignoring that it has more odes that reflected times of disorder than times of peace and more odes about the Eastern Zhou than about the Western Zhou. Mencius discussed only those odes written by public officials that record acts of great virtue, neglecting to mention those odes written by private individuals that express sorrow (Gu 1931: 300). Mencius often employed the methods of affirmative context and demonstrative context to interpret odes in a very liberal way, resulting in frequent diversions of his cited texts from their historical contexts. In addition to the examples already discussed in the last section of this article, we may examine another case. Mencius cited the following lines from the Book of Odes: “It was the barbarians that he attacked. It was Ching 荊 and Shu 舒 that he punished. There was none who dared stand up to me” (Lau 1984: vol. 1, 3B.9, 131). He used these lines to support his own criticism of the “heresies” of the followers of Yang Zhu 楊朱 and Mozi 墨子. He then went on to claim, “The Duke of Zhou wanted to punish those who ignored father and prince.” This is an obvious misreading of the historical context relating to the original lines: they were authored in praise of Duke Xi of Lu 魯僖公 (r.659–627 B.C.) and not by the Duke of Zhou as Mencius thought. This is a good case to show that, in his “uses” of the Book of Odes, he often diverted from its historical context as he used his own meaning to trace the author’s original intention.

5 Conclusion
I have examined the hermeneutics in Mencius focusing upon Mencius’s attitude toward the classics and his method of interpreting them. It can be seen that Mencius often used the classics in both “affirmative” and “demonstrative” contexts. We have examined his uses of the Book of Odes, a text he was most familiar with and cited frequently. We found that his attitude toward the classics is rather liberal. He used them within his own context of discourse without being constrained by the classics themselves. He freely moved back and forth between the ancient and the present, used the former to serve the latter, and constructed a coherent system of his own. Because he excessively used his own understanding of the meaning to trace authorial intention, there are frequent misreadings. Mencius really did not adhere to his own two methods of interpreting the classics.
In short, Mencius’s attitude toward the classics was representative of the Pre-Qin Confucians. We can see from his uses of the Book of Odes that, although Confucians loved the ancients and admired the sages and worthies, they were “using” the classics and were not bound by them: their innovation lies precisely in their following the old. From the standpoint of the hermeneutics of the classics, there are both benefits and losses in their use, rather than interpretation, of the classics. From the standpoint of intellectual history, however, the reason that Confucianism has been able to renew itself continuously is precisely because “revising the old to realize the new” is used as a method to interpret the classics. In this sense, both benefit and loss can be found in the hermeneutics of Mencius.
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Footnotes
1Zhao Qi 趙岐 (?-210), the first commentator on the Mencius, pointed out that “Mencius had a thorough command of the five classics and was particularly well versed in the Book of Odes and the Book of Documents” (Zhao 1919: 1a). In the whole book of the Mencius, there are thirty-three citations of the Book of Odes, twenty-two of which are from the Daya 大雅 (Greater Elegantiae) section, and fourteen references to the Book of Documents.

 

2Jiao Xun 焦循 (1763–1820).

 

3Analects, 17.9.

 

4Kuang-ming Wu claims that these two ways can both be considered as the unique Chinese way of concrete thinking (Wu 1997: 22–41).

 

5By “recontextualization,” I mean the process of taking the classics out of their original context and putting these classics within the context of Mencius’ own argumentation. For a discussion of “decontextualization” and “recontextualization,” see C. Huang 2015, 41–56.

 

6The Qing Dynasty Confucian Ma Ruichen 馬瑞辰 (1728–1853) argued that the word su 素 in the ode originally meant “emptiness” and so the whole line means “to eat without having worked for it” (Ma 1989: 329). Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) also supported this interpretation.
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1 Introduction
The Kojiki 古事記 (Records of Antiquity, 712) and Nihon shoki 日本書紀 (Annals of Japan, 720), two of Japan’s earliest historical texts, record that during Emperor Ōjin’s 応神 (r. 270–310) reign, the Korean kingdom of Baekje 百濟 sent an emissary, Wani Kishi 和邇吉師, to the Yamato court bearing gifts, including a copy of the Confucian Analects (Rongo 論語) (Aoki et al. 1982: 214; Inoue 1971: 216; Kornicki 2001: 279). If true, the Analects thus became the first book introduced to the archipelago. Japan’s “Seventeen-Article Constitution,” attributed to Prince Shōtoku 聖徳太子 (572–622), later opened with a paraphrase from the Analects, “harmony should be valued” (Ienaga et al. 1975: 13). Allusions to ideas, words, images, and stories in the Analects appeared in imperial names, diaries, miscellanies, novels, Nō plays, and poetry. The Mencius (Mōshi 孟子), however, had a less stately, more contested past. First mention appears in a tenth-century bibliography compiled by a court scholar, Fujiwara Sukeyo 藤原佐世 (Kaizuka 1966: 39–40). Emperor Kameyama 亀山 (1249–1305), reflecting on calamities including the Mongol invasions, quoted the Mencius (2B10) in stating, “the seasons of heaven do not match the bounty of the earth, but the bounty of earth does not match harmony among the people.” Emperor Hanazono 花園 (1297–1348), who witnessed imperial subordination following the failed Kenmu Restoration of 1333–1336, praised the Mencius as “a work with incomparable teachings exhausting the mind and human nature and clarifying the essence of the way” (Wajima 1988: 126–127, 135).
However, during the Warring States period (1467–1600), a court scholar Kiyohara Nobukata 清原宣賢 (1475–1550), marked out Mencian passages sanctioning confrontations with rulers, declaring them “forbidden” and unfit for imperial eyes (Huang 2014; Inoue 1972: 512–517). In the early Tokugawa (1600–1868), the first shogun Ieyasu 家康 (1543–1616) read the Mencius as he struggled to assess his own rise to military power (Watanabe 2012: 99). Later, a Confucian scholar, Yamazaki Ansai 山崎闇斎 (1619–1682), asked what should be done if an army commanded by Confucius and Mencius invaded Japan. Chun-chieh Huang 黃俊傑 insightfully interprets Ansai’s question vis-à-vis tensions between one’s cultural self (belief in Confucianism) and one’s political self (loyalty to one’s polity) (Huang 2010: 50). Ansai himself declared that he would try to capture Confucius and Mencius, sparing their lives while defending his country. A rival Confucian, Itō Tōgai 伊藤東涯 (1670–1733), countered Ansai’s heroics by observing that such an invasion “would never happen” (Hara 1920: 124–125). Tōgai’s response arguably reflected the more civil Confucian teachings, while Ansai’s resonated with the forthright, sometimes combative Mencian philosophy. Such ambivalences were not aberrations: this chapter shows that in Japanese history the Mencius was sometimes appreciated, yet in sanctioning opposition to tyrants, it prompted cultural and political issues often resulting in sharp critiques and an overall problematic standing.

2 Humane Government and Political Legitimacy
During the Tokugawa period, the Mencius was a text often cited either with praise or condemned with antipathy. Mencius’s unequivocal affirmation of the goodness of human nature, although later extolled by Western scholars for its egalitarian optimism, ill-fit the hereditary hierarchy defining Tokugawa society. The latter was more consistent with Dong Zhongshu’s 董仲舒 (ca. 179–104 BCE) theory of human nature, offering a graded estimation of human nature, and later Zhou Dunyi’s, 周敦頤 or 周濂溪 (1017–1073) theory of human nature, recognizing multiple degrees of goodness and evil in people’s varied natures and dispositions. Admittedly, Tokugawa advocates of the orthodox Neo-Confucian position – often identified with Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) but more correctly traced to the Mencius – affirmed that human nature is good at birth. Nevertheless, other important thinkers such as Yamaga Sokō 山鹿素行 (Yamaga 2013: 1455–1458) and Itō Jinsai 伊藤仁斎 (1627–1705) (Yoshikawa and Shigeru 1971: 48–49; Itō 1998: 133) modified the ideas of Dong and Zhou in advancing multifaceted understandings of human nature that recognized the diversity of humanity. What made the Mencius a controversial text, however, was its political thinking that recognized, in the minds of many, options few dared to broach openly. The Mencius stated that if a ruler violated humaneness and righteousness and lacked a sincere concern for the people in governing, then he was not in fact a ruler and indeed could be treated as a common criminal and punished accordingly. His erstwhile subjects were under no obligation to obey unconditionally. These Mencian claims were known throughout the Tokugawa period, but one of their most dramatic expressions was made by Kumazawa Banzan 熊沢蕃山 (1619–1691), a scholar who ran afoul of the shogunate due to his perceived criticisms of shogunal rule.
Banzan’s Daigaku wakumon 大學或問 (Responding to the Great Learning, 1687), opens by declaring, “the heavenly task (天職) of the people’s ruler” consists in governing with “a humane mind (仁心) as the father and mother of the people” and thus establishing humane government (仁政). That, according to Banzan, is “the decree or mandate of heaven” (天命) (Kumazawa 1940: 3.235; 1971: 411). Regarding the ruler’s position and authority, Banzan, paraphrasing the Mencius (4A/9), observes, “when one gains the minds and hearts of the people, one gains all-under-heaven (天下). When one loses the minds and hearts of the people, one loses all-under-heaven.” By carrying out his heavenly task, the ruler receives the decree of heaven to govern. By discarding his responsibilities, he loses the decree of heaven. The decree of heaven constantly supports humaneness and goodness. Banzan warns, however, that even though the people’s ruler might be said to have a humane mind, if he does not enact humane government, then he is merely [a] good [man]. By establishing humane government, one will gain the minds of the people. By elevating worthies and entrusting government to the capable (能者), the ruler’s humane mind (仁心) is broadened and humane government (仁政) enacted (Kumazawa 1940: 3.235; 1971: 411).
The key notion in Banzan’s political writings is humane government (jinsei 仁政). Although the Analects pioneered thinking about humaneness as a moral concern for others, the Mencius elevated humane government as the core concept in its political thought, a status that it retained in virtually every subsequent expression of Confucian political philosophy. With Mencius, humaneness is not simply a virtue that an individual strives to embody in relating to others, it is the ideal that rulers should seek to implement and that people should expect from their rulers. With it, Mencius suggests, an aspiring ruler can gain the minds and hearts of the people and legitimate rule over all-under-heaven; without it, however, a ruler is fated to failure. Far more than in the Analects, the Mencius advanced highly political discussions, often threatening in their exposition of consequences, with humaneness and humane government as key terms. Thus in the Mencius, the word “jin 仁” (humaneness) is used 158 times, and “jinsei 仁政” (humane government) appears ten times (1A5, 1B18, 1B19, 2A1, 3A3, 4A1, 4A14.). In the Analects, the word “jin 仁” occurs 110 times, but the compound “jinsei 仁政” does not appear at all. One could rightly argue that the idea informing the compound was evident enough in the Analects. While that might be true, the Mencius explicitly pioneered the notion and openly made the claim that by implementing it, one gains the minds and hearts of the people. Without humane government, one’s claims to authority would be ill founded. In emphasizing the centrality of this notion, Banzan thus shares meaningful ground with the Mencius. While Mencius’s thinking might sound unproblematic to those accustomed to Locke’s social contract and democratic ideals generally, for the Tokugawa samurai regime, Banzan’s ideas surely seemed presumptuous if not threatening.
Yet Banzan did not stop there. He also discusses the heavenly tasks and responsibilities of the people and the officials of all-under-heaven. After emphasizing their responsibility to obey and submit to their ruler’s instructions, Banzan allows that when rulers exercise power in a high-handed manner, refusing to heed the words of the people and the remonstrations of their ministers, they follow a course that violates correct principles pertaining to relations between rulers and ministers. Banzan adds, “if a ruler executes those ministers who remonstrate, then he destroys his realm.” Similarly, if the ruler is too exacting and punishes his people severely for their failures, his rule goes contrary to the way of heaven. This prompts heaven to reproach rulers with calamities such as storms and floods. If the ruler persists in misrule, more strange events such as demonic presences and aberrations will follow. However, Banzan predicts that defeat will not ensue if the ruler does heed heaven’s warnings. This shows that the way of heaven loves, and is humane toward, the people’s ruler, preventing calamities and chaos thereby (Kumazawa 1940: 3.236–237; 1971: 413–414). Banzan’s analysis, then, concludes on a positive note, but one preceded by threatening warnings that admonish those in power against further misrule and repeated disregard for heaven’s warnings.
Banzan’s accounts of the warnings awaiting recalcitrant rulers include descriptions of floods, storms, demonic beings, and aberrations of the natural order. In the Mencius, however, the people are described as the eyes and ears of heaven, acting as its effective agents in the here and now. The Mencius purportedly draws its characterization of the agency of heaven from the Book of History, one of the Five Classics. But the Book of History also explains the warnings of heaven in terms of calamities such as floods, storms, and other aberrations of the natural order. In arguably alluding to the Book of History, Banzan is not distant from the Mencius so much as sharing a source with it in his explanation of the cosmic moral dynamic ensuring moral government. Furthermore, Banzan’s recognition that destruction awaits the ruler who egregiously violates the way of heaven significantly links his thinking to that of the Mencius where a similarly gruesome fate is posited. The Analects never broaches such discussions even though they are well precedented in the Book of History. Confucius perhaps considered their statement there to be sufficient. With Mencius and Banzan, however, the message was reiterated unequivocally. While Mencius never suffered the consequences of his forthrightness, Banzan’s experience in Tokugawa Japan, where the shogunate did not easily brook threats, was otherwise. Reduced to house arrest for much of his adult life and eventually passing away while confined in Koga Castle, Banzan’s determination to remonstrate, another Mencian teaching he embodied, resulted not necessarily in humane government for all-under-heaven so much as his own suffering for the sake of the integrity of the way of heaven.

3 Mencius in a Ghoulish Tale
Rather than a grand transmission account elevating the Mencius, one of Ueda Akinari’s 上田秋成 (1734–1809) ghost stories, “White Peak” (Shiramine 白峯), claims that the ancient Confucian classic never weathered the voyage to Japan. “White Peak” describes an encounter between Saigyō 西行 (1118–1190), a monk-poet of medieval Japan, and the angry ghost of the late-retired emperor, Sutoku 崇徳 (1119–1164).1 In the tale, Sutoku vows vengeance against his brother, Go-Shirakawa 後白河 (1127–1192), and Go-Shirakawa’s ally, Taira Kiyomori 平清盛 (1118–1181), for having driven him from the imperial capital. After his death, Sutoku, assisted by heavenly goblins (tengu 天狗), reportedly followed the way of sorcery (madō 魔道) in order to exact revenge on Kiyomori and Go-Shirakawa. Regretting Sutoku’s vengefulness, Saigyō asks him if he understands “the way of the true king” (ōdō 王道), alluding to the Mencius 2A3 where the true king (ō 王), who practices humaneness with virtue (toku 德), is contrasted with the hegemon (ha 覇) who feigns humaneness while resorting to force (2A3). Paraphrasing the Mencius, Sutoku responds, “when an emperor corrupts morality, one must follow the mandate of heaven, respond to the people’s wishes, and strike.” Sutoku also refers to the Mencius 1B8, where King Xuan of Qi asks if King Tang 湯 banished [King] Jie 桀 and if King Wu 武 punished [King] Zhou 紂. When Mencius allows as much, King Xuan asks if a minister may murder his sovereign, Mencius replies that when someone robs humaneness, they steal. When they violate righteousness, they do violence. Those who rob and do violence are of the common lot. Mencius acknowledges that he has heard of the punishment of the common man Zhou, but denies a minister may murder his sovereign (1B8). Sutoku’s words, meant to justify his readiness to strike against Kiyomori and Go-Shirakawa, are recognizably Mencian in nature. Attempting to calm Sutoku, Saigyō recalls princes who yielded the throne to younger brothers instead of claiming it for themselves. Saigyō then cites the Mencius by name, emphasizing that Mencius never claimed that a vassal could execute a sovereign, but instead only that those who violated humaneness and righteousness, i.e., only common criminals, might be punished for their crimes (Ueda 2007: 60–62).
Saigyō next claims, curiously enough given his immediately preceding quote from the Mencius, that the Mencius never entered Japan. He adds that every time boats carrying copies of the Mencius sailed toward Japan, violent winds sank them. Saigyō adds, “since the time Amaterasu first initiated the creation of things, the imperial line had never been terminated. To prevent thieves from usurping the divine imperial line, the eight hundred kami, all of whom despised the Mencius, had sent divine winds (kamikaze 神風) to destroy the ships because the teachings they conveyed were inappropriate to the imperial land of Japan. Saigyō further chastised Sutoku for fighting with his brother over the throne, declaring such behavior to be egregiously unfilial. Saigyō asserts that all-under-heaven is a sacred thing, consisting of the sacred regalia, and those who selfishly try to steal it never succeed. However, Saigyō’s remarks are unheeded. Instead Sutoku recounts how he abandoned the world and devoted himself to becoming the great monarch of sorcerers. Then he instigated calamities on his enemies in the imperial capital, turning them against each other until they had nearly destroyed themselves. Sutoku admits that Kiyomori still lived, but predicted his coming demise. Sutoku then suddenly transformed, right before Saigyō’s eyes, into a vicious demon, blood red and looking like a ferocious animal. To pacify Sutoku, Saigyō quickly offered a poem recalling Sutoku’s earlier life and the futility of it all. The deceased emperor’s ghost then disappeared. The story concludes noting how Sutoku’s predictions about the fate of Kiyomori, a tortuous death, indeed came to past. The narrator adds that a shrine was later built for Sutoku, one that all were encouraged to visit in the hopes of further placating his angry soul (Ueda 2007: 62–69).
Ueda’s reservations about the Mencius and its teachings about overturning erstwhile monarchs echoed misgivings earlier advanced by Yamazaki Ansai 山崎闇斎(1619–1682) and one of his disciples, Asami Keisai 浅見絅斎 (1652–1711). In Ansai’s view, a Japanese ruler need not be virtuous in order to be legitimate. More important than the ruler’s virtue was the subject’s duty to unconditional obedience. Like Ueda, Ansai and Keisai thus found little of value in the Mencius on that count. However, another disciple of Ansai’s, Satō Naokata 佐藤直方 (1650–1719), took a different position, arguing that King Tang and King Wu acted according to the moral way in removing tyrants. Ansai’s school thus defined both poles of the Tokugawa debate by distancing itself from the Mencius in advocating, as with Ansai, obedience even to tyrants and yet concurring with the Mencius in recognizing, as with Naokata, the possibility of rightful removal of a despot once viewed as a legitimate monarch (Maruyama 2014: 400–407; Itō 1998: 242–243).

4 Advocating Mencius
Itō Jinsai provided the Mencius its most substantial philosophical exposition in Tokugawa Japan if not all Japanese history. Unlike Banzan and many other Tokugawa Confucians, Jinsai was not of samurai birth but instead hailed from a bourgeois family of relatively good means, proximate, socio-economically, to well-to-do merchants and aristocrats of mid-seventeenth-century Kyoto. Following his elder brother’s passing, Jinsai inherited his family’s dwindling estate, including a home off Horikawa Street, on the axis between Nijō Castle, the base of Tokugawa samurai power in Kyoto, and the imperial palace to the northeast. Having developed doubts regarding Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucian thought, Jinsai explored Zen and Daoism but ultimately emerged as an ostensible advocate of the earliest teachings of Confucianism, those of the Analects and Mencius. Yet in his definitive works – the Gomō jigi 語孟字義 (Meanings of Words in the Analects and Mencius), the Rongo kogi 論語古義 (Ancient Meanings of the Analects), and the Mōshi kogi 孟子古義 (Ancient Meanings of the Mencius) – Jinsai’s approach to Confucian philosophy remained as much influenced by Neo-Confucian interpretations, especially those of Chen Beixi’s 陳北溪 (1159–1223) Xingli ziyi 性理字義 (Meanings of Words Such as Human Nature and Principle), as by the Analects and Mencius. The architectonic defining Jinsai’s conceptually driven approach to philosophizing owed far more to Beixi’s work than any ancient Confucian writings.
Apart from structure and methodology, Jinsai’s philosophical focus more often centered on the Mencius than the Analects, despite the extraordinary praise he occasionally lavished on Confucius and the Analects. Jinsai’s metaphysics, for example, emphasizing the primacy of a “unitary generative force” (ichigenki 一元氣) (Itō 1998: 71–74), has roots in both the Mencius (2A2), where ki 氣 is discussed in relation to the physical disposition (2A2), and the thought of Beixi and Luo Qinshun 羅欽順 (1465–1547), a Ming interpreter of Zhu Xi’s thinking and author of the Kunzhiji 困知記 (Records of Anxieties in Knowing).2 In his moral thought, Jinsai essentially agreed with the Mencius’s (2A6) accounts of humaneness, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom as the products of the mind of compassion, the mind of shame and duty, the mind of deference, and the mind of right and wrong (2A6; Itō 1998: 115–120). Jinsai similarly endorsed Mencius’s claim that these virtues are the basis for the goodness of human nature, but he insisted – contrary to virtually all Neo-Confucian interpreters of Mencius – that this does not mean that everyone has the same human nature. Jinsai understood human nature in terms of people’s physical dispositions, which, though capable of goodness, are uneven and unequal (Itō 1998: 133–142). Jinsai furthermore appealed to the Mencius’s remarks (7B24) on human feelings as justification for his own emphasis on human feelings as the desires of human nature that move people to action (7B24; Itō 1998: 147–151). Jinsai equally endorsed Mencius’s notion (2A2) of the human will (zhi 志 kokorozashi) as the director of one’s generative force, adding that when unified, the will moves one’s generative force into action (2A2; Itō 1998: 155). Jinsai’s political thinking was also distinctly Mencian. More strongly than even the Mencius (2B12, 4A10, 7A30, 7B33), Jinsai praised Tang and Wu as kings on a par with the sage emperors Yao and Shun. Unlike Confucius who in the Analects (3/25) suggested that Wu was not entirely good, Jinsai saw Tang and Wu, the vanquishers of the debauched kings, Jie and Zhou, as men who acted to erase cruelty for the sake of mankind, exemplifying the virtues of humaneness and rightness. Jinsai affirmed that what Tang and Wu did would have been done by someone and in the end, their deeds were what everyone wanted done. According to Jinsai, Tang and Wu therefore had embodied the way in punishing Jie and Zhou (1B8, 4A1–2, 7A30–31, 7B33; Itō 1998: 191–192).
Jinsai also endorsed the Mencian (2A3) distinction between true kings and hegemons, but downplayed his implied contempt for hegemons. Jinsai suggests that while true kings rule the people with familial concern, the hegemon governs them simply as subjects. The result is that the people see the true king as their parent, but the hegemon’s subjects see him as nothing more than an official or tyrant-ruler. When calamities occur, people flee the hegemon because they have not submitted with their minds and hearts. True kings make humaneness the foundation of their rule and only employ laws and institutions of government sparingly. Hegemons use laws and institutions as their primary means of governing, and merely feign compassion and humaneness toward the people. Jinsai never claims, however, that hegemons, like Legalist rulers, exclusively use laws as a means of governing. Instead, they have always needed the pretense of humaneness (Itō 1998: 199–201). Legalist rulers who rely on nothing other than laws and statecraft are decidedly different, in Jinsai’s view, than hegemons. Jinsai’s thinking on this no doubt reflected his understanding of the similarity between Tokugawa samurai power and hegemons described by Mencius. To criticize the hegemon openly, Jinsai presumably realized, might be construed as an unacceptably overt criticism of shogunal rule. While Jinsai arguably was advancing a subtle political vision in rightly defining terms and rectifying their meanings, he was never so impolitic as to criticize the shogunate directly.
Jinsai claimed for the Mencius a crucial role in the Confucian curriculum, one linked to the Analects. According to Jinsai, the Analects and Mencius explain “right principles,” while the Four Classics3 – the Book of Poetry, the Book of History, the Book of Changes, and the Spring and Autumn Annals – consist of them. Jinsai likens the Four Classics to “things produced by heaven,” which without any embellishment manifest natural beauty, while the Analects and Mencius are like “scales and yardsticks” that rightly assess things. Offering another simile, Jinsai likens the classics to paintings (ga 画), while the Analects and Mencius reveal the method of painting (gahō 画法). Upon understanding the methods of painting, one penetrates the principles of a painting as well (Itō 1998: 230). The classics are like paintings depicting the circumstances of heaven, earth, and the ten-thousand things, omitting nothing, while the Analects and Mencius indicate the principles of heaven, earth, and the ten-thousand things. Accordingly, if students can penetrate the Analects and Mencius, they can read the classics as well. Jinsai even goes so far as to suggest that if students master the Analects and Mencius, they will have, from the start, already achieved an understanding of the classics. Jinsai further sees the Analects and Mencius as the defining texts of Confucian semantics. If students master them, what books will surpass their comprehension? Although frequently referring to the Analects and Mencius in tandem, Jinsai emphasizes the superiority of the Analects, stating, “it is truly the premier book of the entire universe.” The Mencius, on the other hand, expounds the Analects with words that are clear and principles that are pure. Other works of Confucian literature do not compare to these two texts in purity of expression and consistency with the conceptual and semantic foundations of Confucius’s thought. Apart from the Analects, there is only the Mencius. Accordingly, students who thoroughly immerse themselves in these two works will begin to fathom the teachings of Confucius (Itō 1998: 229–235).
In extolling Confucius as the great sage of ten-thousand generations, Jinsai amplified praise the Mencius gives Confucius in stating, “since the birth of humanity, there has never been another like Confucius.” After Confucius, however, Mencius held that things had degenerated. While Mencius did not explicitly cast himself as the last authentic exponent of Confucian thought, that became the accepted line for many Song Confucians who looked back, seeking to revive what had faltered after Mencius. Jinsai too described Mencius as a heroic figure in the Confucian lineage, one who compared well to Confucius in bravely combatting heterodoxies (Itō 1998: 245–254). In offering this analysis of the lineage, Jinsai fashioned an abbreviated transmission, including Confucius, then Mencius, and then presumably Jinsai himself, nearly two thousand years later. However Jinsai’s transmission account might be viewed, his pro-Mencian philosophical thought had a substantial broadcast, especially in Kyoto, through the work of his five sons, but also in Osaka as his ideas were furthered by scholars affiliated with the Kaitokudō 懐徳堂 merchant academy (Najita 1987: 18, 25, 26, 34, 67, 72, 88, 94, 95, 99, 123, 146, 206). Equally important for Kaitokudō thinking was that of the Mencius, and not infrequently the Mencius as mediated by Jinsai’s interpretations (Najita 1987: 26, 27, 36–43, 58, 127–128; Huang 2008: 117–145). Jinsai’s advocacy of Mencian ideas also impacted late-Tokugawa thinkers such as the Mito scholar Fujita Tōko 藤田東湖 (1806–1855) (Ogawa 2008: 146–158) and others well into the Meiji period.

5 Criticizing Mencius
Ogyū Sorai 荻生徂徠 (1666–1728) was one of Japan’s most systematic critics of the Mencius. Rather than view the Mencius as the last authentic transmission of the Confucian way before an extended lapse lasting for centuries, Sorai considered that ancient text as an egregious source of error in the right communication of the teachings of the sages. Unlike Jinsai, however, Sorai did not view Confucius as the great sage of all history, nor the Analects as the most perfect work ever written. Far more than Confucius, Sorai extolled the ancient sages of China who founded (created) key dimensions of civilization. Sorai’s listings of the sages vary, but typically they include the inventors of writing (Fuxi 伏羲), farming (Shennong 神農), political organizations (Huangdi 黃帝), rites and music (Yao and Shun 堯舜), and dynastic rule (Tang 湯, Wen 文, Wu 武, and the Duke of Zhou 周公). Confucius did not really create or invent anything, Sorai argued, but instead transmitted accounts of the ancient sages through his own teachings. Sorai recognized Confucius’s greatness in having transmitted those teachings, but found it difficult to allow that that alone qualified Confucius to be a sage. As classical grounds for his views, Sorai cited the Book of Rites’s remark, “Creators are called sages (zuo zhe zhi wei sheng 作者之謂聖); those who transmit are called enlightened (shu zhe zhi wei ming 述者之謂明). And in the Analects, Confucius himself stated that he was a transmitter, not a creator (shu er bu zuo 述而不作) (Analects 7.1). Yet Sorai apparently realized that Confucius had founded something, the study of the ancient sages, an activity in which Sorai himself and his students still participated. Although he ultimately allowed Confucius some recognition as a sage, Sorai did so only marginally (Ogyū 2006: 137–138, 197–199). For that reason, his position on Confucius is different from the Mencius’s panegyric, “since the birth of humanity into this world, there has never been another comparable to Confucius” (2A2).
Sorai also criticized Mencius as a thinker who perverted the sages’s teachings by carelessly engaging in debates. Mencius’s mistakes were compounded by Jinsai’s claims that the Mencius was a commentary on the Analects and that it, the Mencius, should be read and studied for the sake of understanding the Analects. According to Sorai, Jinsai wrongly read and interpreted the Analects in terms of the Mencius. Sorai further faulted Jinsai for reading ancient literature, especially the Six Classics, in terms of modern literature, arguing instead that ancient Chinese grammar, semantics, and syntax needed to be appreciated on their own terms in order for the messages of the ancient sages to be fathomed and followed. Considering the Mencius as the gateway to the Analects, and the Analects as the gateway to the Six Classics was egregiously mistaken (Ogyū 2006: 138–139).
In assessing Mencius’s debate with Gaozi 告子 over human nature, Sorai concurred with Gaozi’s position and condemned Mencius’s, stating,
Gaozi’s analogy likening human nature to the qi willow offers an excellent account of human nature. In likening it to swirling water, Gaozi alluded to how human nature is easily modifiable. Mencius then responded with extreme criticism, twisting words around in an attempt to offer his accounts of … human nature. Thus was his fondness for debate egregious. Mencius’s assertions later became the foundations for the mistakes of the Song Confucians regarding human nature (Ogyū 2006: 283–284).

Regarding the distinction between true kings and hegemons, Sorai faulted Mencius for not fully explaining the behavior of true kings and hegemons. Sorai stated,
… the misdeeds of [the hegemons] Duke Huan and Duke Wen were not due to their using force while pretending to be humane; rather, they were due to their revering the royal house for the sake of acquiring fame and achieving their own personal ends. … Mencius’s remarks were those of a polemicist engaged in debate with other schools of thought. Later Confucians failed to scrutinize the context of Mencius’s writings, and instead proclaimed the difference between the true king and the hegemon as the first principle of Confucianism. Was that not mistaken? (Ogyū 2006: 335–336)

Sorai similarly explained Mencius’s use of the notion “rational principle” (kotowari 理) as a byproduct of his fondness for debate. Sorai states,
The followers of Laozi 老子 and Zhuangzi 莊子 discussed rational principle (kotowari 理) abundantly. … Mencius was so fond of debate that he was willing to instruct people by discussing matters that the early sage kings and Confucius never mentioned. Therefore, he remarked, “Rational principles and ritual principles please our minds just as rich meat pleases our mouths.” In linking rational principle with ritual principle, Mencius simply sought to ensure that the benefits of Confucius’s teachings would never be terminated. The old masters of the Song … were unclear about the meanings of ancient words and so they never fathomed the ancients’s remarks. They liked reading the Mencius simply because it was easy to read. (Ogyū 2006: 296–297)

Sorai’s critiques of the Mencius, although systematic and erudite, prompted successive thinkers sympathetic to Jinsai’s ideas (and Mencius’s by extension), to launch attacks on Sorai’s thought, criticizing him time and again for defining a philosophical system seemingly meant for the ruling elite without regard for the interests of the people. Sorai’s school survived, but its own criticisms of the Mencius hardly doomed the latter in later Tokugawa thought.

6 The Mencius in Late-Tokugawa Thought
Yoshida Shōin 吉田松陰 (1830–1859) was among the most influential of the late-Tokugawa shishi 志士, or “resolute samurai,” determined unto death in their readiness to challenge the Tokugawa shogunate and effect pro-imperial change.4 Shōin was also an important interpreter of the Mencius. In his Kō Mō yowa 講孟余話 (Additional Notes Explaining the Mencius, 1856), Shōin explores the politically charged nuances of the Mencius appropriating them where possible for the cause of “revering the emperor and expelling the barbarians” (sonnō jōi 尊王攘夷). In discussing Mencius’s distinction between true kings and hegemons, Shōin amended Mencius’s claims in order to make them fully appropriate to Japanese circumstances, as he, Shōin, understood them. Thus Shōin claimed that true kings were ultimately determined by blood, altering Mencius’s emphasis on virtue and so making the concept, true king, appropriate to Japanese loyalist thinking about the imperial line wherein hereditary succession was considered, by Shōin and his followers, sacrosanct. Shōin identified shoguns as hegemons and had little positive to say about them, other than that they should revere the emperor. Shōin dismissed as utter treachery the Mencian suggestion that emperors forfeit their right to rule by cruel and inhumane acts. Ultimate loyalty, Shōin claimed, was and should always be rendered to the emperor, regardless. He added, however, that only when shoguns revered the imperial line were they worthy of loyalty. If a shogun disrespected the imperial line and its commands, then he – the shogun – might be legitimately overthrown. Aware that the Mencius assigned considerable primacy to the people, Shōin differentiated Japan from China, declaring that in Japan the emperor was more important. Shōin added that Japan’s kokutai (國體), or “national essence,” was superior to China’s because of the absolute loyalty Japanese directed toward their emperor. Chinese history, on the other hand, revealed that the Chinese had a weaker sense of loyalty toward their rulers (Ng 2001: 55–62).
Waiming Ng suggests that Shōin’s commentary is more a statement of Shōin’s own thought than a faithful explanation of the Mencius. Ng distinguishes two expressions of Mencian thinking in modern Japan: the Japanese Mencius as defined by Shōin and the Chinese Mencius, which set forth more prototypically liberal, egalitarian, and democratic notions. Later Japanese interpreters of the Mencius, including Nakae Chōmin 中江兆民 (1847–1901), Yoshino Sakuzō 吉野作造 (1878–1933), and Uno Tetsuto 宇野哲人 (1875–1974), have noticed, as did Shōin, troublingly rebellious, if not treacherous, tendencies in the text. Unlike the Chinese Mencius, Shōin offered a relatively conservative Japanese understanding of the Mencius, one that effectively motivated pro-imperial forces in bakumatsu Japan and then later, conservatives and militarists from the 1930s forward. For politically informed activists during those years, the Kō Mō yowa understanding of the Mencius, or what Ng calls “the Japanese Mencius,” often displaced the Chinese Mencius as the ideologically safe alternative to Chinese Mencian discourse. To the extent that later scholars and ideologues discussed the Chinese Mencius, they often followed the approach of Shionoya On 鹽谷溫 (1878–1962), Nakamura Kyushirō 中村久四郎 (1874–1961), and others, criticizing its “theory of revolution” (Ng 2001: 62–63).

7 The Mencius and Modern Political Thought and Action
The collapse of the Tokugawa shogunate, resulting from sustained internal opposition to its acceptance of treaties with foreign powers that many deemed humiliating for the imperial throne, was partly inspired by Shōin’s thinking about the Japanese Mencius’s understanding of the fate of bad rulers (shoguns). However, the Chinese Mencian approach to politics was hardly forgotten. In 1875, as the People’s Rights Movement crystalized, a radical journal, the Sōmō zasshi 草莽雑誌 (Grass Roots Journal), challenged the harsh 1876 press laws preempting severe criticism of the Meiji imperial government with essays such as “Oppressive Regimes Should be Overthrown,” “On Martyrdom,” and others broaching assassination as a political tool (Sōmō zasshi 1955: 419–425). In sanctioning violent challenges to misrule, the journal thus advanced an essentially Mencian position in Japan’s modern era. Even the journal’s title alluded to “grass and underbrush” (caomang 草莽 sōmō), a Mencian notion referring to “ministers of the grassroots” (5B7). However, Sōmō zasshi was shut down within months of its first issue. Its fate warned activists: no matter how well grounded in ancient Confucian thinking, advocating revolution would not be tolerated.
Later champions of people’s rights such as Nakae Chōmin 中江兆民 (1847–1901), however, reinterpreted many safer Mencian themes in their advocacy of western notions such as liberté morale and liberté politique (Matsumoto 1978: 181–199; 1984: 251–266). Shimada Kenji suggests that the form of Confucianism that Chōmin drew upon was essentially “Mencian Confucianism” (Shimada 1977: 231). Among the numerous examples of Chōmin’s adoption of the Mencius, one of the more compelling ones is his suggestion that Mencius’s notion of “[right] principles and justice” (rigi 理義) (6A7) was comparable with human rights, freedom, and equality. Paraphrasing the Mencius in guarded but aggressive ways, Chōmin added that anyone who opposed rigi 理義 would suffer retribution. Chōmin further made reverence for the throne conditional upon the throne’s reverence for rigi 理義. He added that this was even true in ancient China where both Mencius and the Tang poet-political thinker, Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), recognized as much. Chōmin concluded by asserting that human rights and justice were not exclusive to the west (Nakae 1974: 125), hinting that perhaps Mencius and others had understood them as well.
Katō Hiroyuki 加藤弘之 (1836–1916) also drew ideas from the Mencius in advocating civilization and enlightenment. Katō thus explained the “spirit” of a civilization and the “foundation” of a state as akin to the Mencian notion of jinwa 人和 or “the harmony of a people” (2B1; Wakabayashi 1984: 469–492). Additionally, one of Fukuzawa Yukichi’s 福澤諭吉 (1835–1901) early translations of “rights” drew on the Mencian term tongyi 通義 (tsūgi) (3A4). Much the same was true with Nishi Amane 西周 (1829–1897), a Meiji thinker who sought to show the universality of human rights by appeal to universal human sentiments of the kind that Mencius noted in his accounts of human nature (Tucker 2008: 316–341). Recent scholarship also suggests that Mencian notions as developed by Itō Jinsai advanced the crystallization of universalistic ethical sensibilities in urban culture, thus contributing to understandings of human rights in modern Japan (Paul 2008: 79–95).
In the early twentieth century, an influential entrepreneur and advocate of Confucius’s ideas, Shibusawa Eiichi 渋沢栄一 (1840–1931), also offered his thoughts on the Mencius. Shibusawa is best known for his view that commercial activity is not incompatible with Confucius’s Analects. Shibusawa even argued that the Analects provides an essential foundation for successful commercial activities. Shibusawa does not refer to “capitalism” as understood in modern Japanese, shihonshugi 資本主義, but instead refers to “businesses” or “enterprises” (jitsugyō 實業), nevertheless he clearly is discussing capitalistic businesses and enterprises. Also, he does not speak of “Confucianism” (Jugaku 儒学) so much as “humaneness and righteousness” (jingi 仁義), notions quintessential to Mencian ethical thought. In this context, Shibusawa addressed Mencius’s concerns about the priority sometimes given to discussing profit (ri 利) as opposed to humaneness and righteousness (renyi 仁義 jingi) (1A1). However, Shibusawa agreed with Mencius in emphasizing that unless there were “true profit” based on the “morality of humaneness and righteousness,” it would amount to nothing of enduring value. Shibusawa thus advocated conducting business for the public good and warned that striving after profits solely for oneself, regardless of morality, was plainly wrongheaded. If humaneness and righteousness were lacking, he predicted that one’s enterprises would decline and ultimately fail (Shibusawa 1916: 140–141). Shibusawa also claimed that the fundamentals of democratic government resided within the Mencius insofar as it reasons that if one gains the minds and hearts of the people, then one would gain control of the state as well, but if one lost their minds and hearts, then one would also lose the state (4A10; Shibusawa 1930: 356–360).
In the end, however, Shibusawa’s estimation of the Mencius was at best mixed due to the problems it posed for Japan’s kokutai, or “national essence.” Shibusawa considered Confucius to be a thinker whose vision resembled that of Japan’s “national essence of one line of rulers governing for myriad generations [unbroken],” rather than one who advocated overthrowing despots. Shibusawa admits that Confucius never knew Japan’s kokutai, but adds that if he had, he would have revered it (Shibusawa 1916: 6–9). On the other hand, Mencius’s position is more extreme in its “revolutionary inclinations” (kakumeiteki no keikō 革命的の傾向). Shibusawa observes that while such thinking might be compatible with China’s kokutai, from the perspective of Japan’s kokutai, it is dangerous and absolutely unacceptable in that it “utterly violates the traditional spirit of the Japanese people.” Despite his admiration for Confucius, Shibusawa recoiled from Mencian political theory and its discussions of punishing a ruler. In such instances, he considered Japan’s kokutai transcendent (Shibusawa 1930: 150–152).

8 Mencius in Contemporary Japan
The political dilemma that the Mencius posed is hardly antiquated. In postwar Japan, for example, Maruyama Masao 丸山眞男 (1914–1996) has addressed the matter in considerable detail in his essay “Loyalty and Rebellion” (Chūsei to hangyaku 忠誠と反逆) where he explores the two poles of political behavior in relation to Japanese intellectual and philosophical history, especially that of the Tokugawa period, but also stretching back into ancient times. Rikki Kersten notes that Maruyama’s essay might be seen as a subtle critique of Marxist thought especially when one considers Maruyama’s view that while revolution is a social phenomenon, its success hinges not on the power of a social group or class but rather on individuals who in comprising the group embrace the revolutionary determination that drives the larger group. Revolutionary change, then, comes not simply from a group but also from individuals who serve as the powerful agents of rebellion (Maruyama 1960: 464–467; Kersten 2004: 124; 1996: 276). Yet it should be added that in “Loyalty and Rebellion,” Maruyama’s analyses took – and he explicitly recognizes this early in his essay – as a fundamental premise the Mencius’s “famous theory of revolution allowing overthrow of abusive rulers” (yūmei na bōkun hōbatsu no kakumei ron 有名な暴君放伐の革命論). In doing so, Maruyama even quotes the Mencius’s remark, “I have heard of the punishment of the common fellow Zhou, but never of the murder of a true monarch” (Maruyama 1960: 392). Maruyama did not discuss this Mencian premise at any length in “Loyalty and Rebellion,” in part because he considered awareness of the claim to be well known, but also because he notes that he addresses it in another essay, “Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy,” which was to appear in the second volume of Kindai Nihon shisōshi kōza 近代日本思想史講座.5 In that essay, Maruyama again returns to the question of loyalty and rebellion, within the context of ancient Chinese thought as variously interpreted by members of the Ansai school, most notably Satō Naokata and Asami Keisai (Maruyama 2014: 331–410). That aside, in suggesting that revolutions are not necessarily made by amorphous group action but instead equally by key individuals, Maruyama’s analyses arguably echoed the perspective of the Mencius wherein virtuous individuals, Tang and Wu, rose to power via their principled leadership, unflinchingly loyal to the moral order of the universe, in erasing inhumanity and despotism pretending to command absolute power. While the larger realm soon revered the leadership of Tang and Wu, Mencius implicitly emphasized that the leadership roles of individuals were first and foremost crucial in the process of political correction, otherwise describable as revolution. Maruyama’s bold statement of the role of the individual in revolutionary action can thus be seen as a reformulation of one of the most problematic dimensions of Mencian philosophical thought in Japan, yet this time, with Maruyama and postwar culture, unhampered by naive illusions regarding kokutai and divine rule.
Watanabe Hiroshi’s 渡辺浩 A History of Japanese Political Thought recognizes the importance of the legacy of Mencius in Japan primarily in terms of Mencian thinking on matters of loyalty and rebellion. Watanabe not only quotes the passage about Tang and Wu overthrowing the despots Jie and Zhou, he includes a photo from a 1720 woodblock edition of Itō Jinsai’s Mōshi kogi 孟子古義 (Ancient Meaning of the Mencius) of the page featuring the same passage from the Mencius about Tang and Wu, and along side of it, Jinsai’s commentary on the passage supporting the Mencian claim that such overthrows are not only legitimate, but also expressions of “the hearts of all the people of all-under-heaven” (Watanabe 2012: 24, 135). Yet Watanabe also relates that following the failed rebellion led by Ōshio Heihachirō 大塩平八郎 (1793–1837), a Japanese Confucian scholar criticizing Heihachirō’s uprising, declared, “the rebels were fervent believers in the teachings of Ke [Mencius], which induced them to their violent acts.” Watanabe adds that while Confucianism had “myriad attractions” and was “convincing in many respects,” it was also “troublesome,” even “dangerous.” For that reason, he concludes his chapter, “The Lure of Dangerous Thought,” with the observation “no serious Confucian scholar could be satisfied with retailing this import simply as it stood” (Watanabe 2012: 101). Those remarks reveal the extent to which the Mencius remains, even in the twenty-first century, a somewhat problematic text in Japanese philosophical history.

9 Conclusion
The reception of the Mencius in Japanese history, from earliest times to the present, is the history of contested philosophical ground which well reflects what the late Wm. Theodore de Bary referred to as “the trouble with Confucianism” (de Bary 1996). De Bary did not focus on Mencius alone but in characterizing Confucianism as a troublesome teaching he emphasized that Confucians such as Mencius have not tended to be self-serving sycophants intent on currying favor with those in power but instead were often ready and willing to speak what they considered truth to power. Any foreign text introduced into premodern Japan would have faced problems of assimilation, requiring at the very least what Huang Chun-chieh has called “contextual turns” that helped situate it better within a novel cultural, social, and political milieu (Huang 2014). The Mencius surely underwent these in Japan but given the precise and unequivocal ways in which it acknowledged for the people a priority within the balance of power and warned would-be rulers of the consequences of abuse of power, it remained, despite nativization, translation, interpretation, and commentary in Japanese by Japanese over the centuries, one of the most controversial – if not the very most controversial Confucian texts – in Japanese philosophical history.

References
	Aoki, Kazuo 青木和夫 et al., eds. 1982. Kojiki 古事記. Nihon shisō taikei 日本思想大系, vol. 1. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten.

	De Bary, Wm. Theodore. 1996. The Trouble with Confucianism. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

	Hara, Nensai 原念斎. 1920. Sentetsu sōdan 先哲叢談. Tokyo: Yūhōdō shoten.

	Huang, Chun-chieh. 2008. Nakai Riken’s Interpretation of the Mencius: “Goodness of Human Nature” and the “Way” Redefined. In The Book of Mencius and its Reception in China and Beyond, eds. Chun-chieh Huang, Gregor Paul, and Heiner Roetz. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag.

	———. 2010. Humanism in East Asian Confucian Contexts. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers.Crossref

	———. 2014. East Asian Confucianisms: Texts in Contexts. A masterful study of the variety of expressions of Confucian thinking with a valuable emphasis on their cultural contexts.

	Huang, Chun-chieh, and John A. Tucker, eds. 2014. Dao Companion to Japanese Confucian Philosophy. Dordrecht: Springer.

	Ienaga, Saburō 家永三郎 et al., eds. 1975. The Seventeen-Article Constitution (Jūshichijō kenpō 十七条憲法). Shōtoku taishi shū 聖徳太子集. Nihon shisō taikei 日本思想大系, vol. 2. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten.

	Inoue, Mitsutada 井上光貞. 1971. Nihon shoki 日本書紀. Nihon no meicho 日本の名著, vol. 1. Tokyo: Chūō kōron.

	Inoue, Masamichi 井上順理. 1972. Honpō chūsei made ni okeru Mōshi juyōshi no kenkyū 本邦中世までにおける孟子受容史の研究. Tokyo: Kazama shobō. An important study of the Japanese reception of the Mencius.

	Itō, Jinsai 伊藤仁齋 . 1998. Gomō jigi 語孟字義. In John A. Tucker, trans. Itō Jinsai’s Gomō jigi and the Philosophical Definition of Early Modern Japan. Leiden: E. J. Brill. A useful translation of an important Japanese text focusing on the philosophical vision of the Analects and Mencius.

	Kaizuka, Shigeki 貝塚茂樹. 1966. Kōshi/Mōshi 孔子・孟子. Sekai no meicho 世界の名著, vol. 3. Tokyo: Chūō kōron.

	Kersten, Rikki. 1996. Democracy in Postwar Japan: Maruyama Masao and the Search for Autonomy. London: Routledge.

	———. 2004. Maruyama Masao and the Dilemma of the Public Intellectual in Postwar Japan. In Civil Society, Religion, and the Nation: Modernization in Intercultural Context: Russia, Japan, Turkey, eds. Gerrit Steunebrink and Evert van der Zweerde. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

	Kornicki, Peter F. 2001. The Book in Japan: A Cultural History from the Beginnings to the Nineteenth Century. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press. A valuable study of the book in Japanese cultural history.

	Kumazawa, Banzan 熊沢蕃山. 1940. Daigaku wakumon 大学或問. In Banzan zenshū 蕃山全集, vol. 3. ed. Masamune Atsuo 正宗敦夫. Tokyo: Banzan zenshū kankōkai. John A. Tucker, trans. Kumazawa Banzan: Governing the Realm and Bringing Peace to All Below Heaven. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021.

	——— 熊沢蕃山. 1971. Daigaku wakumon 大学或問. In Gotō Yōichi 後藤 陽 一 and Tomoeda Ryūtarō 友枝龍太郎, eds. Kumazawa Banzan 熊沢蕃山. Nihon shisō taikei vol. 30. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten.

	Maruyama, Masao 丸山眞男. 1960. Chūsei to hangyaku 忠誠と反逆. In Kindai Nihon shisōshi kōza 近代日本思想史講座. Jiga to kankyō 自我と環境, vol. 6. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō. A stimulating essay by Maruyama, later published along with other writings, as a book by the same title.

	——— 丸山眞男. 2014. “‘Orthodoxy’ and ‘Legitimacy’ in the Yamazaki Ansai School.” Trans. by Barry Steben. In Chun-chieh Huang and John A. Tucker, eds. Dao Companion to Japanese Confucian Philosophy. Dordrecht: Springer. Essential reading for understanding Maruyama’s thinking on Japanese Confucianism beyond that provided in Mikiso Hane’s translation of Maruyama’s early work Nihon seiji shisōshi kenkyū 日本政治思想史研究 as Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan.

	Maruyama, Masao. 1980. “Ansaigaku to Ansaigakuha 闇斎学と闇斎学派.” In Nishi Junzō 西順蔵, ed., Yamazaki Ansai gakuha 山崎闇斎学派, Nihon shisō taikei vol. 31. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten. This essay has been translated into English by Barry Steben, “Orthodoxy and Legitimacy in the Yamazaki Ansai School,” in Huang and Tucker 2014.

	Matsumoto, Sannosuke. 1978. The Idea of Heaven: A Tokugawa Foundation for Natural Rights Theory. In Japanese Thought in the Tokugawa Period, 1600–1868, eds. Tetsuo Najita and Irwin Scheiner. Chicago: University of Chicago. A thoughtful essay emphasizing the importance of Confucian notions for Meiji understandings of human rights.

	———. 1984. Nakae Chōmin and Confucianism. In Confucianism and Tokugawa Culture, ed. Peter Nosco. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	Najita, Tetsuo. 1987. Visions of Virtue in Tokugawa Japan: The Kaitokudō Merchant Academy of Japan. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. An important study of the Kaitokudō merchant academy in Japanese intellectual history.

	Nakae, Chōmin 中江兆民. 1974. Ichinen yūhan 一年有半. In Matsunaga Shōzō 松永昌三, ed. Nakae Chōmin shū 中江兆民集. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō.

	Ng, Waiming. 2001. The Mencius and the Meiji Restoration: A Study of Yoshida Shōin’s Kō-Mō Yōwa. Sino-Japanese Studies 13 (2): 45–63.

	Nishida, Taichirō 西田太一郎. 1970. Kinsei Jugaku to juyō no rekishi 近世儒学と受容の歴史. Fujiwara Seika, Nakae Tōju, Kumazawa Banzan, Yamazaki Ansai, Yamaga Sokō, Yamagata Daini shū 藤原惺窩・中江藤樹・熊沢蕃山・山崎闇斎・山鹿素行・山県大弐集. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō.

	Ogawa, Tadashi. 2008. Mencius and Fujita Tōko: A Confrontation with Mencius on the qi/ki and the dao/dō. In The Book of Mencius and its Reception in China and Beyond, eds. Chun-chieh Huang, Gregor Paul, and Heiner Roetz. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag.

	Ogyū, Sorai 荻生徂徠. 2006. Benmei 弁名. John A. Tucker, trans. Ogyū Sorai’s Philosophical Masterworks: The Bendō and Benmei. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press. A valuable translation of the major philosophical works of one of the Mencius’s harshest critics.

	Paul, Gregor. 2008. The Human Rights Question in Context. Establishing Universal Ethics in the Context of Urban Culture: The Notions of Human Dignity and Moral Autonomy in Itō Jinsai’s Gomō jigi. In The Book of Mencius and its Reception in China and Beyond, eds. Chun-chieh Huang, Gregor Paul, and Heiner Roetz. Harrassowitz Verlag: Wiesbaden.

	Rappe, Guido. 2008. Mengzi and Kaibara Ekiken: Ethics from a Cross-Cultural Perspective. In The Book of Mencius and its Reception in China and Beyond, eds. Chun-chieh Huang, Gregor Paul, and Heiner Roetz. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag.

	Shibusawa, Eiichi 渋沢栄一. 1916. Rongo to soroban 論語と算盤. Tokyo: Tōadō shobō. An important study establishing the continued importance of Confucian ideas in modern Japan.

	——— 渋沢栄一. 1930. Yamamoto Isao 山本勇夫 ed. Shibusawa Eiichi zenshū 渋沢栄一全集. Tokyo: Heibonsha. A valuable collection of the prodigious writings of Shibusawa.

	Shimada, Kenji 島田虔次. 1977. Chōmin no aiyōgo ni tsuite. In Kinoshita Junji 木下順二 and Etō Fumio 江藤文夫, eds. Nakae Chōmin no sekai: Sansuijin keirin mondō o yomu 中江兆民の世界: 三酔人経綸問答を読む. Tokyo: Chikuma shobō.

	Sōmō zasshi 莽草雑誌. 1955. In Meiji bunka kenkyū kai 明治文化研究会, eds. Meiji bunka zenshū 明治文化全集, vol. 5, Zasshi hen 雑誌篇. Tokyo: Nihon hyōron shin sha.

	Tucker, John A. 1997. Two Mencian Notions in Tokugawa Japan. Philosophy East and West 47 (2): 233–253.Crossref

	———. 2008. Confucianism and Human Rights in Meiji Japan. In The Imperative of Understanding: Chinese Philosophy, Comparative Philosophy, and Onto-Hermeneutics: A Tribute Volume Dedicated to Professor Chung-ying Cheng, ed. On-cho Ng. New York: Global Scholarly Publications.

	Ueda, Akinari 上田秋成. 2007. “Shiramine” (白峯). In Anthony H. Chambers, trans. Tales of Moonlight and Rain. New York: Columbia University Press. An entertaining short story that conveys well the problematic nature of the Mencius in Japanese cultural history.

	Wajima, Yoshio 和島芳男. 1988. Nihon Sōgakushi no kenkyū 日本宋学史の研究. Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan.

	Wakabayashi, Bob Tadashi. 1984. Katō Hiroyuki and Confucian Natural Rights, 1861–1870. Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 44 (2) A valuable study of Katō and the development of natural rights in Meiji Japan.

	Watanabe, Hiroshi. 2012. David Noble, trans. A History of Japanese Political Thought, 1600–1901. Tokyo: International House of Japan. A most valuable study of Japanese political thought that interprets Confucianism in a far more positive light than has been characteristic of intellectual histories of the same period.

	Yamaga, Sokō 山鹿素行. 2013. John A. Tucker, Trans., Yamaga Sokō’s Seikyō yōroku, parts one-three. In J. A. Tucker, ed., Critical Readings on Japanese Confucianism, Volume Four: Translations. Leiden: E. J. Brill. A first translation of one of Yamaga Sokō’s most important philosophical works.

	Yoshikawa, Kōjirō 吉川幸次郎 and Shimizu Shigeru 清水茂, eds. 1971. Itō Jinsai・Itō Tōgai 伊藤仁斎・伊藤東涯. Nihon shisō taikei vol. 33. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten.



Footnotes
1The eldest son of Toba 鳥羽 (1103–1156), Sutoku was placed on the throne in 1123 (Hōan 保安 4), the year of Toba’s abdication, and remained until 1142 (Eiji 永治 1). Toba continued to hold effective power as the cloistered emperor during Sutoku’s reign, as well as the reigns of Konoe 近衛, who followed Sutoku, and Go-Shirakawa 後白河, Konoe’s successor. Sutoku resented that Go-Shirakawa, his younger brother, later enthroned his son, Nijō 二条, rather than return the throne to him, Sutoku, so that he could pass it down to his progeny. According to legends, this resentment led Sutoku to transform, at death, into a vengeful ghost.

 

2The notion 氣 is used in the Mencius twenty times in three passages: 2A2, 6A8, 7A36. It appears only six times in four passages in the Analects (8.4, 10.8, 16.7). Chen Beixi speaks of a yi qi 一氣, or “unitary generative force” (1632 Japanese ed., kan 1/2a).

 

3Jinsai’s writings sometimes refer to the Six Classics and the Four Classics in tandem as though he did not distinguish between the two. For example, see his “On the Four Classics” (Sōron shikei), Gomō jigi, John A. Tucker, trans. (Leiden: Brill, 1998), pp. 229–231, where the title of Chap. 30 of the text announces a discussion of “the Four Classics,” but within it Jinsai regularly refers to the Six Classics. Like many Confucians, Jinsai had little to say about the lost classic, the Book of Music. But unlike most Confucians, he also argued forcefully that the Great Learning, originally part of the Book of Rites, was not a Confucian text. It would be mistaken to conclude, however, that Jinsai completely rejected the Book of Rites as a classic because he did consider the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong), also originally part of the Book of Rites, a valuable statement of Confucian thought. Without dismissing the Rites wholesale, Jinsai, in referring to the Four Classics, most likely was alluding to his doubts about significant portions of that work. When cited specifically, the Four Classics discussed in Chap. 30 of the Gomō jigi were the Book of History, the Book of Poetry, the Book of Changes, and the Spring and Autumn Annals.

 

4The term shishi appears in the Analects (15.9), where Confucius remarks, “The resolute scholar-knight (shishi 志士) and the humane person would never compromise humaneness for the sake of seeking life. Moreover, there are times when they would sacrifice themselves for the sake of completing humaneness (Analects 15.9). The term “shishi 志士” appears twice in the Mencius (3B1, 5B7), in the remark, “the resolute scholar-knight never forgets that he might end up in a ditch” (3B1) and “the brave scholar-knight never forgets that he might lose his head” (5B7).

 

5Although planned, volume two of the Kindai Nihon shisōshi kōza 近代日本思想史講座, entitled Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy 正統と異端, was not published. The essay Maruyama refers to, in a fully developed form, appeared under the title, “Ansaigaku to Ansaigakuha” 闇斎学と闇斎学派, in Nishi Junzō 西順蔵, ed., Yamazaki Ansai gakuha 山崎闇斎学派, Nihon shisō taikei vol. 31 (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1980) (Maruyama 1980). Barry Steben translated this essay as “Orthodoxy and Legitimacy in the Yamazaki Ansai School,” in Huang and Tucker 2014.
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I presented preliminary versions of the ideas in this paper in a graduate seminar I taught at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in fall 2010. I have also benefitted from comments by an anonymous referee for this volume.
1 Introduction
In 7A1, Mencius says:To fully realize one’s heart/mind is to understand one’s nature. Understanding one’s nature, one also understands Heaven. Preserving one’s heart/mind and nurturing one’s nature is the way to serve Heaven. Not being swayed in one’s purpose whether one dies young or lives to an old age, and cultivating oneself to await it – this is the way to stand firm on ming 命. (7A1)1

As it will be the main subject of discussion in this chapter, I have left untranslated the term ming 命, which has been translated variously as “fate”, “destiny”, “decree”, or “mandate”. The term ming is closely related to another term tian 天, usually translated as “Heaven”. As this latter term is not in itself the focus of our discussion, I will sometimes adopt this translation of tian, such as when quoting passages from the primary texts, but not in contexts in which I refer specifically to the Chinese term tian or discuss its use in relation to the term ming. The way tian, or Heaven, is conceptualized in early texts has also been a subject of scholarly discussions, such as to what extent it has anthropomorphic connotations or has connotations closer to that of some natural force. I will not discuss this subject in this chapter given our focus on the term ming.
In the passage just cited, Mencius is talking about the process of self-cultivation, and he speaks of awaiting (si 俟) and standing firm on (li 立) ming 命 to convey a certain posture in life that one should cultivate.2 His remark in 7A2 provides a further elaboration on this posture:Ming resides everywhere, and one should go along with and willingly accept proper ming. This is why someone who understands ming will not stand under a wall on the verge of collapse. To die after having done one’s best in following the Way – this is proper ming. To die in fetters – this is not proper ming. (7A2)

Here, Mencius speaks of “going along with and willingly accepting” (shun shou 順受) proper ming and of understanding (zhi 知) ming. The idea of understanding ming also occurs in Analects 20.3, in which Confucius comments that “one has no way of becoming a morally superior person unless one understands ming.”3 That it is presented as a quality of a morally superior person shows that understanding ming is a posture that requires cultivation.4
What, then, is this posture in life that is conveyed through the use of ming and that is one of the goals of self-cultivation? And how should we make sense of the different descriptions of the posture toward ming highlighted in 7A1 and 7A2 – awaiting (si 俟), standing firm on (li 立), going along with and willingly accepting (shunshou 順受), as well as understanding (zhi 知) ming?
In my Mencius and Early Chinese Thought, I discussed the use of ming in the Analects and the Mencius, but did not address these issues other than suggesting a possibility (1997: 15–21, 77–83). There, I distinguished between a descriptive and a normative dimension in the use of ming in early texts, the former emphasizing that certain occurrences are not due to human efforts or not fully within human control, and the latter carrying implications about what should be done or should happen. I also emphasized that this distinction is just a heuristic device for the purpose of presentation. The authors or editors of these texts might not have drawn a clear distinction of this kind, both dimensions might be present in a single occurrence of the term, and one can easily shift from one dimension to the other for any occurrence of the term. Based on the textual evidence, we do not have definitive support for any specific interpretation of a particular occurrence of ming, and this accounts for the extensive scholarly disagreement surrounding the use of ming in these two texts.
Although the textual evidence is too thin to definitively support any specific interpretation of an occurrence of ming, I suggested that the use of ming in certain passages in these two texts likely convey a certain attitude toward occurrences that go against one’s wishes and to which one attaches importance. These might concern outcomes, such as making the Way prevail, that fail to come about despite one’s efforts, or events, such as serious illness or death of someone close to oneself, that could not be averted. Taking a hint from the idea of “going along with and willingly accepting” ming in 7A2, I described this as an attitude of acceptance. It involves one’s not dwelling on and not being disturbed by the adverse outcome or event, not engaging in improper conduct in an attempt to alter things, and instead redirecting one’s attention to other worthwhile pursuits (Shun 1997: 19–20, 79–83).
What I proposed then is that we can detect such an attitude in certain passages that invoke the use of ming as well as in certain other passages that are related to the use of the term without actually using it. Even for a passage that does use the term ming, my proposal is not that the occurrence of ming should be interpreted in a certain way in that passage. Even if we agree that the kind of attitude I described is indeed conveyed in the passage, the use of ming can still be interpreted in different ways – as emphasizing that the situation to which we are responding is beyond our control (the descriptive dimension), as emphasizing that we should respond in a certain way to the situation (the normative dimension), or as some combination of both. That is, my proposal is not about the interpretation of the use of ming in any specific passage; the proposal is only that the attitude of acceptance is conveyed in certain passages in which ming does occur as well as other related passages.
What I will do in this chapter is to develop this proposal further by elaborating on the attitude of acceptance, and by making sense of the different descriptions of the posture toward ming found in 7A1 and 7A2. To clarity the nature of the present project, let us add four observations.
First, I have translated the expression shun shou 順受 in 7A2 as “going along with and willingly accept”. I did take a hint from this expression when using the term “acceptance” to refer to the attitude related to ming. But except in the context of translating 7A2, I will from now on use the term not as a translation, but as a convenient label to refer to an attitude whose content remains to be spelt out.
Second, the scope of my discussion includes certain passages in the Analects and the Mencius that invoke the use of ming as well as certain other related passages. Obviously, the term ming is also used in early texts in ways unrelated to the attitude of acceptance. For example, it is often used to refer to directives issued by a ruler. The scope of my discussion includes only those occurrences of ming that scholars usually focus on when discussing ming as a key term in early Confucian thought. And even though I intend my proposal to extend to most such occurrences, there are a few instances in which ming is used in the context of just lamenting some unfortunate occurrences.
Third, while my focus is on the use of ming in the Mencius, I will also draw on relevant passages in the Analects with the expectation that my proposal regarding the use of ming extends to both texts. I do see a similarity in the use of ming in these two texts, and in Mencius 5A8, Mencius explicitly presents himself as elaborating on some of Confucius’s remarks involving the term ming. Still, though I will initially draw on passages in the Analects in addition to the Mencius, my focus will eventually shift back to key passages in the Mencius, specifically 5A8, 7A1, and 7A2.
Fourth, although I will closely examine relevant passages in the two texts, my discussion will eventually go beyond the texts. In an earlier publication on methodology, I distinguished between three different goals and tasks in our investigation of Chinese thought (Shun 2009). The first, textual analysis, seeks to approximate the perspective of an early thinker whose ideas are recorded in an early text, and is concerned primarily with what can be supported by textual evidence. The second, articulation, draws on the outcome of textual analysis and seeks to make sense of these ideas in a way that is intelligible and appealing to us nowadays. In doing so, it moves between the past and the present, and elaborates on ideas in the text in a way that is continuous with these ideas but that also goes beyond what can be supported by the textual evidence. The third, philosophical construction, builds on the second and elaborates on the outcome of articulation in a way that is philosophically appealing to us, in the sense of meeting the criteria of excellence that characterize a contemporary philosophical approach that we work with.
Unlike Mencius and Early Chinese Thought which is primarily a work in textual analysis, this paper is an exercise in articulation. It builds on the conclusions about the use of ming in that earlier work, and elaborates on them in a way that is intelligible and appealing to us and is at the same time continuous with the relevant texts. This further elaboration is continuous with the texts in that it meets a number of constraints. It is consistent with, though not necessarily supported in all its fine details by, the textual evidence, in that it does not contain elements that obviously conflict with the textual evidence or require some forced reading of certain passages. It also fits in with the texts as a whole in that various aspects of this elaboration are corroborated by other ideas that can be ascribed to the texts on the basis of textual evidence. And while this elaboration seeks to relate the ideas in the texts to our own contemporary concerns and experience, we can also see how it relates to the kind of concerns and experiences that the early thinkers might have, such as the challenges they face in the political realm. We can see the appeal of the ideas as elaborated on in this manner, not necessarily in the sense that we actually endorse and seek to live up to these ideas. We can see their appeal in the sense that we can understand their attractiveness, if not as much to us, then at least to these early thinkers in their own times and perhaps also to other contemporaries who have life experiences similar to those of the early thinkers, or who have been brought up in a culture influenced by such ideas.
By virtue of the nature of articulation, what we will propose is only one way of elaborating on ideas in the texts among others that might also meet the above constraints. The direction in which I elaborate on these ideas draws inspiration from the writings of the late Tang Junyi on the subject and also refers to contemporary philosophical discussions of related topics (Tang 1976, 1978). In the next section (Sect. 2), I introduce the notion of acceptance through an examination of the relevant passages in the Analects and the Mencius, and stay fairly close to the two texts in my discussion. Then, in Sect. 3, I focus on passages 5A8, 7A1 and 7A2 of the Mencius, and describe a way of making sense of ideas in these passages that goes beyond but is continuous with the text in the sense described earlier. Finally, in Sect. 4, I further elaborate on the attitude of acceptance, setting it against other ideas that appear akin to it in an attempt to bring out its distinctive features.

2 Use of Tian and Ming in the Analects and the Mencius
Let us start with some fairly uncontroversial observations about the use of ming in the Analects and the Mencius. First, ming is often used in relation to the term tian 天 (Heaven). The combination tian ming occurs twice in the Analects (2.4, 16.8), and both are mentioned together in other passages. Zixia observes that “in life and death, there is ming, and wealth and honor resides with tian” (Analects 12.5). Mencius 5A6 contrasts what is due to tian with what is due to humans, observing that “what is done without (humans) doing it is a matter of tian, and what comes about without (humans) bringing it about is a matter of ming” (5A6). Thus, we may expect observations made in certain passages invoking tian to also bear on the use of ming.
Second, in the relevant passages, tian and ming are used to highlight the point that certain occurrences are not due to or cannot be altered by humans. Mencius 5A6 makes this point explicitly.5 Mencius 5A5 observes that tian, rather than humans, grants the authority to rule, though tian might work through the people in this connection.
Third, in addition to the mention in Analects 12.5 of tian and ming in relation to life and death as well as wealth and honor, tian and ming are also used in the political context in relation to the prevailing of the Way or the way one conducts oneself. Analects 14.36 cites ming in relation to whether the Way prevails or falls into disuse. Mencius 4A7 makes the similar observation that whether the Way prevails in the Empire is due to tian. Analects 3.13 and 6.28 mention tian in relation to the proper way to conduct oneself in the political context, while 5A8 mentions ming in the context of Mencius’s comment on the way Confucius conducts himself.
The above observations are not a matter of scholarly controversy. The focus of scholarly discussion surrounds the question of what more, going beyond these observations, the two texts might be conveying in invoking the use of ming and relatedly of tian. Are they, for example, making the point that the “Fei Ming 非命” chapters of the Mozi accuse the Confucians of making, namely, that human efforts are futile in relation to the areas of life just mentioned? This is unlikely to be Confucius’s or Mencius’s position. Both use tian or ming in relation to the prevailing of the Way in the political context, but both have also actively dedicated themselves to their political endeavors, making it unlikely that their use of tian or ming is associated with a view of the futility of human efforts.6
To see what might be conveyed through the use of ming and tian, let us look more closely at the attitude highlighted in the texts toward the relevant areas of life. Consider first the passages related to life and death. There are a couple of passages in the Analects concerning the serious sickness or death of a student. 6.10 invokes ming in relation to Bo Niu’s sickness, and 11.9 invokes tian in relation to the pre-mature passing of Yan Hui. In these passages, Confucius is likely just using the terms in the context of lamenting the occurrence of some event that is not due to humans and that causes him grief. In 12.5, Zixia responds to a worry of Sima Niu’s, remarking that in life and death there is ming. Here, the reference to ming occurs in the context of urging someone not to worry about certain occurrences. There are a number of passages in the Mencius conveying the view that one should not deviate from what is proper in the attempt to hold on to life. Mencius 6A10 describes how someone starving to death would not accept food given with abuse, and Mencius 6B1 observes that one should not seek food by all means even if it is a matter of life or death. Mencius 7A2, which invokes the term ming and which is probably also drawing on the use of ming in early texts to refer to one’s life span, distinguishes between a proper and an improper way of dying. Thus, on matters of life and death, ming is used sometimes in the context of lamenting the occurrence of some event that causes one grief, sometimes to convey the point that one should not worry too much about such matters, and sometimes to convey the point that one should not conduct oneself improperly to avoid death and that the proper way of dying is for this to come about after having done one’s best to follow the Way.
Turning to wealth and honor, the message in both texts is that this should not be the focus of one’s concern, that one should not be worried by such matters, and that one should always follow what is proper in seeking them. The Analects contains a number of passages making the point that one should devote oneself to the Way without worrying about adverse material conditions of life (4.9, 15.32); it describes Yan Hui (6.11) or Confucius himself (7.16) as someone who retains his contentment (le 樂) in the midst of poverty. Several passages in the Analects have the implication that one should not pursue wealth (7.12) or wealth and honor (4.5, 7.16, 8.13) by improper means, while Mencius 3B2 observes how one should follow the Way without being corrupted by the temptation of wealth and honor. Wealth and honor are often a matter of attaining high positions in government, which depends on appreciation by others. The texts emphasize that one should not focus on appreciation by others nor worry about the lack of appreciation (Analects 1.1, 1.16; Mencius 7A9); instead, one’s concern should be with one’s own capabilities and talents that make one worthy of appreciation (Analects 4.14, 15.19; cf. 14.24).
Though not all of the above passages invoke the use of ming or tian, they together convey a common attitude toward matters of life and death, wealth and honor, and relatedly appreciation by others. One’s attention should be focused on the Way and on one’s qualities rather than on these considerations, one should not be worried if one does not fare well in relation to them, and one should never deviate from what is proper in pursuit of goals related to them.
As for Confucius’s and Mencius’s endeavors in the political context, they differ from the other areas of life in that these endeavors are geared toward putting the Way into practice and so there is nothing objectionable about making them one’s focus of attention. Still, one should not worry about the outcome nor do anything improper to achieve one’s purpose. In Analects 7.23 and 9.3, Confucius expresses the sentiment that no human can really undermine his political efforts as success or failure of his political endeavors resides with tian. In 14.35, he observes that, though no one appreciates and employs his talents, perhaps it is tian that appreciates and makes use of his talents. In 3.24, a similar point is conveyed through the mouth of a border official of Yi, namely, that tian is going to use Confucius to spread the Way (presumably through his teaching) despite his apparent lack of office. Similar observations are made in the Mencius. In 1B16, Mencius observes that his failing to meet Duke Ping of Lu is due to tian rather than to the interference of others. In 2B13, he mitigates his political frustration by attributing to tian his inability to bring about order in the political realm. Thus, in both texts, we find the sentiment of reliance on tian so that one is not disturbed by potentially frustrating situations in the political realm.
The point that one should not deviate from what is proper in pursuit of one’s political goals is conveyed in Analects 3.13 and 6.28, in which Confucius remarks that to curry favor with those of influence will offend and incur the displeasure of tian. In Analects 14.36, in response to a supporter who proposes to bring about the death of someone obstructing Confucius, Confucius remarks that whether the Way prevails or falls into disuse is a matter of ming, and that humans cannot interfere with the outcome. In Mencius 5A8, Mencius comments on a scenario in which, in response to a suggestion that he curries favor with someone of influence to accomplish his political goals, Confucius remarks that there is ming. According to Mencius, “Confucius went forward in accordance with the rites (li 禮) and withdrew in accordance with what is proper (yi 義), and in matters of success or failure said, ‘There is ming.’” (5A8). And, Mencius adds, to curry favor with someone of influence is “to ignore both yi and ming” (5A8). Here, ming is used in the context of conveying the point that one should not deviate from what is proper in pursuit of one’s political goals.
To summarize, in relation to matters of life and death, wealth and honor, appreciation by others, one’s political endeavors and the prevailing of the Way, the attitude common to both the Analects and the Mencius is that when one confronts an adverse outcome, one should not worry about the outcome nor try anything improper to alter it. With regard to matters of life and death, wealth and honor, and appreciation by others, these matters should not be one’s focus of attention. One should focus on following the Way, and should not be disturbed or swayed by such considerations. With regard to one’s own political endeavors, which is geared toward making the Way prevail, though it is appropriate to make such endeavors one’s focus of attention, one might reach the point when one realizes that, not being able to attain office that will enable one to actively put the Way into practice, one should redirect attention to other endeavors such as teaching in order to spread the Way. Such an attitude toward adverse occurrences in life provides a sense in which one accepts such occurrences, and I will from this point on refer to this as an attitude of acceptance.
That one should not deviate from what is proper to accomplish one’s goals means that the attitude of acceptance is directed not just toward adverse outcomes that one literally cannot change, but also those that it would be improper to change even if one could alter the outcome. In Mencius 6A10, we find the example of someone starving to death and yet declining food given with abuse. Here, the impending death is something one could have avoided, but at the expense of acting contrary to propriety. Although this example is about life and death, the passage goes on to make the point that, just as one should not act contrary to propriety in matters of life and death, one should also not act contrary to propriety in accepting wealth and honor. Thus, if we take the attitude of acceptance to be directed to outcomes that one cannot alter, the ‘cannot’ here has to be understood in terms of not just causal constraints on what can be done, but also normative constraints on what one may do.
In another publication, I have argued that the Confucian attitude of acceptance is based on a reflective ethical view that works with a substantive account of an ethical ideal having to do with not just behavior but also the activities of the heart/mind. That ethical view regards it as fully within one’s control to attain this ethical ideal, regards the ethical as of greater significance than any other pursuits or conditions of life though the latter may also be of significance, and advocates a transformation of one’s whole person so that one is completely oriented toward the ethical (Shun 2014). Acceptance is based on such a view in that, by seeing how other pursuits and external conditions of life pale in significance by comparison to the ethical, one relaxes the importance that one attaches to them. One is still affected by these adverse circumstances – one feels sorrow at the death of a beloved one, is disappointed by the lack of appreciation by others, or laments the ethical corruption of the times. But at the same time, one takes consolation in the fact that one has conducted oneself ethically. One would not be bitter and resentful, and would not devote energy to complaining about the outcome. Where possible, one would redirect one’s energy in a positive direction, as when Confucius turned to teaching after realizing the inevitable futility of his political endeavors.
With this discussion of acceptance as background, I turn now to some of the key passages in the Mencius in which the term ming occurs and in which such an attitude is conveyed, specifically 5A8, 7A1 and 7A2. Through a consideration of these passages, and drawing on the writings of Tang Junyi, I will elaborate further on the place of acceptance in the self-cultivation process.

3 Ming and Acceptance in the Mencius
Let us begin with 5A8. In the passage, Mencius describes how, in response to a suggestion that he curries favor with someone of influence to accomplish his political goals, Confucius remarks that there is ming. According to Mencius, Confucius follows the rites (li 禮) in moving forward and, when he can only move forward by acting contrary to what is proper (yi 義), he would withhold himself. Confucius would say that there is ming in matters of success or failure and, Mencius adds, to curry favor with someone of influence is to ignore both yi and ming.
Mencius 5A8 explicitly links ming to yi, reinforcing our earlier point that ming has to do with normative, not just causal, constraints on human conduct. Such constraints are highlighted in other passages of the Mencius. For example, 6A10 highlights the notion yi when describing the example of someone who declines food given with abuse at the expense of starving to death. Though ming is not mentioned, this example is about life and death, which Analects 12.5 explicitly describes as a matter of ming. Indeed, that this person opts to give up life rather than subject himself to abusive treatment is itself an illustration of the idea in 7A2 of someone who ‘goes along with and willingly accepts’ his proper ming.
Another passage that highlights normative constraints on human conduct is 7A3, in which Mencius says:Seek and one will get it; let go and one will lose it. This is a case in which seeking is of help to getting and what is sought resides within oneself. There is a proper way (dao 道) to seeking and there is ming in getting. This is a case in which seeking is of no help to getting and what is sought resides on the outside. (7A3)

In this passage, although yi is not mentioned, dao is used in connection with normative constraints on one’s conduct. The reference to “there is ming in getting” also resonates with the observation in 5A8 that there is ming in matters of success or failure. And the point in 5A8 about “going forward in accordance with the rites and withdrawing in accordance with what is proper” can also be viewed as an illustration of the reference in 7A3 to “there is a proper way to seeking.”
That ming is used to highlight normative constraints on human conduct has led Tang Junyi to interpret ming as referring primarily to normative constraints. Taking his hint from the conjunction of ming and yi in 5A8, Tang proposes that, for Mencius, ming is basically identical with yi. Ming in this passage is not about causal constraints on one’s getting what one seeks, but about the proper way of seeking and of responding to the outcome.7 In this regard, Tang differs from most other scholars, some of whom take ming in the Analects and the Mencius to refer primarily to what is not due to humans or is not within human control, while others take ming to be used sometimes in this manner and sometimes to refer to normative constraints.8
As mentioned earlier, the textual evidence alone does not provide definitive support for any specific interpretation of what ming might mean or refer to in the relevant passages. My discussion is directed not to this question, but to the different question of what kind of attitude is conveyed in the relevant passages. Our addressing this second question does not depend on our being able to address the first question, and my proposal that these passages emphasize normative constraints on human conduct does not assume any position on what the term ming might mean or refer to.
Let us consider next 7A2, in which Mencius says:
Ming resides everywhere, and one should go along with and willingly accept proper ming. This is why someone who understands ming will not stand under a wall on the verge of collapse. To die after having done one’s best in following the Way – this is proper ming. To die in fetters – this is not proper ming.

In saying that “ming resides everywhere”, Mencius is not making the general remark that there are causal constraints on everything that humans do. As Tang and other scholars, such as Xu Fuguan, have noted, early Confucians do not use ming to make such general observations. They would not, for example, use ming in relation to natural occurrences that humans cannot alter but that have no significance for humans. Rather, they use ming in relation to those external, and usually adverse, circumstances of life to which they attach significance, conveying a certain posture toward such circumstances.9 And, on Tang’s reading of this passage, what Mencius emphasizes here are the normative constraints that pertain to specific situations. These normative constraints concern not just our avoiding improper means of altering a situation, but also our emotional responses to the situation, such as not worrying about or dwelling on it, and not feeling bitter or resentful (Tang 1978: 515–6, 522). On this interpretation, in saying that ming resides everywhere, Mencius is saying that human beings see or should ideally see in every situation of significance that they confront certain normative constraints, including the way they should respond to the adverse circumstances of life (Tang 1978: 517–8).
As for the distinction between proper and improper ming, it would be difficult to make sense of this distinction on Tang’s proposal that ming is basically identical with yi as it would be odd to speak of improper yi. But, as noted earlier, our making sense of such a distinction does not depend on our addressing the question what ming might mean or refer to. In light of the reference to two ways of dying in the latter part of the passage, it seems clear that the distinction is between two ways in which the adverse circumstances of life might come about – whether they come about despite one’s having conducted oneself properly, or are themselves incurred by one’s own improper conduct.10
Turning to the expression zhi ming 知命 (understand ming), it also occurs in Analects 20.3 (see also 2.4, 16.8) and in a couple of narratives in the Chunqiu Zuozhuan 春秋左傳. Let us consider these narratives before returning to the Mencius. The first is:Duke Wen of Zhu divined about moving the capital to Yi. The scribe said, “It will benefit the people but it will not benefit you, my lord.” The viscount of Zhu said, “So long as it benefits the people, it is a benefit to me. Heaven gives birth to the people and sets up a ruler for them to benefit them. As long as the people will be benefitted, I too must have some part in it.”
His attendants said, “If your ming would thereby be extended, why not act on it?”
The viscount of Zhu said, “Ming consists in nourishing the people. Whether death comes sooner or later is a matter of timeliness. So long as the people can be benefitted, let us move the capital. Nothing else could be as auspicious.”
As a result, they moved the capital to Yi. In the fifth month, Duke Wen of Zhu died. The superior person says, “He understands ming (zhi ming 知命).11

In this narrative, the outcome of the divination was that moving the capital would benefit the people but would be to the detriment of the ruler. The ruler’s subordinates observed that not moving the capital would extend his ming, that is, life span – the use of ming to refer to one’s life span was already well established by that time. In response, the ruler observed that his ming resides with nourishing the people; here, he is deliberating shifting attention away from his own life span to his obligations to the people. Although the point he was making is clear, we cannot tell from the textual evidence alone what ming here means or refers to. While it can refer to the obligation of the ruler, it is also compatible with the textual evidence to say that ming here refers to his life span, and that what he was saying is that his life should be devoted to nourishing the people. Thus, while the point of what the ruler was saying is clear, how to interpret his use of ming remains an open question.
The same is true of the commentator’s concluding comment that the ruler zhi ming 知命, or understands ming. The context, along with the fact that zhi ming is consistently used in a positive sense in early texts, makes it clear that the commentator was conveying his approval of the ruler’s consciously allowing his life span to be shortened in the service of the people. Still, as far as the textual evidence is concerned, the commentator could be using ming to refer to the ruler’s obligation to the people or to his life span. What the commentator said the ruler understood could be his obligation to the people or the fact that his action would shorten his life span.
In the second narrative, the state of Song was besieged by Chu and sought relief from Jin. The ruler of Jin dispatched Xie Yang to urge Song not to surrender and to await relief from Jin’s army. But, while en route, Xie Yang was captured by the people of Zheng and handed over to Chu. The Chu ruler pressed lavish bribes on him to make him betray his mission, and he finally agreed. Yet, when given the chance to address the people of Song, he nevertheless proceeded to relay the message entrusted him by the ruler of Jin. The ruler of Chu was about to execute him, accusing him of being lacking in good faith. Xie Yang responded:I have heard that it is the duty (yi 義) of the ruler to issue ming properly, and the mark of good faith (xin 信) in an official to carry out such ming. When good faith joins with duty in action, there is benefit to the state. And the true sovereign is one whose deliberation does not miss an opportunity for such benefit, thereby protecting the state.
Duty does not have room for dual good faith, and good faith does not have room for dual ming. Your attempt to bribe me shows that you do not understand ming (zhi ming 知命). When I received ming and set out, I was determined to fulfill it even though it meant death. How could I be bribed? I gave my promise to you merely in order to fulfil my ming. An official counts it a blessing to die fulfilling his ming. My lord, the ruler of Jin, has officials who act in good faith, and I, who am one of them, have succeeded in fulfilling my mission. Though I die, what more could I ask?12

The ruler of Chu released Xie Yang after hearing his response. In Xie Yang’s response, ming is used initially in the sense of a directive from above. When Xie Yang said that good faith does not have room for dual ming, he was presumably saying that good faith does not allow him to accept both the directive from the ruler of Jin and the directive from the ruler of Chu not to implement the directive of the ruler of Jin. That the ruler of Chu gave such a directive shows that he did not understand ming.
While ming is used in Xie’s response initially in the sense of a directive from above, its occurrence in zhi ming (“understand ming”) can again be given different interpretations. It can refer to directives from rulers in general, the point being that the ruler of Chu did not understand the nature of such directives. Or it can refer to one’s proper duties, the point being that the ruler of Chu did not understand the nature of one’s proper duty toward the ruler. Again, even though the textual evidence does not definitively support one over the other interpretation of what ming might refer to, the basic point of the comment is clear. Namely, the ruler of Chu did not grasp the proper way of conducting oneself in relation to a ruler.
Returning to 7A2, the same observation applies to the occurrence of zhi ming, or “understand ming”, namely, we can make sense of the point being conveyed though the textual evidence does not make clear what ming might refer to. 7A2 observes that one who understands ming will not stand under a wall on the verge of collapse, and then goes on to talk about two ways of dying. The proper way is to die after one has done one’s best in following the Way, and the improper way is to incur death as a result of some crime one has committed. The textual evidence does not make clear whether the term ming refers to causal or to normative constraints on human conduct. But the basic point conveyed by the use of zhi ming is clear, namely, that one who “understands ming” is one who understands how to properly conduct oneself in relation to the adverse circumstances of life.13
Let us turn next to the part of 7A1 that refers to ming:Not being swayed in one’s purpose whether one dies young or lives to an old age, and cultivating oneself to await it – this is the way for one to stand firm on ming.14

The passage contains a reference to standing firm on ming (li ming 立命), and also to awaiting ming if we take “it” (zhi 之) in “await it” (si zhi 俟之) to refer to ming in light of the occurrence of “await ming” (si ming 俟命) in 7B33. The expression “await ming” (si ming) also occurs in other early texts, such as the Guoyu.15 In a narrative in the Guoyu, Shen Sheng was explaining why, though he had been slandered and was in danger of being unjustly punished and killed, he would not flee to escape death and would instead stay to await ming. The context of the narrative leaves it open what ming, that which he awaits, might refer to – it can refer to the potential end of his life or the verdict of the ruler. But the point is relatively clear, namely, he would await whatever was to come. Likewise, the context of 7A1 leaves it open what ming might refer to – it might have to do with life and death as such, or with the proper way of responding to adverse circumstances of life including life and death. Without addressing the question what ming might refer to, it is still relatively clear that the idea of awaiting ming has to do with a preparedness to properly respond to the external circumstances of life, however devastating.
According to Tang Junyi, the difference between understanding ming (zhi ming 知命) in 7A2 and awaiting ming (si ming 俟命) in 7A1 and 7B33 is that the former has to do with one’s being able to know one’s proper response to a situation when it arises and to respond accordingly, while the latter has to do with one’s general preparedness to so respond to any situation even before they arise (Tang 1976: 128–9). Such preparedness is particularly important when one undertakes endeavors in face of potentially insurmountable obstacles, such as Confucius’ and Mencius’ own political endeavors. In undertaking such endeavors, one already realizes that the outcome can go either way and one should be prepared to accept failure should it come about (Tang 1978: 516). This does not mean that one regards failure, when it does come about, as inevitable and regrets having exerted efforts because they would not have made a difference. Rather, it is a matter of responding to the outcome with acceptance in the sense described earlier – not worrying and not complaining, and not being tempted to adopt improper means to alter the outcome. And in areas of life unrelated to one’s endeavors, such as the unexpected premature death of someone close to oneself, there should be a similar awareness that such things could occur and a similar preparedness to respond accordingly. One should conduct oneself properly and be prepared to so respond, even when confronting one’s own death. As long as one has done so, every situation that one confronts, however devastating, could be described in terms of proper ming (zheng ming 正命), and by so cultivating this preparedness to properly respond to situations of adversity, one is able to stand firm on ming (li ming 立命) (Tang 1976: 242–7, 1978: 524).
While the idea of awaiting ming emphasizes the preparedness to respond properly to any situation one might confront, the idea of standing firm on ming emphasizes one’s unyieldingness when confronting situations that are particularly trying – 7A1 highlights the point that one should not be swayed even when it is a matter of life and death. Such unyieldingness is also highlighted in 3B2, which portrays the firmness of someone who cannot be “led into excesses by wealth and honor, deflected by poverty and obscurity, or bent by superior force.” It is in these trying circumstances that normative constraints are most conspicuous and are felt as something coming from beyond oneself, independently of what one might wish or desire. They present themselves as coming from some source beyond humans to which one sees oneself as responding. That source is tian, and 7A1 highlights this linkage of ming to tian (Tang 1976: 116–7, 119).

4 The Attitude of Acceptance
To summarize, my proposal is that ming is used in the Analects and the Mencius to convey an attitude of acceptance toward occurrences which go against one’s wishes, to which one attaches significance, and which one cannot alter either literally or without conducting oneself improperly. This attitude involves one’s not dwelling on and worrying about the occurrence, and not being tempted to alter it by improper means. One does not focus attention on such considerations as life and death, wealth and honor, and appreciation by others. There are endeavors that are appropriate objects of one’s attention and dedication, such as the political endeavors of Confucius and Mencius, but one might reach a point at which, upon realizing the futility of one’s efforts, one should redirect attention to other areas of life in which one can make a difference.
Part of this attitude involves one’s recognizing normative constraints on what one may or may not do when confronting such situations, as well as recognizing how one should respond emotionally. The attitude of acceptance is part of the self-cultivation process in that one should cultivate oneself to “understand ming” in the sense of recognizing such normative constraints and demands when the situation arises, so that one can conduct oneself properly and respond to the situation accordingly; in this sense, one “goes along with and willingly accepts ming”. Furthermore, one should recognize that things can potentially go against one’s wishes and that one’s endeavors, especially those in face of significant obstacles and adversities, might potentially fail. One should cultivate in oneself a general preparedness to so respond to such situations when they do arise, and in this sense “awaits ming.” And one should do so in such a way that one would not in any way be moved or tempted by the adversities one confronts to deviate from the proper response, thereby enabling one to “stand firm on ming.”
To further elaborate on this attitude, I will contrast it with other postures that one might take up toward the external circumstances of life. Ming is often translated as “destiny” or “fate”, and I will start with some preliminary observations about these two terms.16
These terms have been used in very different ways in the literature.17 For example, “fate” can be used to convey a general belief about certain inexplicable forces that are operative in human history, driving things in a certain direction and rendering human efforts futile. It can also be used of a specific occurrence, conveying that some inexplicable force is at work in leading to that occurrence, but without necessarily implying a general belief about how the world operates. And it can be used of a specific occurrence to convey the significance one ascribes to that occurrence, without necessarily implying that it has come about because of some inexplicable force. These usages might be accompanied by a sense of helplessness in face of forces that humans cannot comprehend or resist and that often bring humans to destruction, or of meaningfulness as one sees retrospectively how an occurrence acquires a significance in the context of an individual life or of human lives in general.
The term “destiny” is also used in a similar variety of ways, though it is a more purposive notion. Like “fate”, it can sometimes be used to convey a general belief about the way things operate, and sometimes only in relation to a specific occurrence to which one ascribes significance. In either case, its use is accompanied by a sense of purpose rather than of helplessness, conveying how human history in general, or a specific occurrence in particular, unfolds in fulfilment of a certain purpose or as part of some larger plan.
While “fate” and “destiny” can be used to convey a general belief about the way things operate, the Confucian attitude of acceptance does not assume any such general belief. Both the Analects and the Mencius make certain general comments using the term ming; Analects 2.4 observes in general that life and death are a matter of ming, while Mencius 7A2 observes that ming resides everywhere. But, as we have argued, these are general comments not about how things operate, but about how we should respond to the adverse circumstances of life to which we attach significance. Also, the use of ming does not carry the connotation of some inexplicable force at work, an idea sometimes associated with the use of “fate”, nor is it a purposive notion like “destiny”. On the account we have proposed, the attitude of acceptance that the early Confucians advocate is set in the context of a commitment to the ethical, not in the context of some view about how an occurrence has come about or what end it might lead to.
That ming is typically used of an occurrence to which one attaches significance might seem to take it close to the use of “fate” to ascribe significance to an occurrence. But there is one crucial difference. While “fate” may be used to ascribe significance to an occurrence that by itself initially appears insignificant, ming is used to downplay the significance that one initially attaches to an occurrence.
To see the difference, consider the way some philosophers have commented on this use of “fate”. Georg Simmel notes how “fate” can be used to convey the significance of certain events in one’s life. An occurrence might in itself be incidental, but in describing that occurrence as “fate”, we are assigning that occurrence a certain meaning, whether positive or negative, that we see in relation to our lives and the meaning of our lives – it is, in his terms, a kind of “retrospective teleology”. Making an acquaintance of someone in the street can be a matter of coincidence, but if the chance meeting leads to further significant consequences for one’s life, then we might speak of it as fate. In this way, the notion of fate transforms what merely occurs into what has purpose and meaning; it is the direction of our life that decides what counts as fate (Simmel 2007: 80–82). Similarly, Robert C. Solomon comments that to describe a certain event as “fate” is to convey that the event has shaped one’s life in some significant way; this is true particularly of the definitive moments in life such as birth, marriage, death, or of those apparently insignificant encounters that turns out to have momentous consequences. This he describes as a kind of necessity that is teleological or narrative, not logical or causal; that is, the kind of necessity involved has to do with the significance of an event in the unfolding of one’s life, not with the causal path that brings it about (Solomon 2003: 436–444).
By contrast, ming is used in the Analects and the Mencius in connection with occurrences to which one already attaches significance, though of an adverse nature in that these are typically occurrences that go against one’s wishes. The use of ming sets the occurrence in a broader context, but not of a kind that gives it a special meaning or purpose. Instead, the occurrence is viewed in an ethical context, thereby enabling one to endure the adversity while at the same time not being tempted to adopt improper means to alter the outcome. For example, in connection with one’s own death, 7A2 speaks of dying after having done one’s best in following the Way. One’s ability to bear one’s death is grounded in the realization that one has done one’s best ethically, not in the belief that one’s death plays a role in some larger plan or serve some special purpose. Setting an adverse occurrence in the broader ethical context lessens the emotional impact of the occurrence on oneself as one sees how that occurrence pales in significance when compared to the ethical.
To further elaborate on this attitude of acceptance, let us explore its differences from other kinds of response that are primarily a matter of subordination to the circumstances of life. As we have noted, the attitude is not ‘fatalistic’ in a sense that implies the futility of human efforts and a surrender to one’s environment. Acceptance is also different from inertia, which involves one’s flowing unreflectively along with the circumstances without question, as in the case of a slave unreflectively and unquestioningly going along with the fact that he was born enslaved. Acceptance differs from inertia in that it involves a reflective awareness of the situation as one that ideally should be otherwise, and the wish that it were otherwise. Acceptance is also different from resignation, understood in a sense that involves a greater degree of reflectivity, as when one resigns to a situation that one knows is not what it should be or at least could ideally have been otherwise. In this sense, to borrow a couple of examples from Sophie Botros, a prisoner in an extermination camp may resign to the fact that there is no way out, and a patient may resign to the diagnosis of terminal illness (Botros 1983: 449–453). Unlike inertia, resignation involves one’s reflective awareness of the situation as one that one wishes to be otherwise, even though it cannot be altered.
In a situation that literally cannot be altered, both acceptance and resignation involve one’s seeing further action directed to changing that situation as pointless. There are obviously different ways of using these terms, but on one common usage, “resignation” has the connotation of passivity or helplessness, while “acceptance” has the connotation that one still retains an active engagement with one’s life. To describe a patient as ‘accepting’ the fact of terminal illness carries the implication that she has now redirected attention to making the best use of her remaining time, while describing her as ‘resigning’ herself to this fact does not carry such an implication, beyond the implication that she no longer defies the evidence and continues to seek remedy. Even when there is little time left, there is still a difference between just no longer entertaining hope of recovery and, while acknowledging the impossibility of recovery, taking up a more positive outlook such as a reflective affirmation of one’s life. The latter is the picture presented in 7A2, which depicts the situation of someone who willingly accepts one’s death after having done one’s best in ethical terms and, on that basis, makes a reflective affirmation of one’s life. This difference can also be illustrated with Botros’ example of the prisoner in the extermination camp (Botros 1983: 452). Acceptance, as a more positive outlook, involves one’s not being provoked into transgressing moral standards, not dwelling on and worrying about one’s plight, and directing attention to what could be positively done, such as efforts to console others in the same situation who might have been emotionally devastated.
Independently of how the words “acceptance” and “resignation” are ordinarily used, my point is that the Confucian attitude of acceptance involves a more positive outlook compared to a response of mere passivity. It involves one’s transcending one’s environment in a certain sense.18 One is aware of the unavoidability of what has transpired, and can still be emotionally affected by it. At the same time, one distances oneself from the situation and from one’s emotional responses in that one does not fixate on what has happened and is not overwhelmed by one’s emotional responses. One does not lose control of one’s life but retains an active sense of engagement; to the extent that there are other areas in which one can still exert worthwhile effort, one redirects one’s energy to areas of life in which one can still make a difference.
We can understand how such an attitude emerges in the context of the life experiences of individuals who, like Confucius and Mencius, are deeply committed morally and are also driven by a sense of mission to bring about a transformation of the social and political order. Such individuals are bound to confront numerous challenges in life, not just the obstacles they confront in their social and political endeavors, but also the trials and tribulations as they navigate their way in the political realm, constantly seeking ways of coping with the misfortunes of life, the complexities of politics, and the apparently insurmountable obstacles to their endeavors. On the one hand, there is a deep sense of the normative constraints that pervade the various trying situations they confront, constraints on what they may or may not do to advance their goals as they seek to stand firm on their moral commitments. On the other hand, they also strive to retain control over their lives without being devastated by the misfortunes and failures that they encounter, and to retain an active sense of engagement with what they are driven to accomplish. The attitude of acceptance describes the posture they take up in response to such life experiences, a posture that is integrated into their lives in a way that enables them to respond accordingly whenever the occasion arises.
Setting the attitude of acceptance in the context of the life experiences of Confucius and Mencius, however, also reveals three potential tensions that from time to time surface in the Analects and the Mencius. The first has to do with the way they view the failure of their political endeavors, the second with their apparent moral stringency as they navigate their way in the political realm, and the third with their perspective on tian, or Heaven. To conclude, I will comment briefly on these three potential tensions.
First, the attitude of acceptance involves one’s not being emotionally disturbed by the adverse circumstances of life, taking consolation in the fact that one has done one’s best within the bounds of the ethical. We can make sense of such a posture in relation to personal goods, such as life and death, or wealth and honor; while one may be disappointed and saddened by some personal misfortune or failure, the misfortune or failure pales in significance compared to one’s commitment to the ethical. But it is difficult to see how one can maintain such a posture toward the failure of one’s own political endeavors which are directed to the public good. For someone like Confucius or Mencius, this is also a failure to bring about a moral transformation of the political order, and what one has failed to bring about is itself an integral part of one’s commitment to the ethical. Accordingly, one cannot regard such failure as paling in significance by comparison to one’s ethical commitment, and there is a genuine difficulty in maintaining the attitude of acceptance toward such failure. We can sense this in passages such as 2B13. Upon leaving the state of Chi after giving up on its ruler, Mencius showed apparent signs of dissatisfaction and was queried about this; he was reminded that Confucius had spoken of how the superior person does not complain against Heaven nor lay blame on humans. Mencius responded that his failure must be because Heaven did not yet wish order to prevail in the Empire, and rhetorically asked why he should be displeased. But his sense of frustration was evident from the passage, and we can understand that his discontent at his failure to bring about political reform could not be fully mitigated by the awareness that he had done his best within the bounds of the ethical.
Second, the attitude of acceptance involves one’s not deviating from what is proper in pursuit of one’s political goals. But what if one can actually advance such goals by deviating from what is proper on just this one occasion? Such possibilities have been put to both Confucius and Mencius. In Analects 14.36, a supporter offered to facilitate Confucius’ efforts by putting to death someone who deliberately obstructed him, and in a number of other passages, other offers of assistance are rendered that Confucius regarded as inappropriate. In Mencius 3B1, 4A17 and 5A7, Mencius was asked why he would not ‘bend’ himself a bit by overlooking some violation of ritual propriety if he could thereby make the Way prevail. Both Confucius and Mencius declined to take up the proposed actions, but if their reason for doing so was just that they would not deviate from what is proper even if their political goals could have thereby been advanced, they would be vulnerable to the charge of moral stringency to the point of being morally self-indulgent. To avoid such charges, they would have to deny that deviating from what is proper could ever help advance their political goals. But taking such a position renders them open to the different charge that they are oblivious to the practical realities of politics.
Third, even if they took the position that acting improperly could never advance their political goals, it would be difficult for them to go further and hold the view that acting properly would inevitably lead to success. While there are passages in the Analects (e.g., 3.13, 6.28) and the Mencius (e.g., 4A7, 5A6) that appear to retain faith in a Heaven that supports the good and steer things in a positive direction, other passages show an awareness that Heaven is not always supporting the good outcome. Analects 14.36 and Mencius 4A7 observe that whether the Way prevails or falls into disuse is due to Heaven, with the implication that Heaven might allow the Way to fall into disuse.19 Mencius 1B14 observes how success still depends on Heaven even after humans have done their best in the political realm, without conveying any sense that the good will always prevail. And in 2B13, Mencius himself noted that it was because Heaven did not wish to bring order to the Empire that he was unable to succeed in his political endeavors. But this awareness that Heaven does not always support the good makes it difficult for one to stay unperturbed by, and hence difficult to accept, the failure of one’s political endeavors.20
Thus, for someone deeply committed morally and driven by a sense of mission, the attitude of acceptance is an intelligible and attractive posture to adopt when confronted with personal misfortunes and failures. But this attitude might not sit as well with a failure in one’s endeavors that are directed toward the public good, such as failure in one’s efforts at a moral transformation of the political order. This accounts for the three potential tensions that surface from time to time in the Analects and the Mencius.
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Footnotes
1In my translation of passages in the Mencius, I have consulted Lau 2003.

 

2Elsewhere I argued that, in light of the occurrence of the combination si ming 俟命 in Mencius 7B33, zhi 之 in si zhi 俟之 in 7A:1 likely refers to ming 命 (Shun 1997: 80).

 

3In my translation of passages from the Analects, I have consulted Lau 1992.

 

4This is reinforced by Confucius’ autobiographical statement in Analects 2.4, in which he describes himself as understanding tian ming 天命 at the age of fifty.

 

5For a discussion of this passage, see Shun 1997: 77.

 

6In Analects 18.7, Zilu expresses the view that the morally superior people of his times already know that the Way cannot be put into practice, but serve in government only because it is proper (yi 義) to do so. This does not mean that Confucius himself holds the view that human efforts are futile in the political realm. Zilu’s remark represents his own view, and in other passages such as Analects 15.7, Confucius himself instead discusses political behavior in different scenarios, depending on whether the Way prevails in the state or not.

 

7See Tang 1978 in which he makes this point in relation to both the Analects (Tang 1978: 512–518) and the Mencius (Tang 1978: 522–7).

 

8See Shun 1997, chapter 2, notes 15, 17, 18 (Shun 1997: 237–8) for different views on the use of ming in the Analects, and chapter 3, notes 42, 43, 44 (Shun 1997: 245) for different views on the use of ming in the Mencius.

 

9See Tang 1978: 517–8 and Xu 1982: 384–5. Xu makes the additional point that, since what people attach significance to may vary from individual to individual, what one would describe in terms of ming might also vary from individual to individual.

 

10See Tang 1976: 242–7 and 1978: 524–6 for a discussion of the idea of proper ming.

 

11Chunqiu Zuozhuan 9.6a-6b; my translation follows the translation in Schaberg 2005: 23, with slight modifications.

 

12Chunqiu Zuozhuan, 11.16a-16b. I have adopted Watsons’ translation (Watson 1989: 105), with slight modifications.

 

13The expression zhi ming, or “understand ming“, also occurs in other early Confucian texts such as the Xunzi which, referring back to Analects 14.35, observes that one who understands oneself will not blame humans and one who understands ming will not complain against tian (Xunzi 2.8b). It also occurs in the Yijing, which notes that one who takes contentment in tian and understands ming will have no anxiety (Yijing 7.3a).

 

14See Shun 1997: 79–81, for a discussion of the textual details of 7A1 and 7A2.

 

15Guoyu 8.3b. The expression si ming also occurs in later texts such as the Liji, including the chapter Zhongyong (16.4b) and another chapter (12.22b).

 

16Lau 1992 and Lau 2003 translate ming as “destiny” while Watson 1963 translates it as “fate”.

 

17See Crites 1969: 18–21, for a discussion of some of the usages of these two terms.

 

18Botros describes how Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, and the Stoics view acceptance as a way of achieving freedom or making oneself independent of the world (Botros 1983: 433–4).

 

19The Chunqiu Zuozhuan also remarks how, despite the decline of virtue of the Zhou, there was not yet a change in Heaven’s Mandate and so it was premature to contemplate the end of the Zhou rule (10.7b). The implication is that Heaven might not always be on the side of the good and opposed to the bad – it allowed the Zhou rule to continue despite the decline of its virtue.

 

20Puett 2005, makes a similar point, putting it in terms of a tension between Heaven and humans.
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21. Mou Zongsan’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Moral Philosophy

Ming-huei Lee1  
(1)Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan

 


1 Introduction
Of modern New Confucians, Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) is probably the most influential representative figure. He discussed almost all fields of traditional Chinese philosophy and put forth unique interpretations. These fields include Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, Neo-Daoism, etc. As far as Western philosophy is concerned, he studied Kant’s philosophy most deeply and adopted the concepts and frameworks of Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) philosophy to interpret Chinese philosophy, especially Confucianism. For researchers of Chinese philosophy, Mou’s works have already obtained quasi-classical status. In his reconstruction of the Confucian tradition, the interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy occupies a crucial position. This is because in his interpretation of Confucianism, Mou regards Mencius’s philosophy as representing the mainstream in inheriting Confucius’s thought; in his studies of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, Mou even employs Mencius’s philosophy as a criterion to distinguish between the different schools of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism. In this sense, Mou’s interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy deserves special study.
Mou did not publish any monograph on Mencius’s philosophy. Among his books, one book contains relatively concentrated discussion of Mencius’s philosophy, and this is Yuanshan lun 圓善論 (On the Perfect Good). In the first chapter of the book, Mou annotates most of the text of Mencius 6A. In the second and third chapter of the book, he annotates part of the texts of Mencius 7. In addition, there are interpretations of Mencius’s philosophy scattered everywhere in his three-volume masterpiece, Xinti yu xingti 心體與性體 (Heart-Mind as Reality and Human Nature as Reality) and the book, Cong Lu Xiangshan dao Liu Jishan 從陸象山到劉蕺山(From Lu Xiangshan to Liu Jishan), even though they are monographs on Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism.
Mou’s interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy bears a unique feature, which is that he borrows the concepts and framework of Kant’s philosophy to interpret Mencius’s ethical thought. He translated the English editions of Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and Critique of Practical Reason into Chinese, added his own annotations, and compiled them into a book entitled Kangde de daode zhexue 康德的道德哲學 (Kant’s Moral Philosophy). In this annotated translation, he frequently compares Kant’s philosophy and Confucian philosophy, especially Mencius’s, therefore this book should be taken into account if we want to know about Mou’s interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy.

2 Mou’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Theory of “the Goodness of Human Nature”
Mou mainly employs Kant’s concept of “autonomy” to interpret Mencius, construing Mencius’s ethics as an “ethics of autonomy.” Originally, the word “autonomy” was a political term, referring to the right that a political group or a country possesses to make laws and act by law. This concept was contained in Jean Jacques Rousseau’s (1712–1778) The Social Contract. Kant borrowed this concept from Rousseau, introduced it into ethics, using it to explain the essence of morality. For Kant, the autonomy of rational will means that rational will makes laws for itself. Kant’s theory of “autonomy” presupposes the notions of “the dual world” and “the dual character of human being.” It is common knowledge that Kant divides an object into “appearance” and “thing in itself,” and the world into “the sensible world” and “the world of understanding” or “the intelligible world.” According to this division, our subject exists both as “appearance” belonging to the “sensible world” with an “empirical character” on the one hand and as “thing in itself” belonging to the “world of understanding” with an “intelligible character” on the other hand (Kant 1976: A538f./B566f.). In the third chapter of Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant employs the theory of the dual character of human being to explain the possibility of autonomy: in moral autonomy, the self as appearance obeys the moral laws that the self as thing in itself makes. Therefore, moral autonomy means that one makes moral laws for oneself and then obeys them.
Mou interprets Mencius’s theory of “the goodness of human nature” (xingshan 性善) and theory of “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” (ren yi neizai 仁義內) in light of Kant’s viewpoint of ethics. Let us discuss Mou’s interpretation of Mencius’s theory of “the goodness of human nature” first. When Mencius debated the issue of human nature with Gaozi 告子, Gaozi, according to the traditional view, put forth both a formal definition of xing 性 (human nature) that “the inborn is what is meant by xing” (生之謂性) (6A3) and a substantial definition that “desire for food and sex is xing” (食色性也) (6A4). Mou first points out that when Gaozi said “the inborn (sheng 生) is what is meant by xing”, he actually was using the term “sheng 生” (possession at birth) in a traditional, biological sense. This biological sense is different from the sense of xing Mencius has in mind, namely, “innate possession” (guyou 固有), which is not biological. Mencius uses the term “guyou 固有” in the following passage: “humanity (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and comprehension (zhi 智) are not imposed upon me from the outside, but what I possessed innately (guyou 固有)” (6A6). Here Mencius is using “有” (possessed) in a transcendent sense. There is a “progression from the sensible ‘is’-level to the transcendent ‘ought’-level” (Mou 2003e: 5–6, 22).
The substantial content of xing, according to Mencius, is what he calls “four buddings” (siduan 四端): compassion (ceyin 惻隱), shame and dislike (xiuwu 羞惡), yielding and deference (cirang/gongjing 辭讓∕恭敬), and discrimination between right and wrong (shifei 是非) (2A6, 6A6). For Mencius, the “four buddings” are revelations of the “original mind” (benxin 本心) or “original knowing” (liangzhi 良知). Mou takes Mencius’s “four buddings” to be a “sense of morality” (Mou 2003c: 18). Taking compassion as an example, he argues, “compassion is heart, and at the same time, it is also principle. This heart-mind that combines heart and principle together is what Confucians call ‘humanity’. It is based on this notion that Mencius talks about the goodness of human nature, Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529) talks about “original knowing”, and Kant talks about ‘the good will’” (Mou 2003c: 24). There are two points here worth noting: First, the “four buddings” simultaneously contain a rational aspect and an emotional aspect, and they are both mind and heart. Second, Mou places Mencius’s “four buddings” on the same level with Kant’s “the good will” rather than with “human nature.”
We shall put the first point aside for the time being, and discuss the second point first. Kant puts forth the notion of “the radical evil in human nature” in his book Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason. Based on this, Julia Ching accentuates the contrast between Kant’s theory of “the radical evil in human nature” and the Confucian notion of “the goodness of human nature” as represented by Wang Yangming (Ching 1978: 170). But Mou emphasizes that these two theories actually are not on the same level.
In his book Yuanshan lun (On the Perfect Good), Mou translated into Chinese the entire Chap. 1 of Kant’s Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason, which is entitled “On the Inherence of the Evil alongside the Good Principle, or, On the Radical Evil in Human Nature”, and added his own annotations. Kant sees in human nature not only the origin of “the good” but also that of “the evil”. He sees not only “the original prepositions to the good” but also “the propensity to the evil” or “the radical evil”. He thinks that only anthropological research can prove that both are innate, belonging to entire humanity (Kant 1793: 23). In his comments, Mou points out that this kind of “possession at birth” is an “innateness” in the empirical sense, but not “a priori” in the transcendent sense. In this way, he puts Kant’s notion of “the radical evil” and Mencius’s theory of “the goodness of human nature” on two different levels: the empirical level and transcendent level, respectively, so that the two would not be in conflict.

3 Mou’s Interpretation of Mencius’s “Four Buddings”
Let us now go back to the first point, that the “four buddings” contain both a rational aspect and an emotional aspect; it demands a special explanation. As mentioned earlier, Mou construes Mencius’s “four buddings” as “a sense of morality,” whereas Kant explicitly ascribes what the Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694–1747) calls “moral sense” to the principle of “heteronomy” (Kant 1785: 442). This inevitably leads people to question the affinity of Mencius’s and Kant’s ethics. Huang Jinxing 黃進興, for instance, published an article, entitled “The So-called ‘Moral Autonomy’: An Example of the Limitations of Using Western Concepts to Interpret Chinese Thought,” in which he questions the suitability of Mou’s borrowing Kant’s framework of the “ethics of autonomy” to interpret Confucian ethics. Huang thinks that the differences between the Confucian ethics, represented by Confucius and Mencius, and Kant’s ethics are by no means less significant than their similarities. On the one hand, Huang says, “basically, Confucian ethics takes ‘moral sense’ as its starting point, and Mencius’s theory of ‘four buddings’ demonstrates this feature most clearly” (Huang 1984: 81). To this, he adds, “the ‘four buddings’ are not metaphysical, abstract concepts but ‘moral senses’ with empirical meaning” (Huang 1984: 80). On the other hand, he also emphasizes, “it is more convincing to say that Confucian moral philosophy is relatively similar to the theories of Hutcheson and Hume, to which Kant is opposed, than to say that Confucian moral philosophy is similar to Kant’s […]” (Huang 1984: 81). Actually, Huang is not alone in making this point. Michael Slote, for instance, in his comments on Bryan Van Norden’s book Virtue Ethics and Consequentialism in Early Chinese Philosophy, also stresses the notion that Mencius ethics is a kind of “sentimentalist Hume-like virtue ethics” (Slote 2009: 291).
However, Mou is very well aware of the difference between Mencius’s “four buddings” and Kant’s theory of “moral feeling”. In fact, Mou elucidated the difference repeatedly in several of his books, such as Heart-Mind as Reality and Human Nature as Reality, Kant’s Moral Philosophy, and On the Perfect Good. This issue concerns the fundamental framework of Kant’s later ethics, i.e., the framework of subjectivity based on the dichotomy of reason and emotion. In this framework of subjectivity, all sensible elements are excluded from the moral subject. Because Kant thinks that the moral law possesses universality and is a priori, therefore, it can only be built on the foundation of reason; if the moral subject is not purely rational, it will damage the universal validity of the moral law. For the same token, the moral subject cannot contain feelings, including moral feeling, since he regards moral feeling as just a special type of sensibility.
Mou sees the essential difference between Mencius’s ethics and Kant’s ethics in terms of Kant’s framework of subjectivity. As he emphasizes it, we cannot grasp Mencius’s “four buddings” from the framework of dichotomy of reason and emotion. What is particularly important here is the following passage from his book Xinti yu xingti (Heart-Mind as Reality and Human Nature as Reality):
With regard to the heart-mind and human nature that Mencius talks about, compassion, shame and dislike, yielding and deference, and discrimination between right and wrong are heart-mind (xin 心), feelings (情), but also principles (理). Though the principles are transcendent (chaoyue de 超越的), universal (pupian de 普遍的), and a priori (xiantian de 先天的), they are not universal in the abstract (chouxiang di pupian de 抽象地普遍的) but revealed in the concrete heart-mind and feelings, therefore it is universal in the concrete (juti di pupian de 具體地普遍的). Also, the heart-mind and feelings, as concrete and real embodiments of principles, are also elevated to the status of being transcendent and universal, being both subjective and objective, not merely as something purely subjective on the “is”-level. Their concreteness is a transcendent and universal concreteness, and their particularity is also a transcendent and universal particularity, not the pure concreteness and particularity on the “is”-level (Mou 2003a: vol 5, 131–132).


In the framework of Kant’s later ethics, practical reason and moral feelings belong to the metaphysical and empirical levels, respectively. However, according to Mou, Mencius’s “four buddings” and the principles of humanity, righteousness, propriety, and comprehension, all belong to the transcendent level. For Kant, even though moral feeling is seen as a subjective result of the imposing of moral laws upon the will, it still belongs to the sensible (or empirical) level. The crucial move Mou makes is to say that moral feeling does not necessarily belong to the sensible level; we can elevate it to the transcendent level, regarding it as a universal and a priori, and at the same time, as a concrete feeling as well. Mou said, “Now it is not merely a sensible sense in the passive state but an active ‘moral feeling’ (daode de jueqing 道德的覺情)” (Mou 2003e: 73). He especially dubs this feeling “ontological feeling” (bentilun de jueqing 本體論的覺情) (Mou 2003a: vol 3, 308).
Mou did not provide a further explanation of this kind of “ontological feeling,” but I believe modern phenomenological ethics can help us construe its meanings. The German phenomenologist Max Scheler (1874–1926), in his masterpiece Formalism in Ethics and Material Ethics of Values, summarizes Kant’s dualistic philosophical framework as follows:
[image: $$ a\  priori=\textrm{formal}\ \left(=\textrm{rational}\right) $$]



[image: $$ a\  posteriori=\textrm{material}\ \left(=\textrm{sensible}\right) $$]




Scheler insists that this dichotomy cannot cover all possible realms, and there should be a third realm, i.e., the a priori and material realm (Scheler 1966: 72 f., 81 f.). According to him, our “feeling of value” (Wertfühlen) bears this “a priori and material” quality. He particularly employs the term “Fühlen” to heighten the activity of “feeling of value,” and to distinguish it from ordinary “emotion” (Gefühl). Based on this, Nicolai Hartmann (1882–1950) dubs Scheler’s view of ethics “emotional apriorism” (Hartmann 1962: 116). Here, the term “a priori” indicates the direct, first-hand, and intuitive intentional grasp of values. This is completely compatible with Mencius’s description of “four buddings.” Therefore, it is more convincing to say that Mencius’s “four buddings” belong to what Scheler and Hartmann call “feeling of value” than asserting that they are close to what Hutcheson and others call “moral sense” with empirical connotations (Lee 2013: 54).

4 Mou’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Theory of “the Inwardness of Humanity and Righteousness”
Finally, I turn to Mou’s interpretation of Mencius’s theory of the inwardness of humanity and righteousness.” Mencius’s theory can be witnessed in the debates between Mencius and Gaozi and between Gongduzi 公都子 and Mengjizi 孟季子, who represent Mencius and Gaozi, respectively, in 6A4 and 6A5. However, there has never been a unanimously accepted interpretation of 6A4 and 6A5. Although some great Confucians in the past, such as Lu Xiangshan 陸象山 (1139–1193) and Wang Yangming 王陽明, could understand their meanings and reasoning, they could not completely grasp their wording and rhetoric, missing the twists and turns of the debating process. The discursive context and the exquisiteness and nuance of the meanings of these texts had never been elucidated clearly until Mou employed Kant’s concept of “autonomy” to articulate them. All his annotated commentary on 6A4–5 can be found in his Yuanshan lun (On the Perfect Good). Toward the end of his annotated commentary, Mou concludes,
Just as in the West, all doctrines of morality pertained to heteronomy (他律) prior to Kant, but autonomy (自律) began to dominate since Kant onwards, in China, since Mencius first put forth the theory of “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” to refute Gaozi’s notion of “the outwardness of righteousness,” there have been only two philosophers, Lu Xiangshan and Wang Yangming, who not only accepted and followed Mencius’s theory, but also were able to explain clearly and adequately the justifying reasons for it. […] However, if the notion of “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” cannot be truly grasped, the theory of “the goodness of human nature” will not be truly established (Mou 2003f: 18–19).


It is quite clear that Mou construes Mencius’s theory of “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” as the theory of “autonomy” and Gaozi’s theory of “the outwardness of righteousness” as the theory of “heteronomy,” and affirms the logical connection between Mencius’s theory of “the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” and his theory of “the goodness of human nature.” I would like to recap Mou’s interpretation of these two debates in my own words below.
In short, Gaozi’s theory of “the outwardness of righteousness” indicates his realistic stance of “heteronomy,” which assumes that moral laws are determined by objective facts or objects. As he argues, the reason for his obligation of “respecting his elder brother” is because “he is older than me, accordingly I treat him as elder; it is not because there is the fact of his elderliness in me. This is just like something is white, accordingly I acknowledge its whiteness. Since whiteness is something outside us, therefore I say it is external (outward)” (6A4). Now turning to 6A5, in which Mengjizi asked Gongduzi, “What do you mean by saying that “righteousness is internal?”. In his response, Gongduzi says, “it is the reverence in me that is being put into effect, that is why I say it is internal (inward)” (6A5). Putting 6A4 and 6A5 together, we can see that, for Gaozi and Mengjizi, the obligation of respecting my elder brother is based on the objective fact that “my elder brother is older than me;” without this fact, there would be no reason for the obligation of “respecting my elder brother” to come into being.
How does Mencius respond to their view? Usually we have the obligation of respecting our uncles. However, Mencius says, let us consider the following situation: “[when your uncle and your younger brother are both at a funeral ritual] if your younger brother is personating a dead ancestor, then to whom—[to your uncle or to your younger brother]—will you show greater respect?”. Mengjizi would have to say that under such circumstances, one has the obligation of “respecting one’s younger brother”, and it is precisely because of the fact that “one’s younger brother is personating a dead ancestor.” Mencius rejects this point of view explicitly, and insists that moral laws come from the moral subject, not determined by the object. This is obviously the viewpoint of “moral autonomy.”
Mencius talks about human nature in terms of “the difference of human beings and animals,” that is, in terms of the moral subjectivity of human beings. Gaozi, however, does it in in terms of the animality of human being. We can see this clearly from the following two statements by Gaozi: “what is inborn is called human nature” and “desire for food and sex is human nature” (6A4). If talking about human nature in terms of moral subjectivity, then the moral principles which determine the “moral goodness” – humanity and righteousness – inevitably come from this nature. It is based on this view that Mencius advocates the “theory of the goodness of human nature.” In light of this viewpoint, Gaozi indeed cannot insist on “the inwardness of humanity.” The reason is the following: since Gaozi is not able to affirm the moral subjectivity of human being, then logically, he could not take the principle of “humanity” to be internal (inward)?
This is Gaozi’s argument for his theory that humanity is internal and righteousness is external: “My younger brother, I love; but the younger brother of a man from Qin, I do not love. This is because my willingness is determined by me, therefore I say [humanity] is internal. I give honor to the old age of a man from Chu; I also give honor to the old age of my own people. This is because my willingness is determined by the old age, therefore I say [righteousness] is external” (6A4). Gaozi thinks that the principle of “righteousness” is determined by the fact about “age,” therefore, no matter whether he is an old man from Chu or from my own family, I should respect him; this is because the fact of “age” makes me willing to respect them, therefore we say righteousness is external. But the principle of “humanity” seems very different. Though equally based on the fact of “being the younger brother of someone,” I love only my own younger brother but not that of a man from Qin; this is obviously because my own subjective attitude makes me willing to do so, therefore we say “humanity is internal.”
However, this argument does not work. For we could also say that the reason why I love only my own younger brother but not the younger brother of a man from Qin is based on the very fact that “the intimacy of their relationship with me is different,” therefore we could also say that “humanity is external.” If we consider the principle of “humanity” as “internal” only because it is associated with a feeling – love in this case – then the principle of “righteousness” could also be considered “internal,” because it is also associated with the feeling of reverence. We might conclude that whether humanity and righteousness are internal or external should not be not determined by whether they are associated with some subjective feelings or not, but rather by whether they come from “human nature” as moral subjectivity. If x comes from human nature as moral subjectivity, then x is “internal”, and if x comes from human nature as animality, then x is “external”. Now since Gaozi takes both principles of humanity and righteousness as not coming from human nature as moral subjectivity, he can only take them as “external”. In other words, he actually can only advocate the “theory of the outwardness of humanity and righteousness.” There can only be the following two positions: either a “theory of the inwardness of humanity and righteousness” or a “theory of the outwardness of humanity and righteousness”, which are two exhaustive and mutually exclusive stances, and there is no third possibility. Gaozi’s theory of “internal humanity and external righteousness” is the result of un-thoroughness and unclearity in thought.
Here naturally arises a question: Mou adopts Kant’s “moral autonomy” to interpret Mencius’s “theory of the inwardness of humanity and righteousness,” but at the same time he does not accept Kant’s philosophical framework formulated in terms of the dichotomy of reason and emotion. Isn’t there a theoretical inconsistency? We can find such as critique in some of Mou’s critics. Ten years after the publication of his article “The So-called ‘Moral Autonomy:’ An Example of the Limitations of Using Western Concepts to Interpret Chinese Thought,” Huang Jinxing still insists:
I still cannot agree with the idea of separating Kant’s “moral autonomy” from his system of ethics. If this idea were true, as indicated by Professor [Ming-heui] Lee, then there would be no distinction between Kant’s ethics and the “theory of moral sense”, to which he is constantly opposed. This undoubtedly runs counter to the original meaning of Kant’s philosophical construction, and damages the completeness of Kant’s system of concepts (Huang 1994: 40).


To this sort of questioning, Mou’s possible response can be found in his criticism of Kant’s theory of freedom. In Chap. 3 “Autonomous Morality and Moral Metaphysics” of “Comprehensive Introduction” of the first volume of Xinti yu xingti (Heart-Mind as Reality and Human Nature as Reality), Mou provides an all-around examination of Kant’s moral philosophy (Mou 2003a: vol 1, 119–196). In Xianxiang yu wusishen 现象物自身 (Appearance and Thing in Itself), he analyzes Kant’s concept of “freedom”, arguing that it is not sufficient (Mou 2003e: 67–96). Mou’s analysis is rather complicated, and I can only briefly summarize his thought here.
In Xinti yu xingti, Mou examines Kant’s moral philosophy, arguing that Kant has only a “metaphysics of morals”, but not a “moral metaphysics.” Very briefly put it, “metaphysics of morals” refers to “metaphysical exposition of morals,” equal to “pure moral philosophy.” “Moral metaphysics”, however, is a metaphysics established through a moral approach, in antithesis to “speculative metaphysics.” According to Mou, through the moral approach, Kant established merely a theology. The crucial reason for its being a “moral theology”, but not a “moral metaphysics”, rests on the fact that Kant does not admit the possibility of free will to be shown in human consciousness, but regards it merely as a “postulate”. For Mou, such kind of concept of “freedom” is not stable. To stabilize the concept of “freedom”, we must elevate what Kant calls “moral feeling” to “substantial feeling”, and freedom can then be seen as the spontaneity and autonomy of this sort of “substantial feeling” (shitixing de jueqing 實體性的覺情). The “substantial feeling” contains the possibility of “intellectual intuition”, therefore it must be a presence itself. Given the fact it is a presence, then naturally freedom is also a presence. As Mou said, “all these are variations and extensions of the concept of ‘free and autonomous will’, therefore they are all analytical” (Mou 2003e: 74). In line with this reasoning, Mou assimilated what Kant calls “moral feeling,” “intellectual intuition”, and “free will” all into Mencius’s concept of “the original mind”.

5 Conclusion
To sum up, we might say that Mou’s critique of Kant’s moral philosophy is a kind of immanent critique. For Mou, though Kant’s “metaphysics of morals” grasps the essence of morality, it is not sufficient. Mou thinks that if we think according to the internal logic of Kant’s moral philosophy, we necessarily will arrive at Mencius’s concept of “the original mind”. So far as “moral autonomy” means “the moral subject making laws for itself”, Mou does not change the connotations of “moral autonomy” when he interprets Mencius’s ethical philosophy. But between Kant’s and Mencius’s “ethics of autonomy,” there is a difference in the framework of subjectivity. For Kant, the will” as the moral subject is merely “practical reason” (Kant 1797: 213), therefore it is a rational subject. But Mencius’s “original mind” is a subject combining moral feeling and practical reason. In this sense, Mou’s interpretation of Mencius preserves Kant’s concept of “moral autonomy,” and at the same, pushes it a step further.
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1 Introduction
Mencius’ first words in the book that bears his name are a sharp rebuke—“What is the point of mentioning the word ‘profit’?”—that launches a moralistic sermon. King Hui 惠 of Liang 梁 has greeted Mencius generously: “You, Sir, have come all this distance … You must surely have some way of profiting my state?” For the king to pursue profit, however, will only spur his subjects to disloyalty and usurpation, Mencius insists. What is needed is not profit, but benevolence and rightness.1
The king might suppose that he has invited to his court a harsh preacher of self-denial. Yet just a few pages later, we see Mencius telling King Xuan 宣 of Qi 齊 that he can fulfill his dearest dreams as though he were picking up a feather, and encouraging him to do so.2 Though Mencius exhorts him to achieve this through benevolence and rightness, it is hard to imagine what could be more profitable than achieving his “supreme ambition,” which is essentially to become ruler of the known world: “to rule over the Central Kingdoms and to pacify the barbarian tribes on the four borders” (1A7, Lau trans. modified). There is something subtle going on here.
Mencius Book I presents a sustained effort at moral persuasion, as Mencius exhorts a series of kings to cultivate benevolence and rightness and make these the core principles of their governance. Mencius’ persuasive approach displays a strong pattern of both appealing to the kings’ existing desires and helping them to see the life of benevolence and rightness as desirable. This approach both reflects Mencius’ theory of human nature and moral development and provides an illuminating illustration of it.
In this chapter I argue that Mencius (1) maintains that the life of virtue is the happiest life for a human being, and (2) is quite ready to appeal to happiness as a way of persuading people to follow virtue. We may refer to these two features of Mencius’ thought as constituting a form of eudaimonism. Mencius’ eudaimonism shows both in his practical approach to persuasion and in his carefully crafted, theoretical account of human nature. Indeed, I will argue that (3) Mencius’ eudaimonism is architectonic to his thought—that his theory of human nature is designed in substantial part to support his eudaimonism. Through exploring the role of happiness in Mencius’ ethical thought we can understand much better his conception of human nature, his understanding of human happiness and flourishing, and the remarkable systematic coherence of his thought.
Interpreters such as Philip Ivanhoe, Huang Yong, May Sim, Yu Jiyuan, and Bryan Van Norden have described various elements of Mencius’ eudaimonism but without referring to the category of eudaimonism as such. Understanding Mencius as a eudaimonist helps to systematize and expand these insights, reframing and adding to some of their observations, while presenting an alternate perspective on others.
Ivanhoe and Huang ascribe the substance of eudaimonism to Mencius, but without referring to eudaimonism as such. In one article, for instance, Ivanhoe says:According to Mengzi, Heaven created human beings in such a way that we live the best lives possible for creatures like us only when we fully realize our Heavenly endowed moral nature. Moreover, part of what Heaven instills in us is a natural tendency and taste for morality and a natural aversion for what is morally bad … In fact, a life in service to Heaven is the only way for an individual to achieve the most satisfying and pleasant life that human beings can have. (Ivanhoe 2007: 218)

This tantalizingly brief passage adumbrates my interpretation of Mencius rather closely, referring to the moral life as objectively the best, subjectively satisfying, and something we have “a natural tendency and taste for.” Indeed, Ivanhoe here ties “the best lives possible for creatures like us” to “realiz[ing] our Heavenly endowed moral nature,” closely paralleling my preferred expression for happiness in Mencius. Appearing as it does in an article on the Confucian conception of Heaven, however, this passage by Ivanhoe leaves Mencius’ eudaimonism in need of much more elaboration and argument, some of which I endeavor to provide here.

2 Preliminaries: Eudaimonism and Happiness
The term eudaimonist, of course, derives from the Greek eudaimonia, or happiness. I use this word, with the related forms eudaimonism, eudaimonistic, etc. because they are familiar elements of philosophical vocabulary, offering a convenient way to refer to a philosophical theory—especially an ethical theory—that gives a special role to happiness. These have often been used in reference to the ethical theories of Greek thinkers including Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics and Epicureans, as well as others influenced by them. However, just how to understand the role of happiness in these Greek theories is a matter of both considerable variation among the schools and considerable debate among scholars. Hence eudaimonism remains a fluid notion which individual philosophers may define and use in their own distinctive way.
For purposes of this chapter, eudaimonism is a philosophical theory according to which (a) virtue is essential for true happiness and (b) the desire for happiness is an appropriate motive for developing and exercising the virtues. We may refer to these two points, respectively, as the theoretical and persuasive aspects of eudaimonism. The primary goal of this chapter is to establish and explain these features of Mencius’ thought. As I will show, Mencius’ eudaimonism is one of his central commitments and orientations as a philosopher, and he has his own distinctive and insightful arguments for it and vocabulary for expressing it.
Happiness, too, is a word with a fairly fluid and open-ended meaning, like the Greek eudaimonia.3 As an initial definition, by happiness here I mean the appropriate overall object of human desire. We sometimes use happiness in other ways, to refer to a simple feeling of pleasure or contentment, or to indicate that one is satisfied with some particular event or situation—a particular feature of one’s life that may be quite minor. In the sense I am interested in, however, happiness describes more broadly the way we want our lives to go, a mode of life that we find desirable, satisfying, pleasant, and/or joyful.
This is not to say that happiness exactly corresponds to what we specifically and consciously desire at any particular point in time. Most of us recognize that there is often a gap between what we desire and pursue and what we find to be truly satisfying. Hence happiness may turn out to be something unexpected and even surprising. Happiness is not merely subjective: we can be badly mistaken about what will make us happy. Still, happiness is necessarily a mode of life that we can see as desirable or choiceworthy when we approach it with the proper understanding. As the appropriate overall object of human desire, then, happiness is both objectively good and subjectively desirable. I suggest that this is a reasonable interpretation of what we ordinarily mean by happiness (in one of its senses), and I will argue that it captures important features of Mencius’ thought. A key task of this chapter will be to illuminate Mencius’ distinctive account of happiness.
As we examine Mencius’ approach to persuasion, we should keep in mind that happiness is also generally taken to involve various elements, components, or aspects. Hence not only appeals to happiness as a whole but also appeals to particular things that are both objectively good and subjectively desirable may function as implicit appeals to happiness, where these would likely be regarded as elements or aspects of a comprehensively good and desirable life. The enjoyment of music, good food, travel, grand palaces, or political success, for instance, would all seem to contribute to a happy life, however incomplete they might be in themselves. All of these are things that Mencius’ interlocutors desire, and Mencius acknowledges them to be objectively good when approached in the proper manner. Hence it is appropriate to recognize references to these concrete goods as implicit references to happiness.
Mencius’ eudaimonism may be surprising to some, because eudaimonism has largely fallen out of fashion among contemporary philosophers. In recent years it has become a standard position to regard Mencius as a kind of virtue ethicist, a category he shares with (among others) Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, Augustine, and Aquinas. However, to say that Mencius is a eudaimonist is to say quite a bit more than that he is a virtue ethicist, because eudaimonism strongly links virtue with happiness.
Indeed, eudaimonism inspires a good deal of caution among contemporary virtue ethicists. Immanuel Kant forcefully rejects eudaimonism because he feels that linking virtue with happiness risks corrupting our motives for moral action. Contemporary thinkers such as Rosalind Hursthouse, Philippa Foot, and John McDowell express similar concerns about virtuous motives (Hursthouse 1999; Foot 2001; McDowell 1980). Christine Swanton, Michael Slote, and Richard Kraut specifically reject eudaimonism for these and other reasons (Swanton 2005: 90; Slote 2011: 128; Kraut 2007: 180–183). Daniel Russell, conversely, feels the need to set aside ties to moral virtue as conventionally understood, in pursuing his inquiry into the nature of happiness (Russell 2012: 6). Julia Annas is drawn to eudaimonism but ambivalent about defending it herself (Annas 2011).
Intriguingly, Rosalind Hursthouse and Alasdair MacIntyre affirm that virtue characteristically leads to happiness but carefully distance themselves from offering this as a motive for virtue (MacIntyre 1984, 1999). A similar pattern shows up in recent interpretations of Confucian thought that compare it with ancient Greek virtue ethics. Bryan Van Norden, May Sim, and Yu Jiyuan, for instance, all emphasize the objective rightness of eudaimonia rather than its subjective desirability, as I discuss below (Van Norden 2007; Sim 2007; Yu 2007). Perhaps they are influenced on this point by virtue ethicists like Hursthouse and MacIntyre, whose work they refer to.4
Nonetheless, in this chapter I argue that Mencius is decidedly eudaimonistic, both in his conversations with King Hui and King Xuan, and elsewhere. Rather than delegitimating the kings’ desires, Mencius repeatedly looks for ways to interpret their desires and goals as good, and to argue that virtue is the best way to fulfill them. Moreover, Mencius suggests that a wise approach to moral philosophy must be compatible with eudaimonism, and articulates a robust theoretical framework for it. Mencius reframes the virtues in a creative and persuasive fashion, presenting them as the fulfillment of human nature, and of the human heart in particular.5 Indeed, Mencius’ account opens up powerful strategies for defending eudaimonism against Kantian concerns.
Mencius’ persuasive strategies with Kings Hui, Xiang 襄, and Xuan illuminate his conception of human nature, and of the role of desire in the virtuous life. As I will show, the difference between the motives of the virtuous person and those of the morally uncultivated is not primarily that they have different desires, but that their desires differ in strength and development. Mencius regards all innate human desires as fundamentally good, including the desires of the eyes, ears, mouth, and belly. The distinctively moral desires of the heart, however, while present in both, are more developed and much stronger in the virtuous person.

3 Mencius’ Persuasion to Virtue
Mencius 1A1–5 is a series of arguments and exhortations for King Hui of Liang to practice just, benevolent government. The king appears to be a fairly tough-minded character, with a basically self-serving approach to governance, his goals defined by his personal desires and ambitions. He realizes that governing can be a complex and subtle business, and therefore he is open to hearing intelligent advice, but he has his eye first and foremost on “profit,” especially the expansion of his kingdom. In this light it is quite striking that while Mencius calls the king to abide by high ideals, in making these arguments he appeals directly, time and again, to the king’s own, pre-existing desires. As Mencius extends his persuasive efforts to King Xuan of Qi in later portions of Book I, he continues this pattern, using pre-existing desires as the basis of his persuasion. In these later passages, however, Mencius makes a concerted effort also to redirect and reshape the king’s desires, and to emphasize desires with inherently moral content, drawing out the implicit moral tendencies of his heart.
3.1 Persuasion to the Way—Morally Neutral Desires
In 1A1, Mencius rebukes King Hui for focusing on profit. Yet the reasons he gives are as much prudential concerns as moral ones: if the king is focused on profit, his ministers and officers are likely to follow his example, and this will lead to strife, insubordination, or even regicide, which the king obviously would prefer to avoid. While Mencius exhorts the king to focus on benevolence and rightness, it would be fair to say that at the same time he has portrayed the focus on profit as unprofitable.
In 1A2, King Hui asks if it is appropriate for a good and wise man to enjoy luxuries like a royal park. Mencius claims not only that this is appropriate, but that only a good and wise person can truly enjoy them, and explains how: it is by sharing these enjoyments with the people that “men of antiquity were able to enjoy themselves” (Lau 2003: 5). Thus Mencius appeals to the king’s existing desire for the enjoyment of the park, to lead him toward virtue.
Similarly, in 1A3, the king is perplexed that his population has not increased. Mencius advises him how to take care of his people and promises that if he addresses the “fundamental works,” then not only will his own people multiply, but “the people of the whole Empire will come to [him],” fulfilling his goal. In 1A4 Mencius continues the argument of 1A3, appealing to the king’s pride as a ruler, “father and mother to the people,” to spur him to more actively care for his people and take responsibility for their prosperity. In 1A5, King Hui is concerned that he has lost territory to his neighbors through military defeats. Mencius tells him that if he practices benevolent government, then his people will triumph on the battlefield even if they are “armed with nothing but staves.” In 1A6, Mencius similarly promises that all King Xiang needs to do to unite the Empire under his own rule is to show that he “is not fond of killing.”
Up until this point, then, Mencius has been referring directly to the rulers’ pre-existing goals and desires and arguing that virtue is the way to achieve them. In other words, Mencius here presents virtue as a means of achieving pre-existing, morally neutral aims. This is striking because it seems to run contrary to the widespread intuition that one of the essential features of moral behavior is a distinctive kind of motive. Kant captures this intuition in a memorable passage in which he objects to eudaimonism for this reason:… this principle of one’s own happiness bases morality upon incentives that undermine it rather than establish it and that totally destroy its sublimity, inasmuch as motives to virtue are put in the same class as motives to vice, and inasmuch as such incentives merely teach one to become better at calculation … (Kant 1981: Ak. 442)

Kant is concerned that happiness is a goal shared by both the virtuous and vicious, and so if happiness is the motive for living virtuously, the distinction between virtue and vice threatens to blur. The difference between the virtuous and vicious people cannot be merely a difference in their manner of “calculation”—their choice of means for pursuing their goals. It must involve a more fundamental difference in their goals—in what matters to them.
In this light, one might worry that Mencius’ approach reflects a short-sighted reliance on expediency. As valuable as benevolent government may be, it is not responsible for Mencius to appeal to just any motive that the kings happen to have, in order to promote it. To appeal to morally questionable motives in order to promote morality is to risk corrupting it.
Mencius is quite aware of this risk, however, and speaks dramatically against such a short-sighted expediency in persuasion. In 6B4, Mencius criticizes Song Keng’s idea of trying to stop a war by persuading two kings that war is unprofitable. Rather than appealing to a concern for profit and thus reinforcing it, Song Keng should appeal to benevolence and rightness, reinforcing those concerns instead. The phrasing recalls his own initial approach to King Hui of Liang in 1A1: “What is the point of mentioning the word ‘profit’?”
Mencius is well attuned to the moral significance of motives. In 6B13 we read of an occasion when Mencius is so excited that he cannot sleep because one of his students, Yuezheng 樂正, has been appointed a minister in the state of Lu. Asked why, he explains that his excitement is not because Yuezheng is particularly bright or talented, but simply because he loves the good.
Indeed, Mencius regards what people pursue and delight in as defining markers of their level of moral development. In many passages he emphasizes the difference between the motives of the uncultivated person and those of the gentleman.6 For instance, he contrasts those who delight in Heaven with those who are merely in awe of Heaven (1B3). He contrasts those who treasure land and people with those who treasure jade and pearls (7B28). He contrasts those who nurture the more important parts of the body, especially the heart, with those who are more concerned with the less important parts of the body, such as the eyes, mouth, and belly.7 Thus Mencius is quite committed to a principle similar to that behind Kant’s concern.
In his approach to persuading the kings, then, we must suppose that Mencius regards the motives he appeals to in his conversations with them as basically appropriate motives.8 While their priorities as a whole are certainly not yet in line with the priorities of the sage, Mencius prefers to work with what they already have right, where possible, adding to it and perhaps re-framing or re-directing it as appropriate. Where their goals are not intrinsically moral, we may be tempted to call both the goals and the desires for them morally ambiguous, because they can be pursued both in moral and immoral ways. I prefer to call them morally neutral, however, because when pursued in morally appropriate ways, they are unambiguously good. While victory in battle, for instance, should hardly be a king’s overriding concern, it is nonetheless an important aspect of kingly success, with significant implications for the well-being of the people, and well deserving of attentive effort.
Thus Mencius’ approach expresses a confidence that where a king already has some appropriate goals, the turn to virtue can at least begin as a simple change in “calculation” or instrumental reasoning, and that the value of this change should not be underestimated. Indeed, the focus is clearly on instrumental reasoning when Mencius memorably remarks, “Seeking the fulfillment of such an ambition by such means as you employ is like looking for fish by climbing a tree” (Mencius 1A7). Choosing the right means of pursuing one’s goals is an important dimension of morality.
Ultimately Mencius would like to see a deep change in those he advises—a major transformation of the heart—and he is quite deliberate in working to bring this about, as I will explain. However, his approach in 1A1–6 shows that he is not afraid to appeal to morally neutral or ambiguous desires in recruiting his audience to the Way. The reasons for this are intriguing; I will return to them below.

3.2 Persuasion to the Way—Redirecting Desires
In 1A7 and following, one sees a more ambitious approach, working to begin transforming the king’s desires. Mencius begins to take pre-existing desires and actually amplify and encourage them, but also redirect them to fit with virtue. He takes pre-moral conceptions of the king’s goals and works to moralize them.
In several passages at the start of 1B, Mencius tries to channel other desires in a distinctively moral direction. In 1B1, the king mentions his desires for music and hunting. At the time, these desires are a source of trouble for his people because they bear the expenses without benefiting from them. Yet Mencius does not suggest that the king should reduce these desires. Rather, he recommends fulfilling them in a more grand and kingly way. “Which is greater,” he asks, “enjoyment by yourself or enjoyment in the company of others? … in the company of a few or … of many?” Of course, enjoyment in the company of many is a greater, grander enjoyment, and so it seems only natural that when the King holds a performance, he should invite the people—he should “share [his] enjoyment with the people.” 1B2 essentially continues this point, suggesting that it would be appropriate for King Xuan to have a much larger park, so long as he shares it with the people, for instance by allowing them to hunt and cut wood in it.
In 1B3, King Xuan expresses a fondness for valor. Again, in its current form this is morally problematic because it makes him brutal. Yet rather than suggesting the king curtail this fondness, Mencius recommends he express it in a more grand and kingly manner, as great valor. Rather than merely standing up for himself, he suggests the King should stand up for all people. Great valor is exercised on behalf of the whole Empire, and Mencius suggests that if the king practices it, he may well come to rule the Empire.9
Similarly, in 1B4, Mencius suggests a reorientation and even enhancement of the king’s desire for travel by describing the grand travels of kings of old, and showing how such travel is an integral part of benevolent government. Again, in 1B5, Mencius explains how a proper concern for wealth is integral to humane and kingly government, such as in equipping his armies and assuring food for his people. A fondness for grand buildings and women as expressed in these passages is likewise not a problem so long as the king shares these enjoyments with the people, as in the case of hunting and music. Of course, in each of these cases, the kingly form of the desire, while grander, is also positively beneficial for the people, as contrasted with the king’s current, self-centered form.
In the last few sections of Book I, Mencius takes a sterner tone, cautioning the king about his handling of the conquest of Yan. Even in these criticisms, however, Mencius casts the problem primarily as a matter of mishandling the situation. Far from undermining the king’s desire to control Yan, he holds up the model of Tang’s expeditions that united the Empire, which the king presumably would be delighted to emulate.
Mencius’ pattern of redirecting and shaping his audience’s desires to fit with virtue is illustrated especially vividly in 1A7. King Xuan asks whether he can become a true King, and Mencius argues that he can because he has a heart of compassion, as manifested when he felt sorry for an ox about to be sacrificed. Mencius acknowledges it is a bit out of proportion that the king’s “bounty is sufficient to reach the animals, yet the benefits of [his] government fail to reach the people.” It would probably be fair to call the King’s compassion dysfunctional in this light; we might be tempted to say he has the heart of the beast, rather than a human, when he feels more compassion for a beast than he does for his human subjects. Yet the king is able to recognize both the strangeness of his action and the gap between his state of character and the impulses and actions to which Mencius is calling him.
Mencius chooses to emphasize what is right about the king’s reaction, insisting that if he simply extends that same compassion to his people he can be a true King: “all you have to do is to take this very heart here and apply it to what is over there.” Thus in this case, Mencius not only appeals to the king’s morally neutral desire to rule the Empire, but also to a distinctively moral desire or feeling that simply needs to be cultivated or put into action. He maintains that this desire, if properly extended, is sufficient to “tend those within the Four Seas.”
In each of these cases, Mencius primarily affirms the king’s desires, insisting that they are fundamentally compatible with, and even integral to, the life of a virtuous king.10 Yet he calls for them to be expressed and pursued in a manner that differs dramatically from the king’s prior tendencies. By incorporating the needs and desires of his people into his ambitions, the king can transform himself from a grasping and self-important individual into a generous and admired guardian of his country. Mencius recommends changes in policy, but he does not merely recommend them on prudential grounds; rather, he is calling the kings to undertake a transformation of their own character, and to see this project as integral to their ambitions of true kingship.

3.3 Reasons for a Moralistic Approach
A moralist, emphasizing the role of ethics in restraining and correcting desire, might have told the king that his desires for money, hunting, women and song were misguided desires to be curtailed. Socrates in fact ridicules Callicles’ desire for the greater share of such things:Should the weaver have the biggest garment and go about wearing the greatest number and the most beautiful clothes? … But when it comes to shoes, obviously the most intelligent, the best man in that area should have the greater share. Perhaps the cobbler should walk around with the largest and greatest number of shoes on. (Gorgias 490d-e; Plato 1987)

On this issue it is easy to laugh with Socrates, but his moralism is not always funny. When Callicles and Polus express concern about being imprisoned, flogged, or having one’s eyes burned out, even then Socrates simply makes fun of them—“you’re spooking me, Polus”—and insists, incredibly, that the good man cannot be harmed (Gorgias 473d).
One might suppose, then, that Mencius is simply going easy on these kings. Perhaps he offers a muted message to avoid the danger of offending them. Yet his bold approach in 1A1 and other places makes this hypothesis implausible. Perhaps he is trying to hold up a standard they have some hope of reaching. Yet he explicitly rejects the idea of lowering his standards: “A great craftsman … does not put aside the plumb-line for the benefit of the clumsy carpenter” (Mencius 7A41; Lau 2003: 307. See also 2B2, 3B1, 3B8, 6A20). Perhaps he is trying not to overstrain the kings’ incipient moral tendencies, as he warns against in 2A2, figuring them as tender young seedlings. However, while Mencius condemns the impulse to pull on one’s seedlings, which express rightness and must be allowed to grow naturally, he comes out clearly in favor of weeding out those impulses that do not belong, and that threaten to crowd the good seedlings out. Hence if the kings’ desires are fundamentally improper we should expect Mencius to pull them up by the root. Instead he reinforces them, indicating a judgment that they are fundamentally good.
Again, one might expect Mencius to take a similar approach to Socrates in light of 6A15, where he says, “He who is guided by the interests of the parts of his person that are of greater importance is a great man; he who is guided by the interest of the parts of his persons that are of smaller importance is a small man.” This passage suggests that one must choose between the desires of the eyes, ears, and mouth, on the one hand, and the desires of the heart on the other. One is reminded of references in the Analects to the fact that a true scholar does not mind having shabby clothes, coarse food, and so on. Analects 7.16 (Leys 1997: 31) puts it more poetically: “Riches and honors without justice are to me as fleeting clouds.” Mencius has a very different persuasive approach from Socrates, however, and one that naturally fits the rest of his ethical theory.


4 Foundations in Human Nature
Mencius’ theory does not require him to delegitimate the kings’ desires; in fact, it requires him to uphold them to a large extent, and to correct them primarily by reorienting what is misguided and adding to them a greater concern for distinctively moral goals. Mencius regards human desires as naturally good, including our desires for food, music, comfort, and beauty, as well as our desires for benevolence, justice, the rites and wisdom. The desires of the morally cultivated person are dramatically different from those of the uncultivated person, but not entirely so. The primary difference is one of proportion.11
4.1 Intrinsically Moral Desires
Mencius maintains that the virtues of benevolence, rightness, and so on are the fully developed forms of tendencies that all human beings have within their hearts, tendencies he refers to as germs or sprouts. He claims that each person “has these four sprouts just as he has four limbs.”12 These sprouts must be cultivated and nourished to develop into full virtues, but even in their beginnings they are recognizable as the beginnings of the virtues: “The heart of compassion is the sprout of benevolence; the heart of shame is the sprout of dutifulness; the heart of courtesy and modesty is the sprout of observance of the rites; the heart of right and wrong is the sprout of wisdom.”13 Indeed, while there is a distinction between the undeveloped sprout and the fully developed virtue, Mencius regards the sprout as a form of the virtue. As he describes the sprouts again in 6A6, he affirms: “Benevolence, dutifulness, wisdom, and the rites do not give me a lustre from outside; they are in me originally.”
These sprouts display themselves in a recognition of what is right and a desire to do it. This desire, and one’s recognition of it, may be imperfect or be overpowered by other ideas and inclinations in a morally immature or corrupted person. In extreme cases, a person may be so psychologically damaged that these sprouts of virtue have been entirely destroyed, a process that Mencius compares to the deforestation of a mountain (6A8) or to the freezing or withering of a plant (6A8–9). However, apart from such extreme damage, an exhortation to virtue will always be an appeal to pre-existing feelings and desires. Indeed, it will be an appeal to our deepest and most distinctively human desires, those whose proper development and expression is most essential to our well-being.14
There are many circumstances that can interfere with the proper development of the sprouts, and as a result many of us do not recognize what they are, or that they are even present, let alone what it would mean to develop them fully or how valuable it is to do so. Some of us show little sign of these tendencies. Yet Mencius argues that this is not because they were not present from the beginning, but rather that the person’s circumstances and choices did not provide the conditions the sprouts need to grow and develop.15
To recognize the psychological underpinnings of external behavior requires insight into human nature. Only a master chef understands the human palate and what will most satisfy the mouth and belly. Similarly, only a sage fully understands the heart and what will most satisfy it: “The sage is simply the man first to discover … [that] reason and rightness please my heart in the same way as meat pleases my palate” (Mencius 6A7; Lau 2003: 251). Yet as rare as it might be, the knowledge of the sage is knowledge of the tendencies and potentialities of every human being. Mencius’ exhortations to virtue, then, are not fundamentally contrary to our desires, but rather are invitations to fulfill them in a wise and well-ordered manner.

4.2 Morally Neutral Desires
If the virtues and their activities are the fullest and most satisfying manifestations of the heart, then what is the place of other goals such as political power, wealth, women and song? Far from denigrating these things, Mencius argues that only the wise person can fully enjoy them. Though they can certainly lead us away from virtue, virtue need not necessarily lead us away from them. Mencius regards “land, people and government” as legitimate treasures and says that a gentleman desires them (Mencius 7B28, 7A21). The passage in the Analects comparing riches and honors to fleeting clouds does not suggest they are without value in themselves, but that they are not worth pursuing contrary to rightness (cf. Mencius 6A10). Again, Mencius maintains that “A man and woman living together is the most important of human relationships” (Mencius 5A2), and, like Confucius, he regards music at its best as one of the highest expressions of virtue.
Certainly Mencius believes that our desires can be excessive, as when one’s desire for “beautiful houses” or “wives and concubines” leads one to collaborate with an unjust ruler (Mencius 6A10). However, this is not because it is bad to desire beautiful houses or to desire companionship and marriage, but because one shows insufficient regard for rightness in one’s manner of pursuing them—in other words, “ignorance of priorities” (Mencius 6A12). The problem is just as likely to be an insufficient desire for rightness as an excessive desire for other things. We also sometimes desire things that we simply should not desire, such as when some “revel in cruelty” (Mencius 4A3). Evidently it is possible to acquire desires beyond those that are innate. However, in Mencius’ view the desires we have by nature are good, and bad desires are a result of corrupting or distorting circumstances, material and cultural, a situation that “ensnares [our] hearts” (Mencius 6A7; cf. 6A8–9).
The problem with political power, wealth and the like is not the pursuit of them as such, but improper pursuit, which arises from a failure to properly involve the heart: “The organs of hearing and sight are unable to think and can be misled by external things … The organ of the heart can think. But it will find the answer only if it does think …” (Mencius 6A15). Similarly, in 6A14 Mencius does not urge us to ignore the mouth and belly, but to be sure that in nurturing them we do not neglect the most important organ, the heart. As he explains there, “If a man who cares about food and drink can do so without neglecting any other part of his person, then his mouth and belly are much more than just a foot or an inch of his skin.” Above all, one should not neglect the heart, but one should not neglect the mouth and belly, either, unless forced to do so for the sake of one’s heart: “A man loves all the parts of his person without discrimination [and] nurtures them all without discrimination. If there is not one foot or one inch of his skin that he does not love, then there is not one foot or one inch that he does not nurture.” When circumstances allow, a gentleman does not neglect his eyes, ears, mouth or belly, just as a good gardener nurtures the ordinary trees as well as the precious ones when possible (Mencius 6A13–14). Indeed, as we have seen, Mencius teaches that only the wise person can properly enjoy such choice possessions as the Sacred Pond and Sacred Terrace.
Scholars such as D.C. Lau have argued that when Mencius says that human nature is good, he is referring to the heart and its four sprouts of virtue, not to those features of human beings that we share with other animals, such as the sense organs and the physical appetites: “… the desireful nature of man cannot be called human nature, because this fails to distinguish him from animals. What distinguishes him from animals is his heart …” (Mencius, xviii; cf. Waley 1939: 205). Lau thus does not regard Mencius’ claim that human nature is good as applying to the other appetites, which he sees as liable to conflict with morality (Mencius, xxxi). On Lau’s view, the claim that human nature is good only affirms “that men have natural motives to do good” along with their other motives (Lau 2000: 196).
While it is true that one must include the heart, which is distinctive, in order to understand human nature, it is a mistake to suggest that only the heart is what is meant by human nature. Though of lower importance, the sense organs are as much a part of human nature as the heart: “The way the mouth is disposed towards tastes, the eye towards colours, the ear towards sounds, the nose towards smells, and the four limbs towards ease is human nature …” (Mencius 7B24). Like the other parts of the body, the senses and their associated desires are “what Heaven has given” us, and the gentleman is the one who is able to give the body complete fulfillment (Mencius 6A15, 7A38).
If our desires derive from our bodies (including the heart), then Mencius appears to be saying that the Way of the gentleman, when fully realized, would fulfill all our desires. If he cannot have both life and rightness, he will choose rightness, but if life and rightness are consistent with also enjoying delicacies like fish and even bear’s palm, then there is nothing improper in doing so (Mencius 6A10). Mencius even portrays the sage-Emperors as enjoying the traditional comforts of a king. He explains that when Shun played his lute, clad in precious robes, in the company of the daughters of Yao, he enjoyed it, not as the hungry person who gorges himself, but fittingly, “as though this was what he had been used to all his life” (Mencius 7B6).
The difference between the sage and the uncultivated person, then, is not that the sage has a different set of desires. Both have eyes, ears, a mouth and belly, and a heart, with the desires that go with these. Both desire to see beautiful sights and hear beautiful sounds, to eat tasty and satisfying food and to enjoy warmth and physical comfort. These desires of the eyes, ears, mouth, and body may change somewhat in response to one’s actions and experiences, but the differences are not important for Mencius’ purposes; he regards them as the same for all people (6A7).
The heart, however, responds dramatically to cultivation or the lack thereof (6A6, 7B24). The sage has cultivated his heart, and in particular the sprouts of benevolence, rightness, ritual, and wisdom. As a result, these desires have grown to the point that they are his strongest and most constant desires, and hence they take priority over other desires where there is conflict (6A10). Due to the development of the heart, the morally cultivated person has a rather different vision of happiness, and of how to go about satisfying the ordinary desires of the eyes and ears, than the morally immature or vicious.
The fact that the heart requires and responds to cultivation is the key to understanding the otherwise cryptic message of Mencius 7B24. Some scholars read Mencius as drawing a sharp distinction there between the heart and the sensual desires, since he says that the gentleman refers to the sensual desires as decree (ming 命), not nature (xing 性), and refers to the tendencies of the heart as nature, not decree. However, in the course of saying this, Mencius also clearly says that both the heart and the sensual desires are both nature and decree. Indeed, Mencius says that “nothing happens that is not due to Destiny (ming 命)” (Mencius 7A2). Hence the point of how the gentleman refers to them must be a matter of emphasis. In my view the gentleman emphasizes that the sensual desires are a matter of decree because one’s sensual desires are relatively fixed; like many matters of decree they are the way they are independent of any choice or effort one has made or could make. This is the connotation of decree expressed in Mencius 7A3. By contrast, the desires of the heart both require and respond dramatically to cultivation: “Seek it and you will get it; let it go and you will lose it” (7A3, 6A6). To the extent that nature connotes something one needs to cultivate in order to bring it to fruition, the term has a particular affinity for the heart and reminds one of one’s responsibility of self-cultivation.
Somewhat like Lau, A.C. Graham does not take Mencius’ claim that human nature is good to imply that the sensual desires are good, since “the appetites … conflict with [the moral inclinations]” (Graham 1989, 129). Rather, the claim applies to human nature as a whole, and relies on the fact that in a properly cultivated person, the desires of the heart take priority over other desires: “it is natural to prefer the moral to other inclinations” (Graham 1989, 130). Graham does say that “No appetite is bad in itself,” but continues in a manner that highlights the counter-moral tendencies of the other desires: “gluttony, for example, is wrong only because it interferes with weightier concerns” (Graham 1989, 131). For Graham, then, it is the goodness of the moral inclinations, combined with their natural dominance, that render human nature as a whole good. Ivanhoe’s account of human nature’s goodness in Ethics in the Confucian Tradition follows the same pattern (Ivanhoe 2002: 42).
My interpretation of Mencius’ view, however, is not merely that human nature as a whole is good, but that all innate human desires are good. I have distinguished the distinctively moral desires of the heart from the morally neutral desires of the senses and the body because the latter desires are not intrinsically directed toward moral ends. They are, however, directed toward real goods, goods which we might call natural goods (as distinguished from moral goods) and which the morally cultivated person agrees are important for human well-being. One must be selective in how one satisfies the sensual desires and appetites, since they will sometimes be directed toward particular objects that it would be morally wrong to pursue. Yet to say that it would be morally wrong to eat some particular item of food or to have sex with just any person is not to say that it is bad to desire food or sex. On the contrary, without these desires, human beings might not continue to exist for long.
Though they may be problematic when applied thoughtlessly, the sensual desires and physical appetites can be satisfied in both good and bad ways, and can be guided by the heart to appropriate objects and modes of fulfillment. When we understand them as desires for certain kinds of goods, open to the heart’s guidance, we can see that they are good desires, playing an essential role in human life. A central theme of Mencius’ comments on government is to assure that the people have appropriate means of satisfying these desires, as well as receiving moral education. Not only the distinctively moral desires, but the other innate desires too will normally find satisfaction in a life in accord with the Way. The desire for food, for instance, is honorably satisfied through productive labor, and the desire for sex is honorably satisfied through marriage.16
It is important to keep in mind that Mencius is not saying that the life of virtue will allow one to satisfy one’s desires, whatever one’s desires may be. Those who love cruelty or drunkenness, for instance, will need to unlearn these desires in the course of developing the virtues. The life of virtue leads to the satisfaction of not just any desires, but those desires that Heaven has given us as part of our nature. Nor will the life of virtue necessarily allow one to satisfy one’s desires in the way one is accustomed to doing. Where the rulers of his time typically desire to rule the Empire through force of arms, Mencius insists that one must unite the Empire through sharing the joys and sorrows of all its people, and caring for them as a father and mother (1B4). Nor is he suggesting that virtue will allow one to satisfy one’s natural desires in whatever state they happen to be. Rather, virtue requires the cultivation of the heart until its desires have grown to be the most decisive influence on one’s will, reflecting the order implicit in human nature, as established by Heaven. Because we all have these desires, however, and are capable of developing them to maturity, in fulfillment of our nature, the life of virtue will satisfy all our desires, to the greatest extent that our circumstances make possible.
The examples of Yan Hui 顏回, Boyi 伯夷, and others who accept poverty, deprivation, and even death for the sake of virtue remind us that the path of virtue often leads rather far from the satisfaction of all our desires. The case of Shun just mentioned is a shining example, rarely equaled in human history, and possible only because of conducive circumstances, including the goodness of Yao. Both patterns represent key principles in Mencius’ overall ethical view, however. Perhaps the key to reconciling them is Confucius’ remark that “In a state that has the Way, to be poor and of low status is a cause for shame; in a state that is without the Way, to be wealthy and honored is equally a cause for shame” (Analects 8.13, see also 4.5; Slingerland 2003: 82). When the Way prevails, virtue will typically be accompanied by material comfort and positive social relationships, although when it does not prevail, as it does not in the time of Confucius or Mencius, one must be prepared to forego many lesser matters for the sake of virtue.

4.3 The Way and Fulfillment of Desires
The claim that the Way of the gentleman ideally involves the fulfillment of all our natural desires is arguably not quite explicit in the Mencius, though some passages come quite close. This idea is expressed directly in other major Confucian texts, however. Confucius himself says that, though it took him until the age of seventy, he was eventually able to “follow [his] heart’s desires without overstepping the bounds of propriety” (Analects 2.4, Slingerland 2003: 9). Though brief, this statement has dramatic implications clearly in line with Mencius’ eudaimonism, and it resonates with many other passages such as Analects 5.26, 6.11, 6.19–20, 7.12, 7.16, 9.29, and 11.26.
Xunzi develops this point further, going so far as to build it into the structure of his theory of ritual. In “A Discussion of Rites,” Xunzi indicates that the origin of ritual is desire, and its purpose is to regulate desire so that it can be satisfied to the greatest extent practical: “When rites are performed in the highest manner, then both the emotions and the forms embodying them are fully realized …” (Xunzi 2003: 98). Similarly, in “Dispelling Obsession,” Xunzi forcefully rejects the idea that the sage lives primarily by self-control:True subtlety is the quality of the perfect man. What has he to do with strength of will, endurance, and fearfulness? … The sage follows his desires, satisfies all his emotions, and at the same time is restrained, because he possesses reason … The benevolent man practices the Way through inaction; the sage practices the Way through nonstriving. The thoughts of the benevolent man are reverent; the thoughts of the sage are joyous. (Xunzi 2003: 137)

For Xunzi’s sage, morality does not require striving, because his desires have been transformed through disciplined cultivation, to the point that it is precisely in virtuous behavior that he finds his greatest joy.
Though each is an independent thinker in his own right, both Mencius and Xunzi seem to be offering more theoretically developed versions of the basic eudaimonism expressed by Confucius. Xunzi, of course, emphasizes the differences between the desires of the uncultivated and those of the sage, and sees the restraint of improper desires as a crucial means of moral cultivation.17 Mencius, by contrast, emphasizes the continuity between our innate desires and those of the sage and regards the improvement of character as primarily a matter of cultivating and strengthening moral desires to their potential. All three are critical of the desires of the uncultivated or vicious, but see the Way as highly compatible with a properly cultivated system of human desires.
In Mencius’ time there are thinkers such as Gaozi who suggest that moral goodness is contrary to human nature, or at least an external imposition. Mencius pointedly argues against them, insisting that their doctrine risks “bringing disaster upon morality.” Indeed, Mencius might have had the same reaction to Socrates’ portrayal of the philosophical life in the Gorgias. Comparing moral self-discipline to “cauterization and surgery,” Socrates makes the life of virtue sound daunting and at times rather dreadful (Gorgias 480c). Perhaps it is no surprise, then, that Polus and Callicles are entirely unpersuaded to follow it. Gaozi’s example of carving wood into cups and bowls is not much more appealing as a vision of self-cultivation.18 If virtue is contrary to human nature, then one might even wonder if it is appropriate to expect people to embrace it—perhaps those who resist virtue would be right to do so after all.
In fact, however, there is nothing more fitting and appropriate to a human being than virtue. On Mencius’ account, what is needed for us to be good is only what comes naturally, with the right cultivation. The life of benevolence, rightness, the rites and wisdom expresses our deepest nature, and moreover it leads to our highest forms of joy (Mencius 7A21). Like “water flows downwards,” virtue is not merely compatible with human nature, but is an expression and fulfillment of it. Like a fire spreading, joy will come to a properly cultivated heart, and one will spontaneously begin to dance to the music of virtue: “When joy arises, how can one stop it? And when one cannot stop it, then one begins to dance with one’s feet and wave one’s arms without knowing it” (Mencius 4A9, 2A6, 4A27). Thus on Mencius’ account, there is nothing more fully and richly desirable than the fruits of virtue.


5 Happiness in the Mencius
For Mencius, then, virtue is essential to happiness and characteristically leads to it, both in the sense of a life that is objectively good, and in the sense of the overall fulfillment of desires. This is true whether we think of the relevant desires as being innate desires or those of the morally cultivated person, since the difference between the two is essentially a matter of proportion, as the cultivated person’s distinctively moral desires are much more developed. Insofar as the life of virtue unites both what is objectively good and what is subjectively desirable, Mencius’ account of virtue is eudaimonist.
More specifically, I have shown how Mencius consistently appeals to the kings’ desires and their image of a good and successful life, to persuade them to virtue. He shows how their desires for courage, money, and such would be addressed by entirely appropriate and even vital aspects of the life of a true king, and works to help them recognize and more fully develop their distinctively moral desires, especially compassion for their people. I also show that Mencius’ conception of human nature and natural desire implies that the life of virtue makes possible the most complete satisfaction of human desires, especially our desires for benevolence, justice, the rites and virtue, which are the deepest and most important.
It is not immediately obvious, however, what term or concept in Mencius’ thought we should take to represent happiness. Clearly Mencius has an idea of what makes an objectively good human life, and also regards this as subjectively desirable. However, what we have in the Mencius is not primarily a systematic philosophical treatise, but a series of reports of conversations and sayings, with varying degrees of thematic unity. In looking for a technical term for happiness in the Mencius, then, I am looking for something that the text does not at first glance seem designed to provide.
However, Mencius has a distinctive set of ideas and distinctive ways of expressing them. The fact that the text largely reports excerpts from conversations does not mean that Mencius lacks a well-developed theoretical vocabulary, only that it is not laid out in the explicit and methodical way one would expect from a treatise. My view is that he has an intricate and powerful theoretical system that we can discover by reading with appropriate care.19 In particular, Mencius does have a concept of happiness, one that is well suited to support his theoretical and persuasive goals. Further, he has characteristic ways of referring to and describing it, which are well suited to expressing his point and carry a special significance in light of other key concepts in his thought, especially his carefully crafted conception of human nature. Before turning to my interpretation, it will be helpful to consider the strengths and weaknesses of some terms and concepts that other scholars have highlighted as notions of happiness or, indeed, as counterparts in Mencius’ thought to the Greek notion of eudaimonia.
5.1 Candidate Concepts for Happiness
The word le 樂, often translated as ‘pleasure,’ ‘delight,’ or ‘joy,’ is used frequently in the Mencius and seems promising because it roughly describes the emotional component of happiness. Moreover, Mencius uses le 樂 to refer to some of the highest forms of satisfaction that the cultivated person finds in virtue and in virtuous accomplishments (e.g. in Mencius 4A27, 7A20–21). In particular, its use in 4A27, mentioned above, would seem to make it a prime candidate.
Mencius 4A27 may be the most eudaimonist passage in the entire book. It is structured concisely around Mencius’ four cardinal virtues of benevolence, rightness, wisdom and ritual propriety, but ties these intimately with joy: “the content of music is the joy that comes of delighting in them” (Lau 2003: 169). It then spends two additional sentences poetically expressing the power of joy. Clearly joy is an essential element of the life of virtue, and that the virtues lead to joy seems to be the primary message, for after a very concise description of the cardinal virtues, nearly half the passage by characters is spent discussing joy. While other passages tend to refer to particular desires and moral impulses, such as the poetic description of the sprout of benevolence in 2A6 or the comparison of the desire for rightness to the desire for meat in 6A10, this passage seems to present a survey of the whole life of virtue in a nutshell, with joy its most prominent component.
For similar reasons Philip Ivanhoe offers le 樂 as a counterpart to the Greek eudaimonia in the Analects and the Zhuangzi 莊子 (Ivanhoe 2013a). Passages such as Analects 6.11 and 7.16 seem to use le 樂 to refer to a kind of transcendent joy found in the life of virtue. However, Mencius also uses le 樂 to refer to delighting in excessive drinking or in cruelty, which are objectively bad (1B4, 4A3). This suggests that in the Mencius, le 樂 expresses subjective goodness but is neutral regarding objective goodness and can refer to either good or bad pleasures, whereas in the sense I am seeking, happiness is objectively good.20
Huang Yong also picks out le 樂 as the reward of virtue in an article that partially overlaps with my view. Huang presents a broadly eudaimonist interpretation of Confucianism, insofar as he argues for the subjective desirability of the moral life. He recognizes, however, that there is also delight or joy to be found “in doing non-moral and/or immoral things” (Huang 2010: 77). This leaves the moral status of le 樂 ambiguous.21 As a result, Huang feels compelled to highlight Mencius’ appeals to our humanity as a way of directing us specifically toward good sources of joy. While this is a move in the right direction, I believe there is a more elegant way to understand Mencius’ eudaimonism, and one that more fully reveals the distinctiveness of Mencius’ approach.
Yu Jiyuan, by contrast, argues that dao 道 is the Confucian counterpart to eudaimonia: “Confucius’ dao corresponds to Aristotle’s eudaimonia in the sense that each refers to the highest human good” (Yu 2007: 25). Yet this interpretation leads to the opposite problem. The Greek eudaimonists regarded it as a truism that everyone desires eudaimonia, but this is far from the case with the Way. In Analects 6.17, for instance, Confucius wonders, “Who would leave a house without using the door? Why do people seek to walk outside the Way?” (Leys 1997: 26) Rather, it is the exceptional person, the gentleman or junzi, who sets his heart on the Way and sincerely strives to live by it, as a carpenter relies on a plumb-line (Mencius 7A41). To delight in Heaven, as opposed to merely standing in awe of it, is a mark of moral cultivation (Mencius 1B3). The Way thus represents an objective standard by which we can judge a life, and clearly the Way is a crucial aspect of Mencius’ conception of goodness. As the standard set by Heaven, in a sense the Way may be the highest and most authoritative standard of goodness, and it includes human flourishing, not just for individuals but for whole societies. Yet while a life in keeping with the Way may also bring great subjective satisfaction, this is a further claim, not suggested by the word dao 道 itself.
Bryan Van Norden and May Sim also come close to arguing, in effect, that Confucian thought is eudaimonist, but without incorporating the role of desire. Van Norden’s definition of a virtue ethics comes close to a definition of eudaimonism, since he ties an account of the virtues to an account of a flourishing life (Van Norden 2007: 33–4). However, as his choice of ‘flourishing’ as a rendering of eudaimonia suggests, Van Norden’s focus too is on objective goodness, defined as “a life characterized by the ordered exercise of one’s capacities as a human” (Van Norden 2007: 37), and not on the combination of objective and subjective goodness that is distinctive of eudaimonism on my definition.22 Hence Ivanhoe’s phrase, ‘virtue ethics of flourishing,’ is more appropriate than ‘eudaimonism’ for describing the particular form of virtue ethics that Van Norden describes (Ivanhoe 2013b).23
May Sim similarly comes close to describing Confucius as a eudaimonist, but uses “good life” and “happy life” more or less interchangeably, with a focus again on objective goodness: “To talk of the good life is to talk about the kind of person one should become” (Sim 2007: 23–4). Hence her claims are significantly different in substance from the view I present here, though compatible with it.
Although he emphasizes the joy that comes from virtue in discussing Confucius and Zhuangzi, Ivanhoe takes an approach rather like Van Norden’s and Sim’s in an essay on Mencius. Ivanhoe’s notion of a “virtue ethics of flourishing” emphasizes an objective form of flourishing that is defined in Mencius’ case by “the paradigmatic models of the ‘gentleman’ (君子 junzi) and ‘sage’ (聖人 sheng ren)” (Ivanhoe 2013b: 52). As happiness combines the objective goodness of flourishing with subjective desirability, so the difference between a virtue ethics of flourishing and eudaimonism is that eudaimonism emphasizes not only the objective goodness or flourishing that derives from virtue, but also the subjective desirability of the happy life.
As I will clarify, the form of life Mencius recommends harmoniously combines both objective and subjective goodness. This combination is quite intentional, and there are a variety of compound words or phrases that capture it, which we might use to refer to the specifically Confucian form of happiness.
One interesting candidate is simply a combination of the two terms just discussed, the compound le dao 樂道, which we may translate, delighting in the Way. While this phrase is far from ubiquitous in the Mencius, it appears in 2B2: “If [a prince] does not honour virtue and delight in the Way … he is not worthy of being helped towards the achievement of great things.” A similar construction also appears in a reference to “Gentlemen in antiquity … [who] delighted in the Way” (le dao 樂其道), in 7A8, and memorably in Mencius’ description of Yi Yin as “delighting in the Way of Yao and Shun (le yao shun zhi dao 樂堯舜之道)” (Mencius 5A7). While in 2B2 and 7A8 the phrase may refer primarily to an orientation or attitude of loving the Way, in 5A7 it seems to refer to the joyful way of life Yi Yin is already experiencing even before he goes to serve Tang, and hence is used in a way that corresponds closely with the sense of happiness I am seeking.
Other similar phrases appearing in the Mencius include delighting in Heaven (le tian 樂天), delighting in rightness (le yi 樂義) or in benevolence and rightness, and delighting in goodness (le shan 樂善).24 Thus while the exact phrase le dao 樂道 only appears once, it is representative of a group of phrases that are similar in meaning and which reflect both the moral significance Mencius attaches to what we care about, and the fact that there is joy to be found in the moral life. Delighting in the Way is therefore an interesting candidate for a distinctively Confucian form of happiness.
This candidate has some weaknesses, however. One is that in the passages where similar phrases appear, they often seem to be describing character—what someone cares about—rather than the state of a person’s life, as in 5A7. As mentioned above, in 1B3 Mencius refers to delighting in Heaven, as opposed to being “in awe of Heaven,” to draw a contrast between the attitudes expressed in different ways of running a state. Similarly, in 6A16, delight in the good is mentioned as part of a list whose other members are clearly virtues—“benevolence, dutifulness, conscientiousness,” etc.—suggesting that it is also mentioned primarily as a mark of good character, an orientation of the heart rather than an experience. Hence using delighting in the Way as a standard term for happiness may be confusing, and runs against the intent of some of these passages, which present this delight as a symptom of goodness rather than a cause. Another is that delight in the Way would seem to be a form of delight that not everyone recognizes as desirable or realistic, as I note above. Indeed, loving and delighting in the Way is held up as a mark of the especially refined person. Finally, to focus on pleasure or delight as a goal may invite confusion regarding virtuous motives.

5.2 Fulfilling Human Nature
All of the candidates above, of course, are closely related to Mencius’ idea of happiness. All of them highlight features of a good life. A happy life in the full sense includes joy and is motivated partly by it, harmonizes with the Way, and emulates the ideal of the gentleman or in the best case, the sage. Mencius describes many features of a good life, from the mundane to the sublime. What we are looking for, however, is a concept that ties these together, explaining and expressing how the objectively best life is also subjectively the most desirable and satisfying. I argue that Mencius’ conception of human nature is carefully designed to do just this. Of course, all humans have human nature; what differentiates the best lives from the mediocre or bad is what we do with it, or more specifically, whether we fulfill it.
I suggest, then, that we find an illuminating and appropriate conception of happiness in jin xing 盡性, “fulfilling human nature,” or the closely related jin xin 盡心, “fulfilling one’s heart.” These are arguably the most relevant of a cluster of closely related constructions. In 6A6 Mencius uses jin qi cai 盡其才, “make the best of their native endowment” (Lau 2003: 247), or “fathom their potential” (Van Norden 2008: 149), to describe the difference between those who develop their moral nature and those who do not. In 2B7 he uses jin yu ren xin 盡於人心 to describe the way that early people fulfilled their hearts by honoring their parents through burial, illustrating that the virtues are implicit in human nature. In 7A2 he uses jin qi dao 盡其道 to refer to those who have “done [their] best in following the Way” (Lau 2003; 287), or who die through “fathoming the Way” (Van Norden 2008: 171). Perhaps most tellingly, in 7A1 Mencius uses jin qi xin 盡其心 to describe “giv[ing] full realization to [one’s] heart” (Lau 2003: 287), or “fully fathom[ing] one’s heart” (Van Norden 2008: 171), and thereby coming to know Heaven.
The precise phrase jin xing 盡性 does not appear in the Mencius, but is a natural choice for representing a recurring theme in these and other passages. When Mencius refers to ‘endowment’ (cai 才) in 6A6–7 it is clear that what he is referring to is human nature (xing 性), highlighting the fact that it is originally given to us by Heaven. Thus “fulfilling human nature” [jin xing 盡性] is a natural paraphrase of “fathom[ing] their potential” [jin qi cai 盡其才] in this key exposition. It is also worth noting that the phrase jin qi xing 盡其性 appears in chap. 23 of The Mean, in a context that gives it cosmic importance along similar lines to Mencius 7A1.25
At the same time, the heart is the element of the human constitution that is most crucial to Mencius’ distinctive account of human nature, so much so that he often refers to the two almost interchangeably. When Mencius defines human nature in 6A6, he does so by describing four qualities of the heart. Accordingly, as he argues for this account in 6A7–8, and expounds it further in 6A9–14, the discussion focuses continually on the heart and its qualities, sometimes switching between references to xin 心 and xing 性 as though they are nearly equivalent. As discussed above, human nature as a whole also includes the eyes, ears, mouth, belly, and so on, but the way we nurture and fulfill them is decisively shaped and even transformed by the guidance of a properly cultivated heart. Thus, fulfilling one’s heart (jin xin 盡心), fulfilling one’s endowment [jin cai 盡才), and fulfilling human nature (jin xing 盡性), are nearly equivalent phrases for Mencius’ purposes.
On Mencius’ account, the sprouts of the virtues are the defining features of human nature, and of the human heart in particular. Thus to fulfill the heart and our nature is first and foremost to develop and express the virtues. Furthermore, the heart and human nature generally are given to us by Heaven, and so our most essential service to Heaven is to cultivate and fulfill them (6A6, 7A1, 7A38, 7B24, see also The Mean, Chap. 23). Hence fulfilling the heart and fulfilling human nature are objectively good.
Yet both of these are also in and of themselves subjectively desirable, as well. Indeed, for Mencius, human nature is defined primarily in terms of desires, including the desires of the whole body, but especially those of the heart. To fulfill human nature and the heart in particular is not simply to comply with some external standard, but to exercise a set of dispositions implanted in each individual person by Heaven.26
Fulfilling the heart may have a particularly strong connotation of desirability. Since the heart is the seat of our deepest desires, fulfilling one’s heart is effectively a paraphrase of fulfilling one’s deepest desires. We can see this especially in 1A7, where Mencius uses fulfilling your heart (jin xin 盡心) to refer to the king’s pursuit of his “supreme ambition” or great desire (da yu 大欲). At the same time, fulfilling one’s nature implies a broader, more complete fulfillment of desires, including those of the heart, and emphasizes that these desires are not arbitrary or whimsical, but right and fitting. Thus fulfilling human nature and fulfilling one’s heart both represent broad characterizations of one’s life that are objectively good and subjectively desirable. In other words, both of these (nearly equivalent) phrases represent a distinctively Confucian form of happiness in the specific sense I am concerned with here.27 Mencius’ creatively developed conception of human nature allows him to seamlessly combine objective and subjective goodness in one guiding idea, fundamental to human life.

5.3 Human Nature as the Linchpin of Human Flourishing
Thus far I have focused on identifying a distinctive concept for happiness, describing the goodness of a life with a single idea. The result is an account of happiness that remains somewhat abstract. I have shown in some detail how fulfilling human nature involves (i) developing the virtues and (ii) satisfying both the desires the virtues involve and other innate desires, so far as conditions permit. We may refer to these, respectively, as the moral and emotional dimensions of happiness. These two aspects of happiness are especially important for understanding Mencius as a eudaimonist, who appeals to pre-existing desires to motivate developing and acting on the virtues.
However, there are other features of a good life that are quite important both from the standpoint of ordinary common sense and from a distinctively Confucian standpoint. To properly understand how the fulfillment of human nature is a form of happiness, it is important to understand how these other kinds of goodness relate to it.
In fact, Mencius’ conception of human nature not only provides a strong foundation for his eudaimonism but conceptually unifies his vision for human flourishing, tying together several major kinds or concepts of goodness and showing why all of these are desirable.
Properly understood, Mencius’ concept of fulfilling human nature implies a full notion of a good human life, from the mundane to the sublime. In addition to the emotional and moral dimensions of flourishing, I will briefly consider three more. The material dimension comprises basic goods such as food, clothing, and shelter, along with grander forms of wealth such as land and palaces. The social dimension comprises good human relationships, from family and friends to peace and justice within and among societies. The cosmic dimension consists in a proper relationship with Heaven. Each of these dimensions deserves a thorough exploration in its own right, as does the relationship between them. Here I will limit myself to tracing their broad contours, showing how human nature is the linchpin of Mencius’ comprehensive vision for human flourishing.
The most important part of human nature is the heart, which we fulfill through developing and exercising the virtues, but human nature also includes the desires of the eyes, ears, mouth, belly, and limbs, and indeed all innate desires, which on Mencius’ view are good. Indeed, while the choice of vocabulary is different, we may take the idea of “follow[ing]” (Bloom 2009: 153) or fulfilling the body from Mencius 7A38 as another near equivalent to fulfilling human nature or fulfilling the heart, since Mencius says there that the body is, or belongs to, our nature. Mencius seems to tie the fulfillment of the heart to the fulfillment of the body as a whole in 7A21: “That which a gentleman follows as his nature … is rooted in his heart, and manifests itself in his face, …. back and … limbs, rendering their message intelligible without words.” Again, in 6A14–15 Mencius refers to the organization of the body as a guide to understanding moral priorities. The body, then, is a kind of Heaven-given guide to human flourishing. As a guide, it does not compete with human nature, but reflects and manifests it.
Given the importance of the body, happiness in the full sense must include satisfying food, comfortable clothing and shelter, and appealing sights and sounds. Mencius routinely highlights these basics as among the components of flourishing that a king should ensure for his people (e.g. Mencius 1A3, 5, and 7; cf. Analects 12.7), even if he cannot raise them all to the level of Shun playing his lute with the daughters of Yao. We may call this the material dimension of happiness. While we do not need a theory to tell us that physical comforts contribute to happiness, it is important that the fulfillment of human nature includes them. At the same time, much of the value of material goods lies in the way they make possible social and moral goods, such as “in the support of … parents when alive and in the mourning of them when dead” (1A3) or “the support of wife and children” (1A7). I have discussed this topic in greater depth elsewhere (Huff 2016; see also Huff 2013).
Fulfilling human nature also embraces a social dimension of happiness. The vital importance of relationships with parents, spouse, children, friends, and ruler is visible throughout Confucian thought.When a person is young he yearns for his parents; when he begins to take an interest in women, he yearns for the young and beautiful; when he has a wife, he yearns for his wife; when he enters public life he yearns for his prince and becomes restless if he is without one. (5A1)

Again, the ability to live together with one’s parents, spouse, and children and fulfill one’s obligations to them is one of the core features of a flourishing life that Mencius highlights in describing how a king should care for his people (1A3, 5, 7). Intriguingly, close family relationships are the primary context for developing the virtues in their initial form, by loving and being loved by one’s parents, and by learning to be considerate of one’s siblings (4A27, 7A15). As one develops in benevolence and rightness, one’s concern for close family and friends will expand to a much broader concern for other human beings and the social order, delighting in the joys and worrying over the troubles of the people of the whole world, like the ancient sage kings (1B4). The cultivated person will feel a responsibility like Yi Yin’s, to bring the way of Yao and Shun to the whole world (5A7; cf. 2B12–13). Thus human happiness is not just an individual matter but is tied to the well-being of others, even of all humankind (5A1–2, 7A20–21). I have also discussed this in greater depth elsewhere (Huff 2016; cf. Huff 2013).
Mencius’ conception of human nature also connects happiness with more distinctive features of his worldview, including the cosmic dimension of flourishing. As mentioned above, the Way is a key standard of objective goodness in Confucian thought, reflecting the supreme authority of Heaven. We might be inclined to think of the Way as a purely objective standard, coming from beyond and quite independent of us. On Mencius’ account, however, we can find the Way within ourselves: “A gentleman steeps himself in the Way because he wishes to find it in himself…. [then] he will be at ease in it, … draw deeply upon it, [and find] its source wherever he turns” (4B14). This passage is initially mysterious enough that one might be tempted to read it as merely a bit of poetic excess, but when we understand what human nature is, we can see that this is an essential element of Mencius’ worldview.
For each living thing, Heaven establishes a standard or pattern for how it can flourish. To enable it to follow that pattern, Heaven gives it a nature: “Heaven produces the teeming masses,/And where there is a thing there is a norm./If the people held on to their constant nature,/They would be drawn to superior virtue” (6A6, cf. Analects 17.19). The Way is a pattern by which all things can flourish. We participate in that pattern by following and fulfilling our nature: “For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven” (Mencius 7A1). Hence the fulfillment of human nature is the human portion of the Way. We can see the desirability of the Way, then, through a proper understanding of human nature.
Another way to understand the cosmic dimension of a good life is through the idea of fate, decree, or destiny (ming 命), the ordinance or command of Heaven. Yet here again, there is an intimate link to human nature. Continuing the passage just quoted: “The retention of [a person’s] heart and the nurturing of his nature are the means by which he serves Heaven” (7A1). What Heaven asks of us, then, is accomplished fundamentally by developing and following our nature. Again, “It is through awaiting whatever is to befall him with a perfected character that he establishes his proper Destiny” (7A1, Lau translation modified). In other words, we achieve our destiny, fulfilling our individual charge or Mandate from Heaven, by fulfilling our nature and allowing the virtues to govern our lives, wherever they may lead us. I have also discussed the cosmic dimension of flourishing more fully elsewhere (Huff 2017).


6 Conclusion: Eudaimonism as an Architectonic Principle
I have argued that Mencius is a eudaimonist, and his eudaimonism is one of the most central features of his thought. Mencius maintains that the most satisfying life for a human being is the life of virtue (theoretical eudaimonism), and he repeatedly appeals both to distinctively moral desires and to morally neutral desires in his efforts to persuade others to develop and exercise the virtues (persuasive eudaimonism).
A carefully crafted, teleological account of human nature supports and gives definition to Mencius’ eudaimonism and his account of moral development. At the center of this account lies the heart, which naturally finds fulfillment in the virtues of benevolence, rightness, ritual propriety, and wisdom. While the desires of the heart are the deepest and strongest desires of the properly developed person, Mencius also affirms the desires of the eyes, ears, mouth, and belly as having a place in the moral life, and finding ample fulfillment in it so long as this does not conflict with the desires of the heart. The primary difference between the virtuous person and others is the relative strength and development of the moral desires as compared with other desires and habits. Thus Mencius’ call to virtue is an appeal to desires that all of us have innately, even if those desires are not yet as strong as they should be.
The account of human nature and its development is arguably the most well developed, distinctive, and central feature of Mencius’ theoretical work. I have shown how this account is intimately correlated with, supportive of, and expressed in his persuasive strategies. I suggest, however, that this is not merely a correlation. The way in which Mencius introduces account of human nature, in some of the most important passages, suggests that it is in fact motivated in substantial part by his commitment to a eudaimonist approach to moral persuasion. In 1A7, Mencius introduces the heart of compassion in order to persuade and encourage the king to practice benevolent government. In 2A6, he mentions the heart of compassion again, reiterating the claim from 1A7 that one who puts this heart into action will rule the Empire as easily “as rolling it on your palm.” Later in the same passage he says, “For a man possessing these four sprouts to deny his own potentialities is for him to cripple himself.”
Perhaps most strikingly, the most sustained treatment of the subject, in Book 6A, begins with the observation that if people are told morality is contrary to human nature, it will bring “disaster upon morality” (Mencius 6A1). Sections 6A2-5 then present a series of arguments for the claim that moral principles are not merely a cultural imposition or a matter of social expediency, but intrinsic to human nature. Mencius’ argument that the virtues are in fact an expression of natural human tendencies thus appears to be in substantial measure aimed at maintaining the persuasive case in favor of morality. Eudaimonism thus appears to play an architectonic role within the body of Mencius’ thought. The most carefully developed and presented element of his thought is his account of human nature. Yet the centerpiece of his account of human nature is a set of inborn desires that find fulfillment precisely in the moral life.
Many scholars are skeptical of eudaimonism because of concerns like those of Immanuel Kant, who argued that because both virtuous and vicious people pursue happiness, happiness is not a proper motive for virtuous activity. Mencius’ form of eudaimonism addresses this concern, however, since the cultivated person’s strongest desires are precisely the desires for benevolence, rightness, wisdom, and ritual propriety. Since it is precisely virtuous action that contributes most to the virtuous person’s happiness, there is nothing wrong with happiness as the motive of virtuous action. At the same time, eudaimonist persuasion can be effective even with the morally immature because they, too, have the four sprouts of the virtues, even though these desires have not yet developed into their dominant motivations. As Kant implies, the motives of the virtuous and vicious are substantially different on Mencius’ account, but primarily through differences in proportion.
Mencius’ conception of human nature also plays a powerful role in tying together his overall understanding of human flourishing, which includes material, social, emotional, moral, and cosmic dimensions. Properly understood, the fulfillment of human nature involves all of these distinct kinds of goods, reinforcing the fact that they are all objectively good, and also showing why they are subjectively desirable. As a guide for our lives, human nature carries both the personal authority of desire and the cosmic authority of Heaven. In exploring this, we both clarify key details of Mencius’ thought and illuminate its remarkable systematic unity.
Further, that both classical Greek and Confucian philosophical ethics are eudaimonistic adds to the credibility of eudaimonism historically and today. That leading thinkers in two such widely differing cultural contexts independently reached the same conclusion suggests that this claim is not merely a local invention but reflects insight into widely shared human traits. Mencius’ thought presents a challenge to contemporary virtue ethicists who are wary of eudaimonism, to give it a closer look, and suggests promising strategies for resolving their concerns. Recognizing Mencius as a eudaimonist also establishes reference points for further comparative study, which can expand our understanding of both the Greek and Confucian traditions by posing questions we might not have asked otherwise.
At the same time, there are striking differences in the form of Mencius’ eudaimonism, which expand our sense of the range of theoretical possibilities for eudaimonism, and which make Mencius’ thought in some ways more appealing and defensible than Greek forms of eudaimonism. The broad commonality of eudaimonism enables us to consider that differences may be complementary, with the potential to produce a more complete and satisfying picture of eudaimonism than either Greek or Confucian thought provides on its own.
This potential for complementarity may be particularly helpful for thinkers interested in reconstituting a eudaimonist ethic for today. For instance, the Greek eudaimonists offer greater formality and theoretical precision in some aspects of their theories, but their visions of happiness may seem somewhat strained, as each school emphasizes its distinctive doctrines. Mencius by contrast arguably takes human embodiment and sociality more seriously, producing a richer and more plausible conception of the good life while yet maintaining rigorous moral aspirations.28 Again, the Greek eudaimonists tend to emphasize the ideal of moral perfection, and may seem to forget that most of us are at best on the way to this ideal. Confucian thinkers, by contrast, emphasize the standpoint of those who are on the way to virtue and sagehood, and their careful discussions of moral development thus fill in an area needing further attention. In countless other ways, an independent, Confucian perspective promises to enrich our understanding of both eudaimonism’s theoretical possibilities and its human realities. I look forward to further work in this vein.
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Footnotes
1Mencius 1A1; Lau 2003: 3. See also 7A25 and 6B4. Except where otherwise noted, all quotations of Mencius are from Lau 2003, but with transliterations changed to Pinyin where appropriate.

 

2“That a feather is not lifted is because one fails to make the effort... Hence your failure to become a true King is due to a refusal to act, not to an inability to act” (Mencius 1A7; Lau 2003: 19).

 

3Contemporary virtue ethicists who recognize the fluidity of meaning of the English “happiness” and use it to translate eudaimonia include Julia Annas and Daniel C. Russell (Annas 1993, 1998; Russell 2013).

 

4Lee Yearley also emphasizes flourishing as a shared concern for both Mencius and Aquinas (Yearley 1990).

 

5I follow D.C. Lau in translating the Chinese xin 心 as simply, ‘heart.’ Mencius regards both thought and feeling as taking place in the heart, prompting some to use such translations as ‘heart-mind,’ ‘heartmind,’ or simply, ‘mind.’ However, there is ample precedent in English literature for figuring the heart as the seat of both thought and emotion, so Lau’s simple translation is a sensible and elegant one.

 

6While in my view the ideals of moral cultivation represented by the Confucian gentleman and sage are equally appropriate for both women and men, Mencius rarely seems to have had women in mind, so in the interest of verbal economy and to avoid anachronism, I will often use the term ‘gentleman’ and the masculine pronoun ‘his’ in referring to them.

 

7Mencius 6A12–16. For additional examples of this pattern, see 1A1, 6; 2A7; 4A28; 4B28–2; 6A11–15; 6B6; 7A19–21, 25.

 

8I will give additional support for this claim below.

 

9As in much of his advice to kings, Mencius here recommends a generous magnanimity as the key principle of stable, constructive leadership. In the Greek world, Xenophon’s political writing explores and advocates a similar approach, a kind of conquest by benevolence. See O’Connor 2010.

 

10Thus I describe this a bit differently than Ivanhoe, who suggests that the kings’ “narrowly self-interested motives. .. are transformed and replaced by properly moral motives as one makes progress in the task of self cultivation” (Ivanhoe 2002: 13n6). I argue that the nonmoral motives Mencius appeals to are not to be replaced, but rather redirected and reshaped in the process of moral guidance and development, in part by being combined with distinctively moral motives.

 

11Bryan Van Norden takes a similar position: “Mengzi clearly thinks that sensual desires are not, in themselves, unethical or bad. .. according to Mengzi, all the elements of our nature are good. Doing wrong is the result only of certain aspects of one’s nature being overdeveloped relative to other aspects.. .” (Van Norden 2007: 226). Matthew Walker also takes a similar position (Walker 2013). In this light it is interesting to compare Mencius’ view with Rosalind Hursthouse’s somewhat vague statement that the virtuous person’s conceptions of benefit and harm “overlap” with those of others, including the immoralist (Hursthouse 1999: 185). Mencius’ view represents one much more specific explanation of how this might be.

 

12Mencius 2A6; Lau 2003: 73. I have modified Lau’s translation here and hereafter to render duan 端 as ‘sprouts,’ which seems more intuitive, instead of ‘germs.’

 

13Mencius 2A6, constructing a similar image to that used in 2A2; Lau 2003: 73. I have modified the Lau translation here to restore the parallel phrasing of the original.

 

14Ivanhoe similarly states that those who do not develop the virtues are, in Mencius’ view, “acting against their own deepest and most authentic desires” (Ivanhoe 2007: 215).

 

15This point is directly presented in several ways in Mencius 6A7–9, and less explicitly in many other passages about how a ruler should cultivate the character of his people, such as 1A3, 5, and 7, 7A23, and 7A27.

 

16For more on this topic see Huff 2021.

 

17Xunzi seems more pessimistic about the compatibility of human desires with virtue in “Man’s Nature is Evil.” However, there he is commenting on human desires as they start out, prior to moral development, which is quite a different matter from their state at the end of this process, which is the focus of the passage in “Dispelling Obsession.”

 

18Mencius, 6A1; Lau 2003: 241. In fairness, while his analogy to making bowls out of willow suggests that goodness is contrary to human nature, it is not clear that Gaozi intended to imply this. Gaozi’s analogy with water in 6A2 suggests that human nature is neutral with regard to goodness.

 

19One illustration of how different kinds of discussion bring out different degrees of theoretical development appears in the contrast between Mencius 6A1–5 and the later portions of 6A, especially 6A6 and 6A15. When speaking with those who do not share their views, such as Gaozi and his disciples, there is a limit to how far Mencius or his disciples can deploy their distinctive theoretical vocabulary. When Mencius is speaking privately with Gongduzi, however, he is able to explain more precisely.

 

20As Ivanhoe has pointed out in private correspondence, the fact that a term is used in one way in one passage or set of passages does not necessarily imply that it is used the same way in other passages. This is a particularly relevant point in the case of works such as the Analects and the Mencius, which are clearly not systematic treatises. However, since Mencius uses le 樂 as a morally ambiguous term in some passages, it seems to me we would need fairly specific evidence to conclude that in other passages he is using it to refer to something that is objectively good by definition, as my concept of happiness calls for. Though Mencius uses the term to refer to some very good things, this fact alone seems insufficient.

 

21On Huang’s interpretation, we also see the fulfillment of human nature captured in Mencius 7A4 by the term cheng 誠, which he translates, ‘realization’ (Huang 2010: 72). This represents an appealing interpretation of cheng 誠 and also a gesture toward a view similar to mine. Huang still emphasizes this realization as a source of joy, however and cheng 誠, if it does in fact refer to the fulfillment of human nature, is not the primary term Mencius uses for it.

 

22Van Norden does note that “a flourishing life possesses … joy” in the Confucian conception, but his references throughout the book to “living well,” “flourishing,” the “human good” and “valuable” actions or ways of life reflect a focus on objective goodness rather than subjective satisfaction (2007: 116).

 

23Joseph Chan offers another broadly eudaimonistic interpretation of Confucianism. Chan sees in Confucian thought a form of political perfectionism, which “is the philosophical view that the social and political order—including political rights and duties—are to be judged by their contribution to the human good life” (Chan 2013: 18).

 

24These variants appear in Mencius 1B3, 7A9, 4A27, and 6A16. Similarly, in 4A27, when Mencius says that “music is the joy that comes of delighting in these two,” it is clear that by “these two” he means benevolence and rightness (Lau 2003: 169, translation modified for clarity).

 

25I am grateful to Bryan Van Norden for directing me to this passage.

 

26Michael Slote argues that Mencius may be better understood as a sentimentalist than as a eudaimonist, because of the prominent role of moral feelings in his thought (Slote 2009). Yet for Mencius, because the moral sprouts are implanted by Heaven, they also represent an objective moral standard. The normativity of the standard set by our moral sentiments is crucially tied to the fact that it reflects and is derived from the ethical standard of Heaven. Nor does Mencius draw the radical distinction between reason and sentiment that sometimes appears in the Western tradition, and which Slote seems to presuppose. In Mencius’ case, then, Slote’s dichotomy between sentimentalism (focusing on subjective, sentimental judgments) and eudaimonism (focusing on objective, rational judgments) does not really apply; he is both a sentimentalist and a eudaimonist. I am sympathetic to Bryan Van Norden’s response to Slote, which suggests that Aristotle also resists Slote’s dichotomy (Van Norden 2009). As I read it, a central goal of Aristotle’s eudaimonism is precisely to harmonize reason and sentiment through his accounts of virtue and happiness.

 

27Further, they do so in a manner that is broadly recognizable as subjectively desirable, unlike the Way (dao 道) or delighting in the Way (le dao 樂道). As we can see from 4B26 and much of 6A, human nature was a subject under dispute by multiple schools of thought during Mencius’ time. Thus by characterizing human flourishing in terms of the fulfillment of human nature, Mencius steers major currents of contemporary thought in a Confucian direction. For more on this subject, see Graham 1989 and 1990. The Greeks use eudaimonia as a central term in part to suit a particular argumentative context and strategy. Mencius’ focus on human nature and the heart is similarly suited to his context and strategy.

 

28Bryan Van Norden pursues a similar line of thought, arguing that Confucianism can help expand Western thought to support a broader conception of what kinds of lives count as flourishing (Van Norden 2013).
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1 Introduction
One of the central themes of Mencius’ 孟子 (372–289 BC) discussion is the relationship between yi 義 (righteousness) and li 利 (benefit/profit).1 For Mencius, yi is a moral concept. Together with ren 仁 (benevolence), yi or ren-yi is often used by Mencius to denote morality in general.2 On the other hand, li refers to the beneficial results associated with attaining one’s objects of desire.3 The beneficiary of li can be either an individual person or a group of people, such as the members of a family, a social class, or a country. But in either case, as Zhang Rulun 張汝倫 points out, when Mencius contrasts li with yi, the li is always related to an agent’s self-interest (Zhang 2010: 23). That is, no matter whether the li that stands in contrast with yi contains a public good benefitting a large number of people, as li, it will always benefit the agents who pursue it by satisfying their interest or desire.4 Thus, to examine the relationship between yi and li is really to examine the relationship between morality and the benefits generated by the acquisition of objects of desire. The ultimate question underlying this relationship is why we should be moral. Is it because morality can benefit its practitioners by bringing them what they want, or is it because morality is right in itself? The nature of Mencius’ ethics and the ethics of the Confucian tradition represented by him depends on how one thinks Mencius would answer this question. Due to this importance, Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200), one of the most influential Neo-Confucian philosophers, once stated that “the doctrines on yi and li constitute the very first principle of the Confucians” (Zhu 2002: 1082).5
The issue concerning the relationship between yi and li is brought up in the opening passage of the Mencius:
[Mencius] had an audience with King Hui of Liang. The king said, “Venerable sir, you have not regarded hundreds of leagues too far to come, so you must have a way of [benefitting] my state.”
[Mencius] replied, “Why must Your Majesty speak of ‘[benefit]’? Let there simply be benevolence [ren] and righteousness [yi]. If Your Majesty says, ‘How can I [benefit] my state?’ the Chief Counselors will say, ‘How can I [benefit] my clan?’ and the nobles and commoners will say, ‘How can I [benefit] my self?’ Superiors and subordinates will seize [benefits] from each other, and the state will be endangered. When the ruler in a state that can field ten thousand chariots is assassinated, it will invariably be by a clan that can field a thousand chariots. When the ruler in a state that can field a thousand chariots is assassinated, it will invariably be by a clan that can field a hundred chariots. To have a thousand out of ten thousand or a hundred out of a thousand is plenty. But when people put [benefits] before righteousness, they cannot be satisfied without grasping for more. Never have the benevolent left their parents behind. Never have the righteous put their ruler last. Let Your Majesty speak only of benevolence and righteousness. Why must one speak of ‘[benefit]’?” (Mencius, 1A1).

It is not difficult to see that Mencius values yi (as well as ren) more than li, but what exactly is the implication of this attitude? Does it mean, according to a traditional account, that Mencius would encourage people to focus entirely on the intrinsic moral value of yi while staying alert to li? Or does it mean, according to a more recently developed consequentialist interpretation, that Mencius would encourage people to act with the intention of yi because this is actually more beneficial than acting with the intention of li?
In this chapter, I will argue against the consequentialist interpretation and reinforce the traditional interpretation by rethinking the relationship between yi and li under Mencius’ theory of moral cultivation. In Sect. 2, I will start by offering an overview of the consequentialist interpretation. In Sect. 3, I will demonstrate that not only does yi have a moral value standing independently of li, but Mencius also opposes the consequentialist way of reasoning. This suggests that the consequentialist interpretation is less adequate compared with the traditional one. In Sect. 4, I will address two problems faced by the traditional interpretation, which are related to why Mencius would allow people to use the li produced by yi to justify moral actions. I will expound that the problems are solvable once we correctly understand yi as a developing virtue that represents an agent’s changing character traits and consider its relationship with li in the context of Mencian moral cultivation. The chapter will end with a short conclusion in Sect. 5.

2 The Consequentialist Interpretation
Before analyzing the consequentialist interpretation, let us first clarify what characteristics an ethical theory needs to have in order to be classified as consequentialism and whether Mencius is aware of such a theoretical framework when he discusses yi and li. According to Russ Shafer-Landau’s definition, “Consequentialism says that an action is morally required just because it produces the best overall results (i.e., optimific)” (Shafer-Landau 2021: 126). Philosophers have developed dozens of different versions of consequentialism, depending on which things they regard as valuable and use to define the “best results.” It is beyond the scope of this chapter to identify and distinguish them. Rather, what is worth noting for the current discussion is that all versions of consequentialism are “united by their agreement that results are what matter in ethics” (Shafer-Landau 2021: 126). In other words, so long as a theory is classified as consequentialism, it must hold that the rightness of something, be it an action or a rule, depends solely on the results or consequences it brings about.6
Apparently, Mencius does not use “consequentialism” to name any of the ethical views he addresses, but this does not mean Mencius is unaware of or does not care about the kind of theory that we call consequentialism today. In 1A1, when King Hui of Liang 梁惠王 says to Mencius, “so you must have a way of benefitting my state,”7 he is expecting, just as a consequentialist would expect, Mencius to tell him which actions or rules can produce the things he regards as valuable (li) and are therefore right for him to take or follow. Similarly, in 1A3, King Hui asks Mencius whether there is any method that can help him strengthen his state by increasing its population. And in 1A5, King Hui expresses his strong willingness to reclaim his lost territories and asks Mencius, “How should [I] handle this?”. All these instances suggest that King Hui is acting like a consequentialist who is, as Bryan Van Norden puts it, “being guided by [li], ‘profit’ or ‘benefit’” (Van Norden 2007: 303).8 He is prepared not only to take li, qua what he desires and regards as valuable, into consideration during the decision-making procedure but also to justify actions or rules (suggested by Mencius) by examining whether they can produce the good results containing li.
Since King Hui’s view bears the defining characteristic of consequentialism, we can say that Mencius’ argument is directed toward what we would call “consequentialism” today when he persuades King Hui to act from yi instead of li. To borrow Manyul Im’s words, although “the ethical views typically considered consequentialist [are] developed” in a context “far removed historically and culturally” from that of Mencius, the “patterns of concern” reflected in his conversations with King Hui indicate that Mencius is not unaware of an ethical view, whatever it was called at Mencius’ time, that is consequentialist in nature (Im 2011: 41–42). Now, the question is whether, in urging King Hui to act from yi, Mencius himself also proposes a variation of consequentialism that is in some way different from King Hui’s but still appeals to results for justification.
Some contemporary scholars have provided a positive answer to this question, and I would like to call their interpretations of Mencius’ theory of yi and li the consequentialist interpretation. Cai Xinan 蔡信安, for instance, notes that when Mencius persuades King Hui to focus on yi rather than li in 1A1, his reason is that if King Hui acts with the intention of li, everyone in the state will imitate him by pursuing their respective li through whatever means. Eventually, “Superiors and subordinates will seize [li] from each other, and the state will be endangered” (Mencius, 1A1). However, if King Hui could act from yi and became a role model for the rest, everyone’s li would be secured. This is because “Never have the benevolent left their parents behind. Never have the righteous put their ruler last”—people will no longer compete with each other for li, and the state will prosper in peace if yi is promoted (Mencius, 1A1). According to Cai, this suggests that Mencius relies on the “principle of maximal benefit” (zuida xiaoyi yuanze 最大效益原則) to justify yi (Cai 1987: 139). For Mencius, yi is right and li is wrong simply because acting from yi produces good results in terms of maximizing li, whereas acting from li is in fact counterproductive.
Manyul Im understands 1A1 in a similar way and further identifies some other passages that reflect Mencius’ consequentialist way of thinking (Im 2011: 53–55). As Im points out, in 1A5, Mencius tells King Hui that if he could govern the state in a benevolent and righteous way by “[lessening] punishments, [reducing] taxes, and [ensuring] that there is deep plowing and careful weeding,” this would be more effective in helping him become a great king than acting from li in terms of plundering the people with high taxation and forcing them to serve the court during busy farming seasons. In 1A7, Mencius suggests that King Xuan of Qi 齊宣王 should extend his moral feeling of unbearableness to his people and practice ren-yi in his government because this will most effectively help him realize his “greatest desire” (dayu 大欲) of uniting all the states under his rule. Furthermore, in 6B4, Mencius once again asks “why must you speak of ‘benefit’?” after hearing that Song Keng 宋牼 wants to end a war by explaining to the rulers of both sides the unprofitability of the war. Similar to 1A1, the reason Mencius suspects Song’s strategy is that if Song persuades the rulers by li, this will lead the rulers, their soldiers, and eventually everyone in their states to be drawn to li. As a result, “It has never happened that people embrace [li] in their contact with one another yet fail to be destroyed” (Mencius, 6B4). On the other hand, if Song could persuade the rulers by ren-yi, everyone in their states would eventually cherish morality to the exclusion of li and interact peacefully with each other. This would turn out to be beneficial as “[i]t has never happened that people embrace [ren-yi] in their contact with one another, yet their ruler fails to become [a great king]” (Mencius, 6B4). Im concludes that all these passages suggest that “Mencius considers the consequences of acting for the sake of benefit to be counterproductive of the goal of attaining benefit, and that is the reason not to act with that motive” (Im 2011: 53). In other words, “Mencius’ objection to acting for the sake of benefit is that it produces bad consequences,” and his recommendation to act from yi is that “doing so brings about good consequences” (Im 2011: 53–54).
More recently, Fang Xudong 方旭東 has also supported this consequentialist reading of the Mencius. Fang agrees with Cai and Im and argues that in 1A1, Mencius never asks King Hui to abandon his desire for li but only asks him to change his strategy of pursuing it. In Fang’s words, Mencius’ advice for King Hui is that “as the ruler of a state, you must generate the atmosphere of practicing ren-yi among the people, [because] once the people become benevolent and righteous, you will benefit greatly from them” (Fang 2021: 37). However, in order to generate such an atmosphere, King Hui himself must first practice ren-yi with no intention of seeking li by governing the state in a benevolent manner that can benefit the people. Therefore, claims Fang, acting from yi or ren-yi will produce what Mozi 墨子 (ca 470–391 BC) refers to as “mutual benefit” (jiao xiang li 交相利)—“on the one hand, the benevolent and righteous people benefit their rulers; on the other hand, the rulers who govern benevolently also benefit their people” (Fang 2021: 37). According to Fang, this opens the possibility of reconciling Confucianism and Mohism because for Confucians such as Mencius, “‘yi’ is prescribed by ‘li,’” and “the essence of ren-yi or benevolent government is li” (Fang 2021: 38). This means that, similar to Mozi, who is generally regarded as a consequentialist, Mencius also believes that “[the value of] results serves as the basis for judging whether an act is right” (Fang 2021: 32–33).
After defining Mencius as a consequentialist, these scholars proceed to illustrate how Mencius’ consequentialism is different from the one adopted by people such as King Hui. Cai argues that Mencius’ consequentialism is a “sophisticated act-consequentialism” (jingqiao de xingdong gongli zhuyi 精巧的行動功利主義) (Cai 1987: 137).9 It is an act-consequentialism, not a rule-consequentialism, because, according to Cai, Mencius’ idea of quan 權 (weighing) entails that Mencius would always act flexibly in different situations without adhering to any unbreakable rule (Cai 1987: 162). As to why it is “sophisticated,” which implies that Mencius’ act-consequentialism is different from act-consequentialism in its standard form, Cai does not spell it out explicitly. However, given what he says, it would not be unreasonable to infer that Cai attributes to Mencius an act-consequentialism that provides only “an account of right-making characteristics,” but “the account itself places no a priori restrictions whatever on the [decision-making] procedures” (Bales 1971: 262–263). In this regard, Cai indicates that Mencius, like all other act-consequentialists, believes the rightness of actions to be entirely determined by their results (Cai 1987: 160). However, unlike in the cases of other act-consequentialists, this does not prevent Mencius from choosing decision-making procedures other than directly estimating and comparing the probable results of alternative actions (Cai 1987: 168–169).
Im further articulates this point in the context of contemporary normative ethics. He borrows Peter Railton’s terms and argues that Mencius should be regarded as an “objective consequentialist” or an “objective act-consequentialist” whose view “only gives its account of right action as a criterion of the rightness of an act” (Im 2011: 49). This makes Mencius different from a “subjective consequentialist” advocating that “the overall good to be promoted is given in the theory as the object one should consciously take in deciding what to do” (Im 2011: 49).10 That is, according to Im, Mencius, qua an objective act-consequentialist, would take something like “maximizing the li” merely as the criterion that determines whether a particular action is right but would not take it into account during decision-making. This is because, as shown by the passages discussed above, directly aiming at the results one intends to achieve will not lead to the best course of action. For this reason, Im argues, Mencius sometimes suggests that we “focus our actions on character formation,” that is, on developing ren-yi as character traits, “if that were in fact more effective overall for producing good consequences” (Im 2011: 58). “To act in such a way as to cause our characters to become effective in producing good consequences would be the right thing to do on an objective act-consequentialist view,” since no matter what one takes into account during decision-making, the rightness of actions still depends only on “the goods to be gained or lost as a result” (Im 2011: 58–59).
Fang redescribes this objective act-consequentialism as “deliberated consequentialism” (laomou shensuan de gongli zhuyi 老謀深算的功利主義). According to Fang, the key difference between this deliberated consequentialism proposed by Mencius and the “naive consequentialism” (tounao jiandan de gongli zhuyi 頭腦簡單的功利主義) held by King Hui is that the former attains li in a roundabout way without having the intention of seeking li in the first place, whereas the latter aims at li directly by taking it into consideration during decision-making. The former is the way of “gentleman” (junzi 君子), and the latter is the way of “petty persons” (xiaoren 小人). Consequently, “petty persons set their mind to seek li but their losses will outweigh their gains; gentlemen do not set their mind to seek li but will benefit in every kind of situation” (Fang 2021: 37). Thus, Fang concludes that Mencius’ theory of yi and li tells us nothing but the secret that “if we want to have li, we must learn how to be indirect [in terms of strategy]; practice ren-yi first, li will naturally come out” (Fang 2021: 38). However, insofar as the promotion of good results containing li is still the criterion of rightness, Mencius does not develop an ethics fundamentally different from consequentialism while discussing the relationship between yi and li.11

3 The Problems of the Consequentialist Interpretation
It should be admitted that the consequentialist or, more precisely, the sophisticated, objective, or deliberated act-consequentialist interpretation of Mencius’ theory of yi and li has the unique advantage of being immune to two kinds of criticism: (1) To those who might employ the passages in which yi and li are being directly contrasted with each other to argue that yi is irreducible to li, the consequentialist interpretation could defend itself by suggesting that the irreducibility does not refer to yi and li per se but refers to the different motives driven by either yi or li. For example, in regard to Mencius’ statement that one who gets up in the morning for yi or shan 善 (goodness) is the same kind of person as the sage king Shun 舜, while one who gets up in the morning for li is the same kind of person as the robber Zhi 蹠 (Mencius 7A25), the consequentialist interpretation could argue that Mencius is not suggesting that yi is irreducible to or incompatible with li. Rather, what he means is that one should indeed act completely from yi without any intention of seeking li, but the reason for this is still that acting in this way is more effective in producing li than acting from li itself. (2) As mentioned above, Mozi and his followers are generally regarded as consequentialists not only by contemporary scholars (Huang 1991: 125–133; Shun 1997: 29–35; Van Norden 2007: 139–161) but also by Mencius himself (Mencius 7A26), so if Mencius was also a consequentialist, how would he refute them as his major philosophical opponents? To this challenge, the consequentialist interpretation could well respond that “the difference between [the Mohists] and Mencius lies not in Mencius being a non-consequentialist”; rather, “Mencius is critical of the Mohists because following their teachings, as Mencius construes them, is unlikely to result in the best consequences” (Im 2011: 42). In other words, Mencius, as an objective act-consequentialist, would agree with the Mohists that one’s actions ought to produce the best results. Nevertheless, he would disapprove of the Mohists’ subjective or naive consequentialist strategy that aims to achieve the results by acting “from considerations of producing a net overall gain of benefit” (Im 2011: 42).
Despite having this advantage, however, the consequentialist interpretation still cannot claim its validity due to the facts that (1) a number of passages of the Mencius have indicated Mencius’ objection to using results to justify actions, and (2) Mencius openly criticizes the consequentialist way of reasoning in his conversation with the Mohist scholar Yizi 夷子 in 3A5. Let us look at each of these facts in turn.
3.1 The Intrinsic Moral Value of Yi
In commenting on 1A1, Zhao Qi 趙岐 (ca 108–201) suggests that the rhetorical question “Why must one speak of ‘benefit’?” implies that for Mencius, yi or ren-yi can bring about King Hui’s objects of desire without the danger associated with mentioning the word “li” (Jiao 2017: 30). Similarly, Zhu Xi argues that what Mencius suggests in 1A1 is that “by following the Heavenly Principles [ren-yi], it will never be unbeneficial even if one does not seek benefits; by surrendering to desire [li], harm will come before benefits are obtained” (Zhu 2011: 188). According to Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610–1695), the statement “Never have the benevolent left their parents behind. Never have the righteous put their ruler last” points out ren-yi’s gongyong 功用 (function) of producing good results (Huang 2005: 49).
At first glance, these traditional commentaries seem to support the consequentialist interpretation. However, by taking a second glance, one would not find it difficult to discover that what they have highlighted is merely the fact that an action driven by yi can cause li to arise as its natural consequence, which does not, by itself, suggest that this fact constitutes the reason for acting from yi. As mentioned above, in order to classify a theory as consequentialism (no matter which kind), the theory must hold that what makes something right depends solely on the value of its results. But what Mencius says in 1A1 and the other passages Cai, Im, and Fang used to support their consequentialist interpretation does not preclude yi from having an intrinsic value that is morally more important than its instrumental value of producing valuable results in terms of li beforehand—morally more important in the sense that it is this intrinsic value, rather than instrumental value, that ultimately justifies the actions driven by yi. As Lee Ming-huei 李明輝 rightly suggests, “it is one thing to admit that ‘yi’ can produce ‘li,’ but it is another thing to take the resulting ‘li’ as ‘yi’” (Lee 2018: 189). Whether Mencius is a consequentialist and whether yi is reducible to li depend on whether yi has its own moral value that should be upheld as an end in itself.12 If it has, the consequentialist interpretation will not work.
The passage in which Mencius affirms yi’s possession of such an intrinsic moral value is 7A21. In this passage, Mencius distinguishes what a gentleman takes as his desire (yu 欲), joy (le 樂), and nature (xing 性):
A gentleman desires a large territory and numerous people. But that is not what he takes joy in. A gentleman takes joy in taking his place in the middle of the world and making all the people within the Four Seas settled. But that is not what he regards as his nature […] A gentleman regards the benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom that are based in his [heart-mind] as his nature (Mencius, 7A21).

According to Zhao Qi, the object of a gentleman’s desire refers to being “a lord of a great state,” and the object of his joy refers to being “a great king” (Jiao 2017: 750). These, as we have seen, are the li that common rulers such as King Hui and King Xuan would like to attain, which can be effectively produced by yi. However, despite yi being able to produce these li as its results, Mencius stresses in this passage that the true value of yi, as a part of that which a gentleman regards as his nature, does not exist in these li. Mencius says, “It does not add to a gentleman’s nature if he puts great things into effect, nor does it subtract from his nature if he lives in poverty”—the value of yi stands independently of the results yi brings about (Mencius, 7A21). Yi’s value, Mencius continues, “is already settled,” and its manifestation alone can give a gentleman a morally magnificent appearance (Mencius, 7A21).
This intrinsic moral value of yi has also been demonstrated in 2A6 and 6A6. In both passages, Mencius claims that all human beings are innately endowed with the “sprouts” (duan 端) of ren-yi, which manifest themselves as the heart-mind of various moral feelings.13 These sprouts of ren-yi not only constitute the property that distinguishes us from non-human animals but are also highly regarded by Mencius as sufficient evidence of our inherent inclination toward moral goodness. Moreover, in 2A6, Mencius also makes it clear that this intrinsic moral value of (the sprouts of) ren-yi should be taken as the criterion for justifying the actions driven by them. At the beginning of 2A6, Mencius says that the former sage kings governed their states in a compassionate manner and thus could rule very easily as if “bringing order to the whole world is in the palm of [their] hand.” However, Mencius immediately indicates that the reason for their compassionate governments is not related to this good result. On the contrary, the former sage kings “had [heart-minds] that were not unfeeling toward others, so [emphasis added] they had governments that were not unfeeling toward others”—if the former sage kings were asked to justify their compassionate governments, the former sage kings would appeal to their own motives, i.e., ren-yi manifested as the “heart-minds that are not unfeeling toward others” (burenren zhi xin 不忍人之心),14 rather than the results generated by governing compassionately.
Following this, Mencius illustrates such a scenario:
Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well: anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of alarm and compassion—not because one wanted to get in good with the child’s parents, not because one wanted fame among one’s neighbors and friends, and not because one would dislike the sound of the child’s cries (Mencius, 2A6).

At this point, Mencius merely points out that the emergence of “a feeling of alarm and compassion,” qua a manifestation of the sprouts of ren-yi, is irrelevant to the various li or beneficial results associated with saving the child. However, based on the context, I believe Jiao Xun 焦循 (1763–1820) and Zhu Xi are right when they suggest that Mencius would also encourage and expect one to “set this feeling into practice” or “act directly in response to it” without taking the li associated with saving the child into consideration at any stage of one’s actions (Jiao 2017: 194; Zhu 2011: 220).15 This is because not only does Mencius emphasize that human beings share the sprouts of ren-yi that would potentially allow them to act in the same way as the former sage kings, but he also explicitly criticizes those who deny this: “To have these [sprouts], yet to claim that one is incapable (of virtue), is to steal from oneself. To say that one’s ruler is incapable is to steal from one’s ruler (Mencius, 2A6). This suggests that for Mencius, people ought to develop their sprouts of ren-yi and be able to act in the same way as the former sage kings, who would not have relied on the results of their actions driven by ren-yi for justification.
Another support for the last point can be drawn from 3B1. In this passage, Mencius rejects Chen Dai’s 陳代 suggestion of “[bending] the foot to straighten the yard,” which means to persuade Mencius to compromise himself in order to get the opportunity of meeting and rectifying rulers (Jiao 2017: 338; Zhu 2011: 246). Now, it may appear that the consequentialist interpretation could construe this passage in much the same way as 1A1. For Mencius’ reasoning here is again that those who act in accordance with Chen’s suggestion are those who “talk in terms of [li]” (yi li yan 以利言), that is, in terms of seeking the opportunity of meeting and rectifying rulers as the object of their desire, the result they intend to promote (Mencius, 3B1). These people will do whatever they find necessary to secure this li. Eventually, even if they could meet a ruler, they would fail to make the ruler great and virtuous, since “those who bend themselves have never been able to make others upright” (Mencius, 3B1). That is, in short, Mencius’ argument here is again that one should not act directly from li, as doing so is counterproductive.
So far so good, but an important difference between 1A1 and 3B1 exists at this point. In the first case, in addition to pointing out the unprofitability of acting from li, Mencius also assures King Hui that acting from yi will be beneficial, whereas in the second case, Mencius uses a few examples to demonstrate that one should act from yi without bending the foot, even if this will be unbeneficial in terms of causing disastrous results. This suggests that for 3B1, although the consequentialist interpretation could explain why the good results denoted by li should not be taken into consideration during decision-making, it could not explain why these results are not used in this case as the criterion of rightness. On the one hand, Mencius’ examples inform us that acting from yi could lead to death or cause one to earn nothing (Mencius, 3B1). On the other hand, although acting from yi might enable the person to gain a good reputation and result in being invited to a ruler’s court, given the corruptness of the rulers as portrayed in the Mencius, the virtuous person would more probably be disliked and ignored, and the rulers would simply remain corrupt.16 In either case, a good and beneficial result is not guaranteed when one acts from yi, but Mencius still refuses Chen’s suggestion without any hesitation. Mencius explains his behavior by saying,Formerly, Duke Jing of Qi was hunting and he summoned a gamekeeper with a plumed staff. The gamekeeper did not come, so the duke was about to have him killed. [Confucius] commented, “An intent noble does not forget he may end up in a ditch; a courageous does not forget he may lose his head.” What did [Confucius] find commendable in the gamekeeper? He found commendable the fact [emphasis added] that he did not respond to what was not his summons (Mencius, 3B1).

Confucius 孔子 (551–479 BC) would commend moral actions driven by ren-yi on the basis of their being right in themselves, and so would Mencius.
At this point, people who are sympathetic to the consequentialist interpretation might argue that what these passages have shown is merely that Mencius would not justify yi by li, as the term referring to the results that will directly or indirectly benefit the agents themselves. However, these passages did not in any way suggest that Mencius would also not justify yi by its function of promoting the well-being of others that may be unrelated to the self-interest of the agents who act from yi. For example, in 2A6, although Mencius downplays the li that one will get after one saves the child in danger out of yi or ren-yi, he does not say the action of saving the child cannot be justified by the very result that the child has been saved, even if this result may not benefit the rescuer at all.
Regarding this argument, the first thing we need to note is that it will not be able to fully defend the consequentialist interpretation I have been criticizing because, if one recalls from the last section, the consequentialist interpretation indicates that all the results Mencius uses to justify yi must contain li, that is, must benefit the agents to some extent. Take 1A1 as an example, although the consequentialist interpretation does not deny that King Hui’s focus on yi can benefit people other than King Hui himself, as Fang Xudong has said, the result that justifies yi is the one in which King Hui and the people mutually benefit each other. I think the reason for this is that if a result contains no benefits to the agents (li), such a result can hardly be regarded as good in the sense of being “optimific.” This is especially the case if the result also involves the severe loss or suffering of the agents. People will naturally think that there might exist a way of action that is better than acting from yi, which can produce good qua optimific results benefitting both the agents and the rest. This will, in turn, make it very hard for Mencius to justify yi on consequentialist grounds.
Moreover, in another example given in 3B1, Mencius openly denies that the promotion of the well-being of others and overall well-being is what makes an action from yi right:Formerly, Viscount Jian of Zhao sent Wang Liang to drive the chariot for his favorite, Xi. At the end of the day, they had not caught a single bird. Xi reported back that Wang Liang was the worst at his craft in the world. Someone told this to Wang Liang. Liang asked, “May I try again?” Only after some pressing was he allowed to do so. In one day, they caught ten birds. Xi reported back, “He is the best at his craft in the world.” Viscount Jian said, “I will have him take charge of driving for you.” When he told Wang Laing, Liang disapproved, saying, “I drove my horses in the prescribed manner for him, and by the end of the day we did not catch one thing. I violated the rules for him, and in one day we caught ten…I am not accustomed to driving for a petty person. I ask to decline” (Mencius, 3B1).

It is clear that Wang Liang’s 王良 righteous behavior has not only made himself disfavored by his master but has also failed to help his master make any gains. Bearing this example in mind, I think we should not read 2A6 too literally. That is, when Mencius lists the various li benefitting the one who saves the child out of yi and says these li are irrelevant to the rightness of the action, he is not referring to the specific results containing these li but is referring to results in general, regardless of what their contents are. This, I believe, is the implication of the statement “What did Confucius find commendable in the gamekeeper? He found commendable the fact that he did not respond to what was not his summons”—what matters is whether the action is done from yi, not what results the action could produce. Insofar as being preoccupied with the well-being of others (“heart-minds that are not unfeeling toward others”) is an essential part of yi, we can also say that what Mencius values (in justification) is this preoccupation itself and the good characters behind it rather than the actual results it brings about.
It follows that even if one fails to save the child in the case of 2A6 or fails to bring any good to other people, the failure does not necessarily entail wrongness. From a consequentialist perspective, this proposition is outrageous. However, according to Mencius, when people act out of ren-yi but “[do] not hit the mark,” such a bad result should lead them to “turn and seek for [the cause of] it in [themselves]” or “examine one’s own reverence” (fan qiu zhu ji 反求諸己) (Mencius, 2A7, 4A4). Whether their actions are really wrong will depend on the result of this self-examination. On the one hand, if people find out through self-examination that they did not really possess the characters and act out of the intentions worthy of being named ren-yi, they will acknowledge the wrongness of their actions and correct themselves through further moral cultivation (Mencius, 4B28). On the other hand, suppose this was what happened during a self-examination:Here is a person who is harsh to me. A gentleman in this situation will invariably examine himself, saying, “I must not be benevolent. I must be lacking in propriety. How else could this situation have come upon me?” If he examines himself and is benevolent, and if he examines himself and has propriety, yet the other person is still harsh, a gentleman will invariably examine himself, saying, “I must not be devoted.”17 If he examines himself and is devoted, yet the other person is still harsh, a gentleman says, “This person is simply lost. What difference is there between a person like this and an animal? What point is there in rebuking an animal?” (Mencius, 4B28).

That is, if, after carefully examining and cultivating themselves in light of the failure to promote another’s well-being, people discover that their characters and intentions are good enough, there will be no reason to blame their actions for being wrong, despite their production of the failure. This passage suggests that the wrongness could lie in the other person being an animal-like immoralist who apparently cannot be taken care of in a moral way (like Wang Liang’s master). In addition, Mencius is also aware of the influence of ming 命, which refers to the factors beyond one’s control (Mencius, 5A6). Thus, suppose the person who ran to save the child out of ren-yi in 2A6 was disabled or was too far away from the child. I do not think Mencius would regard the person’s action as wrong simply because it fails to save the child. Overall, it suggests that for Mencius, when a bad result such as failing to promote the well-being of others turns up, the actions leading to it are not necessarily wrong. And in cases where the actions can be legitimately deemed wrong, the wrongness lies in the characters and intentions of the agents rather than in the result itself.

3.2 Mencius’ Objection to the Consequentialist Way of Reasoning
In addition to finding the passages that reveal the intrinsic moral value of yi, we can also refute the consequentialist interpretation by focusing on the way of reasoning it attributes to Mencius. According to the consequentialist interpretation, Mencius’ consequentialism suggests a reasoning process like this: In order to achieve the goal G, do not act directly from G but from non-G, given that this non-G can be justified by effectively promoting G. This way of reasoning, however, has been criticized by Mencius in his conversation with Yizi in 3A5, which renders it very unlikely that Mencius himself would analyze the relationship between yi and li by adopting the same way of reasoning.
In 3A5, after hearing that Yizi gave his parents lavish burials, Mencius suspects whether it is appropriate for Yizi to do this as a Mohist. Mencius argues,I have heard that [Yizi] is a Mohist. In dealing with funerals, Mozi took frugality as the Way. [Yizi] surely does not long to change the world to something that he thinks is wrong and base [i.e., acting contrary to Mozi’s teaching]! Nonetheless, [Yizi] buried his parents lavishly, so he served his parents by means of what he demeans (Mencius, 3A5).

In responding to this criticism, Yizi says,According to the Way of the Confucians, the ancients treated the people “like caring for a baby.” What does this saying mean? I take it to mean that love is without differentiations, but it is bestowed beginning with one’s parents (Mencius, 3A5).

In appearance, this response seems to be irrelevant to Mencius’ criticism, but, as Zhu Xi comments, the target of Mencius’ criticism is actually the Mohist overarching principle of “love without differentiations” (ai wu chadeng 愛無差等), not its specific teaching about frugality. For what Mencius indicates is that Yizi does not follow the Mohist way of frugality because he loves his parents more than others, which will lead him to naturally feel unsettled if he practices “love without differentiations” by giving his parents and strangers alike frugal burials (Zhu 2011: 244). Yizi must be aware of this, so instead of defending the way of frugality or denying his greater affection for his parents, he chooses to justify his feelings and behavior by demonstrating their compatibility with the principle of “love without differentiations.” Therefore, Yizi argues that even the ancient Confucian sages would agree that there ultimately should be no differentiations in love, but given the limitation of human capacity, the promotion of this impartial love must begin with one’s own parents. That is to say, giving one’s parents lavish burials out of a partial, familial love is justifiable as long as it can provide the basis for the development and eventual realization of an impartial, universal love.18
Noticeably, as Van Norden has pointed out, Yizi’s reasoning is highly objective act-consequentialist in nature (Van Norden 2007: 306). On the one hand, Yizi does not act directly from “love without differentiations” as the goal to be achieved when he implicitly admits that he acts out of his partial love for his parents. On the other hand, however, “love without differentiations” is used by Yizi as the criterion of rightness that determines whether his action driven by the partial love is justifiable. Apparently, if his action can help promote the realization of “love without differentiations,” Yizi will regard it as right. To such an argument, Mencius responds as follows:Does [Yizi] truly hold that one’s affection for one’s own nephew is like one’s affection for a neighbor’s baby? The passage from the Documents is only using that as a metaphor. When a crawling baby is about to fall into a well, it is not the baby’s fault. Furthermore, Heaven, in giving birth to things, causes them to have one source, but [Yizi] gives them two sources (Mencius, 3A5).

Mencius draws people’s attention to the facts that “(1) people almost invariably do care more for [parents] than for strangers, and (2) most people share the ethical intuition that we ought to have such differential ethical concern” (Van Norden 2007: 308). Those such as Yizi, who deny these facts, place too much attention on the exceptional case illustrated in 2A6 while failing to note that under normal circumstances, even sages will treat their parents differently from strangers, indicating that it is right to do so (Mencius, 5A2, 5A3, 7A26, 7A35). Hence, one’s natural affection for one’s parents should be the only “one source” (yiben 一本) bestowed by Heaven for both motivation and justification—something like “I love my parents” should serve as the motivating and justifying reason for Yizi’s action. It would be mistaken to introduce another principle—“love without differentiations” in Yizi’s case—as another source and thus rely on “two sources” (erben 二本), one for motivation and one for justification, in moral reasoning.
I agree with Van Norden that Mencius’ criticism of Yizi resembles the one Michael Stocker raises against contemporary act-consequentialism (Van Norden 2007: 310), which blames its way of reasoning for producing a “moral schizophrenia” constituted by “a split between one’s motives and one’s reasons” (Stocker 1995: 531). In the case of Yizi, one’s natural affection for one’s parents, which is the innate motive playing the key role in decision-making, is not connected to the justification of the actions driven by it, as the latter depends on whether the actions are effective in promoting “love without differentiations.” This will render anyone who follows such a way of reasoning morally disjointed, if not schizophrenic. Thus, given the nature of Mencius’ criticism, it would be unimaginable for Mencius himself also to adopt a theory such as objective act-consequentialism, which would inevitably commit him to dealing with yi and li in the same kind of morally disjointed way by taking yi as motivation while appealing to li for justification.
In fact, the consequentialist interpretation is right to suggest that Mencius would not encourage people to act with the intention of seeking li. We have seen that in 2A6, Mencius urges people to act like the former sage kings, who would act immediately out of their “heart-minds that are not unfeeling toward others” without thinking about whether their actions would benefit themselves. And in 3B1, Mencius himself also refuses to adjust his righteous way of life by considering whether doing so will help him achieve his purpose. This behavioral pattern is what a virtuous person who has yi as his or her nature will demonstrate. That is, feeling concerned about the well-being of others and adhering to morality itself to the exclusion of one’s self-interest (li) are essential components of yi.19 However, the consequentialist interpretation renders itself inadequate when it proceeds to claim that Mencius appeals to the beneficial results yi could produce to justify yi. What has been discussed in this section is sufficient, I hope, to show that although Mencius does believe that acting from yi will usually benefit both oneself and others, this result is by no means the reason why one should act from yi. For Mencius, the rightness of an action depends solely on whether the action is driven by yi or done by the virtuous who have yi as their nature. As Zhang Dainian 張岱年 (1909–2004) puts it, to the question “Where is the standard of yi?” or “What should be done and what should not be done?”, the Confucian-Mencian answer is that “the standard of ‘ought’ lies in what makes human beings what they are, that is, what makes human beings different from brute animals. Any action that displays or makes use of the unique human properties should be done; otherwise, it should not be done” (Zhang 2015: 569). Since yi is the property that defines human nature, what this answer means is that for Confucians like Mencius, “the standard of ‘ought’” or the criterion of rightness lies in yi itself.


4 Rethinking Yi and Li in the Context of Mencian Moral Cultivation
Given the problems of the consequentialist interpretation, we may now turn to the traditional interpretation to see if it provides a more adequate account of Mencius’ theory on yi and li. In general, the traditional interpretation suggests that,When sages do things, they only do so toward the side of yi. However, yi is not unbeneficial, but benefit cannot be spoken in the first place; the heart-mind of seeking benefit cannot be possessed in the first place. This is because the Way originally only contains nothing other than the idea of ren-yi […] Sages ask people only to follow one road to do things—do not work on this side [ren-yi] while also considering about the other side [li] (Zhu 1986: 1218–1219).

This interpretation should appear to be much more plausible than the consequentialist one, as it accurately reflects the following: (1) Despite actions from yi being able to produce li, this should not be taken as the reason for deciding to act from yi; rather, actions from yi are right in themselves and should be carried out for their own sake. (2) In moral reasoning, one should take only yi but never both yi and li into consideration.20 Nonetheless, it appears to me that this traditional interpretation still faces some difficulties in explaining the passages that the scholars used to support the consequentialist interpretation in Sect. 2.
After consulting the general context of the Mencius, we know that Mencius knows very well that yi has intrinsic moral value and should not be practiced merely for the sake of gaining li, but the question is: do other people such as King Hui and King Xuan also realize this truth? Leaving aside all the possibilities that cannot be proved by the text, I think it is most likely that they do not or do not entirely, for they are morally unequipped, and their conversations with Mencius just end with Mencius telling them the li of acting from yi. In this case, suppose King Hui or King Xuan successfully acted from yi on an occasion and was asked to justify his action, we could easily imagine that he would say, “Because Mencius once told me that doing this will more effectively produce the li I want”—this is a morally disjointed, objective act-consequentialist answer that Mencius would not have tolerated. However, it seems that Mencius himself is responsible for this after all, for it is he who initially instilled this way of moral reasoning into the king’s mind when the latter was told nothing more than the instrumental function of yi.21 We may then enquire: why does Mencius persuade people such as King Hui and King Xuan in this way if he truly believes that yi should be practiced for its own sake? Moreover, if it were ever possible, how would Mencius manage the risk of making these people morally disjointed?
4.1 Yi as a Developing Virtue
In order to solve these problems, let us start by clarifying what yi is in the Mencius. Influenced by Mou Zongsan’s 牟宗三 (1909–1995) Kantian interpretation of Mencius’ ethics, some scholars understand yi as a moral law comparable to Kant’s categorical imperative (Lee 2018; Yang 1996: 103; Ye 2011: 28). In my opinion, however, this is a misunderstanding of yi. I have argued elsewhere,Nowhere in the book [of Mencius] does [Mencius] propose any moral substance at first, nor does his moral reasoning rely on a top-down model starting with some universal moral principles. In fact, [Mencius] explicitly opposes the idea of “holding to an inflexible oneness” (zhiyi 執一), which is a position he attributes to three of his major academic opponents at that time (Hu 2021: 188).

Instead of establishing and following universally valid moral laws, Mencius’ ethics focuses primarily on the character traits of the agents.
This point can be demonstrated through Mencius’ discussion of both ren and yi. In 6B6, after being criticized for failing to make any real achievement when he served a state as one of its principal ministers, Mencius replies,Bo Yi was someone who would stay in a subordinate position rather than put his worth in service to those whose who were unworthy. Yi Yin was someone who five times sought out [Sage King] Tang and five times sought out Tyrant Jie. Liuxia Hui was someone who did not disdain to serve a corrupt ruler and would not decline a minor post. These three masters did not have identical Ways, but what they moved toward was one. What is this “one”? It is [ren]. Gentlemen are simply benevolent. Why must they be identical? (Mencius, 6B6).

When understood as Mencius’ self-defense from the above criticism, this passage should be interpreted as suggesting that when the circumstance is the same in all relevant perspectives, different gentlemen will still act differently from or even contrarily to each other. Therefore, it is also not problematic for Mencius to behave in a way that is different from or contrary to how others would behave under the same circumstance (being a state’s principal minister). No matter how disparate the actions are, they are all right not because they meet a common, fixed moral standard but because “gentlemen are simply benevolent”—the agents who perform the actions all possess and act out of ren as their good characters.
As for yi, Mencius says, “The words of great people are not necessarily faithful, and their actions are not necessarily resolute. They rest only in [yi]” (Mencius, 4B11). This statement would be incomprehensible if we understood the yi here as a universal moral law, for in this way, Mencius would be advocating that everyone can lie and act irresolutely whenever they sense the need to do so. Rather, it should be noted that the subject of this statement is “great people” (daren zhe 大人者), which entails that one must be morally mature enough in the first place in order for the statement to be applicable. This makes the statement more like a description of the characters of the great people—what they look like and what they will characteristically do in a given situation—rather than an illustration of a moral law that can be followed by everyone unconditionally. Since the emphasis of the statement is on the characters of the great people, it would therefore be more natural to interpret “they rest only in yi” as suggesting that the great people aim only at developing and acting from their good characters defined by yi. Thus, I believe Vincent Shen (1949–2018) is right when he argues that for Mencius, yi is not spoken in the sense of “duty” or “obligation” (yiwu zhi yi 義務之義) but is spoken in the sense of “virtue” (dexing zhi yi 德行之義) (Shen 1992: 189).22 We have seen in Sect. 3.1 that Mencius uses ren-yi to define human nature, so interpreting ren-yi as virtues rather than moral laws is also consistent with this general context of the Mencius. As Huang Yong 黃勇 puts it, “when a person no longer has ren-yi (as well as li-zhi), Mencius would not say this person’s action violates a moral principle or violates their duty; rather, he would say this person is defective or is even not a human anymore” (Huang 2020: 134).
Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909–1978) once suggested that the primary concern of Mencius’ teaching is to “uplift every human being’s heart-mind and will, raise them from below, and set them up toward the top” (Tang 1986: 214). This points to the fact that yi, as a virtue representing a human being’s character traits, is open to moral development. Indeed, Mencius believes that everyone is originally endowed with a “heart-mind of disdain” (xiuwu zhi xin 羞惡之心) as the sprout of yi (Mencius, 2A6, 6A6) and is naturally able to “revere one’s elders” (jingzhang 敬長) (Mencius, 7A15), showing that everyone possesses the yi that marks the “slight” (jixi 幾希) difference between humans and non-human animals (Mencius, 4B19). However, Mencius simultaneously warns that those who only stay with this kind of immature and undeveloped yi will not be able even to serve their parents (Mencius, 2A6). Mencius often uses agricultural metaphors to stress that yi or ren-yi, in their original form, are just like unripe seedlings, seeds, or grains that require proper care and nourishment, without which they will easily die out and leave people in a brute-like state (Mencius, 2A2, 6A7, 6A19). In other words, yi is a developing virtue open to and inseparable from moral nourishment or cultivation—a process Mencius refers to as “filling it out” (kuo er chong zhi 擴而充之) (Mencius, 2A6).
This Mencian moral cultivation has two interrelated features that are relevant to our current discussion. First, it is a gradual, step-by-step process toward moral perfection. People at different stages of this process will develop different characters and moral capabilities. This feature is illustrated by the case of Yuezhengzi 樂正子. In 7B25, Mencius praises Yuezhengzi for being a “good person” (shanren 善人) and a “faithful person” (xinren 信人) and explains where Yuezhengzi is in the process toward moral perfection:What may be desired is what is meant by “good.” To have it in oneself is what is meant by being “faithful.” To fill out the core of this is what is meant by “fine.” To fill out the core of this until it is glorious is what is meant by being “great.” To be so great that one transforms others is what is meant by being a “sage.” For one’s sagacity to be beyond understanding is what is meant by being “spiritual.” Yuezhengzi has attained the first two but is beneath the last four (Mencius, 7B25).

This evaluation of Yuezhengzi’s moral state is not a random one, as Mencius also says elsewhere that Yuezhengzi is “a person who is fond of goodness,” which makes him patient with advisors and therefore enables him to govern a state (Mencius, 6B13). Nevertheless, since within Yuezhengzi’s ethical outlook things such as “[going] to see one’s elders only after one’s lodgings are set up” (Mencius, 4A24) and “[learning] the Way of the ancients for the sake of food and drink” (Mencius, 4A25) are not taken to be seriously inappropriate, this ethical outlook, to some extent, reveals that Yuezhengzi has not obtained the qualities of the four stages following “good” and “faithful” and is yet unable to achieve something greater.23
The second feature of Mencian moral cultivation is that it must follow a natural course of development—proceeding too fast due to overeagerness or remaining stagnant due to indifference can both have detrimental effects on it. Mencius uses an analogy of seedlings to expound this point:One must work at [moral cultivation], but do not assume success. One should not [let it out of one’s heart-mind], but neither should one “help” it grow. Do not be like the man from Song. Among the people of the state of Song, there was a farmer who, concerned lest his sprouts not grow, pulled on them. Obliviously, he returned home and said to his family, “Today I am worn out. I helped the sprouts to grow.” His son rushed out and looked at them. The sprouts were withered. Those in the world who do not “help” the sprouts to grow are few. Those who abandon them, thinking it will not help, are those who do not weed their sprouts. Those who “help” them grow are those who pull on the sprouts. Not only does this not help, but it even harms them (Mencius, 2A2).

It is true that seedlings need a farmer’s care in order to grow properly, but regardless of how attentive a farmer is, the growth and maturity of seedlings will be gradual and time-consuming. Under such circumstances, focusing too much on the seedlings by overeagerly giving them an excessive amount of care to increase their speed of growth will interfere with their natural rhythm of growth and will be as devastating as not giving them any care at all. Similarly, in moral cultivation, as Shun Kwong-loi says, “one has to edge into the [morally] desired way of life gradually”—overeagerly forcing oneself or others to practice things that are still “too moral”24 to one’s character can do morality a “positive harm” in terms of, for example, making people find moral cultivation overly demanding (Shun 1997: 156). As a result, people may refuse to cultivate themselves further, give up on moral cultivation, retreat to the starting point, and eventually lose confidence and interest in becoming virtuous—these can be as detrimental as or even more detrimental than not starting the moral cultivation in the first place.
One may wonder at this point whether Mencius’ argument here is consequentialist, for it seems that the reason for adopting such a way of moral cultivation is that it will bring the best result. In this regard, the first thing to note is that the “best result” in the current context refers to the successful development of yi as a virtue. However, as shown in the last section, although Mencius does not deny that yi can bring good results, he also makes it very clear that it sometimes will result in things that no one would regard as good and pleasant (recall what Mencius says in 3B1). Therefore, since from a consequentialist standpoint, the Mencian moral cultivation may not necessarily produce a result that is overall better than, say, taking a different method of cultivation to form another character or refusing to cultivate oneself at all, it would be difficult for Mencius to justify his method of cultivation against a consequentialist criterion.
Second, even if Mencius could somehow prove that, compared to all other kinds of moral cultivation, his method can bring the best result to its practitioners, this will still not render Mencius’ argument consequentialist. This is because, as Rosalind Hursthouse points out, “one can, as a fairly virtuous person […] be adequately motivated to perform virtuous actions for the right reasons and, as a quite separate issue, give justifying grounds for one’s belief that the virtues on the standard list benefit their possessor” (Hursthouse 1999: 180). That is, Mencius may well believe that practicing what has been suggested by his method of moral cultivation and developing the character of yi can truly benefit and bring great results to people and also justify this belief when he is asked to do so, but this does not automatically suggest that when Mencius adopts his method of cultivation, he adopts it because he believes that it will benefit people. This belief is not what Mencius would use to explain and justify his method. On the contrary, as some commentators have noted, Mencius indicates in 2A2 that the reason he chooses his current way of moral cultivation is that the method was originally adopted and demonstrated by Zengzi 曾子—a disciple of Confucius highly regarded for his virtue (Jiao 2017: 161; Zhu 2011: 214). This emphasizes that following Mencius’ way of moral cultivation is “what a virtuous agent would characteristically (i.e., acting in character) do” and therefore is right in itself (Hursthouse 1999: 28).

4.2 Solutions to the Problems Faced by the Traditional Interpretation
Recall that the two problems faced by the traditional interpretation of Mencius’ theory of yi and li are (1) why Mencius uses the li generated by yi to persuade people such as King Hui and King Xuan to act from yi, and (2) how Mencius could avoid the danger of turning these people into morally disjointed consequentialists.
Now, to the first problem, given the two characteristics of Mencian moral cultivation, we may follow Howard Curzer to call Mencius a “savvy sage,” who is well aware that people “need different strategies of character improvement because different people are at wildly different points on the path to virtue” (Curzer 2020: 381). Therefore, for those wicked rulers and morally deficient people who are at the very starting point of moral progress, Mencius has to find a way that can make moral behavior and cultivation appear promising rather than daunting. This, I believe, is why he only tells King Hui and King Xuan that yi as a virtue will benefit its possessors but does not blatantly tell them the truth (the intrinsic moral value of yi should be upheld as an end in itself) or ask them to intentionally practice something that is too demanding to their current moral state.25 I think Mencius is practicing the so-called “teaching in accordance with one’s character” (yincai shijiao 因材施教) that was once demonstrated by Confucius’ different answers to the same question asked by his disciples, in recognition of their different characters (Analects, 11:22). Under this way of teaching, Mencius would have believed that for people long-steeped in the immoral way of life, the best way to encourage them to start cultivating themselves is the hope that a virtue such as yi will be beneficial. Mencius would have chosen this way of teaching not only because it is in line with the characteristics of his moral cultivation but also because Confucius had practiced it as a virtuous gentleman, if not a morally perfect sage.26
As to the second question of how Mencius would ensure that those morally deficient will not use li for justification once they have successfully acted from yi, I think Mencius has at least two ways of handling it. First, Mencius would, implicitly and mildly, guide these people to stay focused on their motivation instead of the results of their actions. For example, in analyzing King Xuan’s behavior of sparing an ox from a sacrificing ceremony, Mencius mentions in particular that commoners in the state tend to believe that King Xuan did this for the sake of saving expenses, to which King Xuan, perhaps getting a little annoyed by his people’s ignorance, responds that “although Qi is a small state, how could I be stingy about one ox? It was just that I could not bear its frightened appearance, like an innocent going to the execution ground [emphasis added]” (Mencius, 1A7). Instead of immediately approving this justification, Mencius further explains to King Xuan why commoners have misunderstood him, triggering King Xuan to stress again that “it is not the case that I grudged its value” (Mencius, 1A7). Finally, King Xuan feels pleased and enlightened after Mencius assures him that his appeal to his motivation for justification is all right and is “a technique for (cultivating your) benevolence” (Mencius, 1A7). We can posit that Mencius would always encourage and expect King Xuan to reflect in the same way whenever he acts from his feeling of compassion as (the sprouts of) ren-yi.
Second, to some extent, Mencius should have had the confidence that morally deficient people will simply not be able to justify their moral actions against the li that they want. This is not only because li sometimes may not arise as a result of yi but, more importantly, because, in most circumstances, “the virtuous and the immoralist are going to have distinctively different views on what counts as, for example, benefit and advantage, harm and loss” (Hursthouse 1999: 182).27 The “li” in the statement “actions from yi will produce li” refers to the things that would be regarded as valuable by the virtuous who acts from yi. These things are unlikely to be exactly the same in content as the things that an immoralist would have in mind. This means that when an action driven by yi does produce li, it produces only the li favored by the virtuous rather than the li favored by the immoralist. Hence, it would be very difficult for the latter to use what results from a yi-driven action—something that he or she would not regard as li—to justify the action.
Let us take King Xuan as an example again. In 1B5, King Xuan says he is “fond of wealth” (haohuo 好貨) and “fond of sex” (haose 好色), which point to what he regards as li. Furthermore, King Xuan takes this fondness as the “weakness” (ji 疾) that prevents him from doing what Mencius suggests, apparently because he believes that this fondness is in conflict with Mencius’ suggestion of governing the state out of ren-yi28 in terms of placing no levy at border stations and marketplaces and taking care of men without a wife. The former would reduce the amount of wealth that King Xuan could spend, and the latter would prohibit him from taking too many women into his court. In response, Mencius tells King Xuan that former sage kings such as Duke Liu of Zhou 公劉 and King Tai of Zhou 太王 were also fond of wealth and sex, but the difference is that they shared this fondness with their people while enjoying it themselves: Duke Liu ensured that “those who stayed at home had loaded granaries, and those who marched had full provisions”; and King Tai ensured that “there were no bitter women in private, or any unmarried men in public” (Mencius, 1B5).
On the one hand, Mencius intends to show King Xuan that acting or governing in a virtuous way will not prevent him from attaining and enjoying what he regards as li (wealth and sex), as the former sage kings have shown that these li can be enjoyed while one is being virtuous. On the other hand, however, (a point that Mencius does not make explicit), if the former sage kings could truly have taken care of their people’s needs by governing out of ren-yi, they would naturally have found things such as “grabbing a great proportion of wealth and sex into the court at the cost of preventing others from having them” highly inappropriate and thus refused to do them. As a result, although ren-yi would bring wealth and sex to the former sage kings, this “wealth and sex” would still be different in some way—perhaps in quantity or in terms of when they can be enjoyed—from the one that King Xuan has in mind. This is because “what must be done for the sake of satisfying people’s needs” is not a part of the “wealth and sex” King Xuan speaks of, not a part of what he regards as li. Therefore, if King Xuan himself could act and govern his state out of ren-yi like the former sage kings,29 the li that he originally has in mind, which includes enjoying wealth and sex without caring about his people’s needs, would not be realized. It would be extremely difficult for him to discern a connection between his moral actions and the realization of his desired li and use the latter to justify the former.30
Finally, would King Xuan use what a virtuous person regards as li to justify his moral actions? Well, the preliminary requirement for King Xuan to do this is to fully embrace this li, and this embracement in turn requires him to realize that the li he has originally desired is inadequate and needs to be adjusted. If King Xuan could accomplish this, he would have moved forward along the moral path, perhaps to a level more or less equivalent to that of Mencius. Not only does this moral development have to be achieved by constantly focusing on ren-yi, but King Xuan, now as a virtuous king, should also have been able to reason in the same way as Mencius or the former sage kings, who would take his moral actions as right in themselves and would not justify them by li or any other results. Eventually, when King Xuan looks back, he would realize that,Although I am [at the beginning] urged to choose the Way because of its consequences in greater satisfaction, the consummation of my choosing is that I shall come to value the Way as good in itself, and shall do this so completely that accepting, cherishing, and acting according to the Way become a part of myself (Nivison 1996: 209).31

In this way, the problem of using li to justify yi can be naturally avoided.


5 Conclusion
Mencius does not deny that acting from yi or ren-yi will produce good results containing li. Nevertheless, we should not proceed from here to understand Mencius as a consequentialist who believes that these results constitute the reason for acting from yi. Many passages of the Mencius suggest that yi has intrinsic moral value for being the virtue that defines human nature and represents an agent’s character traits. Mencius emphasizes the li produced by yi when he speaks to morally deficient people because Mencius believes that for those who are still at the starting point of moral cultivation and feeling reluctant to give up their corrupted way of life, it is better to encourage them for moral cultivation by telling them that yi is beneficial. However, as these people proceed along the moral path, they will soon be made aware that they cannot think and act like consequentialists because it is ultimately impossible to justify yi by li.
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Footnotes
1To avoid the confusion between li 利 (profit) and li 禮 (propriety), whenever “li” is used in this chapter, it refers to the former. The latter will be translated as “propriety.”

 

2I will discuss in Sect. 4.1 what content these concepts have.

 

3Mencius indicates in one place that ren-yi can also be taken as objects of desire (Mencius, 6A10). However, as will be shown in Sect. 3.1, (1) ultimately, ren-yi are what a “gentleman” (junzi 君子) regards as his nature and are distinguished from the objects of his desire; (2) li refers to the things that benefit the agents, but ren-yi sometimes will produce things that no one would regard as beneficial. For these reasons, we should avoid including ren-yi among the objects of desire denoted by li.

 

4For example, as we will see shortly, “benefitting the state” in terms of enriching it is apparently a public good for all the people of the state. Nevertheless, Mencius regards it as li rather than yi because the king pursues it for the satisfaction of his own desire for political power and safety. This further suggests two points: (1) As some scholars have also noted, there exists no clear distinction between sili 私利 (private benefits/personal gains) and gongli 公利 (public benefits/public goods), for the same object can simultaneously be the sili of the king and the gongli of the people (Chen 1987: 282–285; Lee 2018: 155–158; Ye 2011: 17–19). In general, whether something is sili or gongli depends on the perspective from which one evaluates it. Therefore, the distinction between yi and li should not be complicated by another ambiguous distinction between sili and gongli. (2) If someone is concerned solely with the interest and well-being of others while leaving aside his or her own interest, Mencius would not say this person acts with the intention of li (though the results of his or her actions may still benefit him or her). Rather, acting directly from concern for the well-being of others is an essential component of yi. In other words, whenever li is used on its own as a term being contrasted with yi, it refers to the things that must somehow benefit the agents themselves.

 

5In this chapter, the translation of the Mencius is based on that of Bryan W. Van Norden (2008), with my occasional modifications. The translations of all other Chinese texts are my own.

 

6A similar definition can be found in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy’s entry on consequentialism (Walter Sinnott-Armstrong 2019: https://​plato.​stanford.​edu/​archives/​fall2021/​entries/​consequentialism​/​)

 

7According to Zhao Qi 趙岐 (ca 108–201), “benefitting the state” for a ruler at Mencius’ time typically refers to “enriching the state and strengthening the army” (fuguo qiangbing 富國強兵) (Jiao 2017: 30).

 

8More precisely, I think King Hui is more like an ethical egoist who cares only about his self-interest (ethical egoism is a particular kind of consequentialism that takes only one’s self-interest as valuable [Shafer-Landau 2021: 126]). Recall from footnote 2 that although some of the things King Hui pursues can also benefit the people of his state, he nevertheless regards them as the objects of his own desire. This is why Mencius calls them li and compares King Hui’s question “How can I benefit my state?” to the question “How can I benefit my self?” (Mencius, 1A1).

 

9A literally more accurate translation of gongli zhuyi 功利主義 is “utilitarianism,” which is the most prominent form of consequentialism that takes the “overall well-being” or the “net balance of happiness over misery” as the most valuable thing (Shafer-Landau 2021: 127–128). This also makes Mencius’ consequentialism (suppose Mencius was a consequentialist) different from King Hui’s in the sense that the latter is concerned solely with one’s self-interest (see footnote 6) while the former also cares about the well-being of others. I will not go into detail on this, since the purpose of my discussion is to show that Mencius is not a consequentialist at all, not to characterize Mencius’ consequentialism. For the same reason, I will translate gongli zhuyi as “consequentialism” in order to avoid confusion and distraction.

 

10For Railton’s original discussion on these two kinds of consequentialism, see Railton 1984: 152–153.

 

11Apart from the three articles analyzed in this section, Philip J. Ivanhoe also has an important work that brings Confucianism and consequentialism together. In general, Ivanhoe defines early Confucian ethics as “character consequentialism,” which values “certain psychological goods” and seeks these goods by not directly aiming at them (Ivanhoe 1991: 55–56). However, I will leave Ivanhoe’s discussion aside for two reasons. (1) Ivanhoe’s discussion takes place in the broader context of early Confucianism, not exclusively in the context of the Mencius and Mencius’ theory on yi and li. (2) Im argues that all types of consequentialism can legitimately include what Ivanhoe regards as “psychological goods,” represented by “objects of moral admiration or esteem,” into their theories by acknowledging their value. Furthermore, objective act-consequentialism “supersedes” character consequentialism, since the latter also adopts an indirect, objective act-consequentialist way of seeking good results. Hence, Ivanhoe has actually failed to distinguish character consequentialism from objective act-consequentialism (Im 2011: 57–60). This criticism may or may not be accurate. But in either case, so long as character consequentialism is a version of consequentialism, it definitely will appeal to results for justification and thus will open itself to my criticisms of the consequentialist interpretation. Therefore, I find it unnecessary to introduce Ivanhoe’s discussion, which may invite distractive questions related to how character consequentialism is in any way different from other types of consequentialism. These go beyond the concerns of this chapter.

 

12Im also acknowledges that yi has intrinsic moral value, but what he means by this is something different. For Im, yi’s intrinsic moral value lies in its being an “esteem-based moral good,” which is an object of “moral admiration or esteem” that can be regarded as valuable in a consequentialist sense (Im 2011: 47–48). Generally speaking, this account of intrinsic moral value has at least three problems: (1) Im says that moral esteem is “perhaps a species of desire” that has “a psychological ‘shape’ to it that distinguishes it from other species of desire broadly construed,” but he does not explain what exactly this ambiguous “psychological shape” is (Im 2011: 47). This makes the distinction between moral desire and non-moral desire especially difficult, in turn making it equally difficult to determine what yi is as the object of such a moral desire. (2) Im seems to believe that yi, as a moral good, will not run into conflict with li, as non-moral goods. However, in several places, Mencius shows that yi sometimes needs to be possessed at the great cost of abandoning li (Mencius, 6A10, 6A17, 7B34, 7B35). In such cases, why would Mencius encourage people to give up li for the sake of yi as a desire for esteem, especially when doing so will not necessarily produce an amount of li that can compensate one’s loss? (3) The passages I will discuss shortly show that Mencius praises actions from yi not because they fulfill the desire for admiration or esteem, suggesting that the fulfillment of this kind of desire is not part of the intrinsic moral value of yi. On the other hand, yi’s intrinsic moral value in my discussion lies in yi being a virtue that not only reflects an agent’s character traits but also constitutes the xing 性 (human nature) that alone distinguishes human beings from non-human animals (Mencius, 2A6, 4B19, 6A6). It is not reducible to an object of a special kind of desire.

 

13The notion of “sprout” does not appear in 6A6, but I have argued in another place that this does not make the ren-yi in 6A6 substantially different from their sprouts in 2A6 (Hu 2021).

 

14Despite all having intrinsic moral value and being called the “heart-minds that are not unfeeling toward others,” the former sage kings’ heart-minds, as the results of their long-term moral cultivation, are substantially different from those of ordinary people, for Mencius says that the former can be employed to “care for all within the Four Seas,” whereas the latter are “insufficient to serve one’s parents” (Mencius, 2A6). Therefore, it would be more accurate to say that the former sage kings’ heart-minds are the manifestations of fully developed ren-yi rather than mere sprouts of ren-yi. This also suggests that the sprouts of ren-yi are not as morally reliable as fully developed ren-yi. This is why Mencius always urges people to develop the sprouts through moral cultivation. I have discussed this in detail in another paper (Hu 2021) and will also address it in the next section.

 

15Recall that the consequentialist interpretation agrees that the results containing li should not be considered during decision-making, but it argues that Mencius nevertheless relies on the realization of these results as the “criterion of the rightness of an act.” This passage (as well as the next) shows that Mencius believes that people should take these results into consideration neither during decision-making nor at the stage of justification. Furthermore, I will argue shortly that Mencius also opposes the consequentialist way of moral reasoning.

 

16As a virtuous and sage-like Confucian master, Mencius himself was forced to leave King Xuan’s court and remained unappreciated (Mencius, 2B10–14).

 

17Zhu Xi suggests that “devotion” here refers to caring about others with love and reverence (Zhu 2011: 278).

 

18In regard to Yizi’s response, Zhu Xi, Huang Zongxi, and Van Norden have provided a similar interpretation (Huang 2005: 82; Van Norden 2007: 306; Zhu 2011: 245). However, a different interpretation, offered by David Nivison (1923–2014), suggests that Yizi defends himself by somehow admitting his ethical immaturity (Nivison 1996: 134). I agree with Van Norden that Nivison’s interpretation is inconsistent with the fact that Yizi is honored with the title “zi 子” (sir/master), which reflects his identity as a well-known and qualified Mohist master at Mencius’ time. In addition, Nivison’s interpretation has also rendered Yizi’s response particularly weak and undeserving of Mencius’ subsequent criticism that is highly sophisticated (Van Norden 2007: 307).

 

19Another strong piece of textual evidence for this comes from 4B29, in which Mencius illustrates how a virtuous person could neglect li in front of morality and how concerned such a person could be about the well-being of others: “[Confucius’] disciple Yan Hui lived in a chaotic era, in a narrow alleyway, subsisting upon a bowl of food and a gourd of water. Other people could not have borne such hardship, and yet it never spoiled Yan Hui’s joy. [Confucius] deemed him worthy […] Yu thought that if there were anyone in the world who drowned, it was as if he had drowned them himself. Hou Ji thought that if there were anyone in the world who was starving, it was as if he had starved them himself. Hence, they were urgent like this” (Mencius, 4B29).

 

20This interpretation has been phrased by many contemporary scholars. See Chen 1987: 297–300; J. Huang 1991: 133–139; Lee 2018: 188–190; Wang 2017: 27–30; Yang 1996: 106; and Ye 2011: 22–28, among others. Ye Renchang 葉仁昌 calls the traditional interpretation presented here the model of “producing li by following yi” (yiyi sheng li 以義生利). In addition, Ye identifies two different variations of it: the model of “resisting li by following yi” (yiyi chi li 以義斥利) and “prioritizing yi over li” (xianyi houli 先義后利) (Ye 2011: 3). In short, the former suggests that Mencius resists any kind of li for the sake of preserving yi, and the latter suggests that yi should be taken as a premise, but li still needs to be intentionally sought under this premise. Based on what has been discussed in last section, I hope it is not difficult now to see that neither of these two variations is correct (Ye also discusses their problems in Ye 2011: 12–17, 29–31), so by “traditional interpretation,” I refer only to its standard version presented here.

 

21Ye Renchang recognizes this as a huge trap in Mencius’ theory of yi and li, one that causes Cai Xinan to doubt the plausibility of the traditional interpretation and turn to understand Mencius in a consequentialist way (Ye 2011: 32). Unfortunately, Ye does not disable this trap, so the traditional interpretation is still open to the danger of being mistakenly modified.

 

22I agree with Van Norden that Mencius’ ethics should be regarded as virtue ethics (Van Norden 2007: 20–21). According to Rosalind Hursthouse, virtue ethics has generally been characterized as “agent-centered” rather than “action-centered,” meaning that it takes the characters of the agents as primary in ethics, from which other concepts such as right actions and moral laws are derived (Hursthouse 1999: 25).

 

23Zhu Xi has also provided a similar interpretation (Zhu 2011: 347).

 

24This highlights the connection between the second and the first feature, since what is “too moral” varies across people at different stages of moral cultivation and depends ultimately on one’s own character and moral capability.

 

25For example, Mencius does not directly tell King Xuan to restrict or abandon his desire for li when, in fact, “For cultivating the [heart-mind], nothing is better than having few desires” (Mencius, 7B35).

 

26Mencius also says in 2A2 that “my wish is to learn from [Confucius].”

 

27This does not mean the different ethical outlooks share nothing in common. For example, although Hursthouse believes in the truth of this statement, she remarks that “to say we differ is not to say that we have no overlap at all” (Hursthouse 1999: 182). Mencius has indicated that ruling a large territory is desired by gentlemen and wicked rulers alike, and death would be counted as a severe loss by everyone. Confucius has also suggested that “wealth and high rank are what people (ren 人) desire […] poverty and low rank are what people dislike” (Analects, 4:5).

 

28The original term Mencius uses is “Kingly government” (wangzheng 王政), which can only be realized when rulers “use Virtue to put [ren] into effect” (Mencius, 2A3) or “act out of [ren-yi]” (Mencius, 4B19).

 

29In this case, Mencius directly tells King Xuan what the actions and policies of former sage kings are, so it is possible that King Xuan might just blindly follow these actions and policies, perhaps with a feeling of reluctance, without the motives of ren-yi. However, since the problem that I am concerned with here is how Mencius could prevent people from using li to justify their actions when these actions are truly driven by ren-yi, I will leave problems associated with how Mencius would find out and evaluate King Xuan’s true motives aside and just focus on what would happen if King Xuan did act out of ren-yi.

 

30It is certainly possible that King Xuan at this point might give up on moral cultivation through despair, but moral cultivation is never meant to be an easy or smooth task. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine all the strategies Mencius develops for moral cultivation that may help solve this problem (for some detailed discussion on this, see Curzer 2020; Ivanhoe 2002; Wong 2002). However, based on what has been discussed, I think one strategy Mencius could use is to further encourage King Xuan by telling him that acting out of ren-yi will lead him to safely enjoy at least the appropriate part of his original objects of desire, but if he acts from li, everything will be lost in the end.

 

31Nivison takes this as a feature of Xunzi’s 荀子 (ca 310–235 BC) ethics, but I think in regard to this very respect, Mencius holds the same.
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The main points of this chapter have been presented in various ways in Ni 2003, 2009, 2018, 2020, and 2021.
1 Introduction
Mencius surely talked extensively about what it means to be a human and how to live a good human life. There has been a huge amount of scholarly literature on the topic, with various approaches, such as treating it as a theory of moral psychology, as an object of cultural anthropology, or as a normative ethical theory with utilitarian, or deontological, or virtue ethicist orientations, etc. As it is often said, a perspective determines what one perceives. In this chapter, I shall try to apply a perspective that, although it sporadically appeared in the field of Mencius studies, has not been recognized and implemented with clear self-conscious effort systematically. Borrowing a term that is frequently used by Song-Ming neo-Confucians, I call it a “gongfu” perspective, with the term understood broadly as “the art of life.” I shall explain that, not only is this more likely the perspective in the mind of Mencius himself, a way that generates more coherent and plausible readings of Mencius, hence the way he should be read, but also a path to reveal a unique normative theory implicitly entailed in the Mencius that warrants the name of “gongfu ethics.”

2 The Term “Gongfu” and the Gongfu Perspective
In the world today, “gongfu” (aka kung fu 功夫/工夫) is a word known to almost everyone. But most people learn about the word through the martial arts, and so to them, gongfu means Jackie Chan, Jet Li, and a cool cartoon figure known as “Kung Fu Panda.” However, the term in Chinese applies to all arts of life, from the most ordinary surviving skills to most advanced spiritual exercises.
The term gongfu first appeared in China during the Wei-Jin period (first to fourth century a. d.). It referred to (1) “men power,” or the time and effort spent on something (gongfu 工夫, with “gong” written as 工). Later it was extended to mean (2) the ability or talent to accomplish something (aka gongli 功力), similar to what “virtuosity” means in English, (3) proper or effective ways/methods/approaches of doing things (aka gongfa 功法), and (4) the function, effect, or manifestation of the abilities or approaches (aka gongxiao 功效). With these developments, the term gongfu became a name for a cluster of concepts that may be roughly defined in general as “the art of life.”
During the Song-Ming dynasties (10th–17th centuries), Confucian scholars widely used the term “gongfu” in their discussions about cultivation of the heart-mind and human nature. Because of this, in the academic circle of Chinese philosophy, “discourse of gongfu” typically refers to this part of the Song-Ming neo-Confucianism, especially the part that deals with the cultivation of spirituality, or one’s pursuit of unification of the human heart-mind with the ultimate reality, known as “tian 天” (heaven). Yet since the term means much more broadly the art of living in general, it may well be retrospectively applied to the entire Chinese philosophical tradition, including the periods in which the term had not existed yet. Indeed, since the pursuit of the art of life is essential to all Chinese schools of thought, the term “gongfu” arguably captures the distinctive characteristic of the entire traditional Chinese philosophy even better than the term “dao 道” (the way or proper course), as the latter directs people’s attention to the way of living, gongfa, which is only one of the four above-mentioned sub-categories of the term gongfu, and is consequently inadequate to address the other three that are equally important, namely, the need to make effort or practice (gongfu with “gong” written as 工), to develop embodied abilities/virtuosities (gongli), and to associate the “Way” with its functions, effects, or ideals (gongxiao).
Seen in this light, we find that virtually the entire philosophy of Mencius is relevant to gongfu—the art of living. Not only does the text of Mencius contain abundant teachings about how to live a better human life, his theory of human nature (what is a human) and his political theory (which is an extension of how to live a good human life) are ultimately constructed to be gongfu instructions and should be understood as such. I have explained elsewhere what it means to read Confucianism from a gongfu perspective (Ni 2013). It boils down, in my opinion, to four points. These are (1) to take Confucianism as a system of gongfu instructions about how to live a good human life rather than as a descriptive theory about the world; (2) to take “good life” as an art and not merely as fulfilling moral obligations; (3) to look into performative functions of the Confucian texts and not merely their literal meanings; and (4) to anticipate that some contents of the Confucian texts may only be understood through personal experiences accessible through diligent practice. As I shall try to illustrate, reading Mencius in this way will generate a more coherent as well as more inspiring interpretations of his teachings.
Given that in the past 100 years or so the construction of the academic field called “Chinese philosophy” has been heavily constrained by the predominantly “truth-seeking” approach of the main-stream Western philosophy, it is more important to bring out the consequently eclipsed gongfu dimension in Mencius. As it has been noticed, particularly in Western scholarship of sinology, Mencius appears to lack logical rigor in his argumentation.1 This is indeed the case if his theory were viewed from a truth-seeking perspective, but the problems would typically disappear once it is viewed from the gongfu perspective. If Tang Dynasty poet Li Bo’s poems were submitted to a scientific journal, what makes his poems great would become exactly the reason for rejection. Similarly, as we shall illustrate through some examples in this chapter, only though the gongfu lens, that is, from the perspective of the art of living, can Mencius’s teachings be properly appreciated.

3 “Fallacies” in Mencius’s Human-Animal Distinction?
Mencius is known most distinctly for his views on human nature. Most often, these views are taken as a metaphysical theory that serves as the foundation to Confucian ethics,2 with the following basic logic:	Human nature consists in what is distinctively human or the difference between humans and animals.

	The difference between human and animal is that humans have siduan 四端, “four incipient tendencies” or “four hearts”—the heart of compassion (the root of ren 仁, human-heartedness), the heart of shame (the root of yi 義, appropriateness), the heart of modesty and courtesy (the root of li 禮, ritual propriety), and the heart of right and wrong (the root of zhi 智, wisdom), and animals do not.

	Therefore, the “four hearts” are what constitute human nature.

	One should live according to one’s nature.

	Therefore, people should nurture the “four hearts” and live accordingly.



This argument is problematic in multiple ways. First of all, it is not self-evident that human nature consists in the human-animal distinction. The well-known disagreement between Mencius and Gaozi and Xunzi consists not only in their views about whether human nature is good, bad, or neutral, but in their understanding about what “human nature” is in the first place. While Mencius held that the matter is about what is distinctively human, Gaozi believed that human nature is simply what is born within us, and Xunzi thought it should be what is born within us that cannot be altered by human effort and cannot be learned. If their definitions of “human nature” are all different, naturally they will have different conclusions about whether it is good or not.
Second, even if we accept Mencius’s definition of human nature, namely that it consists in the human-animal distinction, it is still questionable that the “four hearts” adequately mark the difference. Experience seems to inform us that there is no lack of signs of sympathy and love among animals. It is commonly known that animals sometimes display altruistic behaviors, whether it be between kin, non-kin, or even across different species (Yang 2017; Wang 2016). Empirically speaking, the difference between humans and animals may be more obvious in terms of linguistic ability, intellectual capacity, possession of free will, creativity, sense of humor, or even the ability to use drugs to alter their state of consciousness.
Furthermore, Mencius says that all humans have the four hearts. By nature, empirical generalizations can never provide universality. In fact, according to a study conducted by Harvard psychologist Martha Stout, about 4% of the human population are sociopath—those who are born without the heart of compassion (Stout 2005). Indeed, humans have displayed far more cruelty than any animal can match. Here it would not help to cite Mencius’s claim that those without the four hearts are not human (Mencius: 2A6), because this turns the proposition (that “all humans have the four hearts”) from an empirical generalization into a stipulative definition. That is, even if we did find counterevidence, it would not admit the theory to be wrong any more. In this case, Mencius’s claim becomes unfalsifiable, and would thereby lose its meaning as an informative proposition.
Most importantly, even if we leave the above questions aside and agree that the four hearts were the essential difference between humans and animals, can we conclude that people should live according to the four hearts?3 The unsettling point of this inference is that it determines how humans should live on the basis of external facts unrelated to what constitutes human—that is, whether animals do or do not have the four hearts. It is virtually saying that since animals do not have the four hearts as we humans do, our uniqueness is the “four hearts” and we should, therefore, live accordingly. If animals happened to have these four hearts, our human nature would no longer be constituted by the “four hearts” and we would not be required to live according to the four hearts. Borrowing a thought-experiment from American philosopher Hilary Putnam, let us suppose that the Earth has a twin brother, which is the same as our planet Earth except for the fact that on the twin-earth, animals all have the “four hearts” but humans do not. Humans on the twin-earth differ from their animals in that they are distinctively cruel. Only because of the constraints from laws and moral norms, people on the twin-earth regulate their behaviors and are able to survive. According to the logic of the human-animal distinction, people on the twin-earth would be morally obligated to be cruel. They ought to nurture their cruelty and cultivate it to the extreme, since this is the distinctive feature that separates them from animals. However, should not we say, instead, that people on the twin-earth should give up this distinctness and learn from their animals? Should not they try to be like animals on their planet so that they could live better?
Coming back to our planet, we do in fact learn from and model ourselves after animals in many ways, and, in many ways, it is better off for humans to retain our animal-like lifestyles, such as to have more outdoor activities and eat more natural food. This is fully consistent with the Confucian principle of “On seeing the worthy, think of how to equal them” (Analects: 4.17).
Logically speaking, the idea of trying to establish the value of something deductively from its natural properties implies what Hume calls a confusion between “what is the case” and “what ought to be the case.” The core of this problem is that what is natural is not always good. To derive a proposition about what ought to be the case from a proposition about what is the case requires a reason or explanation for the transition. Many species have extinguished because of their natural weaknesses. If the theory of evolution is right, then most species have survived exactly because they did not live according to their given nature, but rather adapted to the challenging environment by going through mutations. A central theme of Confucianism is that we need to learn to become fully human. On this point, Xunzi’s logic seems more reasonable. Although Xunzi thinks that human nature is evil, it does not prevent him from thinking that people should develop benevolence, because “what a human is” and “what a human should become” are not the same thing.
Defining human nature through animal-human distinction is also common in the West. Aristotle, for instance, likewise used human uniqueness as one of his main methods to determine human telos (aim or purpose), but it is for this reason that Aristotle’s point of view needs to be questioned as well. Yong Huang has a powerful summary of the reasons behind the Mencian/Aristotelian idea. He says that we cannot evaluate whether something is good or bad unless we know what we are talking about. Evaluating whether a cactus is good or not is not the same as evaluating whether a wolf is good or not. To evaluate the quality of cactus, we must first understand what a cactus is. To evaluate the quality of a wolf, we must first understand what a wolf is. For the same reason, to evaluate the goodness of a human being, we need to know what a human being is. “In other words, we need to have an objective conception of human nature, and it does not matter whether our conception of human nature is a teleological one, a functionalist one, a naturalistic/scientific one, or an essentialist one” (Huang 2018: 226). “An acorn, because of its gift of nature, will grow into an oak tree. An acorn that cannot grow into an oak tree is thus a bad or defective acorn. Similarly, an infant baby, because of its gift of nature, which in Mencius’s case are the four sprouts, will grow into a full-blown human being with the four cardinal virtues” (Huang 2018: 226). Huang is certainly right in saying that there must be some objective basis for any assertion about human nature. However, what this argument needs to take into account is an important distinction—a distinction between “having a view about the nature of X” and the “objective nature of X.” In order to say that a good acorn is one that under certain conditions will grow into an oak tree, we must choose to identify its nature as “a seed of oak tree.” However, this is not the only way to define the nature of an acorn. If we identify its nature as “food for squirrels,” then the goodness of the acorn will not be judged by whether it can grow into an oak tree but according to whether it can become part of a squirrel.4 Similarly, we can have a variety of ideas about human nature. If we regard people as rational animals, then human goodness will depend on their intellectual power; if we regard people as beings capable of creative activities, then human goodness will depend on one’s creativity. Therefore, rather than saying that the quality of people depends solely on the objective nature of human beings, it is better to say that our conception of self-identity includes our choice of value. In other words, the metaphysical concept of “what we are” is often inseparable from “what we want to see ourselves as.” Borrowing Wittgenstein’s observation of the famous “duck-rabbit” picture, “I see a duck” and “I take the image in front of me as a duck” is one and the same process (Wittgenstein 1953: 194–5). For the same reason, “what a human being is” may be considered “what we take a human being to be.” This is not denying the relevance of the “fact” part, but stressing the relevance of the other often neglected side. After all, seen as a fact, the human-animal distinction is only “slight” (jixi 几希), or “barely perceivable,” as Mencius puts it (Mencius: 4B19). It is not reliable to be the source of value, as illustrated in the case of sociopath, as well as in the case when humans show more cruelty than animals and animals show compassion, and in the case of the twin-earth thought-experiment.

4 A Gongfu Interpretation of the Human-Animal Distinction
The problems we identified above are not threatening to Mencius’s theory. They will vanish once we shift our perspective from describing what human beings are to advocating the gongfu of how to be a human and how to live a good human life.
For Confucians, to be a human is far more a matter of learning to become qualified as a “human” than simply being born a certain kind. Based on this, Roger T. Ames argues that for Confucianism, humans are “human becomings” (Ames 2020). The logic of the gongfu to become a human presupposes an ideal of what a human is or is better off to be. This means that for Confucians, the idea of a human is actually an ideal. It is neither a priori, nor mirror-like empirical generalization of observable facts, but an understanding of what would be better for humans to become, based on practical life experience and a vision of excellence.
Mencius certainly shares with Confucius a vision that it is better off for humans to be human-hearted (ren), to act appropriately (yi), to follow ritual proprieties (li), and to develop the wisdom of telling rights from wrongs (zhi). It happens to be the case that most humans on our planet, if not all, have incipient tendencies toward these, and generally speaking, animals don’t. Although this is just a “slight difference” between humans and animals, these gifts of “heaven” allow humans to develop and live far better lives than animals can. It is out of this consideration, Mencius chooses to define human nature according to this distinction.Nothing is more evident about this intention than a passage in the book of the Mencius:
It is due to our nature (xing 性) that our mouths desire sweet taste, that our eyes desire beautiful colors, that our ears desire pleasant sounds, …. But there is also fate (ming 命) [whether these desires are satisfied or not]. The exemplary person does not say they are human nature [and insist on satisfying them]. The virtue of humanity in the relationship between father and son, the virtue of righteousness in the relationship between ruler and minister, …— these are [endowed in people in various degrees] according to fate. But there is also human nature. The exemplary person does not [refrain from practicing them and] say they are matters of fate. (Mencius: 7B24)


This passage reveals that, as far as the meanings of “human nature” and “fate” go, Mencius does not deny that we can choose to call whatever we are born with, including all the desires we share with animals, “human nature,” like Gaozi did, and call the four hearts, “fate.” His point is that “the exemplary person does not” do that. Although Mencius did not spell out why, the reason clearly has to do with the consideration that the words “nature” and “fate” have different connotations: If we call all the desires human “nature,” people would feel that they are entitled to be fulfilled and put efforts in seeking to satisfy them; if we call the four hearts “fate,” people would feel that these tendencies are simply something we happen to have, with no particular significance, and hence there is no need to retain them or nurture them. The “exemplary person” deliberately chooses to do the opposite so that people will feel that the “four hearts” are what makes them superior to animals and should therefore be retained and developed, and the desires of our mouth, eyes, and ears are nothing but given by “fate” so that people will not devote all efforts in fulfilling them. Here, Mencius is telling us that the choice of words is a deliberate act conducted by the “exemplary person” for the purpose of guiding people’s conception of themselves and directing their life orientation.
Song dynasty Confucian Zhu Xi 朱熹 sees the point clearly. He writes, in explaining the above passage from the Mencius:These two kinds of tendencies are both in our nature that are given to us by heaven. Yet ordinary people take the first five [that our mouths desire sweet taste, that our eyes desire beautiful colors, that our ears desire pleasant sounds, etc.] as human nature, and when they don’t have the desired objects they insist on having them. They take the latter five [The virtue of humanity in the relationship between father and son, the virtue of righteousness in the relationship between ruler and minister, etc.] as fate, once they don’t have them, they give up. This is why Mencius speaks on what needs to be emphasized with regard to each in order to advocate one and discourage the other. (Zhu 2012: 378)


Using the language of gongfu, “to advocate one and discourage the other” is precisely a gongfa—a gongfu method of using the performative function of words to correct people’s opposite tendency and to guide people’s behavior toward the right direction. Contemporary Confucian scholar Qian Mu 錢穆 is fully aware of this as well. He explains that when Mencius claims human nature to be good, his true intention was to inspire people’s uplifting confidence and encourage their uplifting effort (see Qian 1978: 155–158). Another contemporary Confucian scholar Tang Junyi 唐君毅 tells us that,Initially, I followed Song and Ming Confucians’ teachings, … thinking that only because human heart-mind is good is it possible for everyone to become Yao and Shun [sages] …. However, recently I suddenly came to the realization that the intent behind Mencius’s teaching about human nature to be good is to teach people to follow the goodness that they originally have, come up with a resolution themselves, and uphold the eternal ideal. … Hence I became aware of the spirit of the entire teachings of Mencius—it contains a way of stimulating everyone’s resolution to rise up from the low and to establish themselves. … This way, to put it simply, can be named “the way of establishing people.” (Tang 1974: 212)5

With a shift of perspective, the problems in the previous section simply become irrelevant. The disagreements between Mencius, Gaozi, and Xunzi with regard to how to define “human nature” will no longer be a matter of facts and meaning of words, but alternative choice of gongfu methods of how to identify ourselves as human beings in order for us to live a better life. While views about facts are evaluated according to their truth value, alternative gongfu methods are evaluated according to their gongxiao, or effectiveness in function. One major objection from Mencius against Gaozi’s view that human nature is neither good nor bad is exactly this—that it will lead people to believe that ren and yi are injuries to humans (Mencius: 6A1), and this view, when used to guide our personal cultivation, will result in losing touch with the internal source of morality (Mencius: 6A8, 2A2).
Sometimes views will conflict with one another when they are taken as descriptions of facts, but will become compatible when they are viewed from the gongfu perspective. For instance, on the one hand Mencius’s way of defining humans according to the human-animal distinction is good for raising our moral standard above the animal level, Gaozi’s and Xunzi’s ways, on the other hand, can facilitate people to demand their rights to have basic needs be fulfilled; Mencius’s view that humans are by nature good is good for encouraging people to expand their innate goodness, and is therefore an approach commonly practiced in child education (e.g. when our kindergarten teachers say to their students “you are all good kids,” the statement can be a performative act of encouraging the children to become good), while Xunzi’s view that humans are by nature bad is good for helping people to recognize their weaknesses and is therefore an approach commonly practiced in correction facilities and addiction workshops. In social-political realms, Mencius’s view will offer a support to meritocracy, whereas Xunzi’s view entails a distrust of the innate goodness of people, which will lead more attention to “jinzhi 盡制,” or make best use of the social-political infrastructure, as Xunzi puts it (Xunzi: 21.9, in Knoblock: vol. 3, 110).
Similarly, the gongfu perspective does not rule out other ways of identifying the human-animal distinction, such as in terms of linguistic ability, intellectual capacity, free will, or creativity. If the purpose were indeed to identify a unique distinction between humans and animals, it would be hard to say which of these is more accurate. What the gongfu perspective sees is the practical implication of these ways of identifying the human. In this regard, the alternative ways may again have their respective merits (as well as limitations). The culture that emphasizes intellectual abilities and free will tends to engender individuality and independence (with the liability of generating self-centered individualism), whereas the culture that emphasizes the “four hearts” is more prone to generate a sense of interrelatedness and responsibility (with the liability of generating social hierarchy). The choice is therefore not exactly which one is more “accurate” as a description, but which gongxiao, or practical result, is more desirable as an ideal.
In terms of the logic of describing what is a human, there is indeed a circular reasoning in claiming that “all humans have the ‘four hearts’” and that “those who do not have the ‘four hearts’ are not human.” However, in terms of the logic of gongfu, which looks at practical implications of performative use of language, the statement “all humans have the ‘four hearts’” is setting a bottom-line moral standard for all humans, and it is above all a requirement one must set for oneself. Hence in seeing a sociopath, gongfu logic will not make one think “this is not a human, so I can treat him cruelly,” but instead, “I would be degenerating myself if I were to treat him cruelly.”
Likewise, the problem of confusing “is” and “ought” does not apply to the theory under the gongfu perspective, because it is not literally saying that “since the ‘four hearts’ are what differentiate humans from animals, we ought to follow the ‘four hearts’,” but instead that “we insist on this human-animal distinction because it is better for us to identify humans in this way.” As for why it is better, one must turn to its gongxiao, function or effects again.

5 Understanding Words and Flood-Like Qi
The gongfu perspective is not merely a way of interpreting the text of Mencius, but a path to access Mencius’s gongfa, or gongfu methods of living a good human life. When asked about what his “strong points” are, Mencius replied, “I have an insight into words. I am good at cultivating my ‘flood-like qi [vital energy]’” (Mencius: 2A2). While the second part of this statement is not difficult to understand (we shall return to this later), the expression of “having an insight into words” is considered somewhat “enigmatic” and subject to different interpretations (Heng 2002: 153–156). In fact the controversy itself is “enigmatic,” because mostly it has been on what “words” mean here—whether it means literally words and speech, or moral doctrines, but little attention has been given to what “insight” Mencius is talking about. Most scholars maintain that words are just indicators of what is inside of the speaker, hence the “insight” must be Mencius’s ability to know people through their words.
Granted that knowing people through their words may be part of what this “insight” is about, it is significant to notice that people have mostly missed the evocative function of words. In rendering Mencius’s own explanation of what he means by “having an insight into words,” D. C. Lau translates it as “From biased words I can see wherein the speaker is blind; from immoderate words, wherein he is ensnared; from heretical words, wherein he has strayed from the right path; from evasive words, wherein he is at his wits’ end.”6 But the original passage may also (and in my view more accurately) be rendered as “From biased words I can see what it blinds; from immoderate words, what it ensnares; from heretical words, where it strays away from; from evasive words, what it tries to avoid.” This is because the word that Lau and others have taken to be referring to the speaker, “qi 其,” could very well be referring to the “words.” The difference between the two interpretations is obvious—while the former takes words to be indicating what the speaker is, the latter allows one to take words to be also indicating what the speaker is trying to do with the words.
Mencius may not be aware of our technical term “performative function of words,” but he is surely good at using the function for his purpose as well as detecting other people’s use of it. As our analysis of 7B24 in the last section shows, Mencius’s choice of using “xing 性” (nature) and “ming 命” (destiny) in a specific way is a deliberate action of guiding people’s perception of themselves toward being good. By associating the “four hearts” with the term “nature,” it enables him to claim that it is a mandate of heaven, and thereby making the secular sacred. Mencius claims, “For a man to give full realization to his heart-mind is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know heaven. By retaining his heart and nurturing his nature he is serving heaven” (Mencius: 7A1). This is what Song dynasty Confucian Zhang Zai 張載 straightforwardly puts as “to establish the heart-mind for heaven and earth,” an approach similar to Confucius’s when he said, “I pray as if the spirits were around” (Analects, 3.12), which I call “as-if-ism” (Ni 2016). Here the matter is not about accessing the knowledge of a transcendent heaven or spirits, but about the way to evoke a sense of sacredness within the human heart-mind.
On the other hand, as Kwong-loi Shun points out, Mencius is clear that “Faulty yan [speech, words] can lead to disastrous consequences—Gaozi’s yan is said to bring disaster on ren yi [human-heartedness and appropriateness] or to lead people to regard ren yi as a disaster (Mencius: 6A1), and the yan of Yangzi and that of Mozi are said to block the path of ren yi” (Shun 1997: 116).
Practical implications of performative function of words extends far beyond the personal level and into the socio-political realm. Mencius famously makes a distinction between “regicide” and “removing a mutilator and crippler,” and thereby justifies overthrowing unqualified rulers (Mencius: 1B8). Indeed, this is a tradition that he inherited from Confucius, who has placed “rectification of names” to be a priority in administrating a state (Analects, 13.3) and cautioned people that in extreme cases, “one single statement” can make a country prosperous, or ruin it instead (Analects, 13.15). Knowing the power of words, Confucius was on the cautious side, warning against glib tongues and preferring to stay reticent,7 and Mencius was on the side of effective use of such a power.
As Chad Hansen observes, along with many others, “Chinese philosophers discourse about language in a pragmatic, Confucian way, focusing on social-psychological techniques for shaping inclinations and feelings that direct behavior in accord with a moral way” (Hansen 1985: 495). He says that the Chinese are not trying to get to the truth in a correspondence sense, not to invoke proof, knowledge, or beliefs. They try to assure the acceptability of names. While in the West, “sentential belief statements represent a relation between a person and a sentence believed, [the Chinese] term-belief statements characterize a person as having a disposition to use a certain term of some object. Term-belief, in Chinese, represents a way of responding rather than a propositional content” (Hansen 1985: 501).8
Looking from Hansen’s characterization of the Chinese way of using language, Mencius’s theory of human nature should not be taken as a descriptive moral psychology, much less “anti-language,” as Hansen himself sees it. First, Mencius could not be said to be taking whatever is natural as correct, as Hansen accuses him to be (see Hansen 1992: 163). Mencius’s arguments may look “embarrassingly loose,” full of “non-sequiturs and apparently deliberate confusions and distortions” (Hansen 1992: 154) from a descriptive view, but as Hansen’s own characterization of the Confucian use of language tells us, Mencius is not really trying to provide arguments to prove a truth; instead, he is trying to achieve a practical result, to establish an attitude or disposition in people, so the rhetoric he uses should be looked at from whether they are effective in achieving these results rather than whether they are logically sound or empirically verifiable. Neither will there be any inconsistency between Mencius’s implicit endorsement of universal altruism in his child-by-the-well example and his endorsement of filial piety, because first of all the existence of a natural tendency to care for all does not conflict with one’s natural tendency to love one’s own kin more, and secondly, it does not mean that the universal tendency should not be cultivated first within one’s own family, just like a root is required for the growth of a tree. Only when one takes both the impartial tendency and the partial love for one’s own family as descriptions would one accuse Mencius for “contradict[ing] himself on this issue” (Hansen 1992: 169). In claiming Mencius to be “antilanguage” (Hansen 1992: 176–177), Hansen directly contradicts what Mencius himself claims to be one of his strong points, namely “having an insight into words.” He warns against harmful use of language, but not language or the use of language per se.
Given the above gongfu interpretation of “having an insight of words” as “understanding the performative function of language,” it becomes clear how the two “strong points” are related. Indeed, Mencius is good at using performative function of language to cultivate his “flood-like” qi, vital energy, and help others to do the same. In other words, the two “strong points” are linked as a means to an end, or using Mencius’s own term, it is a shu 術 (way, method) of ren, to which flood-like qi is the function. This also offers us a plausible interpretation of the difficult passage where Mencius agrees with Gaozi on “What you do not get from your heart, do not seek for in the qi,” but rejects his view that “What you do not get from words, do not seek for in your heart” (Mencius: 2A2). The reason is simple—the heart-mind is the very source from which words are derived. What you do not get from words, you may nevertheless search the heart-mind to find what you are looking for.
Indeed, the method is fundamental to other methods of cultivation that Mencius teaches. As it is commonly known, Mencius inherited the basic line of thinking from Confucius’s grandson Zisi, who is believed to be the author of the Zhongyong. The whole “School of Zisi-Mencius” is characterized as xin-xing zhixue 心性之學, or the “learning of the heart-nature,” which became a central topic of the entire Song-Ming neo-Confucianism. The main difference between Zisi and Mencius is that the Zhongyong claims generally that “What is imparted by heaven is called nature; following the nature is the Way,” and only through “selecting what is good” (ze shan 擇善), or following whatever that allows one to “hit the proper target constantly,” does Zisi specify what he means by “following the nature” (for otherwise one could follow whatever that is imparted by heaven and go astray). Mencius, on the other hand, specifies “what is imparted by heaven” directly to be the “four hearts,” so that it is clearer and more straightforward. He takes over the concept of cheng 誠, sincerity or being true to oneself, from the book of Zhongyong and says, “There is a way to become true to oneself. If one does not understand goodness one cannot be true to oneself. Hence being true is the Way of heaven; to reflect upon being true is the Way of human beings. There has never been a person totally true to oneself who fails to move others. On the other hand, one who is not true to oneself can never hope to move others” (Mencius: 4A12). Clearly, “true to oneself” is “understanding goodness,” and “understanding goodness,” which in Mencius’s term means identifying the “four hearts,” is the only effective gongfu method to move others.9
From this fundamental method, comes Mencius’s other concrete instructions about how to cultivate the person, such as “shangzhi 尚志”—setting up one’s will on ren and yi (Mencius: 7A33),10 “bushi chizi zhixin 不失赤子之心”—retaining the heart of a new-born babe (Mencius: 4B12)11; “qiuqi fangxin 求其放心”—going after the strayed heart (6A11)12; “jingxin 盡心”—giving full realization to one’s heart (Mencius: 7A1)13; “jiyi 集義”—accumulate rightness or appropriateness (Mencius: 2A2)14; and his warning not to yamiao zhuzhang 揠苗助長—tugging a plant to accelerate its growth (Mencius: 2A2).15 Indeed, only through his definition of the “heart” (as the four incipient tendencies) can all these instructions be properly understood. It is also from this basis that he differentiates “dati 大體”—the great part of one’s person (the heart) and “xiaoti 小體”—the small parts of one’s person” (sense organs) and advises people to follow the former but not the latter (Mencius: 6A15). The heart thus understood is where the flood-like qi locates, and when there is a lack of qi, one should “zifan 自反”—look within oneself (Mencius: 2A2). When the heart is cultivated, even “the small parts of the person,” namely the physical body, will radiate a shining aura. “It will manifest itself in his face, giving it a sleek appearance. It also shows in his back and extends to his limbs, rendering their message evident without words” (Mencius: 7A21). “If a man who cares about food and drink can do so without neglecting any other part of his person, then his mouth and belly are much more than just a foot or an inch of his skin” (Mencius, 6A14). In other words, in the case of the latter, not only should one care about food and drinks, but in caring about the way food and drinks are taken, one’s mouth and belly also become organs that contribute to the accomplishment of moral and aesthetic ideals. Even Mencius’s political philosophy, which is certainly an important part of his teachings that is not directly about the gongfu of being a person and living a good human life, is nevertheless an extension of his teaching of renshu 仁術, method of ren (Mencius: 1A6).16 These methods are in contrast with (but can be complementary to) the tradition of learning from social surroundings such as rituals and teachers.

6 The Nature of Mencius’s Philosophy and Early Confucianism in General
If our previous analysis is sound, then Mencius’s theory of the gongfu to be human is not merely a part of his philosophy, but more an overall orientation of his philosophy—as a system of teachings that aims at enabling humans to become masters of the art of living and lead an excellent human life. This would shed light on the controversy about the nature of Mencius’s philosophy in general. It implies that Mencius’s metaphysics of human nature and his notion of heaven are essentially deliberate “ontological commitments.” They are more recommendations or guidance about how we should view the universe and ourselves than descriptions of ontological facts. It also implies that for Mencius, knowing (such as knowing words) is not merely a matter of the epistemology of knowing-that, but also, if not more, a matter of knowing-how (such as how to use words properly and effectively, how to detect and respond to various performative use of language, and how to develop flood-like qi).
The controversy about the nature of Mencius’ theory is mainly around his ethics, and diverse views range across the spectrum of ethics, including utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, and pragmatism. This fact suggests that it shares some features with all these theories, but is irreducible to any of them. Instead, it well deserves a distinct name, “gongfu ethics.”
Mencius’s theory shares some similarities with utilitarianism, so much so that Chad Hansen calls Mencius’s ethics “implicitly utilitarian” (Hansen 1992: 155).17 Indeed, the goodness of gongfu is also evaluated through gongxiao, the function or effects of efforts, methods, and abilities. The reason that Hansen adds the word “implicit” is because “the utilitarian theory is self-effacing” (Hansen 1992: 170), as following the utilitarian criterion directly would result in less utility. In Mencius’s words, it is worse even than “looking for fish by climbing a tree” (Mencius: 1A7). If one wants to obtain li 利 (profit, utility), one not only does not need to talk about li, but one is better advised to avoid the term and talk only about what is ren and yi (Mencius: 1A1, 6B4). However, the function of ren and yi is not merely in their efficacious good for, but also in being good (or desirable) in themselves, just like the aim of martial arts is not merely defeating one’s rival, but also in its inherent “beauty” manifested by the exemplary person. Mencius even considers the latter more desirable than the former, as his “fish and bear’s palm” analogy shows (Mencius: 6A10).18 There is a reason we call gongfu “art,” and not “technique,” as art transcends its usefulness.
In the sense of being good-in-itself, Mencius’s notions of ren and yi do look similar to the Kantian categorical imperatives, unconditional and universal, recognized as such a priori. This is why Mou Zongshan 牟宗三 and his followers, such as Li Minghui 李明輝, consider Mencius to be essentially a deontological ethicist (Mou 1979; Li 1994).19 In the words of Mou, Mencius’s theory of human nature, along with the works of Zisi, provides the Confucian culture a “transcendental justification” (Mou 2003: 68). However, our analysis of 7B24 above shows that for Mencius, ren and yi’s being recognized as human nature is not a matter of necessary transcendental truth, but a deliberate choice of believing them as such out of gongfu considerations. It is for the sake of guiding people’s way of living that he calls them xing (nature) and not ming (fate), and it is also for this purpose, Mencius treated them as mandated by heaven, “as if” they are transcendental truths.20 This gongfu reading has the benefit of reflecting what was more likely in Mencius’s own mind, affirming performative functions of metaphysical language, as well as avoiding difficulties in justifying the knowledge of anything transcendent. For Mencius and other like-minded Confucians, it seems much more plausible to say that they are more concerned with how to lead a good life than offering a theory that is backed up by some sort of transcendental truth.
Most scholars on Confucianism today consider the ethics of Confucius and Mencius to be virtue ethics, because they both hold that, as Ivanhoe puts it, “we can and must cultivate our original nature by developing a set of virtuous dispositions in order to attain an ideal form of life” (Ivanhoe 2014: 48).21 Like Western virtue ethicists such as Aristotle, Mencius does not see ethics to be primarily a matter of making right choices according to certain general principles, but a matter of cultivating virtuous character traits so that one would naturally respond to situations in appropriate ways. Indeed, the word “virtue,” whether in its Greek origin, areté, or in its Chinese expression, de 德, is rooted in what is now called virtuosity, or gongli, the gongfu ability to perform actions in desirable ways. However, there are important reasons to prefer the gongfu reading over virtue ethics reading of Mencius. For one, what makes a character trait good (or virtuous) is a difficult problem for virtue ethicists. The Aristotelian teleology has long been outmoded for good reasons, as there is no way to determine, either empirically or a priori, the telos of any natural objects. It would not be a problem for Mencius because, as we have shown, for him taking ren and yi as virtues is ultimately a deliberate choice, a gongfu instruction of leading to a better life, rather than a discovery of a metaphysical truth. The goodness of a gongfu instruction is justified through the manifestation of gongxiao, and not in a pre-determined telos.
Another reason for favoring gongfu reading over virtue ethics reading of Mencius is that a person’s virtues often go along with certain faults, which Confucius calls “latent flaws of virtue.” For instance, if not accompanied by learning, ren (human-heartedness) is liable to the flaw of foolishness, uprightness is liable to the flaw of bluntness, courage is liable to the flaw of being disruptive, and trustworthiness is liable to the flaw of leading to harm’s way (Analects: 17.8). A nice adolescent who has all the virtues, such as generosity, honesty, compassion, and courage can act wrongly all the time if he has not developed the gongfu of applying these virtues appropriately. This is why gongfu ethics values the art of using discretion as more advanced than mere possession of virtues. With regard to the virtue of trustworthiness, for instance, Mencius has famously said that “a great man needs not necessarily keep his word nor does he necessarily see his action through to the end. He aims only at what is right” (Mencius: 4B11). Likewise he praised some sages of the antiquity for their distinct moral virtues, such as Boyi for his purity, Yi Yin for being responsible, Liuxia Hui for harmony, but he characterizes Confucius, the highest of all, as a sage of “timeliness” (Mencius: 5B1).
Among the contemporary scholarly works, I find Ryan Nichols (2015) and Stephen Geisz (2008) to be closest to what I am trying to convey here. Ryan Nichols observes that the effort of trying to interpret early Confucianism according to the categories of Western normative ethics is like trying to “force square pegs into round holes” (Nichols: 503). He argues that “the principal aim of early Confucian authors is to positively influence people and, through them, to change society for the better” (Nichols: 509). He calls this “the influence principle.” More specifically on Mencius and particularly on his use of language, Steven Geisz argues that the arguments Mencius uses are not for proving truth but trying to shape people’s behavior.
While most of the arguments Nichols and Geisz use can be cited to support my thesis in this chapter, I find it necessary to point out a difference. Both Nichols and Geisz take early Confucians, Mencius as a primary example, to be pragmatists.22 It certainly depends on how you define being “pragmatic.” They both seem to take the questionable position that pragmatism is not a normative ethical theory,23 but Mencius’s gongfu ethics is definitely normative. Unlike the term “pragma,” which means “action” or “deeds” in its Greek origin and is value neutral, the term “gongfu” is inherently tied to excellence (virtuosity) and is much more closely associated with transformation of the person than the term “pragmatism” does.
As an art of life, gongfu ethics is different from and irreducible to the non-theoretic “whatever-that-works” kind of crude version of pragmatism.24 In the case of Mencius’s theory of the gongfu to live a human life, it offers clear normative instructions toward becoming a good person and lead a good life, and the goodness of gongfu admits degrees, like any form of art. Mencius lays out six levels of it: “The desirable is called ‘good;’ to have it in oneself is called ‘true;’ to possess it fully in oneself is called ‘beautiful;’ to shine forth with this full possession is called ‘great;’ to be great and able to transform is called ‘sage;’ to be sage and to transcend the understanding is called ‘divine’” (Mencius: 7B25). At the bottom of this normative system is (1) a basic understanding of “good” as “the desirable,” a statement that resembles Mill’s (Mill 1979: 34). The “desirable” is a vast territory that includes the most basic or vital for a good human life, so much so that they must be put forward as everyone’s unconditional moral obligations, as well as other goodness that, though beyond the bottom-lines, are relevant to the quality of life. The level immediately beyond knowing goodness is (2) “to have it (goodness) in oneself,” which he calls to be “true.” This is the level in which one no longer does the right thing for the sake of any external reason, but doing it out of oneself, as who one is. In Mencius’s words, it is “to follow the path of morality, and not just put morality into practice” (Mencius: 4B19). Still better is (3) the level of “possessing the good fully in oneself,” which he calls to be “beautiful.” This reminds us of what Confucius puts as “to be able to follow one’s heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries” (Analects: 2.4), because when one fully embodies the goodness, it becomes one’s gongli, or gongfu ability, to do the right all the time. Further up the ladder is (4) the level of being “great,” or “to shine forth with the full possession of goodness.” This is the level in which the goodness manifests, like charisma, that commands respect and awe. Still higher up are (5) the level of being a “sage,” who can transform others, and, on top of the ladder, (6) the level of being able to transform others in a way that is beyond understanding, which he calls “divine.” The last three levels shed light on Mencius’s remarks such as “flood-like qi” and “all things are there in me” (Mencius: 7A4)—the kind of expressions that look “mystical” and can only be understood through cultivated experience.
Looking at the above six levels of gongfu, one can hardly fail to notice that each subsequent level includes the previous one, and is an extension of it, like a ripple, from the very basic moral responsibilities all the way to the art of living an extraordinarily wonderful life. This feature of gongfu ethics explains the connection between rule following and the art of using discretion. It recognizes that some rules are, like protocols, generally valid (hence the need to have an ethics of conduct), and on the other hand, it recognizes that no principle can be unconditionally valid, hence the need to learn the art of “quan 權,” discretion (Analects, 9.30), or zhongyong—the ability to consistently hit the proper target in varying situations. It also explains that rule following is a stage leading toward the art of using discretion, just like learning basic protocols of an art is the first step toward becoming a master of the art. At the beginning, a person will have to rely on concrete instructions, rules, and principles for guidance. But once a person masters the art, the person will simply know the appropriate response to a given situation most of the time, even if it means to deviate from the established norms. It furthermore explains the relation between what warrants to be treated as absolute rules of conduct because of their vital importance to human life, and what can be treated no more than as a matter of artistic taste or art style, and hence would allow diversity without falling into relativism.

7 Conclusion
In summary, Mencius’s theory of the gongfu to be human and live a human life is not just a part of his philosophy, but an overall approach of his philosophy. That is, the primary purpose of his philosophy is to guide people along the right path of life and not an accurate truth-telling account of reality. Understanding this fact has implications on how Mencius should be interpreted. It resolves puzzling purported logical fallacies in the text of Mencius, and makes Mencius more coherent, intelligent, and plausible. It also implies that, although Mencius’s normative theory shares some features with other normative theories familiar to the West, such as utilitarianism, Kantian deontology, and virtue ethics, it should not be forced into any of these frameworks. The theory is distinct enough to be called a “gongfu ethics.” This gongfu ethics is not dependent on any transcendental truth for justification, but it acknowledges the important function of having metaphysical commitment in guiding the direction of human life. As an art of life, this ethics recognizes the necessity to set guidelines (hence principles of being and rules of conduct), but it understands the need for flexibility to “hit the proper target constantly” (zhongyong 中庸). It protects the bottom-lines, on the one hand, as they are fundamental to a good human life, which must be advocated as moral duties, and encourages reaching to the uttermost excellence, on the other hand, which is more a matter of styles of art, and is hence recommended (rather than stipulated as duty) and allows for diversity. Indeed, this reading of Mencius does not discredit other readings simply as inaccurate in reflecting Mencius’s own ideas; in accord with Mencius’s own approach, it will evaluate their respective merits and flaws in terms of how conductive or destructive they can be to our human life.
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Footnotes
1Arthur Waley, for instance, has famously put it bluntly, “As a controversialist he [Mencius] is nugatory. The whole discussion (Book VI) about whether Goodness and Duty are internal or external is a mass of irrelevant analogies, most of which could equally well be used to disprove what they are intended to prove” (Waley 1956: 145). Waley’s view has been echoed by some (such as Hansen 1992: 188–193) as well as rebutted by others (such as Lau 1970: 235–263 and Graham 1989: 119–123). Refer to Han 2014 for a summary of the controversy.

 

2See Huang Junjie 黃俊傑’s summary of the scholarship on Mencius in Huang 2004: Chap. 1. Although the book was written about 20 years ago, it is still a valuable overview of the mainstream in Mencius studies.

 

3Chad Hansen raised the issue eloquently. See Hansen 1992: 180–181.

 

4I owe this example to Roger T. Ames.

 

5Others who have shown the similar awareness include David Nivison, in his brief articulation of Mencius 7B24: “The operation of moral norms in human relationships should be thought of as xing 性, what is natural for us, not as ming 命, something demanded of us” (Nivison 2002: 284), and Steven F. Geisz, in his lengthy discussion of 7B24 as an example of Mencius’s “strategic-pragmatic” use of language (Geisz 2008: 199–201), and in the conclusion he draws from this: “I prefer to think of the proposed reading as attributing to Mengzi a conception of philosophy as therapy. Philosophical activity aims not primarily at truth-telling, but rather at leading people to better lives” (Geisz 2008: 213). In addition, Chen Lai 陳來also notices that there are “two perspectives in Mencius’s theory of human nature, one is about reality and the other is about gongfu; or one is about existence and the other about practice. Only when these two perspectives are applied together can we grasp Mencius’ view and attitude toward human nature in its entirety” (Chen 2017: 115).

 

6Mencius: 2A2 in Lau trans. 78. Bryan van Norden’s and James Legge’s interpreted the passage in the same way (see Van Norden 2008: 41 and Legge 1970: 191). The same is true to Jiuan Heng’s article dedicated to the topic of Mencius’s “understanding words” (Heng 2002).

 

7See 1.3, 5.5, 5.25, 15.27, and 17.17 for the Master’s aversion to a glib tongue and 4.24, 12.3, 13.27 for his preference for reticence.

 

8The view that Chinese language has the feature of seeking to achieve practical effect rather than intellectual apprehension of ideas or argumentative agreement was initiated by I. A. Richards in his book Mencius on the Mind: Experiments in Multiple Definition (Richards 1930) and French sinologist Marcel Granet, in his book La pensée chinoise (Granet 1934). Hansen’s formulation of the view is apparently developed independently of these two, but with inspiration from his mentor Donald Munro, on a much more elaborate philosophical basis. This view is shared by many others also, whether out of their own study or being inspired by Hansen. Hans-Georg Moeller, for instance, says that language for ancient Chinese thinkers is “not yet medial, not communicative, and not an expression of thought,” but for the “suggestive control of behavior” (Moeller 1999: 494). German sinologist Rolf Trauzettel argues that the characteristic of the Chinese language lies in its “prescriptive” rather than “descriptive” function. Language is not seen as a “medium” but as “a thing among other things” (Trauzettel 1997: 11). French sinologist François Julien shares the same observation as well. He argues that Chinese philosophers are more concerned about how to deal with practical issues than merely trying to describe the truth. They use words to mobilize energies, to adjust relationships, or put in general, to do things (Julien 1995: Chap. 1). Steven Geisz, in particular, dedicated an entire article on Mencius’ strategic-pragmatic use of language. He says, “In key passages, the Mengzi described in the text is not primarily concerned either with straightforwardly stating philosophical truths or with offering up and defending a philosophical theory. Rather, he is using language primarily to mold people according to the Confucian dao, and he does so under the self-imposed constraint of having to exemplify this dao that he is advocating” (Geisz 2008: 190).

 

9By which Mencius means to “win the confidence of one’s superiors, win the trust of one’s friends, and please one’s parents, etc.” See Zhu 2012: 287.

 

10“The will is commander over the qi (vital energy) while the qi is that which fills the body. The qi follows where the will goes. Hence it is said, ‘Take hold of your will and do not abuse your qi’” (Mencius: 2A2).

 

11Just like a mountain may become bald if it is constantly exposed to lopping axes and grazing cattle and sheep, one must not allow dissipation to corrupt one’s incipient good tendencies on a daily basis (Mencius: 6A8). “Whenever one acts in a way that falls below the standard of the original heart, the qi will collapse” (Mencius: 2A2).

 

12Knowing that people often find excuses for their wrong doings, Mencius repeatedly warns people how harmful it is to oneself to let one’s heart-mind go astray. Going after the strayed heart means to retrieve the “four-hearts,” like finding one’s way back home. “The sole concern of learning is to go after this strayed heart. That is all” (Mencius: 6A11).

 

13The “four hearts” are merely incipient tendencies and they need nurturing to develop.

 

14“The qi is born of accumulated rightness and cannot be appropriated by anyone through a sporadic show of rightness” (Mencius: 2A2).

 

15Chad Hansen explains the deliberate tug “to be a figurative analogy to the study of moral philosophy. In doing that one tries to devise, decide on, and then impose an outside linguistic standard” (Hansen 1992: 176).

 

16Mencius’s use of the term renshu is in the context of encouraging a ruler to extend his heart of compassion toward what is immediately nearby to his people. He calls putting ren (human-heartedness) into effect through its transforming influence “wangdao,” the way of a king, and calls using of force to bring order the way of a “ba,” hegemon (Mencius: 1A2, 2A3, 7A13).

 

17Others who maintain Mencius’ theory to be utilitarianism include Manyul Im (Im 2011).

 

18Mencius said, “Fish is what I want; bear’s palm is also what I want. If I cannot have both, I would rather take bear’s palm than fish. Life is what I want; yi (rightness and appropriateness) is also what I want. If I cannot have both, I would rather take yi than life” (Mencius: 6A10).

 

19See Huang 2004: 12–18 for an overview of their interpretations.

 

20Li Zehou 李澤厚 calls this “jingyan bian xianyan 經驗變先驗,” or what is empirical becomes, through historical accumulation (jidian 積澱), pre-suppositions of a culture (Li 2005: 11–14). Following the same path, Yang Zebo 楊澤波 calls the result of this historical accumulation lunli xinjing 倫理心境, “ethical mentality,” and applies this directly to his interpretation of Mencius (see Yang 1995). This cultural anthropology approach, though inspiring, would not be able to account for the deliberate gongfa choice by Mencius and other early Confucians.

 

21Scholars who maintain this view include Lee Yearly, Philip J. Ivanhoe, Bryan Van Norden, Stephen Angle, May Sim, and Yu Jiyuan, and many others.

 

22Nichols is not entirely clear on this. In the “abstract” of the paper, he lists “pragmatism” as one of the “round holes” that the early Confucian square pegs do not fit, but in the main body of the paper, he shows that what he means was Roger Ames’s version of pragmatism, which he believes to represent neither pragmatism nor Confucianism. The fact that he calls Confucius “the arch-pragmatist” (Nichols 2015: 513) seems to suggest that he believes the early Confucians real pragmatists, but not “Amesian” pragmatists. Geisz is more focused on Mencius’s “strategic-pragmatic” use of language that has been overlooked, which he believes to have far-reaching implications (see Geisz 2008: 215–216, note 9 for details).

 

23I say “questionable” because it can be contended. See Hugh LaFollette 2000, for example.

 

24This crude version is definitely not what most distinguished American pragmatist philosophers such as Pierce, Dewey, and James advocate, but it is nevertheless a popular conception of the theory.
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1 Introduction
The vast majority of Mencius scholarship, both ancient and modern, is devoted to Mencius’s ethical and political thought. Very little research is being done on Mencian epistemology. This is both understandable and regrettable. It is understandable, given that the Mencius is not an epistemological treatise, nor does Mencius provide us with anything resembling a theory of knowledge. Unlike the Mohist Canons, the Xunzi, or even the Zhuangzi, we find in the Mencius no sustained discussions on epistemic matters. For example, Mencius lists “wisdom” (zhi 智) as one of the four virtues (2A6, 6A6), but he is particularly terse when it comes to telling us what wisdom is, what it means to be wise, or how we come to acquire it. It is therefore hardly surprising that scholars of early Chinese philosophy have been more interested in reconstructing early Chinese epistemology (Hansen 1992; Allen 2015) or early Confucian epistemology (Raphals 1992: Ch.2; Yao 2006), rather than specifically query the Mencius for epistemological insights. If we, for example, take the Analects, Mencius, Xunzi, Zhongyong, and Daxue together and assume that they largely share the same epistemological views, then we gain a plethora of textual resources in our quest to learn something about early Confucian epistemology. But the assumption that these texts do hold epistemological views in common is, of course, methodologically suspect. Mencius and Xunzi do not see eye to eye on many issues, even if the exact lines of disagreement are subject to much scholarly debate, and it is not obvious whether the figure of Confucius from the Analects holds ethical views that are closer to Xunzi’s or Mencius’s. Why, then, should this be any different for their respective views on knowledge?1
Hence, my aim in this chapter is to draw on the Mencius to better understand Mencius’s views on knowledge and how they might contribute to contemporary debates in epistemology. Part of my aim is therefore to show how a close study of ancient Chinese texts can conceptually enrich current work in epistemology, and how current work in epistemology can offer us new perspectives on the ancient texts.
I divide this chapter into three parts, each of which briefly introduces one feature of what might be broadly construed as Mencian epistemology. I do not intend to suggest that this is all there is to Mencian epistemology – there might be other features. But what I do believe is that each one of these features has the potential to be of interest both to scholars of the Mencius and to contemporary epistemologists alike. These features are: Mencius’s views on knowing things (Sect. 2); the role that wisdom plays in acquiring knowledge (Sect. 3); and, finally, Mencius’s views on “knowing-to”, a kind of knowledge distinct from knowing-that and knowing-how (Sect. 4). I conclude the chapter by giving a brief outline of how these features relate to one another.

2 Mencius on Knowing Things
The term “knowledge” (zhi 知) is frequently used in the Mencius in expressions of the form “knowing X”, where X stands for a noun or a noun phrase, rather than a proposition, a proper name, a verb, or a verb phrase. Such expressions are ubiquitous in Classical Chinese and the Mencius is no exception. For example, one is said to “know sages” (2A2), “know dao” (5A7), “know categories” (6A12), “know Heaven” (7A1), “know words” (2A2), “know importance” (7A46), “know beauty” (5A1) etc.2 Cases such as these plausibly fall under what contemporary epistemologists call objectual knowledge – that is, knowledge of things.
To clarify, epistemologists routinely distinguish at least three kinds of knowledge. When you know that Sparta won the Peloponnesian War, then you have knowledge of the true proposition that Sparta won the Peloponnesian War. You have knowledge that p (i.e., propositional knowledge). When you know how to read Classical Chinese, then you have an ability or disposition to perform certain kinds of actions. You have knowledge how to φ (i.e., practical knowledge).3 And when you know the Way, or your best friend, then you know some X – that is, you have knowledge of a thing or a person (i.e., objectual knowledge).
The logical relations among these three kinds of knowledge are subject to much debate. The best known of these debates concerns the nature of knowledge-how. Some argue that knowledge-how is a kind of knowledge-that, while others argue that the two are philosophically distinct.4 Less well known debates concern the nature of knowledge-that, with some philosophers recently arguing that all knowledge-that is better understood as a kind of knowledge-how.5 When it comes to objectual knowledge, some argue that knowing X is distinct from knowing-that (Sosa 2003; cf. Benton 2017) and many such accounts rely on the notion of “acquaintance” popularized by Bertrand Russell: if you are acquainted with some X, then you know X in an objectual sense (see Conee 1994: 136; Tye 2009: 96; cf. Zagzebski 1999; Martens 2010).6 Others argue that mere acquaintance with X is not enough to know X and that all knowing by acquaintance is a kind of knowing-that – namely, knowing-that as it is grounded (or caused by) one’s acquaintance (Farkas 2019). Nobody to my knowledge has explored the possibility that objectual knowledge could be a kind of knowing-how – and this is where Mencius enters.
The view that objectual knowledge (i.e., knowledge of things, or “knowing X”) is a kind of knowledge-how seems to be Mencius’s view. Contemporary scholars have noticed that expressions of the kind “S knows X” frequently refer to an agent’s capacity for X-ing: if someone “knows ritual”, then she is able to perform rituals.7 For example, Harbsmeier writes: “Knowing ritual in ancient China is usually taken not as a purely cerebral awareness of the truth of propositions. One might plausibly argue that it is an acquired skill.” (Harbsmeier 1998: 247)8 Chad Hansen holds an even stronger view, claiming that for the early Chinese “the closest Chinese counterpart of zhiknow is know-how.” (Hansen 1992: 85) In line with that, he calls knowledge “a type of mastery” (Hansen 1992: 104) and explicitly ascribes such a view to the Mohists (ibid.: 252–4), Xunzi (ibid.: 321), Mencius (ibid.: 177), and to the Daoists (ibid.: 211, 219, 275). Undoubtedly, then, if Hansen believes that Mencian objectual knowledge is a kind of knowledge, and if he believes that the early Chinese took knowledge to be a kind of mastery, then he would agree with Harbsmeier that Mencian objectual knowledge is a kind of mastery as well.9 Call such a view Practicalist Objectual Knowledge:
Practicalist Objectual Knowledge
All objectual knowledge of X is knowledge-how to act in X-related ways, and all expressions of objectual knowledge of X are intelligent X-related actions.

There is, therefore, some agreement among contemporary scholars that in the early Chinese texts, when a person is said to have objectual knowledge, then they have such objectual knowledge by virtue of having corresponding knowledge-how. But is this view correct? It is not obvious to me that it is, and Harbsmeier himself is careful to qualify his stance on the matter. He says that “theoretical knowledge of ritual by itself would not in ancient China have qualified one as zhi li [knowing ritual] in every sense of the word.” (Harbsmeier 1998: 247) But this suggests the possibility that, for the early Chinese, a person might count as having objectual knowledge by virtue of having knowledge that p (i.e., what Harbsmeier calls “theoretical knowledge”), rather than knowledge how to φ. This raises an important question: in what sense of the word would such mere possession of knowledge-that have qualified one as knowing ritual? Harbsmeier does not say.
2.1 Knowing X and Knowing That X Is F
Let me make the issue more precise. Are we justified in interpreting Mencius as suggesting the view that all objectual knowledge of X is knowledge-how to X? That is, does Mencius believe that “knowing Heaven” (7A1), “knowing words” (2A2), or “knowing the Way” (5A7) entails knowing how to serve Heaven, knowing how to discriminate words, or knowing how to traverse the Way? Many scholars believe that, yes, Mencius has such a practicalist notion of objectual knowledge, but Harbsmeier hints at a problem: we can be said to know X without knowing how to X, simply by virtue of knowing that X is F.
As far as the Mencius is concerned, there seems to be textual evidence in support of Harbsmeier’s suggestion. There are passages that prima facie suggest that “knowing X” expressions are sometimes used to attribute propositional knowledge to a person – namely, knowledge that X is F. Take for example Mencius’s claim at 2A2 that Gaozi does not “know righteousness” (zhī yì 知義). Mencius is clear why he thinks so: “I say that Gaozi does not know righteousness because he takes it to be ‘external’ (yǐ qí wài zhī yě 以其外之也).” Gaozi fails in “knowing X”, where X is “righteousness”, and Mencius describes this as a failure of knowing that righteousness is not external. Presumably, all other things being equal, if Gaozi had different beliefs about righteousness, for example, if he had believed that righteousness was internal rather than external, then he would not be open to Mencius’s criticism.
We find a similar use of “knowing X” at 1A6. Mencius has an audience with King Xiang of Liang and has this to say:
Does Your Majesty not know sprouts? During the dry period of the summer months, the sprouts shrivel. But when Heaven abundantly makes clouds, and copiously sends down rain, then the sprouts vigorously rise up. If it is like this, who can forbid it? (1A6)10

At 1A6 “knowing X”, in this case “knowing sprouts” (知苗 zhī miáo),11 entails knowing that the sprouts rise after rain during the summer. Hence, it is understandable that both Van Norden and D.C. Lau respectively translate the expression as “know about sprouts” (Van Norden 2008: 7; my own emphasis) and “know about the young seedlings” (Lau 2013: 13). If I know about the heavy rains in Sichuan, I at least know that there are heavy rains. In other words, knowing about X entails knowledge of a true proposition. Hence, just like at 2A2, there is a clear textual link between objectual knowledge (“knowing X”) and propositional knowledge (“knowing that X is such-and-such”). 
In this light, consider a different section from 2A2:
	Gongsun Chou asked, “May I ask wherein you excel, Master?”
Mencius replied, “I know words. I am good at cultivating my floodlike qi.”

	[…]

	Gongsun Chou asked, “What do you mean by ‘knowing words’?”
Mencius replied, “If someone’s expressions are one-sided, I know why they are obscured. If someone’s expressions are excessive, I know what they have sunk into. If someone’s expressions are heretical, I know why they are separated from the Way. If someone’s expressions are evasive, I know why they are overwhelmed. […]” (2A2)





Although it is not entirely clear what each of Mencius’s points amount to, the overall message seems to be this: “knowing words” entails knowing answers to questions such as why a person is ‘obscured’, given his utterances in a specific situation, or what he has ‘sunk into’, why he is ‘separated from the Way’, etc. But knowledge of answers to such questions is propositional (Stanley and Williamson 2001; Stanley 2011; Farkas 2017). When Mencius knows why someone is separated from the Way, then he knows a proposition p, the content of which states the reason why someone is separated from the Way. Hence, when Mencius suggests that “knowing words” amounts to knowing answers to such questions, then he is in effect saying that “knowing words” amounts to having propositional knowledge.
It therefore seems to me at least prima facie plausible that in the Mencius expressions like “knowing X” can sometimes be used to attribute to a person knowledge that X is such-and-such – or, put differently, they can be used to attribute propositional knowledge. This contrasts with “knowing X” expressions that are more naturally read as attributing knowing-how – as in, when Mencius says that Yi Yin knows how to reform the ruler by virtue of his knowledge of the Way (5B7). But if so, does this mean that there are two philosophically distinct kinds of objectual knowledge in the Mencius – namely, knowing X qua knowing that X is F and knowing X qua knowing how to act in X-related ways?

2.2 Knowing Things: One or Two Kinds in the Mencius?
One might propose the following answer. Yes, there are two kinds of objectual knowledge in the Mencius. This is a view hinted at by Harbsmeier, although not developed any further (Harbsmeier 1998: 247). My own proposal is to say that that there is only one kind of objectual knowledge, namely Practicalist Objectual Knowledge – that is, all “knowing X” expressions refer to an agent’s knowing-how. The suggestion is, however, that Mencius’s practicalism is more nuanced than has been hitherto assumed.
What I mean is this. All the passages that I have cited thus far are only counterexamples against the following view: if I know ritual, then I know how to perform rituals, and if I know the Way, then I know how to put the Way into practice. The textual evidence suggests that, at least sometimes, if I know ritual, then I know about ritual (i.e., I know that ritual is such-and-such). This contradicts the view mentioned above, because knowing about ritual and knowing how to perform rituals is evidently not the same.12
However, a more nuanced practicalism can avoid this problem. Roughly, if “knowing X” just is knowing how to act in X-related ways, then in those cases where an agent’s knowing X seems to be a kind of knowing that X is F, I suggest that the agent has a corresponding set of belief-related capacities that she can manifest in belief-related intelligent actions. What do I mean by belief-related capacities? They are capacities we would normally associate with the agent’s state of belief – be it a capacity to use her beliefs in drawing inferences, making decisions, etc., or a capacity to form beliefs given the available evidence, or to question already existing beliefs.13 For example, when Gongduzi confidently asserts that righteousness is internal (6A5), epistemologists would standardly take Gongduzi to be capable of making such assertions by virtue of his belief that righteousness is internal – a belief that he expresses by asserting that righteousness is internal. If we were to say that Gongduzi “knows righteousness” just in case he is capable of intelligently making true assertions about righteousness, then we would thereby ascribe to him a belief-related capacity to act in righteousness-related ways. Hence, Gongduzi might have a bundle of capacities, some belief-related and some not, that jointly constitute his overall capacity to act in righteousness-related ways – that is, they jointly constitute his “knowing righteousness.”14
These are just outlines of one account of Mencian objectual knowledge – a specifically practicalist one. Although I cannot provide a complete defense of it here, I hope to have shown that it can explain why there is almost unanimous agreement among scholars that at least some “knowing X” in the Mencius is to be read as knowing-how to act in X-related ways. The view that “knowing X” might be knowledge-how deserves to be explored further, and, given that it is not a view that has received much attention by contemporary epistemologists, it has potential to contribute to current debates on objectual knowledge.


3 Mencius, Intellectual Virtue, and Virtue Epistemology
In this section I move away from the question concerning what objectual knowledge is to how we come to acquire it – more specifically, I consider the role of Mencian intellectual virtue in knowledge acquisition. The closest term in the Mencius that corresponds to the notion of an intellectual virtue is the term zhi 智, which is variously translated as “wisdom” or “intelligence” (cf. Van Norden 2008: 153). Whereas other epistemic terms such as “reflecting” (si 思), “taking into account” (lü 慮), or “weighing” (quan 權) play important epistemic roles, it is zhi 智 that is singled out as one of the four virtues (2A6, 6A6) and a characteristic of sagely figures (5A9, 2B9, 5B1, 2A2).
There is some agreement among scholars that Mencian wisdom, whatever else it might be, is at least an epistemic capacity or competence – it is something the possession of which makes the agent capable of achieving certain epistemic ends.15 Scholars disagree on what these ends are supposed to be. For example, Kwong-Loi Shun argues that Mencian wisdom is a capacity to form proper aims (Shun 1997: 68), one that partly entails capacities for weighing reasons in favour or against undertaking a course of action (ibid.: 69–70). Other scholars take Mencian wisdom to be a capacity for making distinctions that are “action-guiding” (Hansen 1992: 166), a capacity for making “correct moral judgments” (Kim 2018: 66; cf. Kim 2014; Schwartz 1985: 293), or a capacity to “distinguish right and wrong” (Raphals 1992: 36). Yet other scholars note that wisdom is at least a capacity for coming to know something or other (Yao 2006: 12), e.g., coming to know the character of the people one has encountered or the best means towards certain ends (Van Norden 2008: 273–278).
Perhaps these disagreements are best understood as concerning the objects or domain of wisdom – that is, if wisdom is a capacity to come to know something, then what does that “something” encompass? Does it entail knowing “proper aims”, as Shun suggests, or knowing what is right or wrong, as Raphals suggests? Regardless of what the proper domain of wisdom might be, that Mencian wisdom is (at least partly) a capacity for knowing seems largely agreed upon. It is also supported by textual evidence, for example, when Mencius says that knowing benevolence and righteousness is “a manifestation of wisdom” (zhi zhi shi 智之實) (4A27) or when he claims that Zai Wo, Zigong, and You Ruo have enough wisdom to know sages (2A2). I return to some of this textual evidence below. However, if it is right that one epistemic function of Mencian wisdom is to render its possessor capable of acquiring knowledge, then I suggest that one line of research looks especially promising. The Mencius can be put into constructive debate with a recent view among contemporary epistemologists that likewise takes the exercise of intellectual virtues to be central for acquiring knowledge – and that view is virtue epistemology.
3.1 Is Mencius a Virtue Epistemologist?
Virtue epistemological accounts of knowledge take the believer and her intellectual qualities to occupy a special role in explaining whether an epistemic agent has knowledge. The general idea is this. Believing is an action or assessable in the same way that actions are.16 We assess actions on the basis of success conditions. A shot is more or less successful depending on whether (a) it hits its target, (b) it manifests the agent’s competence, and (c) it hits its target because it manifests the agent’s competence (Sosa 2011: 1–13). Applied to beliefs, we get the view that believing is fully successful if (a) S’s belief is true, (b) S’s believing manifests intellectual virtue, and (c) S believes truly because S manifests intellectual virtue (Greco 2003, 2010, 2012; Sosa 2007, 2011, 2015; Turri 2011; Zagzebski 1996: 298, 1999, 2009).17 Given that knowing is a kind of believing, and given that knowing is assumed to be a cognitive achievement, i.e., a kind of success, a person therefore has knowledge just in case their believing is fully successful. As Greco puts it, knowledge is success from competence (Greco 2010: 71).
Contemporary virtue epistemologists disagree on how we should understand intellectual virtue,18 but they agree that the exercise of intellectual virtue is sufficient to explain why the presence of a true belief is knowledge, why knowledge is more valuable than true belief (Greco 2010: 99; Sosa 2011: 63–5), and why Gettiered beliefs are not knowledge (Zagzebski 1996; Turri 2011).19 The reason why an appeal to intellectual virtues can do all this explanatory work is mostly because of an underlying thesis about virtue:
Contemporary Virtue Thesis (CV)
A cognitive act A has normative property N just in case A issues from the exercise of a capacity C that is an intellectual virtue V.20

To illustrate, according to (CV), what makes a true belief knowledge is that the true belief is formed intellectually virtuously, so it is the agent’s intellectual virtue that (definitionally) explains why her true belief is knowledge. If S’s knowledge is an achievement and mere true belief is not, then it is S’s successful exercise of intellectual virtue that (definitionally) explains why knowledge is an achievement, and therefore why it is more valuable than true belief. If a Gettiered belief is a belief that is true, justified, but not knowledge, then it is the fact that S fails to exercise intellectual virtue in believing truly that supposedly (definitionally) explains why Gettiered beliefs are not knowledge (cf. Sosa 2007, 2011: 43–6).
What underlies (CV) is the claim that intellectual virtue is importantly prior to cognitive acts with relevant normative properties. This priority relation is one of definition: knowledge just is, by definition, believing truly from intellectual virtue (Sosa 2007: 41, 2011: 4), or true belief formed intellectually virtuously (Greco 2010: 12), or a state arising from an act of intellectual virtue (Zagzebski 1996: 270), or an exercise of a competence to know (Miracchi 2015: 41). Hence, contemporary virtue epistemologists take knowing to be defined in terms of intellectual virtue.
But is this Mencius’s view? As I have mentioned previously, it is plausible that Mencian wisdom is at least partly a capacity for acquiring knowledge. Does that mean, however, that Mencius also accepts the view that knowing is partly defined in terms of the exercise of wisdom (CV)?21 That is not obvious. At the core of the issue lies the following question: what exactly is the relation between knowledge and wisdom in the Mencius?22 In other words, is a cognitive state an instance of knowledge because of the epistemic agent’s wisdom it issues from, or is a capacity an instance of wisdom because it produces knowledge? We can make the question more precise in one of two ways:	(A) Is the exercise of wisdom what causally explains how an agent comes to know or is an agent’s acquisition of knowledge what causally explains how she ends up with wisdom?

	(B) Is the exercise of wisdom what (partly) defines knowledge or is the disposition to acquire knowledge what (partly) defines wisdom?



Depending on how we answer questions (A) and (B), we end up with one of the following four views:	(A1) The exercise of wisdom causally explains an agent’s knowledge.

	(A2) The agent’s acquisition of knowledge causally explains her wisdom.

	(B1) The exercise of wisdom (partly) defines an agent’s knowledge.

	(B2) The agent’s disposition to acquire knowledge (partly) defines her wisdom.



The Contemporary Virtue Thesis (CV) entails view (B1), but it is not obvious whether that is true of the Mencius. Consider, for example, the following passage:
Suppose you assign Yi Qiu to teach two people (the boardgame) Go.23 One of them focuses his heart and applies his intention and only listens to Yi Qiu. The other of them, although he listens, with his entire heart he thinks a swan is approaching, and he reflects only on drawing his bow and shooting it. Although he learns along with the other person, he will not be as good as he. Is this because his wisdom is not equal? I say that this is not so. (6A9)

In this passage, wisdom seems to play the epistemic role of a capacity for acquiring know-how or abilities. Mencius’s claim is straightforward: for S to be capable of knowing how to play Go, it is necessary that S has wisdom, but for S to in fact come to know how to play Go, more is required. After all, two students can have the same capacity for acquiring know-how, but if one of them fails to concentrate on his lessons, then he will fall behind. Although in such a case, the student has a capacity for learning how to play Go, he does not use it, because he fails to concentrate on his lessons and thereby fails to enact a way for him to learn how to play Go. Therefore, I suggest that, according to 6A9, for S to come to know how to play Go, what is needed is for S to exercise her capacity for acquiring knowledge, i.e., her wisdom. Concentrating on the task at hand is a way for the student to learn how to play Go, and enacting such a way is nothing other than using one’s capacity for acquiring know-how.
However, contra (CV), it is not that knowing how to play Go is an instance of knowing-how only if it is acquired through the exercise of wisdom. In fact, Mencius at 7A15 says that there can be abilities (neng 能) that are not acquired by learning (bu xue 不學), which has traditionally been read to mean that one can possess unacquired abilities.24 If wisdom is a capacity for acquiring knowing-how, but one can have unacquired know-how, then one can have know-how that is not the result of an exercise of wisdom. Therefore, it cannot be that knowing-how is defined in terms of the exercise of wisdom. And that is evidence that Mencius rejects (CV).
Consider, in that light, the following excerpt from 2A2:
Zai Wo, Zigong and You Ruo had wisdom sufficient to know sages. They would not stoop so low as to favour someone just because they liked him. […] You Ruo said, “This is not only so with people: the unicorn in relation to animals, the phoenix in relation to birds, Mount Tai in relation to hills, the Yellow River and ocean in relation to running waters, they are all of the same kind. The sage in relation to the people is also of the same kind. But they all stand out from their kind; they emerge from the thicket. Since the beginning of mankind, there has never been one greater than Confucius.” (2A2)

Mencius seems to be saying that knowing who is sagely requires a certain degree of wisdom. Once an epistemic agent has attained sufficient (zuyi 足以) wisdom, they are capable of knowing sages. In this case, Zai Wo, Zigong, and You Ruo know that Confucius is a sage and they do so as a result of their wisdom. Therefore, Mencius seems in effect to be saying that wisdom is a capacity the exercise of which yields knowledge.
What 2A2 does not say, however, is that what it means to know sages just is (at least in part) to exercise wisdom. According to You Rou, what it means to know that Confucius is sagely is to grasp that Confucius is a particularly excellent member of the kind (lei 類) that he belongs to. Knowing those who are sagely is not defined in terms of the exercise of intellectual virtue. If anything, it involves grasping something about the sagely.25 Wisdom is what brings it about that one knows sages, but what makes it the case that a cognitive act is an instance of knowing is that the act is such-and-such – namely, that it involves grasping something about the sagely, perhaps being able to explain why Confucius is a sage, or perhaps acting reverently towards him. For Mencius, how knowledge is acquired seems of no importance to the question of whether it is an instance of knowledge.
Hence, there is textual support for the view that exercising Mencian wisdom is necessary for acquiring both knowledge how to φ and knowledge that p. This corresponds to view (A1) above: the exercise of wisdom causally explains how an agent comes to know. But it does not correspond to view (B1), and so, by implication, it does not correspond to the Contemporary Virtue Thesis.
If my argument so far has been successful, and if it turns out that Mencius does not hold (CV), then perhaps Mencius’s view is that an epistemic agent’s intellectual virtue only causally explains how she comes to know without defining knowledge in terms of the exercise of her intellectual virtue. This is a nuanced view that, as far as I know, has not been considered by either contemporary virtue epistemologists or scholars researching early Chinese texts. In what follows I argue that the view has at least one important advantage over more traditional virtue epistemological views – and that is, it can better account for the value of knowledge.

3.2 Mencian Wisdom and the Value of Knowledge
One core motivation behind adopting a kind of virtue epistemology is that we can thereby supposedly give an account of knowledge that excludes Gettiered beliefs from being knowledge. It is a common assumption among epistemologists that Gettiered beliefs fail to be knowledge because they are beliefs that are veritically lucky,26 and no veritically lucky belief can be knowledge. A belief is veritically lucky just in case the belief is true in the actual world but false in almost all close possible worlds in which the agent forms the belief in the same way that they do in the actual world (see e.g., Prichard 2005, 2007, 2008, 2012).27 Virtue epistemology is therefore post-Gettier epistemology: it is an attempt to understand knowledge in partly modal terms, i.e., knowledge is true belief formed virtuously, and a true belief is formed virtuously just in case it is formed in a way that is not lucky (cf. Greco 2010: 73–4; Zagzebski 1996: 135; Sosa 1991: 277; Turri 2011; see also Beddor and Pavese 2020).
But one might ask, for example, if all that Boli Xi wants to do is to reform the state of Qin (5A9), why should he care whether his belief that Duke Mu of Qin will cooperate with him is formed in a way that makes it true in all close possible worlds? If all he wants is for it to be true in the actual world, because that is all that matters to him when it comes to reforming the state of Qin, then what difference does it make that the belief is also true in close possible worlds? According to Kvanvig, an adequate account of knowledge should be free of counterexamples and consistent with an explanation as to why knowledge is valuable (Kvanvig 2003: 6), but it is difficult to see how a virtue epistemologist might satisfy the latter condition without begging the question.28
Consider for example how a reliabilist virtue epistemologist might respond. They might say that forming a true belief non-luckily (i.e., virtuously) is an achievement, so knowing whether Duke Mu of Qin will cooperate is also an achievement, whereas mere true belief about whether Duke Mu will cooperate is not. Given that achievements are by definition more valuable in a domain of success than non-achievements are, it follows that knowing is more valuable than mere true belief (e.g., Greco 2010: 99; Sosa 2007: 46; Prichard 2010: 67). But surely such a response begs the question. If my aim is to reform the state of Qin and I reform it on the basis of my luckily produced belief that, if I come to Qin, the Duke will cooperate with me, why is my achievement in reforming the state any less of an achievement than if I had produced my belief in a non-lucky way? In other words, why should non-lucky success be better than mere success? The state of Qin is reformed either way.29
On the other hand, consider how a responsibilist virtue epistemologist might respond. They might say that the reason why I should care whether my belief that Duke Mu is amicable towards reform is a virtuously produced belief is because producing a belief virtuously is not only a mark of the belief’s truth in all close possible worlds, it also exemplifies intellectual virtue. It therefore follows that knowing is more valuable than believing truly, because knowing exemplifies a virtuous character trait. But surely this once again begs the question. What is it about this character trait that makes it a virtue rather than that one, if not the fact that acting from this one will result in excellent cognitive acts while acting from that one will not?
Responses are surely available to either kind of virtue epistemologist, but rather than trace them out, I suggest we consider the following Mencian alternative. Mencius concedes that, whenever S comes to know that p, S’s knowing can be a result of using intellectual virtue, but the value of S’s knowing lies elsewhere: my knowledge of Duke Mu of Qin’s intentions is valuable not because I have formed it in such a way that in all close possible worlds I come to know about them as well. Such an explication leads down the thorny route that much post-Gettier epistemology is set to traverse. Rather, according to Mencius, my knowledge is valuable because I can do something with it. For example, my knowing that Duke Mu of Qin is someone I can work with is valuable because it can help me decide what to do. And having intellectual virtue is valuable because it produces that knowledge.30 Hence, a Mencian conception of the relation between intellectual virtue and knowledge has at least this advantage over more traditional approaches: it does not have to rely on a modal explication of knowledge and therefore has no difficulty accounting for the distinct value of knowledge.


4 Knowing-to: A Different Kind of Knowledge?
In the previous two sections I have drawn attention to what I believe are two aspects of Mencian epistemology: Mencius’s account of objectual knowledge (“knowledge of things”) and the relation between knowledge and intellectual virtue (“wisdom”). Both of them concern notions of knowledge that are familiar to contemporary epistemologists. This section presents some recent work that suggests we might find in the Mencius reference to a kind of knowledge that is different from those that are familiar to contemporary epistemologists. The notion of knowing-to might be one such candidate.
Harbsmeier is certainly right when he says that, in Classical Chinese, we normally use the pattern ‘know + verb phrase’ to express knowing-how and we use ‘know + nominalised sentence’ to express knowing-that (Harbsmeier 1998: 249). But, as Hetherington and Lai have recently argued, the picture can be complicated in the following way. They argue that there might be instances of the pattern ‘know + verb phrase’ that do not correspond to either knowledge-how or knowledge-that (Hetherington and Lai 2015). Although their work mostly draws on the Lüshi Chunqiu, which is roughly contemporaneous with the Mencius, it will be helpful to give a rough outline of what Hetherington and Lai’s textual evidence is and what knowing-to is supposed to be. Here is how they describe knowing-to instances in the Lüshi Chunqiu:
In the Lüshi Chunqiu, the view of knowledge implicit in the passages with the construction “X ke wei zhi Y yi,” is a particular type of knowing, whereby a single occasion in which a person appropriately deals with or responds to the situation at hand is deemed to have sufficiently demonstrated knowledge. Additionally, in these passages, the focus is on the person’s manifest knowledge in particular circumstances. It is not about whether a person knows how to X because to say that suggests that, up to a point, a person knows how to X, but on some occasion may fail to manifest X. To say that a person knows to X is to say that such knowledge is or has been manifest in a particular situation. These manifestations of knowing — knowing-to — are partly constitutive of knowing-how’s being exemplified and therefore not reducible to knowledge-how. (Hetherington and Lai 2015: 288)

Roughly, the kind of knowing that Hetherington and Lai claim to have found in some expressions of the form “X ke wei zhi Y yi (X 可謂知 Y 矣)” can be thought of as having the following three characteristics. First, it is particular: for example, in this circumstance, at this particular time, right there and then, the Lord of Jingguo knew to stand by Ji Maobian, thereby manifesting his general ability to accurately know people (Hetherington and Lai 2015: 286; cf. Hetherington 2022: 34–35). Second, knowing-to is necessary, perhaps even sufficient, for putting an agent’s know-how into practice: for Duke Huan to appropriately reward Bao Shu, it is not enough that Duke Huan wants to reward Bao Shu and knows how to do so. He also needs to know to perform this particular action for Bao Shu to be appropriately rewarded (Hetherington and Lai 2015: 287; cf. Hetherington 2022: 18–20). Third, knowing-to is a success term: if on a particular occasion you knew-to utter W so as to calm a crowd, then you cannot also be said to have failed to calm the crowd (Hetherington and Lai 2015: 283; cf. Hetherington 2022: 36).31
Given these characteristics, knowing-to is conceptually distinct from both knowing-how and knowing-that. It is distinct from knowing-how because it is “the extra epistemic element whereby the knowledge-how is exemplified in the specific action” (Hetherington and Lai 2015: 282). And it is distinct from knowing-that because knowing-to does not require the agent to possess knowledge of a proposition – that is, it is non-propositional knowledge.32
4.1 Knowing-to in the Mencius
Whatever the case might be for the Lüshi Chunqiu, do we find instances of knowing-to, as I have characterised it above, in the Mencius? Perhaps we do. Consider the following passage:
Mencius said, “Suppose someone has a ring finger that is bent and will not straighten. It is not the case that it hurts or that it interferes with one’s activities. But if there is something that can straighten it, one will not consider the road from one end of the world to the other too far, because one’s finger is not as good as other people’s. If one’s finger is not as good as other people’s, one knows to dislike it. But if one’s heart is not as good as other people’s, one does not know to dislike it. This is what is called not knowing categories.” (6A12)

This passage has various features in common with those passages that Hetherington and Lai take to be indicative of knowing-to in the Lüshi Chunqiu. For example, the passage describes a particular occasion on which a person fails to appropriately respond to the situation. That is, in a situation where the agent’s finger and heart are flawed, she fails to appropriately prioritize improving her heart over improving her finger.33 Second, the passage attributes to the agent a failure of knowledge in an almost identical way to the Lüshi Chunqiu: the last sentence of 6A12 has the form “X zhi wei bu zhi Y ye (X 之謂不知 Y 也)”, while the expressions in the Lüshi Chunqiu that supposedly hint at knowing-to have the form “X ke wei zhi Y yi (X 可謂知 Y 矣)”. The former is a negation of the latter. Hence, if the latter suggests knowing-to, the former ought to suggest a failure of knowing-to.
In addition to that, and unlike all the textual evidence drawn on by Hetherington and Lai, the Mencius at 6A12 explicitly mentions a ‘know + verb phrase’ construction that is more naturally rendered as “knowing-to φ”: the person knows-to dislike (zhi wu zhi 知惡之) the fact her finger is not as good as that of other people’s, and she does not know-to dislike (bu zhi wu 不知惡) the fact that her heart is not as good as that of other people’s.34 Hence, in this particular instance, one fails to express one’s “knowing categories”, because one fails to know-to dislike the flaws of one’s heart (and, one might suppose, one fails to know-to enact a way to remedy these flaws). If a person consistently fails to express her knowing how to φ in circumstances that are apt for φ-ing, then Mencius would presumably suggest that we have reason to doubt whether she knows how to φ at all. Compare this with what Mencius says at 6A11:
Mencius said, “Benevolence is the human heart and righteousness is the human path. To leave one’s path and not follow it, or to lose one’s heart and not know to seek for it (zhi qiu 知求) — these are tragedies! If people lose their chickens or dogs, they know to seek for them (zhi qiu zhi 知求之). But if they lose their hearts, they do not know to seek for them (zhi qiu 知求). The Way of learning and inquiry consists in nothing other than to seek for one’s lost heart.” (6A11)

Just like those at 6A12 who do not know-to dislike the fact that their hearts are flawed are said to fail to express their “knowing categories”, at 6A11 those who do not know-to seek their lost heart presumably fail to enact “the Way of learning and inquiry” (xuewen zhi dao 學問之道). Once again, the relevant ‘know + verb phrase’ construction (i.e., zhi qiu 知求) is more naturally rendered as “knowing-to”, with most translators following suit.35
Moreover, given that one characteristic of knowing-to is that it is necessary, perhaps even sufficient, for putting one’s know-how into practice, it should come as no surprise that Mencius connects a failure of knowing-to seek one’s lost heart with a failure of enacting “the Way of learning and inquiry”. At 4A1 Mencius explicitly compares “the Way of Yao and Shun” to a craftsperson’s skill, and at 5B7 we are told that Yi Yin intends to “use this Way (of Yao and Shun)” (yi si dao 以斯道) to reform the ruler and his people. Yi Yin is presumably capable of doing so by virtue of his knowledge of the Way of Yao and Shun, given the parallel that Mencius draws between knowing the Way and having skill. Hence, knowing the Way of X seems to at least entail knowing how to act in X-related ways, and according to 6A11, failing to know-to act in X-related ways in a situation apt for doing so is a failure of enacting the Way of X.
Mencius issues a similar criticism at 1A3, but this time specifically against King Hui of Liang. The context is this. The people of Liang are suffering from famine, and although King Hui knows about the situation and even tries to provide some measure of relief, Mencius is clear that the King’s efforts fail:
Dogs and sows consume the food of the people and you do not know to set a limit to this (zhi jian 知檢). There are bodies in the streets dead of starvation and you do not know to open the granaries (zhi fa 知發). When someone dies, you say, ‘It wasn’t me. It was due to the harvest.’ How is this different from killing someone by stabbing him and saying, ‘It wasn’t me. It was due to the weapon’? (1A3)

What is important is that King Hui knows that he should protect the people from famine, because he acknowledges that this is a way for him to strengthen his kingdom – that is, he expects his people to become more numerous by virtue of him exerting his “heart to the utmost for the state.” (1A3) Hence, King Hui knows that he ought to protect his people and he wants to protect them, but he nonetheless fails to do so. Why? Because in that particular circumstance, where opening the granaries is a way for him to protect his people, he does not know-to open the granaries (zhi fa 知發).36 One might suspect that, just like at 6A12 and 6A11, a lack of knowing-to might indicate a lack of corresponding know-how: what explains King Hui’s failure to know-to open the granaries might be that, in the end, he does not really know how to protect the people (or provide adequate famine relief). The point is, however, that 1A3, 6A12, and 6A11 seem to suggest that the Mencius contains attributions of a kind of knowledge, namely knowing-to, that is conceptually distinct from both knowing-that and knowing-how.
Such a notion of knowing-to should not only be of philosophical interest due to the fact that it complicates a picture of knowledge that has largely become philosophical orthodoxy. It should also be of interest because it can contribute to a longstanding debate on what is required for an action to count as intelligent. In what follows, I give a brief outline of how it can do that.

4.2 The Philosophical Significance of Mencian Knowing-to
Contemporary philosophy of action is largely influenced by a view of agency suggested by Wittgenstein’s famous question: “What is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm?” (Wittgenstein 1958[1953]: §621) There is a difference between the mere physical motion of my arm going up and the act of my raising my arm, such that, if the motion of my arm is intelligent at all, then it derives this intelligence from some purely “inner” mental states.37 The problem is, however, that merely having these mental states is not enough to specify that exactly this particular action should occur. For example, suppose the relevant mental states are an agent’s intentions, as some contemporary philosophers take them to be (e.g., Enç 2003). If I intend to catch a ball, then I do not thereby intend to move my arm in exactly this way, spread out my fingers to this extent, close my hand at this point in time, etc. In short, my intention to catch the ball does not contain a maximally fine-grained description of my arm’s motions but is more or less general (Valaris 2020b: 3401–3). However, if that is so, then how do we get from a mental state with general content to the particular action of catching this ball, at this time, under these conditions? In a similar vein, how do we get from my general knowledge how to catch balls to the particular expression of it in this action of catching a ball? There is a gap here between the agent’s mental states that are supposed to specify which action occurs and the action that occurs, and it is not obvious how we can bridge the gap.38
One way to approach this problem – dare I say, a Mencian way – is to deny that the intelligence of actions is derived from causally antecedent mental states.39 If I am right that there are instances of knowing-to in the Mencius, then what this suggests is that an action is intelligent because it manifests the agent’s knowing in the action. The agent knows that performing these movements is a way for her to φ, and she knows it as she is φ-ing – not before she is φ-ing. The intelligence of her action is explained by the fact that she knows what she is doing as she is doing it, whereas a novice can merely hope that what she is doing is a way for her to φ. This point can be further developed in various ways, for example, in terms of the expert performer having demonstrative knowledge of what she is doing (Valaris 2020a, b)40 or in terms of a special kind of knowledge of answers to embedded questions (Farkas 2017), but either way, there is a lot of potential for a Mencian notion of knowledge to contribute to contemporary philosophical debates.


5 Conclusion
My purpose in this chapter is to draw attention to the fact that the Mencius, despite not being an epistemological treatise, contains much that can be of interest to contemporary epistemologists. To do this, I have focused on three points in particular.
First, I have proposed that Mencius’s view on knowing things amounts to knowing how to act in related ways, and I have given a preliminary defense of it against the objection that, sometimes, knowing things seems to amount to having propositional knowledge of the relevant things being such-and-such. This suggests a novel approach to objectual knowledge – what I have called a practicalist account of objectual knowledge.
Second, I have argued that Mencian wisdom stands in a relation to knowledge in a way that is illuminatingly different to the way in which contemporary virtue epistemologists would conceive of it. More specifically, Mencius would agree with many virtue epistemologists that exercising intellectual virtue is necessary for acquiring knowledge, but he would disagree that knowledge is partly defined by the exercise of intellectual virtue. This suggests an account of what makes a capacity an intellectual virtue that is functionally distinct from many contemporary views on intellectual virtue.
Third, I have proposed that we find in the Mencius attributions of a kind of knowledge that differs conceptually from those familiar to contemporary epistemologists. That is, there is textual evidence that Mencius sometimes uses the notion of knowing-to. This has potential to offer a novel approach to the question of what makes an action intelligent and what it takes to put one’s knowledge into practice.
I conclude this chapter by briefly considering the relation between these three aspects of Mencian epistemology. It is by exercising intellectual virtue that we come to know that p, know how to φ, and know things. Moreover, the epistemic relation we stand in to the actions we perform as we perform them determines whether our actions are intelligent. In other words, by knowing-to do this, where “this” is a way for me to φ, I put my φ-related knowledge into practice. By knowing-to move my hands in these ways in this particular situation, I intelligently perform a ritual, thereby (e.g.) expressing my objectual knowledge of ritual in action.
But the Mencian notion of knowing-to can also help explain how it is that an exercise of intellectual virtue produces knowledge. Suppose I come to know that King Wu defeated Zhou, the last king of the Shang Dynasty, at the Battle of Muye, and I have done so by having studied the Book of Documents. What is written in the Book of Documents provides me with evidence for the truth that King Wu defeated Zhou. But to be able to learn from the Book of Documents, I have to come equipped with a basic set of capacities, the least of which is my ability to read. And yet, as Mencius plausibly illustrates at 6A9, merely being capable of coming to learn how to play the boardgame Go does not guarantee that one will learn how to play it, even if one has access to teachers. Likewise, merely being capable of reading the Book of Documents does not guarantee that I will read it, even if I have access to it. More is required. And here is where the notion of knowing-to comes in.
The student who intends to learn how to play Go must know-to focus on her lessons for her to make progress (6A9), because focusing on her lessons is presumably a way for her to learn how to play Go. She must, in other words, know-to do this to put her capacity for learning skills into practice. Analogously, one might think that she must know-to read the Book of Documents for her to learn that King Wu defeated Zhou, because doing so is a way for her to use her p-favouring evidence in coming to know that p. Therefore, if Mencian wisdom is partly a capacity for producing knowledge that p, then perhaps it is so by virtue of being a capacity for using one’s p-favouring evidence.
As I mentioned at the outset of this chapter, my intent is not to claim that this is all there is to Mencian epistemology, nor do I believe myself to have provided anything more than an exploratory outline of various aspects of Mencius’s epistemological views. Much more needs to be done. However, I hope to have shown that much more can be done, and that the question of what the early Chinese have to offer to contemporary epistemology deserves serious consideration.
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Footnotes
1There might, of course, be good reasons to draw on texts from the Xunzi or the Analects when it comes to understanding what Mencius has to say on epistemological matters, but such a reliance on textual material from outside the Mencius has to be carefully argued for.

 

2Almost a third of all occurrences of the term zhi 知 in the Mencius are conjoined with a noun or a noun phrase that I believe cannot be adequately translated into English with a that-clause. More exactly, there are 26 such occurrences from a total of 113 instances of zhi 知. Here I merely list the passage numbers for reference: 1A6, 2x 1A7, 5x 2A2, 2A4, 2x 2B4, 3A2, 4A27, 5A1, 6A6, 6A7, 2B7, 2x 6A7, 6A12, 3x 7A1, 7A2, 7A46, and 7B7.

 

3On some views, having an ability to φ is not entailed by knowing how to φ (e.g., Snowdon 2004). This detail will not matter for the purposes of this chapter, but for recent responses, see for example (Glick 2012; Hickman 2019; Bayne 2021). For the sake of convenience, I will henceforth ignore the distinction between knowing how to φ and being able to intelligently φ.

 

4Roughly, intellectualists take all knowledge-how to essentially involve having propositional attitudes towards φ-ing, while anti-intellectualists take all knowledge-how to essentially involve an ability (or capacity) to φ rather than propositional attitudes. For a good overview, see (Carter and Poston 2018).

 

5The view that all knowledge-that might be a kind of knowledge-how is not new, although it was not pursued with much philosophical rigour until fairly recently. Stephen Hetherington discusses some of these historical antecedents (Hetherington 2011a: Ch.2). He also provides a thorough defense of the view (Hetherington 2011a, b, 2017, 2021a), as does John Hyman elsewhere (Hyman 2015, 2017). Hetherington calls such a view a practicalism about knowledge-that.

 

6Bertrand Russell distinguishes “knowledge of things” from “knowledge of truths”, and he divides the former into “knowledge by acquaintance” and “knowledge by description” (Russell 2001[1912]: 25). According to Russell, we know some X by acquaintance if we are “directly aware [of X], without the intermediary of any process of inference or any knowledge of truths” (Russell 2001[1912]: 26) and such direct awareness involves apprehending sense data. On the other hand, we know some X by description if we know that X is “the object that causes such-and-such sense-data.” (ibid.)

 

7Classical Chinese is flexible enough that nouns, even proper names, can be used as verbs (cf. Harbsmeier 1998: 139–142). But a sentence of the form “she knows how to ritual” is not as readily understandable as “she knows how to dance.” If we replace “ritual” with other nouns, the problem gets worse. “She knows how to heaven”, “she knows how to Way” are barely intelligible sentences. Adequate translations of ‘verb + noun (phrase)’ structures therefore have to rely on additions: e.g., “she knows how to serve heaven”, “she knows how to traverse the Way.” Hence, whenever I write, “S has a capacity for X-ing” or “S knows how to X”, where X is a noun or a noun phrase, I take this to be interchangeable with sentences of the kind “S knows how to φ X” or “S knows how to act in X-related ways.”

 

8Such a view on “knowing X” is also articulated, albeit much less carefully, by Barry Allen: “Knowing Heaven is knowing the pattern, and knowing the pattern is knowing how to translate it into wise, timely, effective interactions.” (Allen 2015: 49) On the other hand, Hetherington and Lai provide thorough arguments for the claim that we find such a view on “knowing X” in the Analects (Hetherington and Lai 2012; cf. Lai 2012), and Chris Fraser argues that we find it in the Mozi (Fraser 2011: 131–134).

 

9Hansen’s own claims seem to me vastly under supported. Harbsmeier convincingly argues, pace Hansen, that early Chinese thinkers had a notion of propositional knowledge and the linguistic resources necessary to distinguishes between knowing-that p and knowing-how to φ (Harbsmeier 1998: 245–254). However, although I agree with Harbsmeier on this point, the fact that the early Chinese had a notion of propositional knowledge does not answer the question of whether what they took to be propositional knowledge just is a kind of knowledge-how. For example, it might be that all knowing-that is knowing-how and the syntactic distinction between the two marks a distinction between different kinds of abilities constitutive of one’s knowing-how. I return to this point below. More recently, Chris Fraser has drawn on the Xunzi and the Mozi to argue that knowledge in early Chinese thought is primarily “a reliable ability to discriminate things and respond to them appropriately […]. To know is thus to be able to perform certain tasks competently.” (Fraser 2011: 128–129) Although I think Fraser’s move from the Xunzi and the Mozi to all early Chinese thinkers is too quick, his analysis of the epistemic views we find in these texts is well supported.

 

10Unless otherwise specified, all translations of the Mencius are from Van Norden’s edition with minor changes (Van Norden 2008). I point out more substantial changes.

 

11The original reads: “Wáng zhī fū miáo hū 王知夫苗乎?” I follow Yang Bojun 楊伯峻 in omitting fū 夫 and taking Mencius to ask the straightforward question of whether the King knows sprouts (Yang 2013: 12).

 

12This is true regardless of whether we are intellectualists about knowledge-how or not. Intellectualists would agree that the propositional knowledge needed for an agent to know how to perform rituals cannot be gained by, for example, reading a manual, and yet I can evidently come to know about rituals by merely reading about them.

 

13Therefore, having a particular belief-related capacity does not necessarily mean that one has the corresponding belief. A capacity to form beliefs on the basis of favourable evidence might be constitutive of Mencian “knowing words” (2A2).

 

14Hetherington argues that an epistemic agent’s knowing that p is to be explicated as a bundle of capacities to act in p-related ways (Hetherington 2017). If I am right that all Mencian “knowing X” is knowing how to act in X-related ways, and if S’s knowing that p is sometimes constitutive of her knowing X, then it follows that at least some knowing that p is knowing-how to act in p-related ways. This evidence, although not conclusive, hints at a practicalist conception of knowledge in the Mencius.

 

15There might of course be non-cognitive or non-epistemic aspects to Mencian wisdom (cf. Perkins 2002: 219), but whether or not there are, both Shun and Kim convincingly show that wisdom is at least in part an epistemic capacity (Shun 1997; Kim 2014). In this section I focus my attention entirely on the epistemic function of wisdom.

 

16Here I am not committed to the view that forming a belief is an action (although some virtue epistemologists would consider belief formation to be a kind of performance, e.g., Sosa 2011: 24), nor do I believe that such a commitment is essential to virtue epistemology. All that is required is for believing, forming beliefs, and knowing to be assessable in the same way we assess actions. One might propose that believing, etc., are assessable in this way because they are relevantly similar to actions without themselves being actions. For example, according to Sellars, “[a]n action is the sort of thing one can decide to do” (Sellars 1968: 74) and it is not obvious that we can decide to form beliefs. I will set this complication aside and, for the sake of convenience, I will continue using the expression “cognitive act” or “cognitive action” to describe knowing, believing, reasoning, etc.

 

17I henceforth ignore the distinction between forming true beliefs and believing truly.

 

18Roughly, according to reliabilist virtue epistemologists, an intellectual virtue is a capacity to reliably form true beliefs and only those true belief that are reliably formed amount to knowledge (for an alternative, on which intellectual virtues are capacities to know rather than to believe truly, see (Miracchi 2015)). Responsibilist virtue epistemologists hold that an intellectual virtue is a character trait the possession of which makes the agent capable of reliably forming true beliefs and to be aptly motivated, and only those true beliefs that are formed both reliably and from the right motives amount to knowledge (cf. Code 1987; Zagzebski 1996).

 

19However, there might be good reasons to doubt whether virtue epistemological approaches in general are as successful as they are sometimes taken to be (see Hetherington 2016: Ch.5).

 

20I follow (Bronstein 2020) here. But unlike Bronstein, I believe this formulation is broad enough to capture both reliabilist (e.g., Greco 2010: 12; Sosa 2011: 79) and responsibilist (e.g., Zagzebski 1996: 270–1) forms of virtue epistemology.

 

21Accepting both views might make it seem as if we end up with a circular definition of knowledge: knowledge is partly defined by an exercise of a capacity to know, and capacities to know are partly defined in terms of knowledge. For an argument that such circularity is not vicious, see (Miracchi 2015). However, there is an easy way to avoid this problem. One could argue that Mencian wisdom is a capacity to know by virtue of being a capacity to believe truly, and that a person’s true beliefs amount to knowledge only if they issue from her wisdom.

 

22A view that is surprisingly widespread is that the early Chinese “did not distinguish knowledge and wisdom: rather, they identified knowledge and wisdom by using the same word for both.” (Yao 2006: 57) Lisa Raphals claims that the two graphs zhi 知 (“knowledge”) and zhi 智 (“wisdom”) are “often used interchangeably in pre-Qin texts” (Raphals 1992: 16) and various contemporary scholars follow suit (e.g., Allen 2015: 5; Ryan and Lai 2021: 668). Some even go so far as to translate zhi 智 (“wisdom”) in the Mencius as “knowledge.” For example, Benjamin Schwartz writes: ““Knowledge” is, of course, also one of Mencius’ “four virtues” and also has roots in the spontaneous tendencies of the heart.” (Schwartz 1985: 289) Even otherwise careful scholars like Chris Fraser have done so: “A famous passage in the Mencius states that knowledge is ‘the heart of shi-fei’ […].” (Fraser 2013: 5) But this is a mistake, and, as far as the Mencius is concerned, the view that the early Chinese did not distinguish between wisdom and knowledge has been demonstrably refuted by (Shun 1997) and (Kim 2014). Following Harbsmeier, one might think that, perhaps, the most charitable way of understanding the otherwise perplexing claim that zhi 知 and zhi 智 are not distinguished is by saying that zhi 知 in its nominalised form can stand for ‘knowledgeableness’ (Harbsmeier 1998: 255–6) – or, in my words, it can stand for “capacity for knowledge.” Given that zhi 智 is commonly taken to be a capacity for knowledge, then zhi 智 and the nominalised form of zhi 知 might indeed be very similar.

 

23Go, also known as weiqi 圍棋, is here referred to as yi 弈 – the same character that makes up Yi Qiu’s 弈秋 name.

 

24For example, Han Dynasty scholar Zhao Qi 趙岐 (d. 201) comments: “If one is able without (having acquired it through) learning, then one is able by nature.” (Jiao 1987: 897) All translations of commentaries are my own. Cheng Hao 程颢 (1032–1085) is quoted by Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) as saying that these unlearned abilities, which Mencius also calls “original abilities” (liang neng 良能) (7A15), are such that they “all stem from nothing (jie wu suo you 皆無所由); they come from Heaven and are not welded onto human beings (from outside).” (Zhu 1983: 353)

 

25To be more specific: it involves grasping the fact that S has a certain normative status (being sagely) as a result of having a set of normative properties (being an excellent member of a kind).

 

26The term ‘veritic luck’ is a neologism popularized by Duncan Prichard. For a sustained argument against the assumption that veritically lucky beliefs are not knowledge, see (Hetherington 2016).

 

27To clarify, one way of making sense of counterfactual sentences is in terms of ‘possible worlds.’ The sentence “if you had not taken the train, you would have missed the show” can be analysed as saying something about a possible world where you did not take the train. In that world, you have missed the show. Such a world could be very similar to the actual one, and the more similar it is, the ‘closer’ it is to the actual world. Hence, “you nearly missed the show” means that the possible world where you missed the show is very close to the actual one.

 

28At one point, Zagzebski seems to assume an even stronger principle than Kvanvig’s for the adequacy of accounts of knowledge, namely the principle that, if one appeals to property P in one’s explanation of the value of knowledge, then P should be part of one’s definition of knowledge (Zagzebski 1996: 302).

 

29This argument is a variation on the swamping problem, which says that there is no added epistemic value to a reliably (hence, competently) formed true belief beyond whatever epistemic value the true belief already has by virtue of being true. Therefore, the epistemic value of knowledge, if knowledge is true belief competently produced, is ‘swamped’ by the epistemic value of the truth of the belief (cf. Zagzebski 1996: 301–302; Prichard 2011: 248; Hetherington 2018: 4687–4688).

 

30One might object: whether I know that this is the way to Larissa or merely have a true belief that it is, in both cases I am equally capable of finding my way to Larissa. How, then, do we distinguish the value of knowledge over the value of true belief? My response, in brief: what is usually taken to distinguish knowledge from true belief is justification, and it seems to me that a justified true belief (that is not Gettiered) is more useful than an unjustified one. For example, such a belief is easier to defend, to maintain in the face of doubts, to have confidence in, etc. Hence, a person who knows that p and a person who believes truly that p differ in terms of what they are epistemically capable of doing. For a more detailed discussion, see (Hetherington 2017, 2021a, b; Hyman 2015: Ch.8).

 

31There might be other characteristics of knowing-to, including, for example, its normative force: if you know-to φ in circumstance C, then your φ-ing is to a sufficient degree appropriate given the details of the situation. However, it is unclear what determines the relevant standards of appropriateness. For a discussion, see (Brys 2022a: 50).

 

32For an alternative conception of knowing-to, one that largely draws on the work of Wang Yangming and, I believe, is a propositional kind of knowing-to, see (Huang 2017). Elsewhere, Huang argues that his notion of knowing-to φ entails but does not reduce to knowing that I ought to φ, because knowing-to motivates its possessor to φ, whereas I can know that I ought to φ without being motivated to φ (Huang 2022: 212). But that is compatible with saying that Huang’s notion of knowing-to is propositional, given that, as Huang puts it, it is “normative knowledge such as my knowledge that I ought to love my parents” (Huang 2022: 211; my own emphasis). Hence, we might think of it as a motivationally efficacious kind of knowing that I ought to φ – and therefore propositional. Of course, Huang’s distinction between motivationally efficacious and motivationally inert knowledge that I ought to φ is only plausible on externalist views about moral motivation, given that internalists would reject it (e.g., Smith 1994: 61).

 

33Objection: 6A12 does not describe a particular moment that is apt for knowing-to improve one’s heart. Hence, it does not fit my characterization of knowing-to in terms of knowing to do this at a specific moment in time. My response: there is no reason why the “right time” for performing φ has to be a particular moment rather than an extended period of time. The right time to discard excess cargo off a ship to save its crew is, presumably, any time between the sinking of the ship and the arrival of the storm. A captain can be said to have known to throw cargo overboard to save her crew if she had done so (intelligently) at any time between those two events. I thank Huang Yong for allowing me to clarify.

 

34Translators almost unanimously render the expression in terms of some cognates of “to know” and “to dislike”: for example, “one knows to dislike it” (Van Norden 2008: 155); “he knows to feel dissatisfied” (Legge 1895: 415); “they know to detest it” (Perkins 2022: 37); “one knows enough to hate it” (Bloom 2009: 129); “one has sense enough to resent it” (Lau 2013: 257).

 

35E.g.: “do not know to seek for them” (Van Norden 2008: 155); “do not know to seek for it” (Legge 1895: 414); “do not know to seek it” (Perkins 2022: 117); “not know enough to seek it” (Bloom 2009: 128); “not know enough to seek after it” (Gardner 2007: 92); “without enough sense to go after it” (Lau 2013: 255).

 

36D.C. Lau provides a different translation of 1A3: “[…] when men drop dead from starvation by the wayside, you fail to realize that it is time for distribution.” (Lau 2013: 9) On this translation, Mencius accuses King Hui of failing to know that his situation is apt for distributing food. Perhaps that is the reason why the King fails to put his knowledge-how into practice – namely, because he fails to know that he is in an apt situation for doing so. However, even if the King had been aware of the aptness of his situation, it is still plausible that he could have failed to save his people, because, as I have argued, he could have failed to know-to do this to save them. I thank Kim-chong Chong for alerting me to D.C. Lau’s translation.

 

37This is best illustrated by an argument given by Donald Davidson: the same motion of my hand can on one occasion be a mere muscle-spasm and on another occasion be an instance of signaling an accomplice. The motion is the same on both occasions, and so, according to Davidson, what best explains the difference between the two are the inner mental states that relevantly cause the motion (Davidson 1980).

 

38There is a host of philosophical issues involved here. For example, if we say that in any specific circumstance my general know-how to catch balls has to be implemented for it to yield an intelligent action of catching this particular ball in this circumstance, then it seems that my act of implementing can itself be performed more or less intelligently. But if that is so, then for my act of implementing to be done intelligently, I have to know-how to perform it and I have to exercise such second-order know-how in my act of implementing my knowledge-how to catch balls. This leads to a regress similar to the one that Ryle proposed against his intellectualists opponents (see Valaris 2020b).

 

39This does not mean that Mencius rejects the view that there are any such “purely inner” mental states causally antecedent to actions. Indeed, Slingerland provides strong evidence for the claim that the early Chinese had a notion of psychological interiority and that they believed in the causal efficacy of mental states (Slingerland 2019), even if they did not always state it in terms of what is “internal” (nei 内) and what is “external” (wai 外). For an argument that, as far as the Mencius is concerned, the distinction between “internal” and “external” at 6A4–5 does not correspond to what is “within” and “outside” of the mind, see (Brys 2022b). I take this argument to be compatible with Slingerland’s evidence.

 

40To illustrate: I have demonstrative knowledge, for example, if I know that this movement of my hands is a way for me to reach my intended target. Furthermore, I can have such knowledge without being able to describe the movement of my hands (Valaris 2020a: 101).
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1 Introduction
One of the most intriguing features of the Mencius lies in its claims about the path to goodness: they are eloquently defended but also articulated in ambiguous ways. It is clear that a major role for feeling or emotion is envisaged, but is the relevant sort of feeling to be contrasted with reflection and reasoning? Or are these things intertwined and implicated in one another? I support the second answer and disagree both with those who take as primary the role of a kind of feeling that is largely untouched by reflection and reasoning and with those on the other extreme who hold that reasoning has an independent and in some ways a primary role in realizing goodness. Though my position has in broad outlines remained constant, it has evolved over time in important specifics. I will set out what I am thinking now.
Any interpretation on these matters reveals at least as much about the interpreter’s philosophical commitments as it does about the Mencius’s. There is no definitive interpretation that will answer all important questions as to how reflection, reasoning and feeling are conceived in the text, not only because of textual ambiguities, but also because many of the philosophical issues concerning this topic are, first, extremely difficult to resolve, and second, are issues on which the Mencius states or implies no definite position. Most interpretations (my own past interpretations are no exception) attribute to Mencius positions on these issues but often on the basis of what the interpreter finds plausible and not necessarily on evidence that Mencius actually held these positions. I seek to bring these difficulties to light and to present a conception of moral cultivation that is Mencian in spirit even though it must go beyond what is attributable to the text.

2 The Inborn Duan 端 as the Beginnings of Goodness
The basis for cultivating goodness lies in the four duan 端 (beginnings, lately translated often as “sprouts”). They belong to the human xin 心 (mind, heart-mind), conceived as the seat of thinking, feeling, and intentions (2A6). Mencius also calls them the four xin 心 (hearts or feelings), which can develop into different dimensions of ethical excellence: ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 (compassion) can develop into ren 仁 (human-heartedness or the virtue of loving or caring for others); xiuwu 羞惡 (shame and dislike) can develop into yi 義 (as an excellence of persons, usually translated into English as “righteousness” which conveys yi as an ethical excellence of persons that especially features a person’s dedication to do what is yi, often translated as “right,” understood as appropriateness to the situation as a property of actions); cirang 辭讓 (deference and yielding) can develop into li 禮 (observing ritual propriety, or observing ceremonies and customary practices that signify respect for others); and shifei 是非 (this/not this, approval/disapproval, right/wrong) can develop into zhi 智 or wisdom.1 I here concentrate on discussing two duan: ceyin zhi xin and shifei. Of the four dimensions of ethical excellence, Mencius dedicates the most discussion to compassion and its development into human-heartedness, and much of what is said bears on the relation between feeling, reflection and reasoning. Of the four dimensions, shifei and its development into wisdom bears most directly on reflection and reasoning.
Regarding compassion, Mencius refers to the alarm and distress (chuti ceyin zhi xin 怵惕惻隱之心) that anyone would feel upon seeing a child about to fall into a well (2A6). There is no ulterior motive for this reaction: not the desire to get in good with the child’s parents; not the desire for good reputation among one’s neighbors; and not dislike of the child’s cries. Clearly there is a dimension of Mencian compassion that could be called cognitive: recognition of another as suffering or about to suffer. The reference to alarm and distress also points to a subjectively felt phenomenological element of compassion. Another phrase in 2A6 that Mencius associates with compassion is buren ren zhi xin 不忍人之心 or the heart or feeling that is unable to bear or endure [the suffering of] others. Besides the cognitive and phenomenological dimensions, not being able to bear another’s suffering involves an impulse to action—an impulse to prevent or alleviate suffering. In fact what is felt may be the body getting ready for action of some sort.
Mencius does not engage in much explicit discussion of shifei, but we can get clues from the way that shi and fei are used in the text. Shi is often used to identify (“this”) or to compare actions, events, or qualities of persons under certain categories (lei 類), and fei is used to exclude them (“not this”) from certain other categories. In 1A3, Mencius explains to King Hui why people are not flocking to his state despite the King’s perception that he is more human-hearted toward his people than neighboring kings are to their peoples. Compare, he asks the king, a soldier who throws down his weapon and flees from the enemy for one hundred paces to one who flees for fifty paces. Is not the second still fleeing? The King agrees by saying that this is also fleeing (是亦走也). Mencius then points out that the King lets dogs and swine eat food meant for human beings while his people die of famine. The implication, of course, is that the king’s policies still fall far short of being human-hearted, even if they go fifty paces less in the wrong direction. If the King attempts to excuse himself by saying that it has simply been a bad year, Mencius asks, “How is this different from (是何異於) killing a person by stabbing him and then saying, ‘It was not I; it was the weapon’?”
Shifei is also used in the text to mean right and wrong. For example in 2B3, Mencius is asked why he declined to accept money from King Xuan on one occasion and accepted on two subsequent occasions. Mencius goes on to point to what he claims are relevant differences in the circumstances, and the issue is framed in terms of the implications of its being shi to have declined in the first acceptance and whether that means it was fei to have accepted on the subsequent occasions. Most generally, if we assume that the way shifei is used in such contexts exemplifies their relevance to the ethical excellence of wisdom, then we can infer that the fourth duan involves the inborn dispositions to perceive or judge patterns of similarities and differences that play crucial roles in the cognitive aspects of the other duan: who is suffering for example, and which acts are shameful and which are not.
When these dispositions develop into abilities to make reliable discriminations of the relevant sort, they help constitute zhi as wisdom. In addition, zhi seems to involve more abstract and sophisticated judgments about the structure of ethical excellence itself. In 4A27, core (實 shi) of human-heartedness is said to be serving one’s parents, while the core of righteousness is said to be following one’s elder brothers. The core of wisdom is said to be knowing these two things. In 2A7 Mencius says that no one can cause us not to be human-hearted—rather, this derives from a lack of wisdom. In 7A46 Mencius says that what is urgent for the wise is confronting what is fundamental. There is no one whom the human-hearted do not love, but what is fundamental is earnestly caring for the worthy. Mencius does not make explicit what the meaning of “most fundamental” is, but one possibility is that it is to be given priority in the order of development. One begins with concentrating most of one’s efforts to what is most fundamental and extends it to what is less fundamental.

3 The Duan as Dispositions to Feel, to Reflect, and to Reason
In 6A6, Mencius says that the duan are part of renxing 人性, commonly translated as “human nature.”2 Human beings are born with dispositions to respond in ethically appropriate ways, but only some of the time. As previously noted, Mencius points out to King Hui how he has failed to express properly his compassion toward his people. In 1A7, Mencius addresses King Xuan’s failure to extend his compassion (tui’en 推恩) to his own people while sparing an ox from ritual slaughter. By treating one’s elders as elders and extending this (making this reach 及 ji) to the elders of others, by treating one’s young as young and extending this to the young of others, the empire can be turned around easily as if upon the palm of one’s hand. A crucial question for Mencius, then, is how the duan get extended to where they ought to go. The answer would seem at least in part to depend on how they are constituted. In particular, we must ask what is involved in the duan being feelings (or at least three of them), and how and whether reflection and reasoning comes with the duan.
Three of the four duan clearly involve what we would call “feelings” in English: compassion, shame and dislike, and deference, the last being associated in 6A6 with the affective attitudes of respectfulness and reverence (恭敬 gongjing). If the shifei duan is constituted by dispositions to make the wide range of identifications and discriminations as suggested above, then it seems unlikely that this duan is associated with a particular kind of feeling as the other duan are. However, one plausible possibility is that these inborn dispositions to identify and discriminate appear in the other duan as their cognitive aspects or dimensions.
As previously noted, compassion involves the recognition of another’s suffering. The duan of shame and dislike involves the capacity to identify actions and events as shameful and inappropriate. Are such identifications, as expressions of unlearned dispositions, dispositions to make judgments? There is no explicit comment in the text on such a question. But feelings can often involve cognitive content that is more primitive and nonconscious (automatic) than a judgment is: a perceptual seeing of a situation, event, or person “as” something. Fear, for example, can involve seeing something as dangerous, compassion seeing someone as hurt, and so on, but there may be no judgment or even belief to that effect. Construing the unlearned duan feelings as involving this sort of cognitive element seems more consistent with Mencius’s characterization of the spontaneous alarm and distress people feel upon seeing a child about to fall into a well, in that it corresponds to the directness and immediacy of the response.
However, it seems that developing unlearned compassion into the ethical excellence of ren or human-heartedness must sooner or later involve judgment and belief. One might mistakenly think that another person is in danger but later judge that there is no occasion for compassion. Directing one’s duan feelings more reliably therefore seems to involve exercising one’s judgment as to whether the circumstances make the feelings appropriate. Moreover, the question of which actions appropriately express one’s feelings can be matters of judgment. In 1A3, Mencius tries to persuade King Hui arrive at the judgment through analogy (to fleeing from the enemy) that his policies fall far short of being human-hearted (it’s still like fleeing even if more human-hearted than neighboring kings’ policies).
Noting what it takes to come closer to realizing human-heartedness brings up a further important question about the nature of the cognitive element of this duan. Does it involve recognition not only of another’s suffering but also of that suffering as a reason to help? In first writing about this issue I held that this further recognition was involved (Wong 1991). I now agree with a critic of that position, Craig Ihara, who argues that unlearned compassion need not involve recognition of a reason to help (Ihara 1991).
Where I do still disagree with Ihara is in holding that a Mencian theory must require at some stage the development of compassion that involves perceiving and judging of others’ suffering as a reason to act. Reflection and reasoning goes into this sort of perception and judgment. By contrast, Ihara thinks that the duan of compassion works so viscerally that there is no need to channel its direction through reasoning (Ihara 1991: 52). However, as noted earlier, Mencius argues by analogy that King Hui has not given adequate expression to his compassion toward his people. As many of us do when we are conflicted in our motivations, we rationalize halfway measures as morally sufficient when they are not. King Hui’s motivational conflict involves his focus on “profit” (li 利), as is made clear by the fact that his first question to Mencius is whether he offers some means of profiting the state. Mencius argues that the king’s focus on profit will be emulated by his officers and by his people, and the result will imperil the state. By contrast, Mencius asserts, those who are focused on human-heartedness and righteousness will take care of their families and be loyal to the state.
Like a good teacher, Mencius attempts to reach students by tapping into their most pressing concerns: in the case of the king, loyalty to the state (and to him). Ultimately Mencius hopes that he will be capable of focusing on human-heartedness and righteousness for their own sake as well as for the sake of their effect on loyalty, but he first needs to deflect the king’s single-minded focus on profit. He is asking the king, in effect, to si 思 (to reflect on or to ponder) the consequences of his current focus. If natural compassion were sufficient to turn the king’s attention in the right direction, Mencius would have no need to address the loyalty-focused arguments to him. Mencius using analogical reasoning to redirect the king’s attention to those forms of ethical excellence that develop from compassion and shame and dislike.
In 1A7, Mencius explicitly states conditions that are necessary for developing forms of ethical excellence from the duan. He tells King Xuan that to foster this development in his people he must afford them material security and ethical education. One reason why material security is crucial for moral development is that worrying about the means for subsistence distracts the mind from focusing on human-heartedness and righteousness. Mencius also places responsibility on people to cultivate their own moral beginnings. One who nurtures the small part of the self (e.g., by constantly eating and drinking) becomes a small person, while one who nurtures the great part of the self becomes a great person (6A14). Nurturing the great part of oneself is accomplished when the mind reflects (si 思, 6A15). Reflecting, says Mencius, the mind will get it; not reflecting, the mind will not get it.
Ethical excellence involves the ability to weigh conflicting values and to judge correctly when one of those values ought to take precedence. In 4A17, Mencius affirms that one would have to be a wolf not to save his sister-in-law from drowning by pulling her out by the hand, even though touching between a man and woman in giving and receiving goes against ritual propriety. Mencius is then asked why he does not save the whole world when it is drowning, the implication being that he refuses to sweep aside the niceties of ritual propriety to do what is necessary. He answers that it is a matter of discretion quan 權 to determine that saving one’s sister-in-law takes precedence over ritual propriety, but he wonders whether he is being asked to save the world by pulling it out with his hand. One saves the world through the way, the dao 道, and the implication is that saving the world with the dao cannot involve simply sweeping aside ritual propriety.
Emerging from such parts of the text, then, is a model of moral development in which people need to reflect and focus on their duan, to extend their moral feelings to where they ought to go, to nurture the great part of the self rather than the small part, and to weigh conflicting considerations when they come into conflict. The king’s responsibility is to set in place the material security and education that will enable them to do so.
I call this the “sprout” conception of moral development after 6A7, where Mencius presents an analogy between people’s potential to be good and the uniform potential of barley sprouts to grow. Differences in growth emerge because of variations in the fertility of the soil, nourishment of the rain and dew, and in human effort at cultivation. The same holds true of human beings. There must be effort invested in reflecting and taking action on the duan in oneself, as well as the environmental conditions that support one’s doing so. The sprout conception suggests an actively reflective, self-conscious taking of the self into hand, a process of deliberate self-shaping in interaction with the right environment, rather than the alternative picture of a simple unfolding of visceral feelings that are already there.
At the same time I think there is ambiguity in the Mencius that is suggested by another metaphor he uses for the goodness in human nature: in 6A2 he says this goodness is like the natural downward course of water. One can cause water to go upward by striking it upwards or damming it, but it takes force counter to the natural to make this happen. The metaphor here suggests that moral development takes place by default in the absence of interference. It contrasts with the sprout metaphor, which suggests that goodness needs positive effort at nurturing it. I suggest that the water metaphor provides support for the conception of moral development Ihara has in mind. There may be no fact of the matter as to whether the conception of development associated more with the water metaphor or with the sprout metaphor is the one that was meant in the text. The language suggesting one conception is sometimes cheek-by-jowl next to language suggesting the other conception (for more on this issue see Wong 2015b).
This is one of those places where one must acknowledge ambiguity and make a choice as to which vein of thought in the text to develop further. The sprout conception is simply on its own merits the more plausible conception of moral development. The development of goodness is as fragile and contingent as that conception suggests it is. I suggest that as readers of the text, we acknowledge the ambiguity and as philosophers, and as moral agents who seek in this text inspiration and insight into the nature of moral development, we choose to develop the sprout conception.

4 The Makings of Reflection and Reasoning in the Duan
One important question is whether the cognitive element of the duan feelings contains the makings of a capacity to recognize reasons and to reason about them that precedes explicit linguistic expression. A sprout contains the makings of the full-grown plant it could become. A contemporary psychological study of young infants points to such an interesting possibility for the duan. The psychologists Karen Wynn and Paul Bloom found preferences in the infants (as evidenced by their looking longer at them or by reaching for them) for helpers of third parties unrelated to the infants (Hamlin et al. 2007, 2010; Hamlin and Wynn 2011).3 Even more surprisingly, eight-month-old infants selectively preferred characters who act positively toward pro-social individuals and characters who act negatively toward antisocial individuals. Additionally, young toddlers directed positive behaviors toward pro-social others and negative behaviors toward antisocial others (Hamlin et al. 2011).
Given the age of the subjects this is extremely suggestive of unlearned dispositions to react positively to those who help others and to react negatively to those who hinder others, and further to react positively to those who reward helpers or who punish hinderers. This could reflect not only incipient dispositions to be concerned about others but also ability to discriminate pro- and anti- social actors. Such dispositions serve as an “infrastructure” upon which conscious, deliberative, and linguistically expressible reflection and reasoning could later develop. If there is such a pre-linguistic basis, then a further ramification is that there is more continuity between our reflective, reasoning and linguistic capacities and more primitive pre-reflective, nonconscious, automatic processes that help us navigate the world. It would be going too far to suggest that the Mencius asserts the existence of such an infrastructure, but it could be treated as extending what the text does say to fashion a more detailed and (in my view) plausible conception of moral development.
There is one interesting theme that runs through Mencius’s discussion of compassion that connects with the idea that unlearned dispositions to favor and disfavor and to reward and punish serve as some of the makings of ethical reflection and reasoning in later stages of moral development. That theme concerns the mentioning of innocence in the text as a feature of those who deserve compassion. By “innocence,” I mean freedom from wrongdoing or some other kind of ethical taint sufficient to disqualify someone as an appropriate object of compassion. In 1A7, King Xuan is prompted by Mencius to remember the time he spared an ox from ritual slaughter for the consecration of a new bell. The king remembers that the ox’s terror reminded him of an innocent man being led to execution. In 3A5, Mencius, in dialogue with the Mohist Yi Zhi, again returns to his example of a child about to fall into a well, and this time implies that a relevant feature of the appropriate response to it lies in its innocence: it is not the child’s fault (非赤子之罪), he says, that it is about to fall into the well. The sorts of predispositions show that the infants in Wynn and Bloom’s study could form the infrastructure for the discernment of innocence and guilt.
We continue to need to engage with the pre-reflective and automatic parts of ourselves long after we cease to be infants. In criticism of the idea that compassion involves recognizing a reason to help, Ihara cites the case of Huckleberry Finn’s friendship with Jim, the runaway slave. Jim’s compassion for Jim prevents him from turning Jim in, even though Huckleberry believes it would be the right thing to do. Ihara takes this to be a case of raw compassion competing with a judgment of what one has reason to do. Interestingly, Nomy Arpaly has also turned to the Huckleberry Finn case to make a contrary point with which I am in more sympathy: that it may sometimes be more rational to act against one’s better judgment. “While Huckleberry does not conceptualize his realization,” Arpaly suggests, “it is this awareness of Jim’s humanity that causes him to become emotionally incapable of turning Jim in.” Even though he is not aware of it, Huck in fact acted for a good reason (Arpaly 2002: 10).
Arpaly suggests that philosophers’ reluctance to acknowledge that Huckleberry might have acted for a reason, and a good one at that, can be traced back to an implicit equation between rationality and deliberation. But she suggests that everyday we take many actions for reasons that are not consciously deliberated upon: reaching into one’s pocket for some nuts when one is hungry, for example (Arpaly 2002: 21). More substantively, Arpaly suggests that the existence of nonconscious acting for a reason can be attested by “[a]nyone who has tried to convince someone of a moral truth without success via argumentation, only to watch that person undergo a conversion years later as a result of a significant life event or watching La Strada” (2002: 23). Sometimes, Arpaly concludes, our instincts do a better job of responding to everything we know and want.
Arpaly’s point is related to one made by Mencius in 2A2 about Gaozi’s way of attaining an unmoved or unperturbed mind in circumstances that might agitate or make one fearful. Gaozi said that what you do not get in words, do not seek in the mind, and what you do not get in the mind, do not seek in the qi 氣. Mencius accepts that what one does not get in the mind should not be sought in the qi, but he rejects the idea that what one does not get in words should not be sought in the mind. My take on the issue between Gaozi and Mencius is that they differ on where one ultimately finds guidance. Qi is the energy-stuff that animates and fills the body. “Words” (yan 言) are doctrines or teaching. When the mind forms focused, undivided intentions or aims (zhi 志), it moves the body’s qi to action, but when the qi is focused, it can move the mind. It makes sense for Mencius to agree with Gaozi that where one does not find satisfactory guidance in the mind, one should not seek it in the qi. That’s because he thinks the ultimate source of guidance for the qi is the mind and in particular the duan. And it makes sense for him to disagree with Gaozi and hold that it is futile to seek guidance in words, teaching and doctrine, when these are regarded as a distinct and separate source of guidance from the mind, and from the duan in particular.
“Words” correspond to conscious reasoning when it is breaks free from the sprouts. Recall that manifestations of the sprouts can be automatic, spontaneous responses to events such as the alarm and distress one feels upon seeing a child about to fall into a well, or the visceral response one might have to being offered food with abuse (in 6A10 portrayed as a manifestation of the duan of shame and dislike that can grow into righteousness). The different feelings of the mind involve different movements of the body’s qi, and that explains why feeling responses can prepare the body for action, such as rushing toward the child or turning away from the food offered with abuse. Such two-way mind-body interaction is taken for granted in the Mencius, and the unproblematic nature of the relation is readily explicable on a plausible interpretation of the text: that mind (the word for which is literally the word for the heart) is itself a part of the body, is itself animated by qi, even if it is a very special part of the body (see Chan 2002: 52). It is such stirrings within the mind that one must pay attention to, reflect on, and strive to develop if one is to find adequate guidance. Doctrines and teachings that have no connection or even conflict with the directions indicated by the duan’s stirrings can give no adequate guidance.
If one becomes cut off from the duan stirrings that prompt one to refuse food offered with abuse, one then accepts doing something shameful or being treated shamefully for the sake of the service of wives and concubines or beautiful dwellings or the gratitude of poor acquaintances (6A10).
The Mencius passages and the Arpaly argument have in common the conception that rationality or right thinking involves being in adequate touch with what truly matters to a person, and that a person may sometimes be more in touch with what matters through nonconscious, nondeliberative processes. It is not difficult to surmise why this might be true. Attention is selective and includes only a small part of what goes on in our responses to the world. When the mind forms aims, it tends to pay attention only to what is related to those aims: whether it is avoiding a sin that one believes will damn one to hell (in the case of Huckleberry) or profiting the state and satisfying one’s sensual desires (as is the case with some kings of the early Chinese states). Consciously adopted aims may influence judgment and decision-maker more than they should, especially when they conflict with desires and feelings that remain relatively unattended. There is a part of oneself that can rightly urge against our own consciously adopted aims.
The problem is to get at least fairly reliable judgment about when to listen to the quiet part of oneself. Sometimes our “gut” instincts are far from correct. How can we tell when we should trust them? Note that Arpaly’s example is a “hindsight” example of the correctness of nonconscious responses. From Mark Twain’s standpoint, and ours, Huckleberry Finn was right to give priority to responding to Jim as a friend and as another human being rather than a slave who was breaking the law and sinning according to the orthodox views of his society. We already know the correct answer in this case, but how do we know the correct answer not from hindsight but in present sight when our conscious best judgment is telling us one thing and our gut instincts are telling us another? One answer is that we develop the ability to identify the correct answer from reflection on past experiences. Such reflection enables better self-knowledge of what voices there are within us and how much weight to give to them. From reflecting on the circumstances when we have been right, and wrong, in the past, we can get better at telling which of the voices to most listen to. We can also listen to others and who might have experience that is relevant to us.
Mencius’s 2A2 discussion of the unperturbed mind provides an example of someone who is presenting the benefits of his experience. When one’s mind is roiled with personal ambition, with fear over possible failure, exhilaration over success, or anxiety over success that raises one up to greater heights from which to fall the next time, one might be very interested to hear from someone who says, as Mencius does, that he has attained peace within himself through identifying with the right, with something larger than himself, so that he feels as if his body’s vital energies (qi) have become so vast and flood-like that it fills the space between Heaven and earth. Much of what Mencius does with the kings he visits is to make them more receptive to the voices within the mind that might otherwise go unnoticed, to make them more aware of what these voices are and their importance to the individual’s life, the individual’s relationships to others, and to human life in general. This is part of what it means to si 思, to reflect, in the 6A passages.

5 Reflecting on the Pleasure of Feeding the Sprouts
Part of Mencius’s strategy for making kings more receptive to their quiet voices is to guide them to reflect on the pleasure of tending to the people’s needs and of becoming aware of their responses to one’s efforts. In 1A2, Mencius says that the ancients shared their le 樂 (joy, pleasure) with their people and doing so experienced genuine or full joy. In 1B1, Mencius hears that King Xuan enjoys music and gets him to acknowledge that it is better to enjoy music with others than by oneself and better still to enjoy it with many others than with few. Mencius then asks the King to imagine his subjects hearing a musical performance in the court, but their attitude is to question why the king’s fondness for music should make life so hard for them, how it results in family members becoming separated and scattered. The reason for their attitude is that the king does not share his enjoyment with his subjects. By contrast, Mencius asks the king to imagine his subjects reacting joyfully upon hearing a musical performance. They take joy because the king has shared his enjoyment with them.
Mencius is guiding the kings to be more receptive to their duan voices through the prospect of the pleasure they would experience if they acted upon their duan. Underlying this strategy is a view about how growth towards the ethical might be an inborn disposition. Though we are not born automatically disposed to display the full ethical excellences, the direction of ethical growth is laid out by what we find will give us the fullest pleasure, if we only act on the duan and see what we experience. In fact, if growth toward the ethical is built into our natures in this way, we can see why growth is contingent and uncertain, very much a matter of the help and guidance we get from others as well as the decisions we make. If we receive proper guidance from others, and if we choose to act on the duan rather than on the small part of the self, we will be drawn toward the ethical by the pleasure we experience. But these things might not happen, and we will not know that kind of pleasure but only the lesser ones.
This interpretation of the role of pleasure in Mencius’s conception of how ethical growth is implanted in human nature is supported by two key passages. 6A7 suggests that li 理 (pattern, order) and yi 義 (righteousness) please our hearts just as meat pleases our mouths. In contemporary terms, the pleasure we take in reflecting on order and righteousness, especially as we ponder them as realized in our own actions, may result in a “feedback loop mechanism:” as we act on our sprouts and reflect on what we have done, we take pleasure, and this motivates further action to nurture the sprouts. This mechanism helps to explain why in 2A6 Mencius describes knowing how to fill out the sprouts as like a fire starting up or a spring breaking through a hole in the ground.
To be clear: I am not equating Mencius’s Confucianism with a kind of hedonism, under which the ultimate end of ethical activity is pleasure, no matter how special that pleasure is. But neither does it seem right to say that it is merely contingently attached to ethical activity, something that just happens to give extra motivation to be ethical. One of the ways in which pleasure is more tightly connected to the nature of the activity is through its apparent epistemic function: just as the experience of pain says, “Stop doing that!” so the experience of pleasure says, “Keep on doing that!” Of course, the message may be overridden because the activity that pain accompanies may be necessary for some compensating benefit, or the activity that accompanies pleasure may bring about greater harm on balance. But the basic messages of pain and pleasure have to be overridden for such reasons. Pain and pleasure are signals as to which activities are good for us or not. Another way that pleasure is more tightly connected to the activity it accompanies is that the activity may lend to the pleasure its identity as the kind of pleasure it is. As noted earlier, the word translated as pleasure or joy in Mencius’s saying that only the virtuous have (full or genuine) joy or pleasure is le. The connotation of this word is closer to contentment rather than the sort of pleasure one gets from satisfaction of sensual appetites. It is clear that the le one gets from feeding the sprouts is far superior to whatever pleasure is gained from the sensual appetites. In 7A4, Mengzi says that all the ten-thousand things are within me. To examine oneself and find that one is sincere—there is no greater joy (反身而誠，樂莫大焉).
In Mencius 4A27, where Mencius says that the core of human-heartedness is serving one’s parents and the core of righteousness is following one’s elder brother, it is also said that the core of music (yue 樂) is in being content (le 樂) with these two things.When there is [contentment], they grow; when they grow, how can they be stopped? When they come to the point where they cannot be stopped, then, without realizing it, one’s feet begin to step in time to them and one’s hands begin to dance them out. (Adapted from Bloom 2009: 84).

Combined with the 2A2 discussion of the unperturbed mind, we may say that the contentment of le involves a reflective element—an inward-looking affirmation that one is aligned with the right. One abides in what is right and with the dao (the Way) because one’s most urgent concerns rest in realization of the dao. Once one has done one’s utmost to realize those concerns, one can simply accept whatever else happens that is beyond one’s control. This seems to be the import of the discussion of courage in 2A2, where Zengzi is cited as quoting Confucius: “If, on looking inward (自反), I find that I am not upright, I must be in fear of even a poor fellow in coarse clothing. If, on looking inward, I find that I am upright, I may proceed against thousands and tens of thousands” (Bloom 2009: 29). If accorded priority, the desires of the “greater” parts of the self can enable one to move and “dance” with the music of Heaven even when some of that music means adversity. When one values something larger than the self, one has a perspective within which one can accept whatever happens with contentment and tranquility. The desires of the greater parts of the self constitute a source of abiding and robust satisfaction, different in kind from the momentary satisfaction of the sensual appetites.

6 The Difference Between Reflection and Reasoning
Let me explain why I have used two words, ‘reflection’ and ‘reasoning,’ to talk about cognitive aspects of the duan. Reflection is the more general category of thinking, and includes reasoning. Reasoning, to the extent that it is distinguished from reflection, needs to take a more or less definite form, deviation from which results in a mistaken inference. Reasoning in this sense in the Mencius is analogical. It is starting with a case in which one is confident that one has arrived at the right conclusion or done the right thing and then applying a similar conclusion to a new case because the two cases are relevantly similar. This sort of reasoning is a straightforward extension of a typical use of shi 是and fei 非 to identify or to compare actions, events, or qualities of persons under certain categories (lei 類). The rule that governs analogical reasoning is that inferences from the conclusion of one case can be transferred to cases that are alike in all relevantly similar respects. Examples include the aforementioned analogy between the case in which fleeing for fifty paces rather than one hundred is still fleeing and the 1B3 case of King Hui’s halfway human-hearted policies that let his subjects starve still being failures to be human-hearted. Analogical inferences are invalid when the two cases being analogized have some relevant dissimilarity that pertains to the conclusion drawn in the second case. Examples in the Mencius include the 4A17 case of touching one’s sister-in-law to save her life. The analogical inference that one may set aside ritual propriety to save the world is invalid because saving the world requires ritual propriety rather than setting it aside.
I use ‘reflection’ as the equivalent of si 思, but I mean it to have a pretty wide scope and to cover much of the thinking described earlier: remembering and sorting through one’s past experiences and as a result concluding that a kind of activity has afforded pleasure in the sense of contentment; and comparing this kind of activity to others in one’s memory and judging it to be preferable to the relentless pursuit of sensual pleasure because it provides a sense of tranquility and ability to accept vicissitude. Reflection includes the realization that one has dispositions that could develop into ethical excellence, and that achieving it may involve coming into harmony with an order in the world that includes but is not limited to the normative order for human beings. In contrast to analogical reasoning, reflection need not take fixed form. It need not be an inference based on relevant similarities, or even if involves that, it can involve wider forms of thought. It can be an examination of one’s past experiences, how one felt when having them and how one feels about them now, and it can conclude with an identification of what is most important in one’s life, or of the most important capabilities and potentials in one’s self that one should further develop, as in Mencius’s 6A14 discussion of the need to develop the great part of one’s person rather than the small part. Reflection can take place while one is exploring what it is like to live in a certain way. Mencius is often appealing to his kingly audience to act on rightness and see what it feels like. The process of growing the sprouts is a matter of exploring, feeling, recognizing what one is feeling, and identifying the implications for one’s life of activities one might not have engaged in before. Reflecting on the results of one’s exploration can simultaneously be a matter of feeling what one has never felt before. Vividly realizing the importance of developing the greater part of oneself can bring with it an appreciation of the contentment one is now feels.
The fact that reflection need not take any fixed form may arouse the worry that this is a purely subjective form of thinking that validates whatever seems right to the agent. However, the conclusions of reflection are subject to critical interrogation. For example, consider Mencius’s assertion that aligning oneself with the right will provide a unique peace of mind that comes with commitment to something larger than oneself. While I believe there is much wisdom in this assertion, it arguably needs qualification. For one thing, to attain this peace of mind, one must be confident that one has done all that can be reasonably be asked on behalf of the right. Among thoughtful people who are honest with themselves, such confidence may not be so easily forthcoming. Even if one has attained such confidence, one might wonder whether peace of mind is dependent on belief that the moral order is part of a larger order in the world (in Mencius’s case, this is belief in tiandao 天道 or Heaven’s Way) that will assure its eventual realization.4
Mencius does not say whether si covers the kind of thinking that is involved in the exercise of quan 權 (discretion), so let me just stipulate that I mean quan to be covered under the category of reflection. Here the reflection would be on values in putative conflict, and the question posed as to whether there is some way to at least partly honor all the values in conflict, and if not, then which value is to be given priority. In the 5A3 case of what Shun did for (and to) his brother Xiang after Xiang tried to kill him, Shun found a way to honor the value of love for his brother (by giving him a fiefdom, and at the same time, by appointing officials to administer the fiefdom Shun protected the subjects of the fiefdom). Finding a way to honor values that apparently conflict and also choosing which value has priority are both illustrated by the 7A35 case in which Mencius addresses the hypothetical case of what Shun would have done if his father had killed a man. Mencius says that Shun would not have interfered with the arrest of his father by the Minister of Justice, but then Shun would have abdicated his throne and fled with his father. Not interfering with the arrest is in accord with Shun’s duty as king to honor justice, but abdicating and then fleeing with his father is in accord with the higher priority over public justice that a son has.
The kind of reflecting involved in the exercise of discretion involves creative imagination because it requires one to imagine what possible actions are available that might honor values in apparent conflict. One salutary effect of Mencius’ discussion of the Shun stories is the highlighting of an important feature of many moral problems in real life. Too many of the problems moral philosophers consider are of the type where one is given a fixed array of options and asked to identify which option is right. But in actual life, the options are often not pre-defined, and the task at hand is rather to think of the different possible things one might do, with an eye toward thinking of a feasible action that realizes apparently incompatible desiderata, for example.

7 Feeling Interweaving with Reflection and Reasoning
My interpretation of Mencian moral development has evolved over time, but one constant has been my desire to make room for reciprocal influence between reflection and reasoning on the one hand and feeling on the other. In his conversations with kings, Mencius urges them to experience the pleasures of providing for their people and earning their loyalty through engendering their trust. This urging is a product of reflection, but is itself born from the experience of feeling the contentment of accumulating righteousness. Thus feeling and reflection and reasoning can interact and give rise to one another.
One story in the Mencius that brings reflection, analogical reasoning, and feeling all into play at the same time is Mencius’s conversation with King Xuan about his sparing the ox. As already indicated, Mencius gets the king to recall the time he spared the ox partly in order to impress upon him that he has the capacity for compassion, which he can extend to his subjects. But it is also clear that Mencius is trying to get the king to actually feel compassion for his subjects and to enact policies that will greatly improve their welfare.
In some of my earlier work on Mencius (1991, 2002) I have suggested that Mencius was trying to transform or extend King Xuan’s feeling in such a way that he would feel compassion for his subjects where he lacked such feeling before. Mencius’s method was not to appeal to logical consistency. To point out that the king was being inconsistent in feeling for the ox but not for his people wouldn’t necessarily make him feel for his people. He might regret feeling for the ox or simply not care about being inconsistent. And for reasons detailed earlier, I do not think that Mencian moral development is simply a matter of letting natural emotional capacities unfold.
In my earlier work (1991, 2002), I argued that Mencius exploits the analogy between the king’s response to the suffering ox and the suffering he could prevent for his people so that the feeling of compassion, which includes the body’s readiness to respond, comes to incorporate seeing his people’s suffering as a reason to spare them. Mencius deploys the analogy to bring home to the king that he has a reason to change his policies to benefit his people. The hope is that the compassion for the ox will flow to the people via the recognition of his people’s suffering as a reason to act.
Let me discuss two criticisms of this earlier interpretation. While agreeing that the natural compassion needs to develop and broaden in scope, Emily McRae argues that it is not through analogy to the ox’s suffering that Mencius attempts to develop King Xuan’s compassion. She cites 7A45, where Mencius says that the junzi 君子 (exemplary person who possesses full-blown ethical excellence) is someone who has ai 愛 for wu 物 (concern for living things) but is not ren or human-hearted toward them. She concludes from this that it was wrong for the king to have spared the ox: “[t]he king’s moral responses are out of balance; he has compassion for an animal and indifference for his people. He has, in a sense, overshot the mark, since he gives a more intimate response than the occasion warrants …” (McRae 2011: 593). Now I agree that there is something wrong about the king’s feeling compassion for the ox and not for his people, and it is not just logical inconsistency. He has even more reason to spare his people. However, Mencius does not say in 1A7 that the king lacked a reason to spare the ox. He says that the way of the junzi in regard to animals is that if he sees them alive, he cannot bear to see them die, and if he hears their cries, then he cannot bear to eat their flesh. And so the junzi stays far away from the kitchen. The implication is that the king did the right thing once having seen the ox’s suffering.
The argument from analogy is not an improper one. However, I never claimed that argument from analogy alone would enable the king to feel compassion for his people. The analogy serves to remind the king of the strong reason he has to save his people, stronger than the reason to save the ox. But reminding the king that the people’s suffering is a reason for him to spare them does not ensure that he will feel that reason. My earlier explanation never fully satisfied me because there is a gap in it. The king might recognize a reason to spare his people suffering, but how does he feel it through such recognition?
The second criticism of my interpretation I would like to address is Philip J. Ivanhoe’s (2002). Like McRae and me, Ivanhoe thinks that the Mencius is trying to get the king to do some real work with his feelings. He reads me as saying that to some degree Mencian extension involves offering some general abstract reason to relieve suffering. In 1991, I grant that my interpretation could be taken that way, but by 2002, I make it clear that it should not be read that way. Analogical reasoning need not be based on generalizations that specify the relevant similarities that license inference from one case to the other. The inference can be based on a direct comparison between the particular and ethically relevant features of the two cases. Consider Mencius’s example in 2A6 of a manifestation of the duan of compassion: people’s reaction to a child about to fall into a well. It is the child’s suffering and its innocence that provokes the response of alarm and distress. These are features of the case that constitute a reason to help. To accept the analogy between the child-and-the-well case and the case in which a king has reason to prevent his people from starving through adopting the appropriate policies, one need not rely on a generalization to the effect that one has reason to help any innocent person who is suffering or in danger of suffering, even if that generalization is true. One simply needs to judge whether the case of the king’s subjects starving and their having done nothing to deserve such a fate is sufficiently similar to the suffering and innocence of the child about to fall into the well.
To address those who assume that induction and deduction are the only modes of reasoning worthy of the name, let me note my argument elsewhere that this kind of ethical reasoning is a real and helpful alternative to the model of deducing practical conclusions from general principles (Wong 2002). General principles (such as “Maximize the net total of happiness”) are often a lot more controversial and vague than some of the particular recommendations that are deducible from them, such as having a reason to grab a child about to fall into a well or instituting land use policies that would enable one’s subjects to feed their families. If the only way we had of securing epistemic confidence in these more concrete conclusions were through deduction from vague and abstract general principles, we would be in more trouble than we in fact are. The alternative of inference from epistemically secure cases via sufficient similarity allows us to avoid recourse to such controversial principles. The alternative that Mencius offers is also important because the top-down, deduction-from-general-principles approach tends to dominate modern conceptions of ethical reasoning. If one equates ethical reasoning with the top-down model, then one will miss the very real forms of reasoning that pose a constructive alternative.
In offering his own positive interpretation, Ivanhoe rightfully points out that Mencius tries to get him to take the first step by trying to teach the king what the moral sense feels like, what some of its general characteristics are, and how to go about looking for, focusing on, and appreciating it. By getting the king to recollect the ox incident, to exercise his imagination and interpret and understand it, Mencius is trying to get king to understand his true motivation. He is trying to teach the king how to reflect on his feeling of compassion, distinguish it from other feelings and appreciate the special satisfaction associated with it (231). The “analogical resonance” between the ox case and the people case will guide the king to look for, focus on, and appreciate the moral response in the second case.”
To clarify his proposal, Ivanhoe offers an analogy to musical taste. Suppose a major seventh chord is played in isolation repeatedly until the learner can regularly identify the chord. The learner needs no musical theory to do so. Mencius is trying to get the king to experience the chord (compassion) and understand how it differs from other chords, to develop ability to identify and attend to it (focus on it) get a feel for it and appreciate the satisfaction associated with it. Then a variety of different chords are played for the learner, who is then asked to pick out the first chord. She recalls in imagination, the feel of her chord. The imaginative reconstruction resonates with and helps her identify her chord among the range of present stimuli. Ivanhoe grants that there is an analogy based on similarity involved in the learner’s ability to pick out the chord, as there is in Mencius’s teaching the king about compassion. But he claims that recognition of this similarity alone is not what brings the proper feeling in the second case. “Resonance “is what produces the result.
Unfortunately, Ivanhoe never explains what he means by resonance as something over and above resemblance. Another serious problem is that the musical analogy suggests the “chord” of compassion for his people is already there in the king’s mind and that his task is to pick it out and appreciate it after having heard the “chord” in the ox case. But this implies that he already feels compassion for his people and that he merely has to recognize it and appreciate it. The better analogy is to get the king to identify the “seventh chord” of compassion in the ox case and to get him to play that chord in himself in response to his people’s suffering. But then the question that goes unanswered in Ivanhoe’s interpretation is how to get the king to play that chord in that case, to get him to feel compassion if he does not already feel it.
As I have noted, however, my earlier interpretation does not answer that question either. The gap in my explanation is how Mencius tries to get the king to feel the reason he has to save his people. In my most recent work (2015a, b, 2017) I have drawn from the work of psychologists Clore and Ortony (2000). They identify a way in which an object can acquire emotional meaning for a person that it didn’t have before. “Reinstatement,” as they call it, is based on resemblance between features of the past situation that provoked the emotion and those of the present situation. Though Clore and Ortony give this phenomenon a technical name, it is familiar from everyday experience. Many of us have experienced reacting in a certain way to a situation because it resembles a past situation that evoked a similar reaction. A person who’s had a bad automobile accident can become afraid of driving. George Orwell, in an essay on his experience in the Spanish Civil War, writes about deciding not to shoot a soldier on the Fascist side because Orwell spotted him running half-dressed and holding up his trousers with his hands, and in that moment Orwell saw him as a human being rather than the enemy (Orwell 1946: 193). The last case makes the point that a difference in some apparently minor details can steer an agent toward seeing two cases as similar in one way (Orwell saw the half-dressed solider as another vulnerable human being like him) versus a very different way (fully dressed the solider might simply have appeared to Orwell as the enemy to be shot at like other enemies). In his conversation with King Xuan in 1A7, Mencius is presenting the people to their king in their aspect as vulnerable and in need of his protection, rather than, say, as sources of profit.
The cognitive, affective, and motivational underpinnings of reinstatement seem fundamental to the way human beings and other animals navigate the world. We are constantly scanning the environment, consciously and not, for whatever affects what we care about. As Paul Ekman observes, we form databases of themes or variations in the environment that have proven emotionally significant: “we encounter new events that may be interpreted by automatic appraising as similar to a theme or variation stored in the database, and when that happens an emotion is triggered” (Ekman 2008: 47). This is how we learn from experience how to better promote our welfare. All this suggests that the transfer of feeling based on resemblance between past and present situations might have been the psychological mechanism that Mencius was relying upon in getting the king to notice the resemblance between the ox’s suffering and his people’s suffering.
Furthermore, it is significant that Mencius has gotten the king to remember the compassion he felt for the ox. We often re-experience a feeling we had in recalling the past event that elicited it. When Paul Ekman conducted his landmark studies revealing universal expressions for basic human emotions, he got his subjects to experience emotions by asking them to recall the appropriate sort of event that elicited it. For example, to elicit sadness he asked them to remember a time when someone close to them had died (Ekman 2008: 50). As Mencius discusses with the king what his motivation could have been, the king recalls likening the ox’s fear with that of an innocent man going to execution. Thus Mencius is getting the king to feel his compassion for the ox again at the very time he is highlighting the suffering of his people. One is more likely to reinstate an emotion one has experienced in a situation that is similar to the present one if one is in fact prompted to re-call and re-experience the original emotion in the present situation.
Mencius’s conversation with King Xuan about the ox, therefore, could be taken to exemplify his method for extending and shaping the duan feelings. It presupposes the belief that there are certain unlearned moral responses to situations that can be extended to other situations through pointing out the resemblance between them, perhaps most effectively when the past moral responses are being remembered and re-experienced. The features of resemblance constitute reasons for acting in certain ways. This does not mean that reflection by itself produces the change in feeling. Stimulating the re-experiencing of feeling while reflecting on the resemblance may supply the missing factor in producing that change. On the meta-level, what reflection also does, in addition to focusing the mind on the resemblance, is to allow someone like Mencius to discover and employ a method for re-instating and extending a duan feeling.

8 Competing Views on the Role of Reasoning
Eric Hutton argues that perception, intuition, and informed judgment lie at the core of Mencian ethics, with a limited role for reasoning. Sagely judgment is a kind of connoisseurship of intuition consisting in deepening one’s sensitivity to one’s spontaneous duan impulses and rooting out what one really wants by nature (Hutton 2002: 175). All the sage’s judgments simply rest on a feeling that this is simply the right way to act, without this judgment itself being product of reasoning about why such behavior is right. On the other interpretative side, Myeong-Seok Kim argues for the presence in the Mencius of a kind of pure practical reason that is unconnected to the moral emotions. The source of this pure reason is in the fourth duan of shifei responses that allows us to distinguish “right actions from wrong ones, a benevolent character from a selfish one, a shameful deed from an estimable one, and so forth” (Kim 2014: 54).
I have important points of agreement with both Hutton and Kim. Mencius’s conception of moral judgment does involve a large dose of moral intuitionism. That another’s suffering gives us reason to act, that accepting food offered with abuse is shameful are examples of perceptions or judgments that are intuited and are implanted by tian in the human mind. Analogical reasoning extends the scope of moral judgment through tracking resemblances between the situations that give rise to sprout intuitions and new situations. But it is obviously dependent on the sprout intuitions for its baseline cases.
Notice, however, that Hutton focuses only on reasoning as the alternative to an intuitionism that tries to get to the bottom of what we really want by nature. His conception of reasoning requires that it have a methodical or stepwise character (Hutton 2002: n. 37, 185). Focusing exclusively on thinking that is reasoning in this sense can lead us to neglect informal, less constrained forms of reflection that interweave with feeling in the ways I have described. Reflection leads one to distinguish the pleasures of contentment from the momentary satisfaction of sensual appetites, and helps us to find joy and contentment in the ethical life. There is a great deal of reflection that goes into Mencius’s conception of the moral life. His very belief in the existence of the sprout impulses is supported by a matrix of beliefs about the place of humanity in the world and its relation to tian. Reflection, in part based on this matrix of beliefs, along with beliefs about what it takes to develop the sprout impulses further, guides Mencius’s rhetorical strategies in his conversations with kings. Such beliefs ground his appreciation for the power of feeling that informs and is at the same time guided by reflection.
I clearly have points of agreement with Kim. He rightly appreciates the deployment of analogical reasoning in the Mencius and the importance of the relatively neglected shifei duan. However, to get to his conclusion that the fourth duan responses involve no feeling he has to assume a dichotomy between reason and feeling, as is made clear by his saying “that one is expected to provide a reason for taking a position about whether an action is right or wrong, and that normally one provides one’s best reason when requested to do so, in turn shows that shifei zhi xin, or one’s taking a position about the rightness (shi 是) or wrongness (fei 非) of a certain action, is a voluntary judgment rather than a feeling” (Kim 2014: 57). Kim’s phrase “rather than” betrays his assumption that a voluntary judgment cannot be a feeling at the same time.
One reason for this “either/or” assumption is the further assumption that the function of practical reason is to step back from and stand above various moral feelings that may sway us this way or that way and issue a dispassionate judgment. To adjudicate between the respectfulness and reverence that underlie ritual propriety and the compassion that underlies one’s desire to save one’s sister-in-law, Kim assumes we need a dispassionate reason that is not under the grip of any of these feelings. He grants the possibility that a sage or exemplary person could have feelings and desires that are so perfectly balanced and in accord with the Way so that no dispassionate reason is required to adjudicate between excessive or unruly feelings and desires. But it is excessively optimistic, he holds, to rely on such an ideal. Ordinary people need cool dispassionate reason to correct the distortions that strong, out-of-balance emotions cause (Kim 2014: 67).
In this case excessive optimism may be in the eye of the beholder, dependent on one’s philosophical commitments. It seems dubious to me that ordinary people have much greater access to dispassionate reason than to well-balanced feeling and desire. To hold that there is a practical reason that can detach from and stand above all desire and feeling and occupy some neutral standpoint, and moreover, to hold that from that neutral standpoint it is able to form the correct judgment as to how conflicting desires and feelings ought to be balanced, is to me something that would be too much to expect from the sage, much less the ordinary person. Such an ideal is philosophically suspect insofar as it promises to deliver substantive moral and evaluative judgment from a transcendent and neutral standpoint. This is a fundamental philosophical disagreement between Kim and me. Both our stances provide examples of how interpretations of Mencius are guided by the interpreter’s deepest philosophical commitments.

9 Conclusion
From my perspective there is an appealing alternative to the ideal of dispassionate reason: reflection and reasoning helping to shape feeling, and feeling informing reflection and reasoning. This alternative includes recognition of the epistemic role of pleasure as a signal that one is doing something good for the self. Feelings focus our attention and therefore our reflection and reasoning. They help organize our perceptions of the world and some of them constitute feedback from the world as to whether we are doing what is good for our selves. None of this is incompatible with recognizing that reflection and reasoning can ground critique of what we are feeling, but that reflection and reasoning is itself inevitably informed by feeling. Of course, we must be aware of the potentially biasing effects of strong feeling, but the suitable remedy is not to attain a perspective of no feeling at all but rather a stance from which one has experienced all the relevant feelings appropriate to have about the situation at hand, in due measure.
It is such an ideal that animates the Mencius. It is of a person whose desires, feelings, and reflective and reasoning capacities are all aligned with each other and with the world. There is a fit between the whole person and the world. The 2A2 discussion of the unperturbed mind portrays a person who does not fear and is content as long as the person is aligned with the right, not only in intellect but whose qi fills the space between Heaven and earth. The full meaning of this is mysterious, but at the very least it suggests a person whose body and spirit, desire, feelings and intellect are aligned with each other and with tian and its order for the world. In several other passages, the ideal is of being at ease with the world, where one’s feelings and desires reflect a proper responsiveness to good order in the world. Consider the passage in 4B26 about the desirability of a kind of wisdom that is unforced, like Yu diverting the flood by taking advantage of the natural direction of water: “If the wise would also direct their thoughts in a way that was unforced, then their wisdom would also be great indeed” (Bloom 2009: 92).
Consider the passionate portrayal of Shun in 5A1 on why, after having ascended to the kingship he went to the fields weeping and crying out to merciful Heaven: “But because he was not in harmony with his parents, Shun was like a poor man with no home to return to” (Bloom 2009: 98). It seems odd to picture that layered above this passionately filial son is a dispassionate intellect that will arbitrate between his filiality and his felt love and sense of duty to his people as a whole. If Shun did the right thing in continuing to love his brother despite his attempted crimes and in protecting his people from his brother’s bad tendencies, it was because Shun’s feelings and desires and his assessment of his duties to his brother and his people were all in due proportion to the order of tian. It was because he loved his brother and his people in due proportion that he found a way to balance his duties to them all. And finally consider in this regard 7A1: “By fully developing one’s mind, one knows one’s nature. Knowing one’s nature, one knows Heaven” (Bloom 2009: 144).
With all that said, I am not saying that I agree with the Mencius’s very substantive metaphysical/moral assumptions about human harmony with tian. I accept a lot from Mencius, but can’t go that far. I believe there is not a lot of harmony between tian and human moral aspiration, but I also believe that we must find our way in an inhospitable world with reflection and reasoning that is interwoven with feeling, and the Mencius is a rich source for thinking about what this way might be like.5
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Footnotes
1I have consulted the Chinese version of the text at http://​ctext.​org/​mengzi, and in most cases have adopted with some revision the translation of Irene Bloom with editing from P.J. Ivanhoe (Bloom 2009).

 

2For the purposes of this chapter, I needn’t get into the important controversies over translating renxing as “human nature.” I believe it is acceptable to do so as long as one is not importing an essentialist connotation into the translation. I follow Kwong-loi Shun’s suggestion that renxing can be glossed as “certain characteristic features of human beings that are particularly conspicuous, pervasive, and difficult to alter, without necessarily having the connotation of what is essential as opposed to accidental” (Shun 1997: 185). This characterization is consistent with the Chinese tendency to see things in relational and dynamic terms, a tendency that is not congenial to thinking of things as having essential properties (Ames 1991, 2002).

 

3The “helpers” and “hinderers” were animated geometrical figures with “googly” eyes or puppets of kittens and puppies.

 

4For further elaboration of this kind of critique of the Mencian view, see Wong 2013.

 

5My thanks to Xiao Yang and two reviewers for suggestions on the previous version.
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1 Introduction
In this chapter I discuss several important issues in Mencius’s moral psychology.1 I begin with some methodological thoughts about how to study emotions in Mencius and ancient China in general, and then move on to a discussion of Mencius’s conception of four sprouts (siduan 四端). Specifically, I argue that moral emotions in Mencius are best interpreted as a kind of “concern-based construals,” and show how they are conceptually distinguished from both desire and behavioral dispositions. Next, I delineate the unique character of shifei zhi xin 是非之心, one of the four sprouts, as moral judgment, and I discuss how the other three sprouts as moral emotions are related with shifei zhi xin under the rubric of the relationship between reason and emotion in the Mencius. Finally, I examine previous interpretations of the Mencian notion of emotional extension (tui 推) and conclude the chapter with some ideas and brief suggestions about how to cultivate ethical emotions in the context of the Mencius.

2 Emotion in Ancient China
One of the most crucial concepts in Mencius’s moral philosophy is undoubtedly “four sprouts,” and the Mencian “sprouts” are often understood to be “feelings” or “emotions.” We might say that the concept of emotion constitutes a key component in Mencius’s moral psychology, but we cannot go very far on this topic until a clear definition of emotion is provided. What is emotion, according to Mencius? Or, does he even have a conception of emotion? People who answer negatively to the last question often presuppose that the English term “emotion” makes sense only in a particular intellectual and historical context of the West, and that for this reason Mencius could not have any conception of emotion despite the numerous instances of joy, sorrow, anger, compassion, shame, and so forth that we seem to find in the Mencius.2
However, this view faces objections on two fronts. First, it seems that “we” (in the sense of “we, philosophers in the West”) have no consensus about what emotion really is; what we actually have is only a series of very general and vague definitions of emotion. For example, one of the definitions of emotion found in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is the following: “any agitation or disturbance of mind, feeling, passion; any vehement or excited mental state.”3 However, given that “mind, feeling, and passion” are different psychological entities or phenomena, how could we call all of these three radically different kinds of disturbances “emotions”? In addition, the OED says that emotion is “a mental ‘feeling’ or ‘affection’ (e.g. of pleasure or pain, desire or aversion, surprise, hope or fear, etc.), as distinguished from cognitive or volitional states of consciousness (ibid.),” but is emotion sharply distinguishable from cognition and volition? (Think about your anger that you have been humiliated by somebody for no reason and your related desire to strike back.)
Second, although we have no consensus about the nature of emotion, we normally do not encounter any serious objections to using that term to refer to such psychological phenomena as joy, anger, sorrow, fear, affection (in the sense of warm liking or fondness), aversion, and desire. Actually, some ancient Chinese authors singled out this very set of emotions from their larger repertoire of emotional phenomena and collectively called them “seven emotions” (qiqing 七情) (Liji 禮記 1995: 607). Now, based on this fact that we hardly share any settled view of emotions (or at least have several competing views of emotions) while experiencing virtually no difficulty in referring to a set of psychological phenomena as “emotions,” we could safely assume that Mencius might also have a certain view of emotion, which may or may not overlap with our views of emotion.

3 Mencius’s View of Emotion
Our next question should, then, be: What does Mencius think emotion is? One way to study the ancient Chinese conception of emotion in general is to identify an umbrella term that might have been used by ancient Chinese authors in referring to the general conception of emotion and study its usages. Sinologists usually pick qing for such a term (e.g. Harbsmeier 2004; Eifring 2004), and according to Christoph Harbsmeier, qing 情 in the pre-Buddhist context can mean any of the following: (1) the basic facts of a matter, (2) underlying and basic dynamic factors, (3) basic popular sentiments/responses, (4) general basic instincts/propensities, (5) essential sensibilities and sentiments viewed as commendable, (6) basic motivation/attitude, (7) personal deep convictions, responses, and feelings (Harbsmeier 2004: 71). In the Mencius, we find qing 情 used in similar ways: while referring to ‘characteristic features,’ ‘facts,’ or ‘reality’ about a certain thing or a situation (3A4 and 4B18), qing 情 also seems to designate the four moral sprouts (6A6) or the affective attitudes of liking and disliking (haowu 好惡) (6A8).
However, the term qing 情 only occurs four times throughout the Mencius, and this is far less than adequate for explicating Mencius’s view of emotion. In order to have a clear understanding of Mencius’s view of emotion, we need an in-depth analysis of his concept of four sprouts. And as I will argue below, Mencius’s ethical sprouts, except for shifei zhi xin 是非之心, which I think is a moral judgment rather than a feeling, are best interpreted as a kind of concern-based construals, an idea originally proposed by Robert Roberts as a theory of emotion (Roberts 1988).
According to Roberts, an emotion is a particular way in which things present themselves to the person who feels that emotion, and one’s construal of things in a certain situation—i.e., the particular way in which one interprets the situation one is in—is largely determined by one’s primary long-term or short-term concerns in the situation in question (Kim 2010: 408). One reason why I prefer this view of emotion as the best interpretation of Mencius’s ethical sprouts such as ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 (compassion), xiuwu zhi xin 羞惡之心 (shame and dislike), and gongjing zhi xin 恭敬之心 (respect) is that these emotions belong to the category of emotions sometimes called “higher cognitive emotions.” Higher cognitive emotions refer to those emotions that contain some sort of propositional thought as a key component. For example, if a person felt compassion for a child about to fall into a well (2A6), that feeling involves the idea that an innocent being is endangered; and if someone was given food in an insulting manner and got mad (6A10), his anger involves the thought that he did not get the respect that he thinks he deserves. And if one felt respect for somebody, this feeling contains one’s evaluative thought that that person deserves respectful treatment due to his seniority (6A5) or his moral or political achievements (2A1).

4 Compassion (惻隱之心) as a Concern-Based Construal
The higher cognitive emotions are contrasted with basic emotions or what Paul Ekman called “affect programs,” viz. surprise, anger, fear, disgust, sadness, and joy. As Paul Griffiths puts it, “the central idea of affect program theory is that emotional responses are complex, coordinated, and automated. They are complex because they involve several elements. These are usually taken to include (a) expressive facial changes, (b) musculoskeletal responses such as flinching and orienting, (c) expressive vocal changes, (d) endocrine system changes and consequent changes in the level of hormones, and (e) autonomic nervous system change. […] The affect program responses are coordinated because the various elements occur together in recognizable patterns or sequences. They are automated because they unfold in this coordinated fashion without the need for conscious direction. [...] [And] affect programs are adaptive responses to events that have a particular ecological significance for the organism.” (Griffiths 1997: 77, 89).
That is to say, emotions like surprise, fear, anger, and disgust are natural and pan-cultural emotions developed over a long period of evolutionary history of human beings as special-purpose mechanisms to deal with “universal human predicaments” or “fundamental life tasks” (D’Arms and Jacobson 2003: 138). For instance, the fear response is adapted to detect dangers, and the disgust response to guard against noxious or unhealthy objects; and both affective responses are normally accompanied by distinct sets of automatic and coordinated facial, musculoskeletal, and physiological changes. Now, one might view Mencius’s ethical sprouts such as compassion as similar entities to affect programs, because compassion (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心) in Mencius seems to be a spontaneous response with certain physiological changes that might have evolved to promote the flourishing of the human species by helping its survival.
Specifically, in Mencius 2A6 Mencius says that anyone who suddenly sees a child in danger of falling into a well would feel chuti ceyin zhi xin 怵惕惻隱之心, which is the full name of Mencius’s first sprout. Traditional commentators often gloss chuti 怵惕 as kongju 恐懼 (fear and alarm) or jinghai 驚駭 (alarm and surprise).4 If one accepts this reading, one might guess that Mencius’s first sprout contains the component of alarm and surprise that very likely involves certain bodily and physiological changes such as flinching, widened eyes, and increased heart rate, and this component comes very close to the affect programs of fear and surprise that we have seen above. Moreover, one’s alarm and surprise at the endangered child in Mencius’s story seem to be the expression of affect programs naturally encoded in mature human beings, because being behaviorally protective of the younger and therefore weaker members of the human species has clear adaptive advantage to the species in general (Kim 2010: 414).
However, this is not the whole story about the first Mencian sprout, because the other component of it, viz. ceyin 惻隱, means a painful feeling and it arguably involves a propositional thought that the object to which one’s painful feeling is directed is in danger or suffering a misfortune. In order to see that this is the case, we need to examine Mencius 1A7, in which King Xuan 宣 of Qi 齊 is said to have saved an ox from being killed for a sacrificial ceremony. In a conversation with Mencius, King Xuan says that the reason why he saved the ox was that he could not bear to see its cowering like an innocent man going to the execution ground. In the original text, the author of this passage makes the king say this twice using the word “buren (不忍),” which means “cannot endure,” and Mencius rephrases this remark by replacing “buren” with another verb “yin (隱),” which is the same character as the “yin” of “ceyin 惻隱” and here means “being pained.”
Grammatically, “buren” and “yin” in this passage both take as their objects a full sentence describing a subject’s behavior or its situation,5 and this shows that the feeling of unbearableness or pain here is neither a simple feeling of one’s bodily pain nor an affect program unmediated by language, but a higher cognitive emotion that involves the thought that the object of one’s painful feeling is in danger or suffering a great difficulty through no fault of its own. Moreover, we can also see that this construal of King Xuan’s is based on his sympathetic concern for the wellbeing of a sentient being, for otherwise his construal would have produced no feeling at all or would have made him even feel pleasant if he had been a sadist interested in watching other beings suffering. In my view, these facts that ceyin zhi xin involves a propositional thought and that this thought is in turn based on one’s sympathetic concern for the intentional object of one’s painful feeling enable us to conclude that ceyin zhi xin in the Mencius should be considered as a concern-based construal.
Now what about the other component of Mencius’s first sprout mentioned above, namely chuti, which is often glossed as alarm and surprise and could refer to a special-purpose affective mechanism that has been developed to contribute to the survival of the human species? My view is that even if we agree that chuti really refers to such an affect program, being mentioned only once throughout the text, it cannot be at the center of Mencius’s thought on compassion. In 2A6 Mencius says that anyone who suddenly sees a child about to fall into a well and goes to its rescue does not do so out of selfish motives but rather from compassion, and this remark implies that compassion as a motive behind one’s action of saving the child is ethically approved for its altruistic nature. In this light, the affect program of alarm and surprise does not seem to be a core element of the first sprout of Mencius’s, because it is not subject to ethical approval or disapproval. In other words, since this component is largely a pre-linguistic, automatic response that does not involve such concepts as self versus others or self-interest as opposed to altruism (Kim 2010: 414–415), it cannot be considered as an ethical motive that makes the Mencian moral sprout good (shan 善), and therefore is not counted as a core element of ceyin zhi xin.

5 Respect (恭敬之心) as Distinguished from Desire and Behavioral Disposition
So far I have argued that compassion in the Mencius is best interpreted as a concern-based construal, which is a kind of higher cognitive emotion contrasted with affect programs or basic emotions. We can say that this is also the case for the other two sprouts of Mencius’s, viz. respect (gongjing zhi xin 恭敬之心) and shame and dislike (xiuwu zhi xin 羞惡之心). That is, respect can be interpreted as a construal of somebody as worthy of one’s esteem or admiration due to such factors as seniority (6A5) or political or moral achievements (2A1), and this construal in turn is based upon one’s sincere belief in the importance of these factors and the importance of respectable people’s being treated properly.6 Similarly, one can be seriously concerned about being in a humiliating situation, and such a person would feel shame or dislike when he finds it disgraceful (for instance, in the case of a charioteer) to compromise his rules of proper driving in order to help an inexperienced archer catch more game than he could have done by following the rules (3B1).
A crucial point about these Mencian sprouts as ethical emotions is that they are not to be considered as some sort of desires or behavioral dispositions towards virtuous acts. I call this kind of interpretation an “inclinational view” of the four sprouts, and Angus Graham has originally proposed such a view (Graham 2002). According to him, Mencius’s moral sprouts are “incipient moral impulses” or “spontaneous inclinations” toward virtuous acts, and there exists a certain kind of feedback system between one’s moral inclinations and her acts: One’s virtuous acts nurture their corresponding moral inclinations by satisfying the moral appetites of those inclinations, and as one’s moral inclinations grow bigger and bigger through the accumulation of virtuous acts, they provide stronger and stronger motivations for virtuous acts (Kim 2014b: 232). The context of the Mencius does allow us to postulate this kind of moral desire. However, my view is that moral desire should be distinguished from the Mencian sprouts such as compassion and respect, because this distinction has important implications for our reconstruction of the Mencian theory of moral cultivation.
David Nivison has specifically suggested that respect, the third Mencian sprout, is a kind of disposition or desire comparable to thirst. In 6A5, while disputing whether morality (yi 義) is internal or external, Mengjizi (Gaozi’s disciple) argues that morality is external for the following reason: one usually respects one’s elder brother, but at a village ceremony one has to pour wine first to a villager who is older than one’s brother; and one usually respects one’s uncle rather than one’s younger brother, but one should respect one’s younger brother when he takes the position of impersonator at a sacrifice to ancestors. However, Gongduzi (Mencius’s disciple) argues that these points actually show the internality of morality, because they are similar to one’s drinking hot water in winter and drinking cool water in summer. In Nivison’s view, what Gongduzi means by this analogy is that just as thirst is one’s inner disposition or desire to drink something to satisfy one’s thirst, respect is basically one’s inner disposition or desire to respect those who deserve one’s respect (Nivison 1996b: 165; Kim 2014b: 236).
However, Gongduzi actually never mentions thirst in the original text, and there is an important conceptual distinction between desire and respect that makes it difficult to ascribe this interpretation to Gongduzi. It is important to point out that one’s desire always involves (1) an evaluative thought about the goodness or desirability of its intentional object, and (2) a wish that the object should come into one’s possession or continue to be in one’s possession. In contrast, the feeling of respect for elders (or those who are respectable) involves a different kind of evaluation. In other words, whereas one’s desire, say, for a good food is a wish that one had that food accompanied by the evaluation that this food is good, one’s respect for an elderly person involves the evaluation that this man deserves respect. That is, the kind of value that one’s desire finds in its intentional object—i.e. goodness or desirability—is different from that found by respect—i.e. the quality of deserving respect or esteem, and this shows that respect is a different kind of psychological entity from desire.7
Another version of the inclinational view of respect has been proposed by Donald Munro. According to him, every organism has a “constancy” as part of its nature (xing 性), and the “constancy” here refers to regularly appearing acts or dispositions in an organism such as eating for animals or growing leaves for trees. In the case of human beings, they have a set of constants that distinguish humans from the beasts, and compassion and respect are among those unique human constants. Moreover, Munro argues that compassion and respect as dispositions to do compassionate and respectful behaviors are not ethically right or wrong in themselves, just as we do not judge whether our biological drives for food or sleep are ethically right or wrong. Just as our natural inclinations to eat or sleep can be expressed as appropriate or inappropriate actions, depending on the circumstance and the degree to which we act on those inclinations, compassion and respect always require the evaluating mind (xin 心) to examine the situation in question and guide them properly in order for their behavioral expressions to be ethically right actions (Munro 1969: 67–76).
However, this does not seem to be a correct view of respect for two reasons. First, if respect in the Mencius refers to a tendency to do a respectful behavior, then this tendency becomes the only motive for one’s respectful treatment of others. However, in 1A6 we have Mencius commenting about King Xiang 襄 of Liang 梁 that the king did not look like a ruler at all and Mencius had nothing to be afraid of. Despite this negative appraisal, though, we could guess that Mencius might have done his best to show deference to him as required by the social norms and etiquettes of his time, and from this it follows that there can be multiple motives for someone’s respectful behavior: Just to name two, one is Mencius’s desire to follow the proper norms for addressing one’s ruler no matter whether the ruler deserves such a treatment, and another motive is the feeling of sincere respect that Mencius would have felt toward the king if he had had the corresponding royal dignity. This shows that respect in Mencius cannot be considered as a behavioral tendency.
Second, in Munro’s view one’s respectful behavior as an expression of one’s respect is not ethically right or wrong in itself and only becomes an action subject to ethical approval or disapproval when it is properly regulated by the “evaluating mind,” and this is also the case for compassion. However, in 2A6 Mencius says that one’s behavior of saving the child from the danger of falling can be done with a range of motives, and this behavior of saving the child becomes a different kind of action depending on what kind of motive it is combined with. For example, it could be a prudential action to promote one’s interests by making a connection with the child’s parents, or an action to satisfy one’s desire to be known as a compassionate person, and so forth. However, Mencius declares that saving the child out of compassion is a commendable action distinct from all of these other kinds of actions, and this shows that compassion, and also respect by extension, is not merely a behavioral disposition but an emotion with a particular motive that makes one’s helping behavior a fully loaded action (Kim 2014b: 243–244).

6 Shifei zhi xin 是非之心 as Moral Judgment
I have argued above that the three Mencian sprouts, viz. ceyin zhi xin (compassion), xiuwu zhi xin (shame and dislike), and gongjing zhi xin (respect) are best interpreted as concern-based construals, and they should be conceptually distinguished from desire and behavioral disposition. However, as I have mentioned above, this does not apply to the case of shifei zhi xin, because I believe that it is not a feeling of right and wrong but a fully committed moral judgment. Mencius is often considered to have said very little about this sprout, and given the almost unanimous consensus among the scholars in Chinese philosophy that shifei zhi xin is similar in nature to the other three sprouts, it is no wonder that shifei zhi xin has usually been discussed briefly and only analogously to the other sprouts, especially ceyin zhi xin. However, if we could reasonably assume that the meaning of shifei zhi xin is deeply related with how the terms shi and fei are used in the Mencius, we might actually find sufficient evidence that could shed light on what Mencius might have meant by shifei zhi xin.
To begin with the basic meaning of the terms, first of all shi 是 means “this” as either a pronoun or a determiner, and as a pronoun it is often used in the grammatical form of “shi A ye” (是A也), meaning “This is A.” On the other hand, fei is a negative usually preceding a noun, and used in such a structure as “shi fei A ye” (是非A也), meaning “This is not A.”8 Second, shi is sometimes used as a copula connecting two nouns, establishing some sort of relationship between the two things these two nouns refer to, and fei used as a negative in the place of such a shi to deny the relationship between two nouns before and after fei.9 And finally, shi sometimes means “right” as an adjective (or “what is right” as a noun) or “to regard (something) as right” as a verb, corresponding to fei that can mean “wrong” or “to regard (something) as wrong”10 (Kim 2014a: 53). In this chapter I will focus on the first and third senses of shi and fei, and will discuss two examples from the Mencius that are respectively related with them.11
Now, let us first examine 1A3. In this passage Mencius talks about two soldiers who both fled from the battlefield out of fear, the only difference being that one soldier stopped after running a hundred paces and the other after running fifty paces. Mencius asks King Hui 惠 of Liang 梁, his interlocutor in the conversation, what he would think if the second soldier laughed at the first saying that he was a coward. The king responds: “Unacceptable. He merely didn’t run a hundred paces, but this is also fleeing.” In this remark we can see that the king makes a judgment that the second soldier’s laughing at the first is unacceptable, because he supports his judgment by using the aforementioned structure “shi A ye”—i.e. “this is also fleeing” (shi yi zou ye 是亦走也). In other words, from the fact that he utters this sentence as a reason for his disapproval of the runaway soldier who laughed at another of his kind, we can see that this utterance—“This is also fleeing”—is a judgment fully loaded with commitment to truth rather than a mere feeling that the king may reject in the end as a mistaken thought.
Next, in 2B3, Mencius is asked by one of his disciples whether he acted correctly on several other occasions: Mencius and his disciples were traveling from one country to another, and Mencius happened to be given royal gifts at three countries. However, he refused gifts from one ruler and accepted those from the other two, and one of his disciples expresses doubts by saying that Mencius might not have acted correctly on all these occasions, because he did not act consistently (juyi 居一). In his words, if Mencius’s refusal of the gifts on an earlier day were right (shi 是), then his accepting them recently must be wrong (fei 非), and vice versa. Mencius explains that he did not do anything wrong, because his actions were equally based on correct reasons. That is, on one occasion Mencius was about to leave the country and metal was given as a parting gift, so it was right to accept it. At another country Mencius was under threat of attack and metal was given to cover the cost for purchasing arms, so it was also right to accept it. However, in the third case Mencius had no reason to accept royal gifts, so he had to decline them.
What is noteworthy in this passage is that what Mencius’s disciple said using the terms of shi and fei—viz. that some of his teacher’s actions must be wrong while some are right—seems to be a judgment, because he supports his remark by recourse to the principle of consistency in action. That is, he thinks that Mencius’s actions cannot have all been right based on the reason that he did not act consistently throughout similar cases. However, Mencius counters this charge by saying that “my actions were all right” (jie shi ye 皆是也) and then providing persuasive reasons that make his apparently inconsistent behaviors equally correct actions fitting the situations. From this we can see that in the context of the Mencius when one declares one’s own action to be right or someone else’s action to be wrong, one usually provides or is reasonably expected to provide a reason for one’s position, and this reason-giving activity makes one’s shi-ing and fei-ing activity a judgment with full commitment to truth rather than a mere construal or a feeling (Kim 2014a: 54–57).

7 Reason and Emotion in the Mencius
According to Mencius, shifei zhi xin can be grown into the virtue of wisdom (zhi 智), and the cultivation process required for acquiring wisdom includes (1) exerting one’s intelligence in full concentration and over a long period of time, (2) being fond of learning and thorough in deliberation, and (3) trying to understand reasons, causes, or underlying principles (gu 故) behind things (Kim 2014a: 59–62). This makes it clear that wisdom in Mencius is an intellectual virtue, and one comes to wonder whether Mencius had a conception of reason as a faculty of the mind in charge of intellectual activities. Moreover, if Mencius can be interpreted to have thought of such a faculty or function of the mind, one would also wonder, roughly speaking, what the relationship between reason and emotion would be in his ethical thought. In this section, I critically review David Wong’s ambitious claim that there is no distinction between reason and emotion in the Mencius, and alternatively argue that Mencius had a conception of practical reason that goes far beyond the “rationality” of emotions.
In his 1991 article “Is There a Distinction Between Reason and Emotion in Mencius?” David Wong argues that Mencius does not sharply distinguish between reason and emotion, because he had no theoretical need to assert the primacy of reason unlike such Western thinkers as Plato, Aristotle, or Kant. According to Wong, Mencian emotions are sufficiently rational because they are not only able to solve what Ronald de Sousa has called the “frame problem,” but also to provide us with ethical reasons that we have to act on or are at least supposed to consider seriously in our deliberation of what to do. For instance, when one feels compassion for a child about to fall into a well, one comes to focus on the endangered child as the intentional object of one’s compassion, and this makes the danger of the child the most salient feature of the situation in question so that one is not distracted by other unnecessary information. Moreover, one’s feeling of compassion in that situation also recognizes the child’s impending suffering as a reason to help him escape his dangerous situation (Wong 1991: 32–33).
This is an attractive interpretation of the Mencius. However, I think that Wong’s explanation of the “cognitive” or “rational” aspects of compassion fails to provide us with a full picture of the Mencian view of practical reason. One reason why I think so is that when engaging in moral deliberation, the Mencian agent often has to take into consideration both emotionally and non-emotionally grounded reasons, and this kind of deliberation process cannot be explicated only by the rationality of emotions. For example, in 4A17 somebody asks Mencius whether one could rescue one’s drowning sister-in-law with a hand when men and women are strictly prohibited from touching each other by the social norms (li 禮), and Mencius’s answer was that men and women are normally not supposed to touch each other, but in an urgent case one is allowed to save her by giving a hand because it is in response to the exigencies of the situation.
As I see it, this passage seems to imply a conflict between a rule for minimizing physical contacts between males and females so as to try to help maintain social order on one hand, and, on the other hand, one’s feeling of ceyin zhi xin that construes one’s sister-in-law as an invaluable human being or family member facing tragic death. In other words, what is behind the rule is a consideration that many humans are easily attracted to the opposite sex and can act inappropriately, and the need to control this problematic human tendency is an important ethical concern that is weighed in the Mencian agent’s mind against the importance of an individual’s life perceived through one’s ceyin zhi xin. Based on this point, we could say that Mencius’s conception of practical reason covers a much larger territory than the “cognitive” or “rational” aspects of moral emotions occupy, because the Mencian agent here has to consider both emotional and non-emotional reasons in her deliberation.
However, someone might object that the Mencius passage under discussion should be fundamentally considered to be about a conflict between two competing emotions rather than a rule and an emotion, because the rule prohibiting men and women from touching each other is arguably further grounded in a moral emotion such as contempt or disgust at the troubles people tend to make by falling prey to their sexual desires (cf. 3B3). Granting this point would not make much difference, though, because the kind of reason that eventually makes the Mencian agent decide to act on his ceyin zhi xin rather than contempt, and rescue his drowning sister-in-law, is found in neither of the emotions involved in the situation. That is, what makes him rescue his female relative at the cost of violating an important social norm is the consideration that saving her life is much more important an ethical concern in the situation than conforming to a norm, and this consideration is widely different from the content of his ceyin zhi xin, viz. that his sister-in-law is invaluable and something should be done to save her life.
Moreover, the Mencian agent reaches this conclusion by a special kind of reasoning process that Mencius calls quan 權. According to traditional commentaries, quan means bringing about the good by going against the normal way of acting (fan jing er shan 反經而善, see Kim 2014a: 64), and this is probably part of what Mencius had in mind when he said in 4A17 that it is in response to the exigencies of the situation that one saves one’s drowning sister-in-law with a hand. However, quan also refers to a weight used with scales to weigh things, and so by extension quan also means in the Mencius the activity of measuring the weights of things using scales and weights (1A7). And in the context of moral deliberation quan designates the activity of holding all the factors relevant to one’s decision in view and weighing the relative weights of the reasons or values embodied in those factors so that one could reach an all-things-considered ethical judgment, and this process of deliberation clearly goes beyond what Wong advocates as the “rationality” of the Mencian emotions.

8 How to Cultivate Moral Emotions: Competing Interpretations
As is well known, the Mencian sprouts of compassion, shame and dislike, and respect are respectively to be grown into the virtues of humaneness (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), and propriety (li 禮) through a special course of moral cultivation. Mencius sometimes calls this process of moral cultivation emotional “extension” (tui 推), but there seems to be hardly any consensus among scholars in Chinese philosophy about how the Mencian extension of moral emotion really occurs or what the real mechanism behind the Mencian extension is. The term “tui” 推 occurs in 1A7 where Mencius urges King Xuan of Qi to extend his feeling of compassion for the ox that he saved from being killed to the case of his people and take care of their welfare. Or, in other words, one has to “take up this feeling and apply it to other cases” (擧斯心加諸彼) in such a way that one could take one’s feeling for one’s own parents and children and extend it to the case of other people’s family members and treat them well.
However, what matters in the Mencius is not merely the king’s showing benevolence toward his people by taking care of their difficulties but also eventually his feeling sympathy for their suffering, because the ideal agent in the Mencius is the one who acts virtuously from the correct motives with the right feelings (cf. 4B19). In this light, what is crucial and problematic in 1A7 is that King Xuan could have felt compassion for his subjects but actually did not, and an important question concerning Mencius’s theory of emotional cultivation suggested here is the following: What enables the king to “take up the feeling [of compassion] in one case” and “apply it to another”? In other words, following Nivison’s distinction between “paradigmatic cases” and “extended cases” (see, for example, Nivison 1996a: 100), the question to be answered is the following: Through what kind of procedures does one come to feel proper ethical emotions in extended cases as naturally as he does in paradigmatic cases?
According to David Wong, roughly two groups of solutions for this problem have been proposed so far. One is the “logical extension” interpretation, and it argues that what Mencius tries to do in the passage is to let the king see the similarity between the paradigmatic case (the suffering of the ox) and an extended case (the suffering of his people), so that his recognition of the inconsistency in his feelings about these two similar cases somehow motivates him to work up a sympathetic response to the second case (Nivison 1996a: 99; Shun 1989). This interpretation has encountered several objections, though, and a major one is that it is very difficult to understand how the intellectual recognition of inconsistency in one’s emotional reactions to two similar cases could lead to actually having the same emotion for both cases (cf. Wong 1991: 40). In addition, maintaining emotional consistency might not have been Mencius’s primary concern here, because King Xuan could have remained equally consistent by revoking his order to save the ox and eliminating his initial compassion for the ox (Van Norden 1991: 355).
The other interpretation of the Mencian extension is called the “emotive extension” interpretation, and a representative version of it is that normal human adults possess a naturally developed full faculty of moral emotions, which only needs to be stimulated with sufficient force and vividness of certain relevant images for it to function properly. King Xuan is not an exception, and Mencius’s urge to “take this heart and apply it to that case (of his people’s suffering)” is interpreted as an exhortation to tap into his fully developed natural sympathy through vivid imagination of his people’s suffering (Im 1999). However, as Wong correctly points out, a big question for this interpretation is that it has to explain away numerous passages in the Mencius which suggest that moral development is not merely a matter of a simple recovery or reinforcement of what is innately in the human mind but rather a long and arduous process of training involving substantial change in one’s emotional or desiderative make-up (Wong 2002: 191).
For these reasons Wong proposes an alternative interpretation to these views, which he calls a “developmental extension” interpretation. He says: “My interpretation, unlike the logical extension interpretation, assumes no magical generation of motivationally effective compassion purely through logical argumentation. If the King had had no innate beginning of compassion, if there were no raw material of some natural feeling, no qi 氣 flowing in approximately the right direction already, no amount of logical argumentation would help to generate effective feeling for his people. My interpretation also differs from the emotive extension interpretation precisely because it recognizes real and substantial change in the composition of moral feelings as they are channeled and shaped by judgments about what there is reason to do” (Wong 2002: 196). What Wong proposes here is that the reason why emotional extension is possible is that human beings start with some incipient moral feelings, but since they are plastic and indeterminate, they need to be further channeled and shaped by moral judgments.
According to Wong, the sense in which one’s moral feelings are plastic is that they only have an incomplete list of intentional objects, and those feelings can be properly shaped when their intentional objects are fully determined even in the extended cases. For example, although one would normally feel compassion for an endangered child or a poor animal about to be killed, if one comes across a homeless person asking for change on the roadside one may feel some sort of emotional disturbance without knowing exactly what kind of feeling it is. It could be annoyance at being accosted, or fear of being attacked, or indignation that this person is not working for a living, or compassion for his difficulties, or even a mixture of all of these feelings. Now, according to Wong, if what one feels in this case is actually the beginnings of more than one of these emotions, it can be crystallized into compassion only when one perceives the situation in question as giving rise to a reason to help that person instead of avoiding him (Wong 2002: 192–194).
This interpretation, though, does not seem to provide an adequate answer to our current question. For our problem about the homeless person is that one seems to feel more than one incipient emotion about that person at the same time, and one does not know which emotion is really the right emotion to feel about that person. In other words, if an emotion is a kind of perception that tells one what features of a certain situation are the right features one should be concerned with, the fact that one feels several emotions about the homeless person at the same time means that one is unable to determine what are the right features to focus on as giving rise to a reason for one’s acting in one way rather than another. According to Wong, this problem can be solved by recourse to analogical reasoning that focuses on the purported similarity between the paradigmatic and extended cases of compassion and determines that the proper intentional object in the case of a homeless person is the features among others that tend to arouse one’s compassion for his difficulties.
However, this explanation is quite problematic, because it does not seem to be very different from the logical extension interpretation that Wong has already criticized. As we have seen above, the point of Wong’s criticism was that the extension of one’s judgment from a paradigmatic case to an extended case based on the recognition of the similarity between them is not necessarily accompanied by a similar extension in feeling, and it seems that exactly the same criticism can be applied to Wong’s current proposal. For if the proper intentional object of one’s emotion in a non-paradigmatic situation is to be determined by analogical reasoning, it is not clear how this newly determined intentional object could be forced onto one’s vague and mixed feelings, because these feelings would keep resisting the decision of one’s reasoning by recommending to the mind differing features of the non-paradigmatic situation in question as the most proper intentional object to be focused on in that situation.
Moreover, Wong’s postulation of the “raw material of natural feeling[s]” seems to introduce another difficulty for his own interpretation, because by doing so he departs from his original understanding of Mencian emotions as a special kind of perception of the salient features of certain situations and moves toward Manyul Im’s view of emotions in Mencius as continua of motivational power that can be directed to certain objects and expressed in certain manners through the act of focusing attention on whatever objects deemed appropriate. For example, while explaining the indeterminateness and plasticity of compassion Wong says that “the sort of feeling we currently direct to the child [about to fall into a well] is directable towards the homeless person” (Wong 2002: 193; emphasis is original). In order to support this idea, Wong interprets Mencius’s dichotomy of zhi 志 (“aims” or “directions of the mind”) and qi 氣 (“vital energy”) in 2A2 as if zhi involved the determination of the intentional object of feeling in non-paradigmatic situations and qi was equivalent to emotions or feelings whose intentional objects are not yet formed.
Wong says: “It is through a certain kind of focusing on situational features such as the suffering of the King’s subjects, through further determination of the intentional object of feeling, that the heart-mind ‘aims’ the energy of feeling that is constituted by qi, but on the other hand, its aim would accomplish no movement were it not for the momentum provided by qi” (Wong 2002: 194). It is clear in this remark that Wong departs from his initial view of emotions in the Mencius as a special kind of perception of the salient features of certain situations and starts to view them primarily as some sort of motivational energy that can be directed toward any actions once the intentional objects of those emotions are identified. However, this not only reveals that Wong fails to keep a consistent view of emotions throughout his interpretation of the Mencian extension of emotions, but also shows that now his changed view of Mencian emotions as some sort of motivational energy highly resembles Im’s hydraulic view of emotions in the Mencius, and faces similar theoretical problems that the emotive extension interpretation needs to explain.

9 Conclusion: Toward a New Interpretation of the Mencian Extension
Then, what would be the correct way of interpreting Mencius’s view of the emotional extension? To speak in terms of the concern-based construal view of emotion that I ascribe to Mencius, what is crucial about making oneself feel properly in non-paradigmatic situations is to have an appropriate degree of concern for (or concern about) the object in question that is similar in type to what one would have in paradigmatic cases. In other words, one cannot have an emotion in a certain situation, even if one thinks that one should do so, if the relevant object in the situation does not matter or does not look sufficiently significant to one. As has been discussed above, one can be aware of the commonality of features shared by the paradigmatic and extended cases by engaging in analogical reasoning, and thus feel some sort of logical pressure that one should feel consistently across similar cases. However, unless one has any reason to be concerned about the object in question, one cannot make oneself feel the emotion that one is supposed to feel in non-paradigmatic cases.
Then, how could one have such a reason? Or, how could one come to have a proper concern for the object in question so that one could feel an appropriate emotion for that object? In my view, a starting point for answering this question could be Confucius’s suggestion that one should take an analogy from what is near at hand, which Confucius proposed to a disciple as a method to practice benevolence (Analects 1992, 6.30). Basically what is meant by this suggestion is that one can know about other people’s thoughts and feelings by guessing from what one would think and feel oneself in similar situations, and I think that this suggestion could provide us with an important insight about how to develop the kind of concern that we need, when considered in combination with some important findings from contemporary moral psychology. However, this issue is too complicated even to be briefly examined in the rest of this paper, so I would like to stop here and deal with it on another occasion.12
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Footnotes
1This chapter is largely based on my dissertation (Kim 2008) and contains (summaries of) some important ideas or arguments presented in my previous work cited in the References.

 

2Chad Hansen seems to hold this position. He understands emotion as part of the dichotomy between reason and emotion, which is “popularly linked” with other dichotomies such as belief/desire, intellect/passion, and mind/body and is passed on to us as a Greek philosophical legacy. He argues that we cannot find any of these dichotomies in the ancient Chinese philosophical context, and consequently we cannot attribute the conception of emotion as we find in the “Western folk psychology” to the ancient Chinese (Hansen 1992: 18–28; Hansen 1995: 183–186).

 

3Oxford English Dictionary (second edition, online), Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. http://​www.​oed.​com.​ssl.​access.​yonsei.​ac.​kr:​8080/​oed2/​00074107; accessed on January 17th, 2021.

 

4For example, see Jiao Xun 焦循 1987: 233 and Yang Bojun 1960: 81.

 

5As just mentioned, the king tells Mencius that he saved the ox because he could not bear its cowering like an innocent man going to the execution ground (吾不忍其觳觫, 若無罪而就死地). However, he subsequently ordered to replace the ox with a sheep, and Mencius asks him what there is to choose between an ox and a sheep if the king found it painful for the ox to go to the execution ground innocently (王若隱其無罪而就死地).

 

6For further explanations, see Kim 2014b: 247–248.

 

7For further explanations and responses to possible objections favoring Nivison’s view, see Kim 2014b: 238–240.

 

8For example, see the underlined parts of the following sentences: “挾太山以超北海, 語人曰 ‘我不能,’ 是誠不能也. 爲長者折枝, 語人曰 ‘我不能,’ 是不爲也, 非不能也” (1A7); “鄧文公問曰: ‘鄧, 小國也, 間於齊楚. 事齊乎? 事楚乎?’ 孟子對曰: ‘是謀非吾所能及也…’”(1B13).

 

9Against the common assumption that the usage of “shi” as a copula is quite late, we find two instances of such a usage of “shi” in the Mencius: “王之不王, 非挾太山以超北海之類也; 王之不王, 是折枝之類也.” Mencius 1A7; “鈞是人也, 或爲大人, 或爲小人, 何也?” (6A15). In the first passage, “shi 是” is used in parallel with the negative copula “fei 非”; and in the second passage, “shi” is followed by a complement (ren 人), while being modified by an adverb (jun 鈞).

 

10For example, “一人則一義, 二人則二義, 十人則十義. 其人玆衆, 其所謂義者亦玆衆. 是以人是其義, 以非人之義…” Mozi 墨子, “Shangtong shang” 尚同上 (Sun 2001: 74, verb); “吾聞夷子墨者. 墨之治喪也, 以薄爲其道也. 夷子思以易天下, 豈以爲非是而不貴也?” (3A5) (noun); “掩之誠是也, 則孝子仁人之掩其親, 亦必有道矣” (3A5) (noun or adjective).

 

11For a more detailed explanation of shifei zhi xin and a full argument for my position about this Mencian sprout, see Kim 2014a: 52–58.

 

12I finished writing this chapter in early 2016, and since then I have developed a more concrete picture of the emotional extension in Mencius. This new development can be found in Kim 2022.
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1 Introduction
In the English-speaking world, Mencius’s philosophical contribution is frequently discussed in terms of its naturalistic features, attention to subtle psychological tendencies, and its insistence on founding an ethics on seemingly basic emotional reactions such as sympathy/empathy. The very exciting news Mencian ethics brings to contemporary ethics is that in our basic emotions and capacities resides a complex moral system that allows for the flourishing of virtues and relationships. This focus of attention, however, leads to a highly naturalized interpretation of Mencian philosophy which sometimes neglects or disconnects with the normative claims Mencius made, especially his political claims. In this chapter, I aim to address the question of how the naturalistic interpretation of Mencian ethics connects with and is the foundation of the normative aspects of Mencian ethics. In other words, this chapter defends the claim that Mencian ethics is a naturalistic one while emphasizing its normative claims by pointing out how the normative aspects are carefully woven into the psychological or biological aspects of Mencian ethics. The heart of sympathy or ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 is defined by not only its biological function such as its cognitive, affective, and motivational aspects but also, more importantly, an inclination towards ethical ideals that Mencius wishes to stress.

2 Kingly Sympathy
In Chinese history and philosophy, Mencius is considered a figure keenly concerned about political affairs, just like many other philosophers of his time. Not only does Mencian philosophy promote the ideal of a junzi who would cultivate haoran zhiqi 浩然之氣 (the qi of grandeur), a large portion of the book Mencius contains dialogues in which Mencius attempts to persuade kings and dukes to adopt the policy of benevolent ruling. People who are familiar with the literature on Mencius may think enough attention has been paid to the heart of sympathy (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心) since the two famous passages Mencius 2A6 and 1A7 are frequently discussed. However, Mencius’s attempt to make ceyin zhi xin work for the kings so that they will connect emotionally with their people is not always mentioned in the discussion of this concept. The terms wang 王 (the king) and min 民 (the people/the king’s subjects/citizens) appear together many times when discussing the emotional connection between individuals. When discussing ideal rulers and role models, Mencius emphasizes that both King Wen and King Wu, famous sage kings, had strong emotional connection with their people—not only did they feel and understand their people’s struggles and delights, the people, in turn, also shared their king’s delights and worries. For example, when King Hui of Liang asks if wise princes would find pleasure in the beauty of a scenery of large geese and deer walking by a pond, Mencius cites King Wen in response, to say that only the wise and good prince can enjoy them because they know their people will also delight in them (1A2). The unkind rulers, on the other hand, cannot enjoy the beautiful scenes even if he owns them and guards them with soldiers—knowing that he is in isolation and that his people would only wish him ill (1A2).
Many conversations Mencius had with the kings and duke stress the political idea of “rejoice with the people” (yumin tongle 與民同樂). Meanwhile, this ideal form of “rejoice with the people” is not one-directional as in “I sympathize with you,” which does not demand your emotional response. Instead, not only would the king be resonating with his people’s emotions and feelings, his people are also expected to share the king’s emotions. In other words, kingly sympathy, when done right, should be reciprocal or at least bi-directional. It is not a “sympathizer—sympathize” model but one in which the sympathizer would also receive sympathy as a result of the emotional connection and resonance. The reciprocal sympathy and emotional connectedness seem to be essential for the type of Kingly sympathy Mencius advocates. In fact, how a king can possess the ability to resonate with his own people’s feelings and desires is considered one of the most important questions in Mencian moral and political philosophy. If Kingly sympathy as a part of benevolent ruling is one of the goals of cultivating one’s natural sympathetic tendency, enlarging or extending one’s sympathy is not an arbitrary act nor a purely biological function. Instead, it has certain built-in objectives such as the encouragement towards sympathizing with the people who are in a relatively vulnerable positions compared to the rulers. The biological function of sympathy and fellow feeling determine that the affective response can move towards various directions although some of them might lead to actions of moral value, some may lead to morally problematic results. Mencius wants to cultivate sympathy so that it would go towards particular directions that would connect the ruler to its people, the powerful to the vulnerable.
The question then seems to be one that needs to address a certain gap: how does one go from having basic reaction such as those depicted in 2A6 and first part of 1A7, to the Kingly sympathy Mencius desires? In order to answer these questions, I will first look at some of the popular naturalistic readings of the two texts and then explore where the normative aspects reside. In order to better understand how we can cultivate sympathy, which is one of the major questions this chapter addresses, it is important to understand what “raw materials” we have to work with. In 2A6, Mencius aims to uncover a form of sympathy that is triggered easily and sometimes spontaneously: a form that we can find in most, if not all, human beings, a form of sympathy we can agree to be the starting point for cultivation. In this chapter, I first examine the perceptive, affective and motivational aspects of ceyin zhi xin individually with the help of the most recent empirical studies on empathy and altruistic behaviors; I then illustrate the Mencian perceptive-affective-motive triplet. In the end, I discuss the implication of my interpretation of 2A6 and Mencian ethics, which leads to the topic of the normativity of Mencian ethics and sympathy in particular.1

3 An Interpretation of Natural Sympathy
Let us now consider the famous passage from Mencius 2A6, in which the “sprout (duan 端)” of ren 仁 is described as an unlearned and spontaneous reaction to a child being in sudden mortal danger. In the text, this sympathetic reaction is universal, free from calculation, and has a motivational component. I situate Mencius’s observations in a modern psychological framework and offer a description of the basic characteristics of ceyin zhi xin.The reason why I say that all humans have hearts that could not bear others’ suffering (bu ren ren zhi xin 不忍人之心) is this. Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well: anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of shock, alarm and sympathy (chuti ceyin zhi xin 怵惕惻隱之心)—not because one sought to get in good with the child’s parents, not because one wanted to gain good reputation among their neighbors and friends, and not because one would dislike the sound of the child’s cries. From this we can see that if one is without the heart of ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心), one is not human…
所以謂人皆有不忍人之心者，今人乍見孺子將入於井，皆有怵惕惻隱之。非所以内交於孺子之父母也，非所以要譽於鄉黨朋友也，非惡其聲而然。由是觀之，無惻隱之心，非人也;…… (2A6) (Van Norden 2008; Yang 1960: 304).2

In the original text, bu ren ren zhi xin literally means the heart of “could not bear.” Mencius also uses ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 and chuti ceyin zhi xin 怵惕惻隱之心 to refer to the first of the four sprouts (siduan 四端). The momentarily alarmed and sympathetic feeling may not necessarily be converted into action, but in it lies the potential for the mature form of sympathy and, according to Mencius, one of the very reasons why human nature is good.
Mencius makes the claim in 2A6 that “everyone” has this unlearnt sympathetic response when facing a child in immediate mortal danger, and whoever doesn’t have this response is hopeless in ethical cultivation. It is very interesting that Mencius should choose an innocent, vulnerable, harmless, and incompetent child as the victim of this thought experiment. After all, not all distress evokes sympathy. For example, non-personalized others/abstract needs/chronic needs are limiting conditions that would reduce if not diminish an individual’s sympathetic reaction (Prinz 2011a, b). In addition, deserving one’s suffering is one of such factors—if one is believed to be at fault for her own distress, it might be considered “deserving” and less likely to evoke others’ sympathy. If Joe, a competent adult, refuses to listen to rangers’ warnings or obey the safety regulations and injures his leg as a result of trespassing into a forbidden and dangerous area of a park, his suffering is less likely to evoke a strong sympathetic response. The child in 2A6, on the other hand, is not at fault for the foreseeable misfortune; it is not her fault that she is crawling toward the well—she doesn’t know better. Unfair prior interaction is also known to reduce or diminish sympathetic reaction; in addition, the distress of a member from a different ethnic group has less impact on one than a member of the same ethnic group as the sympathizer, but considering the small size of the villages in the context of ancient China, a child close to a village well is likely to be of the same descent as the potential helpers, or at least a member of the community (Tania Singer et al. 2006; Xu et al. 2009). Further, be it a lake, a pond, the sea, or a well, falling into deep water is one of the most common threats small children face. It is assumed that all could see the obvious association between an infant climbing towards a well and danger.
As we can see in the 2A6 passage, not only the factors known to diminish sympathy such as the victim’s culpability are mediated; it is also presupposed that a well is a lethal threat to an infant crawling nearby. Hence, Mencius’s claim in 2A6 that the sympathetic reaction is common can be persuasive. This general claim of “anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of shock, alarm and sympathy” is not solely based on his confidence in the kindness of “human nature” but also on the way he depicts the victim in the context and the context itself. It is not surprising that this case is stipulated in ways so as to best and steadily induce one’s natural sympathy.
3.1 A Discussion of Hoffman’s 5 Modes of Sympathetic Arousal
In the following, I will use the work of Martin Hoffman, the prominent psychologist on empathy and sympathy, to help illustrate some of the basic features of ceyin zhi xin. The spontaneity of sympathy that is described in 2A6 is in accordance with empirical studies on sympathy sometimes being an automatic, fast-acting and involuntary reaction. Hoffman’s research in Empathy and Moral Development is conducted under the name of “empathetic distress,” though later when he summarizes his theory about empathy in “Empathy, Justice and the Law,” he admits that “the term empathic/sympathetic distress would be a more exact description” and he uses “empathetic distress” merely for convenience (Hoffman 2001, 2011). Despite the different terminology, Hoffman’s research is instrumental for us to gain a better understanding of sympathy and moral development.
According to Hoffman (2001: 36–62), there are five empathetic distress arousal modes:	(a)
Mimicry

 

	(b)
Classical conditioning

 

	(c)
Direct association

 

	(d)
Mediated association

 

	(e)
Role taking

 



The first three modes are basic, as they require minimal cognitive ability and become automatically triggered whenever cues of distress are detected. Even when one is not paying attention or, in some cases, sleeping, these three modes of empathetic distress would still be activated; as they are “passive, involuntary, based on surface cues, and requires little cognitive processing” (Hoffman 2001: 36–62). The core case of 2A6, I argue, belongs to this category. Let us take a look at the first three modes individually.
The first distress arousal mode, mimicry, is one of the basic and automatic modes that Hoffman thinks are responsible for empathic arousal. An example of this mode is the contagious basic reaction such as yawning or vomiting. In such a case, someone who witnesses another yawning or vomiting will also start to do the same. Adam Smith’s case of the “slack rope” in which “the mob, when they are gazing at a dancer on the slack rope, naturally writhe and twist and balance their own bodies, as they see him do…” also fits this description (1759: II.i)⁠ (Smith 1759/2002: 12). This mode is involuntary in the sense that it is relatively independent of one’s higher cognitive activities. One doesn’t have a say in whether to receive the contagious signal or be affected by it.
The second mode, conditioning, refers to the phenomenon of experiencing distress as a result of being conditioned to feel distress whenever another feels distress. The third mode, direct association, corresponds to the response in 2A6. The potential victim’s expression wasn’t mentioned in 2A6, but the situation as I discussed earlier is very clear—the infant is facing mortal danger by approaching a deep well. The “painful past experience” could be something the observer has experienced at first hand, such as having fallen into a swimming pool or a lake; it could also be something the observer has heard about or had imagined that had brought one distress in the past. As mentioned earlier, 2A6 presupposes that most people have the common experience or knowledge about the danger of falling into a well—they can see the obvious association between the depicted situation and the harm that is going to befall upon the infant.
Among the five different modes (a) to (e), (d) ‘verbally mediated association’ and (e) ‘perspective taking’ requires more sophisticated cognitive abilities than the others. Mode (d) requires semantic processing, which would “put distance between victim and observer.” In other words, when hearing or reading about a suffering victim, one may not have an as strong reaction as seeing the victim right in front of one’s face, which evokes sympathy through the first three modes we discussed. However, sympathy induced by “verbally mediated association” is not necessarily weaker than the first three modes. The distance between the victim and the observer could be manipulated. Sometimes, good storytellers can reduce or diminish the distance between the audience and a character; it is not uncommon that they can evoke extremely strong and long-lasting sympathetic reactions.
Interestingly, “verbally mediated association” could depict the readers’ sympathetic reaction to the imagined endangered infant in 2A6. It is through the language used that the readers of Mencius feel the pang of sympathy that they suppose the protagonist in the story must also experience. When reading or discussing 2A6 two millenniums after it was written, the readers can still resonate with an imagined protagonist’s response to an endangered infant. It is through verbally mediated association that Mencius persuades us that everyone should have a sympathetic response to an endangered infant. He does so not through consulting empirical studies, but by making the readers feel such a response and then to agree with his claim given how strong and fundamental this sympathetic response is to the readers.
Mode (e), ‘perspective taking,’ is sometimes singled out and called “sympathy” by philosophers (e.g., Hume); it is sometimes studied by empirical researchers under the name empathy. Language is sometimes used as a medium in this mode, higher cognitive abilities such as imagination are often involved. With perspective taking, one could imagine “what is the victim experiencing?” or “how would I feel if in the victim’s place?” The readers or the audience of 2A6 do not directly perceive a child falling into a well. The practice depends on a recollection; or imagining what it is like to be in a situation like the one described.
I stated earlier that 2A6 is a case of mode (c) direct association; it is possible that (d) verbally mediated association and (e) perspective-taking are involved in the process, though not in the initial moment that Mencius stresses. The reason is that (d) and (e) require longer time to be activated—semantic processing and imagination take longer time than modes (a), (b), and (c), which require minimal cognitive processing. The fast-reacting feature of 2A6 which Mencius stresses makes it most likely that it is a case of one of the first 3 modes, [mode (c)], rather than mode (d) or (e).
Together with the two higher-order cognitive modes of verbally mediated association and perspective taking, the three basic empathetic/sympathetic distress arousal models of mimicry, conditioning and direct association form the multi-dimensional empathetic distress system. This multi-dimension emotional empathetic distress system enables one to capture not only direct and surface cues of others’ distress but also less obvious signals of distress. These five modes can transfer into one another. The person who felt sympathy for the endangered child as a result of direct association may start to think what the child would feel if the child was injured severely in the accident. How sad would the child’s parents be? What if something like that happened to me? Or someone I know? Taking others’ perspective [mode (e)] may in turn enhance the already existing sympathetic response. The five modes are not mutually exclusive in any sense; they can work together and thus that ensure one is responsive to a wide range of clues of distress. Others’ distress can alert us in direct and automatic ways as in 2A6; they can also affect us through imagination, role-taking or through other higher cognitive abilities that require verbal communication and semantic processing. 2A6 denotes one of the very basic modes of direct association. It thus is fast acting, spontaneous, requires minimal cognitive abilities, and is a response we can reasonably expect to see in most if not all of our fellow human beings.

3.2 No Ulterior Motives and Suddenness
In the text, little is said about how one realizes the child is approaching the well except that it happens on the spur of the moment; zha jian 乍見 (suddenly seeing) is used to depict the perception of this incident. The cognitive component of ceyin zhi xin is sometimes described as the ability to notice salient features of the situation—in this case, noticing that danger is about to befall a child—and some maintain that it also involves noticing whether the suffering is undeserved (Wong 2015: 5). In addition, the sensitivity to others’ suffering is also a prominent feature of ceyin. Mencius also stresses that one has no ulterior motives when reacting to the endangered child. He is certain that one reacted to the child “not because one sought to get in good with the child’s parents, not because one wanted to gain good reputation among their neighbors and friends, and not because one would dislike the sound of the child’s cries” (2A6). I believe that this “purity of motive” is best explained by the nature of sympathetic reaction that in the core is an other-oriented emotion instead of a self-focused one.
Myeong-seok Kim, on the other hand, raises the age-old question of where the purity of motivation comes from. Some scholars have suggested that the lack of ulterior motive is a result of suddenness. Kim attributes this view to Kwong-loi Shun, who seems to suggest there being a causal relation between the lack of ulterior motive and the fact that the reaction is sudden and fast (Kim 2010: 414). I believe this may be a misinterpretation of Shun’s original words, but nonetheless agree with Kim that the purity of motivation (no ulterior motives) does not come from the speed by which the observer reacts or the fact that he is caught off-guard. Kim believes that the purity of motivation comes from the distress one feels on behalf of the victim. Insofar as the suddenness is not a causal factor of ceyin zhi xin, I am in agreement with Kim on this point. Although it is not the reason why the sympathetic reaction is selfless, suddenness helps to make the story about people’s natural sympathetic reaction instantly persuasive.
The perception of the situation deserves our attention too. It is almost as if the dangerous and urgent scene simply presents itself in front of us. Indeed, a part of the ability to detect other’s pain comes to us naturally. In Sentimental Rules, Shaun Nichols mentions the view that signals of distress are like “bad music,” which automatically alert and register to people in the vicinity (Nichols 2004: 36). According to this view, the receivers need not pay special attention to receive such signals; and they cannot close themselves off to these signals as long as they are in range. From an evolutionary perspective on parental care, which is believed to be closely related to human sympathetic capacities, the abilities to express one’s own and to detect others’ acute distress are critical for a group’s survival. A pre-lingual child may not receive the help or care she needs if she cannot capture the caretaker’s attention when she is in distress. If caretakers cannot detect a child’s discomfort and needs immediately, the child has less chance of surviving (Decety 2011). On a larger historical scale, before human language is developed, our ancestors may have also relied on distress-detecting mechanisms to attract potential helpers and to locate their endangered fellows. This is supported by the fact that from mice to chimpanzees, primates and other mammals have similar mechanism of distress expressing and detecting, which enables them to detect and be affected by their fellows in distress (de Waal 2012: 87; Langford et al. 2006). This shared mechanism between humans and other primates enables individuals to detect and react to certain types of distress: common distress in the ancient times and/or acute distress that demand(s) priority, so we could respond immediately, before/without sophisticated cognitive processes. As such, this mechanism can operate without the aid of the more sophisticated cognitive abilities.
It would be a mistake to think sympathy is always a spontaneous and automatic knee-jerk reaction, such as yawning in response to others’ yawning, or vomiting in response to others’ vomiting. Mencius’s teaching emphasizes one’s reflection and its impact on moral cultivation as well as the exterior environment. It is apparent that sympathy also includes “intelligent components” – higher cognitive actives such as calculation, semantic processing, and imagination. In the more cultivated form of sympathy, the spontaneous part of sympathy would be expected to be constantly interacting with the higher cognitive parts so that the spontaneity could be in touch with one’s reflective thinking.

3.3 The Affective Aspect: “I Feel Your Pain”
An interesting perspective to study the 2A6 text is from the understanding of pain or distress. Ce and yin in the phrase ceyin zhi xin both denote a type of pain—they refer to the affective aspect of the sympathetic reaction. Mencius also uses bu ren zhi xin 不忍之心 and bu ren ren zhi xin 不忍人之心 to refer to the sprout of ren. They denote the heart that “cannot bear (other’s distress),” or is “unable to endure other’s distress,” which focuses on the affective aspect of the reaction. “What is this feeling (of unbearableness towards the death-facing ox) really” (1A7)? King Xuan of Qi asked this question more than two thousand years ago; to answer it, we must concern ourselves with the true nature of this distress caused by others’ pain. It is useful to look at some of the modern research on the nature of this distress.
Tania Singer and her colleagues, who suggest that the distress caused by real suffering shares the same affective but not the sensory process as the real and original suffering, presented notable research on the affective aspect of sympathy (Singer et al. 2004). In a way, looking at your stepped-on toe pains me; it gives me tickling sensations on my toe and makes me want to do something about it (your toe, not mine); but it does not truly pain me in the same way it pains you. The sympathizer does not have the sensory aspect, but only the affective aspect of the observed pain. Looking at the infant on the verge of danger pains one, but this distress of “unable to bear” is distinct from the distress of actually falling into a deep well.
This finding is intriguing: In a way one feels another’s pain, and one’s body readies itself for further actions to resolve the pain, but one does not really experience the other’s pain as the other person does, nor does the pain compromise the sympathizer’s ability to rescue the original sufferer [who may not able to do so due to the pain]. In other words, sympathizing with others’ distress gives the sympathizer a “taste” of the pain through the shared affective component, but does not burden the sympathizer with the real sensory pain. In sum, the distress one feels facing others’ distress comes from the affective aspect of sympathy, it is not a fully-fledged judgment regarding others’ plight.

3.4 The Motivational Component: No Specific Action Dictated
It is worth noting that Mencius does not claim that everyone would, or should, rush to grab the child out of the well. The bodily readiness for action does not prescribe a specific reaction but rather supplies an action tendency. The reaction, if any, could be anything the sympathizer deems appropriate for the situation. Wong notes “…the specific nature of such action (as in the 2A6 case) would depend on the circumstances. My best action may be to shout to others closer to the child” (Wong 2015: 28). Indeed, sympathy allows help after careful calculation, long-term planning, and helping endeavor in cooperating with others with a shared goal. One could also turn cold and reject an initial sympathetic response.
Studies about stress-responding behavior support this observation. One of the typical psychological and behavioral responses to stress is fight-or-flight, a state in which the muscles are tensed, heart rate and breath quickens, and one’s full attention is engaged. These reactions ready one for further action to either extricate oneself from the situation or to confront the stress. In addition to this model, there is also the tend-and-befriend model, which is said to be more of a typical response for females (Taylor et al. 2000). Shelly Taylor and her colleagues (2000) proposed that when facing stress, females typically respond by protecting their offspring and seeking out social groups for mutual defense. The tend-and-befriend model has gathered wide acceptance, though whether it is gender-specific as Taylor et al. claim is open to debate. Together, these two models support the earlier assertion that when facing stress one may formulate different responses, and that the exact course of action cannot be accurately predicted. One may run away and refuse to acknowledge the dangerous situation (flight); rush to the well and try one’s best to get the child out (fight); seek help from others by yielding or screaming (befriend); or simply approach the child (tend). The focus here is not on the differences, but rather the action tendency—the universal bodily changes that ready one for some action.


4 The Mencian Triplet
Based on the above discussion, I propose a Mencian Triplet of perception-affection-motivation to help interpret ceyin zhi xin. This proposal of a triplet is inspired by a number of works such as that of Flanagan (Flanagan 2014), Decety’s study about the “affective circuits” (Decety 2011), and de Waal and Preston’s work on the “Russian Doll Model” (Preston and de Waal 2002; de Waal 2008). It is a helpful interpretative model that will illuminate the relationship between the cognitive, motivational, and affective aspects of ceyin zhi xin as well as how this spontaneous and unlearnt response interact with other faculties such as higher-cognitive abilities. As can be observed, the triplet of perceiving the distress, the affective feeling and the motivation to help happens simultaneously. The process of perceiving clues of distress, having the affective feelings/responses of distress, and the motivation to aid are different aspects of the same emotional phenomenon. Flanagan first put forth the idea of a triplet in his work on the modularity of morals; the triplet involves the affect, cognition, and conation (Flanagan 2014: 45). In 2A6, the description of the sympathetic response fits the description of the Mencian Triplet—the reaction starts from suddenly perceiving the incident, entailing affective changes and motivation to help. This spontaneous reaction does not go through complex calculation as evidenced by its fast speed. The proposed Mencian triplet has the following features:
The perceiving of others’ distress, the affective changes, and the motivation to aid together consist a Mencian perceptive-affective-motive triplet; this triplet is a basic reaction to others’ distress or situations that are typically associated with distress.

Before I move further to discuss the features of this triplet, I need to stress that it is merely a part of ceyin zhi xin. Even though these three aspects are emphasized in the original texts, it does not mean that ceyin zhi xin contains only a spontaneous reaction that is free from conscious calculation and regulation. In addition to the triplet, ceyin zhi xin also contains a cognitively more demanding process that can adjust and regulate the initial reactions. The interactive relationship between the triplet and the higher cognitive functions is an important aspect of ceyin zhi xin which paves the way for its future development into a mature form of virtues that includes Kingly sympathy discussed earlier. In addition, the cultivation of sympathy is precisely targeted at both enhancing the spontaneous triplet and refining the conscious regulatory process. The normativity of Mencian ethics resides precisely in the interaction between our natural spontaneous inclinations and our higher cognitive capacities. In the following, I briefly discuss the Mencian triplet, especially how the perceptive, affective, and motivational aspects overlap in empirical studies.
4.1 Shared Representation
In addition to the Mencian Triplet in the philosophical literature, many observe the close relationship amongst the perceiving of distress, the feeling of distress and the motivation to aid. According to some of the most prominent modern psychologists and neurologists, these three aspects make use of the same underlining mechanism of shared neural and bodily representation (Decety 2011; de Waal 2008).
The close relationship between imitation and sympathy has been proven in many empirical studies in the recent decades; more and more scholars have begun to recognize and design experiments to test the idea that common neural substrates are involved in representing one’s own and others’ affective states. In the field of neuroscience, one phenomenon known to be a basic mechanism of empathy is “neural resonance”, meaning that “perceivers’ tendency to engage overlapping neural systems when they experience a given internal state and when they observe (or know that) targets (are) experiencing that same state” (Zaki and Ochsner 2012). It is also referred to as “shared neural representation” between the observer and the sufferer. Perceiving the emotional state of another triggers the shared neural activations between self-related experience and other related experience; it causes a matching emotional state in the sympathizer (Singer and Lamm 2009). The shared neural representation between observers and victims/observers is believed by many to be the common foundational mechanism of both imitation and sympathy/empathy. Especially after the striking yet controversial discovery of “mirror neurons” by di Pellegrino et al. three decades ago, neuroscientists began to seek evidence for the claim that perceiving others’ affective states and experiencing them first hand activate the same neurological substrates in the observer (Pellegrino et al. 1992). I should note that the function of the mirror neurons in human sympathy/empathy is highly controversial at the present stage.
To be more specific, here I list a few of the many studies based on humans and primates aiming to explain neural resonance on the neurons level, some of which indicate that observing an action and performing one fire the same motor neurons. For example, B. Wicker, et al.’s study on seeing and feeling disgust shows that feeling disgust and seeing others’ disgusted facial expression trigger similar neurological responses (Wicker et al. 2003). When one experiences disgust, her anterior insular cortex is activated, which also takes place when seeing another’s disgusted facial expression. C. Keysers and colleagues’ study shows activities in premotor cortex when perceiving others being touched and also when the subject is actually being touched (Keysers et al. 2004). In other words, “watching the movie scene in which a tarantula crawls on James Bond’s chest can make us literally shiver—as if the spider crawled on our own chest” (Keysers et al. 2004). In addition, M. Botvinick, et al. shows that when watching videos of others’ painful facial expression, one’s cortical areas including anterior cingulate cortex and insula are activated—the same as when one experiences pain oneself (Botvinick et al. 2005). This substantial and growing body of empirical studies lends support to the idea that common neural substrates are involved in representing one’s own and others’ affective states. Some recent theories about sympathy hold that this “shared representation of neurons” between the observer and the victim/sympathizer explains how we can “put ourselves in another’s shoes”, or think/behave “on behalf of another” as if in their place. Decety, arguably one of the foremost neuroscientists on empathy, calls this shared activation of neurons “shared affective circuits” and “shared neurological representation”; de Waal uses “shared bodily and neural representation,” and occasionally, “shared affective representation.” I will use “shared representation” in this chapter for short. In sum, the shared representation between the victim and the sympathizer is suspected by many modern empirical researchers to be the neurological foundation of sympathy/empathy. It is hopeful, even though not conclusive, that on the neurological level there might be a foundation for the closely related aspects of perception and affective response, as in the Mencian triplet.

4.2 Action-Specific Perception Theory
The motivational aspect is also closely connected with the perception of others’ distress and the affective responses to others’ distress. In the field of psychology, there is a long-standing view that perception and action are deeply interactive and intertwined. The action-specific perception theory, for example, posits that the potential actions we could take influences our perception (Witt 2011). It outlines the close relationship between perception and action. The theory suggests that our perception of the environment informs us about the opportunities for action and their associated costs; meanwhile, different intention and action capabilities result in different perception. For example, many athletes report that their performance level influences their perception. Baseball players, when they are hitting well, report that the ball appears bigger [like a grapefruit]; when they are not hitting well, they report that the ball looks smaller (Witt 2011). One explanation is that their intention and bodily readiness to perform the action of hitting the ball influences how big the ball appears: when it is a feasible action the ball appears bigger, and when it is less probable of an action judged by the player’s skill level, bodily readiness [whether the player is too tired to perform such an action] and intention [whether the player is concentrated or distracted], the ball appears smaller. This phenomenon of perceiving differently based on one’s capacity level and intention is reported not only in baseball but also other sports such as tennis, basketball, and golf. Witt’s results confirm that the perception of the environment is affected by the perceiver’s behavioral potential (Witt 2011). In this theory, one is seeing in terms of possible actions.
Theories such as the action-specific perception thus confirms the close relationship between perception and motive. Applying the action-specific perception theory to sympathy, it then confirms the close relationship between one’s perception of others’ distress and the motivation to act, as the Mencian triplet suggests. It lends credibility to my proposed Mencian triplet as the underlying mechanism of sympathy.
So far, I have shown the intertwining nature of the perceptive, affective and motive components of ceyin zhi xin, thus supporting my proposed idea of viewing these three aspects as a unity—the Mencian Triplets. As mentioned earlier, this is merely a part of ceyin zhi xin, the next section discusses the other components besides the Triplet.

4.3 The Russian Doll Model
The Russian doll theory of de Waal’s proposes that empathy consists of a number of components, including the Perception Action Mechanism (PAM), self-other awareness, higher cognitive abilities, and regulatory function. They are related in a layered fashion resembling a Russian doll set (See Fig. 28.1) (de Waal 2008: 287, 288). Preston and de Waal use “Perception Action mechanism (PAM)” to illustrate the shared representation and its function in empathetic capacity. The mechanism of PAM “provides an observer (the subject) with access to the subjective state of another (the object) through the subject’s own neural and bodily representations”, and as such is at the core of our empathetic capacity (Preston and de Waal 2002; de Waal 2008). This PAM could be a good candidate of the neurological mechanism that corresponds with my proposed Mencian Triplet of perceptive-affective-motive.[image: ]An illustration of the Russian Doll model of empathy and imitation. 3 layers of the doll are present with increased self-other distinction. Under imitation, the labels of the layers from the inside read motor mimicry, coordination and shared goals, and true imitation and emulation. Under empathy, the labels of the layers from the inside read emotional contagion, sympathetic concern and consolation, and perspective taking and targeted helping.


Fig. 28.1The Russian Doll Model illustrates the structural relationship between PAM and more sophisticated cognitive abilities. The outer layers of the doll, namely the sophisticated cognitive capacities, always stays connected to its inner core of PAM. (Figure replicated from de Waal (2008: 288). Please note that empirical studies about a large range of emotional and affective phenomenon are normally done under the name ‘empathy’, a term the German psychologist Theodor Lipps introduced and made popular. De Waal’s work uses ‘empathy’ as well; he also explains in the terminological discussion of his work that he uses a bottom-up approach to include many phenomena related to what one might call empathy, sympathy, compassion, or pity under his study of ‘empathy’ (de Waal 2008). The phenomenon ceyin zhi xin denotes clearly falls under what de Waal would consider ‘empathy.’ On the other hand, the term ‘sympathy’ has largely fallen out of popular use in modern psychology despite its important role in the sentimentalist tradition. The popular use of the term ‘empathy’ in empirical studies in turn influences philosophers to adopt it more and more often (Coplan 2011; Batson 2011))


De Waal explains the figure as “Empathy (right) induces a similar emotional state in the subject and the object, with at its core the perception-action mechanism (PAM)” (de Waal 2008: 288). He further explains, “outer layers, such as sympathetic concern and perspective-taking, build upon this hard-wired socio-affective basis…Even though the doll’s outer layers depend on prefrontal functioning and an increasing self-other distinction, these outer layers remain connected to its inner core” (de Waal 2008: 288). In the Russian doll model, the outer layers of the doll include higher cognitive abilities such as perspective-taking and targeted helping. Self-other awareness also plays a role in the model, though its activation takes time, as suggested by the vertical axis. Jackson and Decety have a somewhat similar view of empathy. They propose “the architecture of empathy”, which also involves higher cognitive faculties, self-other awareness, some kind of self-regulation in addition to the shared neurological representation (Decety and Jackson 2004).
The above-mentioned factors together contribute to the altruistic behavior we typically associate with sympathy. For example, self-other awareness facilitates targeted helping—that is, helping in terms of what the sufferer needs instead of the sympathizer’s needs. It also allows more complicated cases of sympathy in which one must construct others’ desires or personality so as to understand their distress. In a way, PAM, which is based on shared representation, exposes one to the gravity of others’ distress, while self-other awareness and other higher cognitive capacities enables targeted helping that is appropriate for the sufferer.
In addition to interpreting ceyin zhi xin as tenderheartedness towards suffering, another interpretive approach worth noting is the Kantian rationalist perspective adopted by Chan (2014), who interprets the sprouts as “pure feelings” managed by rational faculties. This approach is problematic since (a) it assumes some kind of dichotomy between “pure feelings” and “higher rational faculties” and (b) it assumes that this framework can be applied to Mencian notions.
While the rationalist approach may not be commonly used in Chinese philosophy to interpret Mencian ethics, a recent popular theory in psychology and economics known as “dual process model” poses similar issues. The System 1 and System 2 dual interpretive model refers to non-deliberative, instinctual reactions as “System 1 processing” and higher, cognitive processing as “System 2 processing.” This model was made famous by the Nobel Prize laureate Daniel Kahneman in his book, Thinking, Fast and Slow (Kahneman 2013). Richard Kim uses the dual process model to interpret Mencian ethics, observing that Mencius 3A5 represents a spontaneous System 1 reaction. He writes, “the emotionally charged reaction upon seeing the corpses of the parents (3A5) was swift and spontaneous—certainly not the result of rational deliberation (System 2)” (Kim 2016: 5). This interpretation risks mischaracterizing the sprouts as unintelligent feelings and, more importantly, discount one of the most prominent features of Mencian philosophy, namely the ambiguous and flexible distinction between a spontaneous behavior and a highly-intelligent one. Moreover, central concepts such as heart-mind (xin 心), the purposeful effort of concentration (si 思), the psycho-energy stuff (qi 氣) that motivates actions, have no corollary in the Systems 1/2 model.
From the above-discussion, the most notable interpretative advantage of the Russian Doll Model is that it highlights the interaction between the spontaneous and unlearnt triplet and the higher cognitive components of ceyin zhi xin in a dynamic manner. It also stresses that the “inner core” of the doll, namely the Mencian triplet, is always at the center of and most foundational to sympathetic responses related to ceyin zhi xin, just like Mencius claims in his conversation with King Xuan that the king’s heart of ceyin is indeed intact since the triplet is well and alive as evidenced by King Xuan’s reaction to the ox (1A7). In the Russian Doll model, as time increases, increasingly high cognitive faculties are evoked and become part of the tool box which the initial reaction of ceyin can take advantage of.


5 Biology and Normativity
The above discussion provides us with an interpretative model to understand ceyin zhi xin as including both the spontaneous and automatic Mencian triplet and its interaction with the higher cognitive faculties. The naturalistic interpretation seems to suggest that we have the natural endowment to be altruistic and to connect with our fellow beings. This interpretation sometimes may lead one to overstate the “biological” emphasis of Mencian philosophy. Following this thread of thought, some thus believe Mencius is claiming that “biology implied morality” (Virág 2017: 102). Even though in reading Mencius, it is clear that there are ethical inclinations within the four sprouts, sometimes such inclinations may be neglected as Mencius skillfully blends the ethical aspects with the naturalistic understanding of human moral capacities. The question is then, after an empirical examination of ceyin zhi xin, where does the ethical ends and ethical inclination reside? And how are the sprouts themselves geared towards ethical ends?
Further, an important thesis in Confucian philosophy, including Mencian philosophy, is ren qin zhi bian 人禽之辨 (the distinctions between humans and animals). Many agree that the basic difference between humans and animals is the former’s ability to make important distinctions such as those between the elder and the young, man and woman—which are believed to be the unique foundation for rituals and civilization. Somewhat paradoxically, Mencius is sometimes presented as a philosopher who embraces and promotes the biological aspects of humans—the aspects that we share to a certain degree with animals. In Mencius, as well as in my earlier discussion of primates and our shared capacity of some basic form of sympathy and altruistic tendencies, it may appear that Mencius is making the claim that the line between animals and humans is not that stark in terms of the capacity to feel sympathy. In fact, when he claims that those without the heart of ceyin is not human, his focus seems to be on the spontaneous and natural sympathetic reaction as an important criterion to be considered a human instead of the ability for rituals or distinction-making. This seems to amount to a tension especially if the ethical and cultural component of the ceyin zhi xin is neglected and treated as basic affective circuits of the sharing of suffering; in other words, if ceyin zhi xin is equated to the Mencian triplet and the higher-cognitive aspects that allows for sophisticated cultural activities were neglected, we may reduce Mencian ethics to mere claims about biological functions. Indeed, the relationship between biology and normativity is intricate in Mencian philosophy as well as in any naturalistic philosophy. This ambiguity is, at the same time, an advantage. Irene Bloom claims that Mencian ethics is naturalistic and his interlocutor Gaozi, who claims that “to be alive” and “the appetite for food and sex” are human nature, is the one who holds a real narrow biologic view (6A3) (Bloom 1997: 26). Gaozi’s view clearly differs from Mencius’s, which emphasizes that our ceyin zhi xin, as well as other sprouts, has an inclination to grow into something of moral value and something more sophisticated. The heart-mind enjoys altruistic and righteous actions in the same way that humans delight in good food and music. This is in accordance with Shun’s argument that Mencius’s focus is on the potential and capability of one’s cultural accomplishments (guided by heart-mind), instead of biological constitution (Shun 1997: 12). It is therefore important to acknowledge the higher-cognitive aspects of ceyin zhi xin as a part of what would allow sophisticated cultural accomplishment.
It is important to note, as the Russian doll model suggests, that the Mencian triplet is always at the center of the ceyin zhi xin. In my interpretation, this means that when deviating from the cognitive-affective-motivational triplet, it is no longer ceyin zhi xin we are discussing. In the case of Kingly Sympathy, ceyin zhi xin is always grounded in affective connections and motivational responses (to help people) and cannot be reduced to a judgement or an ethical value such as impartiality. Through cultivation, the kings are expected to be emotionally connected with their people despite the obstacles along the way.

6 Conclusion
In this chapter, I examined ceyin zhi xin under the lenses of some of the most influential empirical researches. I started from discussing the perceptive aspect, the affective aspect, and the motivational aspect of ceyin zhi xin individually, and then examined the relationship amongst the three aspects. I propose a Mencian Perceptive-Affective-Motive Triplet, which suggests that these three aspects of ceyin zhi xin are intertwined and interacting, as described in the 2A6 case. I then presented the Russian Doll Model from de Waal to help illustrate the structure of sympathy as containing both the Triplet and higher cognitive activities such as taking perspectives other than one’s own, understanding abstract ideas, semantic processing, imagination, and so on. I propose that the Russian Doll model, which understands ceyin zhi xin as a cognitive-affective-motivational triplet and its interaction with higher-cognitive abilities, is the best interpretative model for ceyin zhi xin. It not only highlights the nature of the fast and spontaneous nature of one’s reaction when witnessing others in immediately danger, but also leaves space for the cultural and ethical components of ceyin zhi xin to interact with the fast-acting triplet.
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Footnotes
1In this chapter, I use the term “sympathy” to denote the emotional response described in 2A6, namely ceyin zhi xin. I do not wish to use “compassion” as the term suggests some moral values and virtuous components that are not necessarily in ceyin zhi xin, which is merely the sprout/beginning of a more mature and morally valuable character. On the other hand, even though “empathy” is thought to denote a variety of related phenomena in empirical studies, especially in psychology, that would include feeling one’s distress and being motivated to help, in the philosophical literature, “empathy” is frequently limited to understanding others’ distress (Batson 2011; Darwall 1998; Prinz 2011a; Coplan 2011). Jesse Prinz, for example, claims that empathy is about feeling on behalf of someone, and if used to describe the phenomenon of feeling for someone’s plight, it is misused (Prinz 2011a, b). 2A6 would not be a case of empathy in Prinz’s account since one doesn’t necessarily feel on behalf of the child or react appropriately to the situation as if one were the child, instead, one reacts appropriately to the situation to save the child. To avoid confusion in the philosophical literature, I eschew the term “empathy” in my discussion but please note all the psychological and other empirical studies cited use the term “empathy”.

 

2Please note that this English translation is based on Van Norden’s translation in Mengzi (2008); I made some changes to it to better suit my understanding of the original text that is from Yang Bojun’s 楊伯峻 version of Mengzi Yizhu (1960).
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1 Introduction
Mencius is an early Confucian philosopher who is well known for his stimulating theory of human nature. He argues that human nature is originally good and the mind has an innate tendency of other-concerning affections. With his careful observation and description of how the natural inclinations of the mind motivate moral actions and cultivate virtues, he brings an insightful moral psychological vision to philosophers and psychologists today. In this chapter, I will discuss and analyze his views on moral agency (i.e., the ability to understand moral norms and violations, to reason and draw moral judgments, to motivate moral actions, and to initiate and sustain moral development) and moral emotions (i.e., the affective and motivational states of the mind that are directed to morally praiseworthy actions and dispositions) from the perspective of cognitive science, specifically psychology and neuroscience.
Mencius’s philosophy can be understood and analyzed from diverse ethical viewpoints. It is often interpreted as a form of virtue ethics (Cua 2003; Sim 2007; Van Norden 2007; Yu 2001), moral sentimentalism (Choi 2019; Frazer and Slote 2015; Slote 2018), or Kantian ethics (Mou 1990). In this chapter, I will interpret it as a moral psychological theory of the affective, developmental, and embodied moral mind. By focusing on moral emotions, motivations, and dispositions of the Confucian heart-mind (xin 心), Mencius provides us with an enlightening theory of what the moral mind is and how it functions to motivate moral actions and generate moral judgments through our spontaneous feelings and carefully cultivated dispositions. In several passages of the Mencius such as 1A7, 3A4, 2A6, and 6A6, he describes spontaneous reactions and other-concerning emotions such as buren (不忍 the unbearable emotional distress from one’s shared feelings of others’ suffering) and ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心 the heart-mind of pity and compassion) and argues that we have a natural tendency to sense and share other’s feelings and to wish for their wellbeing and success. He explains that the cultivation of Confucian virtue starts with our natural feelings for others that are deeply rooted in the heart-mind at the core foundation of humanity. An interdisciplinary analysis of moral emotions, therefore, is necessary to understand the broad moral and psychological significance of Mencius’s philosophy of the moral mind.
In this chapter, I will develop my analysis of Mencius’s moral psychology from the viewpoints of cognitive science. First, I will start with a general explanation of moral psychology from its philosophical and psychological foundations and discuss its significance in moral philosophy, specifically in Confucian moral philosophy. Second, I will survey major approaches to moral cognition currently developed in psychology and neuroscience and compare them with Mencius’s approach to moral emotions and the Confucian heart-mind. I will focus on his discussion of ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心) and analyze it on the basis of recent psychological studies of empathy. Third, I will characterize Mencius’s moral psychology as a theory of other-regarding, developmental, and embodied moral emotions and explain its uniqueness by differentiating the Mencian creature (a prototypical moral agent in Mencius’s moral psychology) from the Kantian, the Humean, and the Rawlsian creatures discussed in Western philosophy and psychology (Haidt 2001; Hauser 2006; Huebner et al. 2009; Mikhail 2007; Miller 2008; Morrow 2009). By drawing from psychological theories of affective empathy, embodied cognition, and other-concerning feelings, my interdisciplinary analysis will provide a stimulating opportunity for us to deepen our understanding of Mencius’s moral philosophy.1

2 Moral Psychology and Confucian Philosophy
In the broad sense of the term, moral psychology refers to an empirical study of moral phenomena to identify and explain mental states, processes, and dispositions observed in various processes of moral motivation, emotion, judgment, and development. For example, Piaget (1932/1965), Kohlberg (1981, 1984), Hoffman (1984, 2000), Turiel (1983, 1997), and Smetana (1981) study cognitive patterns of moral development. Greene (2008), Haidt (2001), Hauser (2006), Mikhail (2007), and Prinz (2004, 2007) investigate diverse forms of moral reasoning that are modulated by intentions, emotions, deliberations, rights, and responsibilities of moral agents. Singer et al. (2004) and Decety and Cowell (2014a) analyze empathy, a group of other-regarding emotions that are strongly responsive to others’ pain and suffering.
Moral psychology also refers to a particular viewpoint in moral philosophy. It refers to a philosophical study of moral judgments and principles from the perspective of psychological (i.e., cognitive and affective) states and dispositions of the mind. Unlike other schools of moral philosophy where moral values and norms are discussed and justified from the perspective of universal moral rules and a priori principles of morality, schools of philosophical moral psychology focus on how particular functions of the mind such as emotion, will, and intention (whether they are innately given or socially constructed) can give rise to, or justify our moral judgments, actions, and dispositions. Philosophers such as Hume (1739/1987), Reid (1764/1997), and Smith (1759/2002), for instance, explain moral values and normative principles through the affective prosocial inclinations of the mind such as empathy (feeling of others’ inner state) and sympathy (feeling for their wellbeing).
Philosophical moral psychology is at the center of Confucian moral philosophy. Even though Confucian philosophers discuss moral duties and responsibilities in the context of particular interpersonal roles, duties, and relations, they always emphasize naturally arising other-concerning emotions in the mind of a virtuous Confucian moral agent. Confucius, for instance, states that filial piety (xiao 孝) is not just an external behavior that fulfills the duty of supporting one’s parents (Analects 2.7) but a fully dedicated inner disposition to serve and love one’s parents. Confucius explains that, from the perspective of observable behavior, even animals can support their parents. Therefore, the distinctive nature of Confucian filial piety lies in the inner mind of respect, sincerity, and love toward one’s parents. He also emphasizes the value of monitoring (i.e., self-reflecting) and regulating the inner mind in one’s pursuit of ideal self-cultivation and virtuous life (Analects 1.4, 12.4). Since the right interior (the sincere Confucian heart-mind) is essential in Confucian virtue, he warns his disciples about deceptive forms of the exterior, such as flashy appearances and decorative speeches (Analects 1.3, 5.25) and condemns the village worthy (xiang yuan 鄕原, i.e., hypocrites) as the enemy of virtue (Analects 17.13). The same is true of Mencius’s moral philosophy. Mencius advises us not to lose one’s mind (fangxin 放心) (Mencius 6A11) and recommends the undisturbed mind (budongxin 不動心) for moral courage (Mencius 2A2). What a person truly feels and believes inside, according to Confucius and Mencius, is critically important in her virtuous and morally fulfilling life.
The inner moral psychological orientation of Confucianism is clearly evidenced if one compares Confucianism with other schools of Chinese philosophy such as Daoism (道家) and Mohism (墨家).2 From the perspective of Daoism, the mind (the inner mental states and attitudes of a moral agent) is simply a part of the cosmic movement of Dao. It does not have any fixed or permanent essence of its own identity: it can change and evolve as it interacts with myriad things in the process of cosmic transformation and harmony. Laozi states that “the sage has no invariable mind of his own” (聖人無常心) (Laozi 49; Legge 1997: 45) and rules his people by “emptying their minds” (聖人之治 虛其心) (Laozi 3; Legge 1997: 3). Zhuangzi also discusses “emptying” or “fasting” the mind (xinqi 心齊) – opening up one’s mind by freeing oneself from all pre-occupations and liberating oneself from one’s fixed viewpoint – for unbiased and interactive understanding of diverse viewpoints and changing conditions of life.3 Instead of developing or cultivating the mind by following others’ expectations, social conventions, and intellectual traditions, the Daoist philosophers suggest freeing, opening, or emptying the mind.
According to Mohism, the moral mind is not necessarily driven by naturally arising emotions but by broad moral responsibility towards others. According to Mozi’s philosophy of impartial love (jianai 兼愛), the moral mind is not confined to naturally or spontaneously arising emotions (such as the emotions one feels intimately inside one’s mind that tends to partial toward people one is attached to or closely related to). Rather, the moral mind should extend to one’s broad reciprocal responsibility that can be universally and evenly applied to all human beings including one’s enemies.4
The Confucian emphasis on the cultivation of the right kind of moral interior, however, does not imply that Confucian moral philosophy ignores moral duty or responsibility for the sake of subjective senses and feelings for others. Nor does it presuppose the existence of the solipsistic Cartesian ego at the foundation of moral actions and dispositions.5 It simply means that Confucian virtues start with and are supported by appropriate inner states and dispositions. What a person genuinely and sincerely feels and believes is intrinsically linked to her virtue and moral excellence. This balanced approach to the inner moral mind and the outer moral excellence is a unique characteristic of Confucian moral psychology.

3 Mencius’s Moral Philosophy and Moral Psychology
To understand Mencius’s approach to the moral mind and emotion, it is important to see his moral psychological viewpoint in the broad context of Confucian philosophy. Confucian philosophy has been discussed and interpreted from diverse ethical viewpoints. Some comparative philosophers interpret Confucian philosophy as virtue ethics (Sim 2007; Van Norden 2007; Yu 2007), but others interpret it as Kantian deontology (Mou 1990) or utilitarian ethics (Tillman 1982). Recently, a new interpretative framework, i.e., role ethics, is developed to the highlight unique characteristics of Confucian philosophy (Rosemont Jr and Ames 2009) from the perspective of interpersonal relations and role specific duties. In these interpretative approaches, Confucian philosophy is characterized as an ethical tradition of virtue, self-cultivation, duty, and interpersonal roles.
For Mencius’s moral philosophy, however, many philosophers focus on moral emotions such as empathy, care, and concern.6 According to this approach, Mencius’s philosophy is broadly conceived as moral sentimentalism or sentimentalist virtue ethics (Choi 2019; Frazer and Slote 2015; Kupperman 2000; Pang-White 2009; Slote 2007, 2018; Tao 2000; Wee 2003).7 Moral sentimentalism is a school of philosophical moral psychology where moral actions and judgments are explained by moral sentiments, i.e., a broad category of emotions and feelings for others such as love, compassion, sympathy, and care that are intrinsically linked to our affective moral sense and sympathetic consideration of others’ wellbeing.8 In many theories of moral sentimentalism, these other-concerning emotions constitute a psychological foundation for our moral motivation, disposition and judgment. Since Mencius characterizes the moral mind as xin (心 the heart-mind, i.e., the integrative combination of the affective and cognitive aspects of human psychology) and discusses affective moral senses such as ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心), his moral philosophy can be understood as a form of moral sentimentalism.9 Please note, however, that this characterization is neither conclusive nor exclusive. Because of its multi-layered and multifarious nature, Mencius’s moral philosophy is open to many different interpretations. By focusing on different aspects of the moral mind, one can develop different understandings of what Mencius’s approach to xin means from the perspectives of virtue ethics, duty ethics, or care ethics, but they do not have to be exclusive of one another.10 From the perspective of moral psychology, however, I will explore Mencius’s moral philosophy as a theory of moral sentimentalism broadly defined as a philosophical viewpoint that explains moral actions and dispositions through affective moral senses and other-concerning emotions.
In his explanation of the Confucian heart-mind, Mencius focuses on naturally arising affective inclinations.11 According to him, our spontaneous moral emotions and actions do not originate from deliberate moral reasoning about consequences and intentions of an action, or a sense of duty to universal moral rules, but from affective and other-concerning inclinations of the moral mind. Simply, Confucian virtues (fully developed moral dispositions such as ren 仁 or xiao 孝) are fully developed and balanced manifestations of the innately given affective moral abilities. The “child by the well” passage from the Mencius is often used to support this interpretation.
When I say that all men have the mind which cannot bear to see the suffering of others (bu ren ren zhi xin 不忍人之心), my meaning may be illustrated thus: Now, when men suddenly see a child about to fall into a well, they all have a feeling of alarm and distress [with pity and compassion] (chuti ceyin zhi xin 怵惕惻隱之心), not to gain friendship with the child’s parents, nor to seek the praise of their neighbors and friends, nor because they dislike the reputation [of lack of humanity if they did not rescue the child]. From such a case, we see that a man without the feeling of commiseration is not a man. (Mencius, 2A6; Chan 1963: 65)

In this passage, Mencius describes the strong reactive arousal of ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心) as the beginning of the central Confucian virtue of ren (仁). This quick, strong, and other-concerning emotion is one of the four incipient abilities (siduan 四端) of the Mencian moral mind that can be developed further to become balanced and refined moral dispositions.
The Confucian heart-mind of ceyin, however, is not just a spontaneously aroused state of the mind but also a deeply rooted moral inclination that comes out of common or universal human nature.12 As Mencius states at the end of the passage above, one is not a human being if one does not feel a strong sense of and empathic reaction to others’ pain.13 Because of this deeply engrained moral orientation, we feel unbearable (不忍 buren) in seeing others’ pain: we are motivated to feel for others and act to save them from their suffering. From moral psychological viewpoint, therefore, Mencius’s moral philosophy is a theory about our affective, other-concerning, and strongly motivational emotions that reflect our original moral inclinations. Like the man who feels ceyin in seeing the child’s imminent danger, a Mencian moral agent feels for others, shares their emotions, and concerns about their wellbeing with her heart-mind of love and compassion. For this reason, Mencius’s theory of the moral mind (i.e., Confucian heart-mind) can be understood as a form of moral sentimentalism.
To identify the moral psychological nature of an affective and other-regarding sense of morality described in the passage (2A6), and to interpret Mencius’s unique approach to the moral heart-mind, it is advisable to consult with empirical studies of moral emotions. Even though empirical facts do not justify moral norms and principles, understanding psychological conditions of the mind can guide us to analyze and estimate the practical feasibility and philosophical consistency of moral theories. Because “ought” (a normative standard) implies “can” (a psychological ability of a moral agent), developing and imposing moral principles or duties that go beyond or against human psychological or physical abilities is practically inappropriate. Additionally, empirical studies often provide discrete analytic tools that can be used to explain and differentiate the full details of philosophical concepts and ideas such as empathy, virtue, moral judgment and moral development. A full explication of the relation between empirical studies of moral psychology and philosophical theories of the moral mind goes beyond the scope of the current chapter.14 However, I believe that empirical studies of moral cognition and emotion can provide a balanced and enlightening understanding of Mencius’s moral philosophy that relies heavily on the affective inclinations of the human mind. If one considers the moral psychological orientation of Confucian moral philosophy and, specifically, Mencius’s emphasis on our affective sharing, other-concerning feelings, and prosocial motivations, one can appreciate the relevance and significance of psychology and neuroscience in one’s understanding of Mencius’s moral philosophy. In the following sections, I will discuss defining characteristics of Mencius’s moral psychology and explain how empirical studies of the mind and brain can guide us to understand his unique approach to the affective moral mind.15

4 Mencius’s Moral Psychology of Empathy
Mencius describes and discusses diverse psychological states (such as shame, trust, compassion, regret, and respect) in his explanation of the Confucian heart-mind and virtue. Among these psychological states, empathy (affective resonance and other-regarding concern) has special significance in his moral philosophy.16 Since ren 仁, the central virtue of Confucianism, consists of sympathetic understanding and other-concerning emotion, it intrinsically includes empathy, i.e., one’s sharing of others’ feelings and concern for their wellbeing. He carefully describes the other-concerning aspect of empathy as a beginning foundation of the Confucian virtue of ren (仁) in his example of the child by the well; an observer feels alarmed, distressed, and motivated to help when he sees a child coming close to a well (a dangerous place) (2A6). According to him, the experience of empathic concern arises spontaneously in one’s affective resonance of others’ suffering, which stimulates the feelings of pity and compassion, motivates caring or helping behavior, and encourages the cultivation of ren 仁 (love, benevolence) in the Confucian heart-mind.
In his explanation of the heart-mind (xin 心) of ceyin, Mencius argues that one cannot simply ignore others’ pain and suffering (2A6). Even by passively observing others’ pain, one senses and vicariously feels their pain and shares their suffering: one feels disturbed, alarmed, shocked, and, sometimes, feels their pain as if it is one’s own. This type of affective resonance, however, is not the whole process of empathy. We also feel pity and compassion for victims and are motivated to help them to relieve their suffering. That is, we not only share their feelings but also feel for them and care for their wellbeing. It is important to note that one’s affective resonance and empathic concern can come out without one’s full understanding of victims’ inner thoughts or desires. One can feel ceyin towards a total stranger or even an animal whose inner thoughts and desires one is not familiar with. In other words, one’s ceyin zhi xin is not necessarily driven by one’s full understanding of another’s inner state.17
Mencius adds that this empathic combination (affective resonance and empathic concern) comes quickly and spontaneously. Its arousal is not consciously controlled and its experience is not deliberately regulated. One cannot help but feel a strong other-concerning emotion when one sees the suffering of innocent victims like an innocent child coming close to a well in the child by the well example (2A6). With this type of strong affective arousal, one is simply struck by a sense of sadness and the motivation to rescue the child. Mencius calls this type of strong arousal and motivational force buren (不忍). Buren puts us in an unbearable state when we see, for example, an innocent child facing an imminent danger. In this situation, we can no longer be distant observers, disinterested spectators, or deliberate thinkers. We are fully charged to rescue the child from the danger. Mencius goes further to explain that this strong sense of moral emotion is part of original human nature. He states that “a man without the feeling of commiseration [ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心] is not a man” (2A6; Chan 1963: 65).
The spontaneous and unconstrained characteristics of Mencius’s foundational moral emotion of ceyin zhi xin is comparable to the psychological properties of affect laden intuition (quick, strong, and spontaneous moral judgments) that Haidt and his colleagues (Haidt 2001; Haidt and Craig 2004; Haidt and Graham 2007) observe in their subjects’ moral judgments. Affect laden moral intuition is typically witnessed in the phenomenon called moral dumbfounding. People are morally dumbfounded or flabbergasted when they make certain moral judgments quickly and spontaneously but cannot find rational justifications to explain or support them. It seems, according to Haidt and his colleagues, that this phenomenon of impaired or compromised reason in front of affective intuition is the rule rather than the exception of human moral psychology. In a similar way, Mencius describes the dominating and overflowing power of spontaneous emotion in our empathy towards others’ pain.18
Mencius, however, adds another layer (i.e., the underlying connection among the mind [心], nature [性] and Heaven [天]) to this spontaneous arousal of other-concerning emotion. Emphatic concern, exemplified in Mencius’s example of ceyin zhi xin, consists of affective sharing, other-regarding concern, and spontaneous manifestation of or motivation for helping behavior. A Mencian moral agent, like the man seeing a child coming close to a deep well (2A6), feels this urgent sense of alarm and danger when he observes an innocent child coming close to a well and feels the strong motivational drive to care for the child without deliberately considering all the psychological, social, and moral consequences of his affective concern and motivation. Mencius believes that the unique moral psychological properties of ceyin zhi xin reflect our deeply engrained moral nature. Ultimately, the empathic concern originates from the moral nature of the heart-mind (xin 心) and the moral nature of the heart-mind derives from human nature (xing 性) given by Heaven (tian 天).19 He completes this moral, psychological, and metaphysical cycle by saying that to fully exert one’s heart-mind is to know its nature and to know its nature is to know Heaven (7A1).

5 The Heart-Mind of Ceyin: How Is It Possible?
There is a striking similarity between Mencius’s example (the child by the well) and the examples (vignettes, images, or videos) used in recent studies of empathy. One of the experimental methodologies adopted in many psychological studies of empathy is to measure subjects’ psychological or neurological reactions through self-report, behavioral choice, and brain scanning measurements when the subjects observe visual scenes of danger and harm such as pictures or motion images of imminent physical pain (e.g., when sharp objects such as needles or knives are coming close to or contacting a victim’s body). This type of experimental setup is comparable to Mencius’s hypothetical situation of the child by the well: what would you feel when you see an innocent child coming close to a deep well? Mencius runs a stimulating thought experiment in 2A6 to demonstrate the direct, affectively resonating, and strongly motivational power of empathic concern (the heart-mind of ceyin). Ultimately, he argues that Confucian moral virtues are not distant or abstract ideals of morality. Rather, they originate from our vicarious experience of others’ pain, affective sharing of their suffering, and concern for their wellbeing. In its general approach, Mencius’s careful description and explanation of spontaneous empathic affection are similar to those of empirical studies of empathy (Decety and Jackson 2004; Singer et al. 2004).
In addition to the psychological similarity between Mencius’s observer in the child by the well example and the subjects of psychological experiments of empathic pain perception, empirical studies of empathy provide a good analytic tool to understand the other-concerning nature of the heart-mind of ceyin. Since empathy refers to a wide variety of psychological functions and processes, it is important to distinguish different components and dimensions of empathy. If one wants to develop a full analysis of Mencius’s affective moral psychology, one needs to identify different types of empathy. According to Batson (2009: 4–8), empathy refers to or serves eight different psychological functions:	(a)
identifying what another person is thinking or feeling,

 

	(b)
imagining what another person is thinking or feeling,

 

	(c)
imagining how one would think or feel in the place of another,

 

	(d)
aesthetically projecting oneself into the state of another person or object,

 

	(e)
feeling the same thing as another,

 

	(f)
feeling concern for another,

 

	(g)
feeling personally distressed by another’s negative situation, or

 

	(h)
matching the behavioral posture of another.

 



One can easily notice from this list that the different forms of empathy, despite their diversity, share a common psychological foundation: one’s vicarious experience that reflects, resonates, or represents another’s inner states. Essentially, empathy is an emotion that derives from one’s openness and resonance to others and their experience and, as Batson (2009) notes, it comes out of one’s cognitive, social, and moral interests in others’ thoughts, feelings, safety, and wellbeing.
According to Davis (1996), different functions of empathy identified by Batson can be grouped into three general categories: Cognitive empathy (a through d), affective empathy (e through g), and behavioral empathy (h). Cognitive empathy refers to one’s understanding of another’s inner representational states. Affective empathy is one’s ability to share, feel, and react to another’s emotional states. Behavioral empathy follows and imitates another’s behavioral postures or patterns. In this chapter, I will group them under the categories of perspective taking (a, b, c, d), affective resonance (e, g, h), and empathic concern (f) in order to contrast social-cognitive and affective-moral processes of empathy.20 My tripartite categorization of empathy follows the distinction made by psychologists and neuroscientists (Decety and Cowell 2014a, b; Zaki and Ochsner 2012a).21 They report, from their psychological and neurological studies, that there are at least three conceptually, psychologically, and neurologically distinct processes of empathy. The three categories of empathy can be summarized as follows:	1.
Perspective Taking: One’s understanding and identification of what others think and feel (others’ inner psychological states).

 

	2.
Affective Resonance: One’s experience of emotions that match others’ emotions.

 

	3.
Empathic Concern: One’s feeling of concern for others’ wellbeing

 



The first category of empathy is perspective taking. It is often called mindreading or theory of mind ability. With this cognitive ability one can recognize and identify others’ psychological states that are typically different from one’s own. It is the ability of attributing inner representational states such as beliefs, desires, and intentions to others’ minds and to interpret their behaviors through the projected inner states. Simply, this type of empathy enables one to understand what others think and why they act in certain ways.
The second category of empathy is affective resonance. It is often called emotional contagion or affective sharing. One can be emotionally affected by another’s display of emotion (such as behavioral or facial expressions of happiness, sadness, distress, boredom, frustration, and anger) or by one’s imagination of another’s emotional states that are similar to another’s inner psychological states. We can observe contagious spread of affective resonance among closely related individuals; however, this empathic ability can be shared among strangers.
The third category is empathic concern. As one shares or understands others’ inner states, one often develops caring attitudes and prosocial helping behaviors toward them. Empathic concern represents the motivational and moral aspects of empathy. While the first two categories of empathy relate to our cognitive or epistemological interest in understanding others’ behaviors and their inner psychology, the third category relates to our motivation to help them for their wellbeing and happiness in the process of knowing or sharing their inner states.
Although these categories of empathy interact with one another under various conditions of social and moral cognition, they function independently of one another and they are served by different neural substrates (i.e., their dedicated regions in the brain). It is important to note, however, that among the three categories or aspects of empathy, only the third category is directly or intrinsically related to the moral psychological dimension of empathy. Typically, philosophical studies of empathy in the context of moral sentimentalism focus on the integrated moral psychological properties of empathy that encompass all three categories (i.e., cognitive, affective, and motivational dimensions of empathy), but many psychological studies report the psychological dissociation between empathic concern and other categories of empathy. In other words, the other-caring functions of empathy (i.e., empathic concern) work differently and independently from other functions of empathy. Psychopaths, for instance, are often characterized as manipulative and callous individuals who have little interest in others’ feelings but their perspective taking ability (cognitive empathy) is not much different from that of non-psychopathic individuals (Lockwood et al. 2013), and their affective resonance (the second category of empathy) is limited but not completely absent (Decety et al. 2013a; Lishner et al. 2012).22 Psychopaths know what others think and can sense their feelings, but their empathic concern is selectively or severely impaired and, as a result, their empathy does not stimulate or support other-concerning feelings and prosocial motivation.
The psychological dissociation among the three categories or components of empathy can be observed in non-psychopathic population, too. Under certain social or psychological conditions, one can be revengeful to others when one empathizes (i.e., shares certain emotions) with them. Bernhard and Singer states that “empathic responses can be counteracted by opposing motivational systems, such as the desire for revenge or Schadenfreude…” (Bernarhardt and Singer 2012: 2). It is, therefore, important to understand that the three forms or functions of empathy make different contributions to our moral feelings, actions, and judgments, and the third category (empathic concern along with, or independently of, the two categories of empathy) plays a critical role in empathic caring and compassion. For this reason, the moral relevance of empathy cannot be generalized to all aspects of empathy because different types of empathy can function independently of each other.
Based on the three distinct categories of empathy, one can develop a psychologically discrete interpretation of Mencius’s concept of ceyin zhi xin. In the child by the well example, Mencius points out that the observer feels ceyin not because he expects a reward or praise from others. His affective or motivational state does not derive from his consequentialist reasoning. Additionally, inferring the child’s inner states via perspective taking is not necessary for him to experience ceyin because the child is so young, she may not have clear thoughts on her danger or suffering. To add one more important point, ceyin, unlike deliberate and reflective reasoning processes, comes very quickly and spontaneously. Therefore, the observer’s empathic experience of ceyin does not derive from the deliberate inferential or perspective taking processes of empathy but from the integrative combination of affective resonance and empathic concern.
Following this line of analysis, one can ask questions about the underlying moral psychological nature of ceyin zhi xin. How does one’s empathic concern (affective and motivational state for others’ wellbeing) arise from one’s perception of others’ pain and suffering? How does empathic resonance (responding to others’ pain in one’s own mind with similarly painful or negative feelings) give rise to, or associate with emphatic concern? In other words, how is ceyin zhi xin (the combination of sadness and pity, i.e., combination of empathic resonance and other-regarding concern) possible in a situation where one sees another in an imminent danger? Psychologically, empathic resonance (feeling with or of someone) is different from empathic concern (feeling for someone) as I discussed above in the examples of psychopathic indifference and revengeful feeling of Schadenfreude. Affective resonance, under certain circumstances, can cause abusive, manipulative, or revengeful behaviors. It is also possible that empathic resonance, instead of facilitating or motivating empathic care, can overwhelm or distress empathizers. If one empathizes too much with others (for instance, victims of horrible violence), one cannot feel for them. Instead of helping others to relieve their pain, one simply shuts down one’s mind, ignores others’ suffering or runs away from the scene of violence. Then, how to explain the non-arbitrary and psychologically meaningful combination of affective resonance and empathic concern in ceyin zhi xin as Mencius explains in his example of the child by the well?
Understanding the psychological reality of empathic concern and its close relation to affective resonance is essentially important to interpret and analyze Mencius’s moral psychology. In fact, many psychologists and neuroscientists investigate the moral psychological nature of empathic concern in conjunction with affective resonance to explain the multi-layered (cognitive/affective and sensory/motivational) dimensions of empathy (Decety and Cowell 2014a, b; Decety and Jackson 2004; Singer and Decety 2011; Zaki and Ochsner 2012a, b). To explain the interactive and integrative combination of affective resonance and empathic concern, I will discuss, in the following sections, a new approach to empathy by following Mencius’s insightful moral psychology of other-caring love. I will argue that a unique model of moral agency, i.e., the Mencian creature, with its integrative, developmental, innate, and embodied properties, can explain the inclusive combination of affective resonance and empathic concern in the Confucian heart-mind and why Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin is not just a philosophical fancy but a psychologically realistic description of the moral mind.

6 The Mencian Creature
According to Hauser (2006: 1–54), theories of moral psychology can be categorized into three schools of thought. They are Kantian, Humean, and Rawlsian theories and their moral agents (moral agents that exemplify moral psychological properties in their respective theories) are called the Kantian, the Humean, and the Rawlsian creatures respectively (Hauser 2006; Huebner et al. 2009; Miller 2008).23 Moral judgments of a Kantian creature derive from conscious and deliberate reasoning but those of a Humean creature come out of other-regarding emotions. A Rawlsian creature, however, makes moral decisions on the basis of innate but consciously inaccessible formal principles of morality. The Kantian, the Humean, and the Rawlsian creatures are summarized in the following way.
Kantian Creature: A moral agent who draws moral judgments from conscious and deliberate reasoning about universal moral rules and principles.

Humean Creature: A moral agent who draws moral judgments from affective moral sense and other-regarding emotions.

Rawlsian Creature: A moral agent who draws moral judgments from consciously inaccessible formal principles available in moral faculty (a specialized and independent functional unit of the mind).


These philosophically inspired and empirically developed models of moral agency represent three major approaches to the moral mind. In this theoretical framework, moral cognition (cognitive abilities of moral categorization, moral reasoning, and moral judgment) is understood from the perspectives of reflective reason (Kohlberg), affective reaction (Haidt 2001; Nichols 2004; Prinz 2007) and innate moral intuition (Mikhail 2007).24 Although Hauser supports the Rawlsian view, other psychologists and philosophers pursue different moral psychological approaches from the perspectives of the Kantian (Kohlberg 1981, 1984) or the Humean views (Haidt 2001; Hoffman 2000).
In addition to the tripartite divisions, Huebner et al. (2009: 2) provide two hybrid models. They are combined variations of the Kantian, Humean, and Rawlsian models. There is, however, an entirely different model that is not discussed in Hauser’s (2006) and his colleagues’ (Huebner et al. 2009) lists of moral psychological models. I call it the “Mencian creature,” because of its distinct moral psychological attributes discussed in the Mencius.
Mencian Creature: An agent who draws moral judgments from other-concerning, developmentally formative, and embodied emotions that come out of the innate inclinations of the moral mind.


The term “Mencian creature” is coined by Morrow (2009). By following Prinz’s (2007) general approach to affective moral psychology, he characterizes Mencian moral psychology as constructive or developmental sentimentalism; as he puts it, “I propose a new model of moral judgment – one that recognizes both the causal importance of emotions and the existence of unconscious mental processes that mediate the effects of emotion on moral judgment…It shares important elements with Jesse Prinz’s ‘constructive sentimentalist’ account of morality (Prinz 2007). It also draws on one of the central ideas in a great Chinese philosopher Mencius about the connection between the emotions and moral development. Hence, it might be called a ‘developmental sentimentalist’ theory, or more colorfully, a ‘Mencian creature’ model of moral judgment” (Morrow 2009: 295). I generally agree with Morrow that Mencius’s moral psychology is a version of moral sentimentalism because Mencius discusses moral feelings and emotions as the foundation elements of our moral sense and virtue. However, I think that Mencius’s approach to the moral mind includes other psychological properties such as embodied manifestation of the moral mind and reflective and holistic process of self-cultivation. Additionally, it is unclear whether Mencius’s moral psychology can be interpreted as a form of moral constructivism (a moral psychological view that supports the modification and construction of moral emotions beyond their original foundations). Since Mencius characterizes the four beginnings as innate or naturally given moral orientations, the Mencian creature may not be completely explained by postnatal and constructive moral development. Although the developmental potential is an important moral psychological property of the Mencian creature, its innate moral inclination is a strong component of the Mencian creature’s spontaneous and consistent feelings for others (Flanagan 2014; Seok 2008, 2020a).
By taking a holistic and integrative viewpoint that incorporates the affective, other-regarding, developmental, and embodied dimensions, the Mencian creature becomes a unique moral psychological type. It has a set of distinctive properties that distinguish itself from other types of moral agency. In what follows, I will explain the four moral psychological properties of the Mencian creature and discuss their unique characteristics in Mencius’s moral psychology.
	1.
Integration of Cognition and Emotion

 



It seems that there exists a strong dualism in psychology and cognitive science: cognitive processes (deliberate reasoning processes with explicit rules of operation) work independently of emotional processes (affective and embodied processes with particular phenomenological, sensory, and motivational properties) of the mind. According to Damasio (1994) and Pessoa (2008), the dichotomy between cognition and emotion is implicitly and explicitly endorsed by philosophers and psychologists: generally, cognitive functions (i.e., functions that support memory, attention, and reason) include interference resisting processes and are served by the cortical, typically the frontal, areas of the brain, but emotional functions (i.e., functions that support feeling, motivation, and affection) are fast, spontaneous, and served by the subcortical areas of the brain (Pessoa 2008: 148). However, recent studies in neuroscience demonstrate very convincingly that the strict distinction between cognition and emotion makes little sense specifically in many psychological processes of social and moral cognition (Davidson 2003; Moll et al. 2003; Moll and de Oliveira-Souza 2007; Pascual et al. 2013; Spezio 2011; Young and Koenigs 2007).25
When people understand each other’s beliefs and desires and draw moral judgments from their behaviors, cognition and emotion work interactively and jointly to process relevant information and develop appropriate judgments (Decety and Cowell 2014a, b; Young and Dugan 2012). In their recent study of moral cognition, Decety and Cowell provide the following summary:
Functional neuroimaging and lesion studies indicate that moral evaluations arise from the integration of cognitive and affective systems and that they involve a network of regions comprising the posterior superior temporal sulcus (pSTS), amygdala, insula, ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC), dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, and medial prefrontal cortex. (Decety and Cowell 2014b: 527, emphases added).

As Decety and Cowell (2014a, b) report, moral evaluations are greatly affected by emotional processes and the integration of cognition and emotion is necessary in understanding and assessing interpersonal relations and normative standards of human conduct. People, for example, do not just disagree with each other but also dislike each other on many moral issues due to this emotion-laden nature of moral cognition. In addition, because of the close interaction between cognitive and emotional processes in moral cognition, affective impairment can result in moral impairment. Many psychologists and neurologists report, for example, that the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VmPFC) not only supports integration or evaluation of affective arousal but also influences social and moral cognition in general. It is well documented that patients whose brains have damages in this particular area tend to make poor social and moral judgments (Damasio 1994; Greene et al. 2001, 2004; Valdesolo and DeSteno 2006; Wheatley and Haidt 2005; Prinz 2004; Young and Koenigs 2007; Koenigs et al. 2007). An often-cited example of Phineas Gage’s tragic accident that damaged his VmPFC demonstrates that emotions play a critical role in many areas of social and moral cognition (Damasio 1994). Patients whose VmPFCs are damaged maintain general intellectual functions (Anderson et al. 2006; Barrash et al. 2000), such as the “ability to tackle the logic of an abstract problem, to perform calculation, and to call up appropriate knowledge and attend to it” (Damasio et al. 1994: 1104), but they develop atypical (specifically utilitarian) moral judgments in the situations where others’ harm and suffering have to be considered seriously (Ciaramelli et al. 2007; Koenigs et al. 2007). That is, the peculiar patterns of VmPFC patients’ impaired moral decisions are closely related to, or caused by, the impaired emotional processing (i.e., the impaired integration of affective arousals with their social and moral significances) resulting from the damage to the VmPFC. Moral cognition, therefore, is not purely cognitive: it relies significantly on affective reactions, feelings, and motivations.
In a similar fashion, cognition (careful understanding and considering of others’ situations) and emotion (affective arousals and feelings) are closely associated in the moral mind of a Mencian creature.26 In the Confucian heart-mind (xin 心) of the Mencian creature, they work together not just in tandem but in cooperative or integrative ways to cultivate an ideal moral self and compassional moral mind. The importance of this collaborative or complementary combination of emotion and cognition can be witnessed in Mencius’s (1A7) conversation with King Xuan (齊宣王) who feels strong empathy for a sacrificial animal but pays little attention to his people. In this conversation, Mencius suggests that the king should balance and refine his spontaneous feelings through careful deliberation (i.e., weighing [quan 權] and measuring [duo 度]) so that his empathic concern can reach out to his people and become a genuine moral emotion of love and compassion. The integrative nature of moral cognition that combines spontaneous emotion and reflective deliberation is an essential characteristic of the Mencian creature with the Confucian heart-mind.27
The inclusive nature of moral cognition is also witnessed in Mencius’s discussion of the four beginnings (siduan 四端), i.e., the four foundational inclinations of the moral mind. He characterizes xin 心 in his four beginnings as affective states of the mind (such as ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 and xiuwu zhi xin 羞惡之心 [the Confucian heart-mind of shame and dislike]) and emphasizes the close connection between emotional inclinations and moral judgments. That is, xin is a psychological complex that combines cognition and emotion together. Specifically, the xin of ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 is a good example of moral psychological integration that takes one’s perception of others’ pain, empathic concern for their wellbeing, and altruistic motivation for their success into a unified psychological complex of the caring mind. Therefore, xin is not an organ of pure cognition but an integrative combination of the heart (emotion) and the mind (cognition).
To summarize, recent studies of moral cognition tells us that moral cognition is significantly affective, inclusively cognitive, and complementarily integrative. Seen from this empirical viewpoint, Mencius’s approach to the moral mind is psychologically realistic and philosophically convincing. It is a unique approach that takes a broad and holistic stance towards the Confucian heart-mind that combines cognition and emotion.28 In this approach, the moral mind is a unity of cognition and emotion. It is not just the mind but the heart-mind as Mencius carefully explains.	2.
Formative Development

 



In his discussion of the four beginnings (siduan 四端), Mencius focuses on the developmental nature of the incipient moral emotions that arise naturally and spontaneously with the potential to become balanced and reflective moral dispositions. He compares the development of the moral potentials to the biological growth of plants and trees (2A2, 2A7, 6A7, 6A8, 7B25). The four beginnings are moral sprouts that have the potential to become consistent and reliable moral dispositions but, depending on the conditions of the external environment, they can grow fully or fade away (6A8). Moral development, therefore, should support and invigorate the initial momentum of the energy given to us in our heart-mind. However, it is necessary to guide and encourage the innate moral potentials. Even though the general direction of the initial momentum stays the same, the guidance and regulation of the spontaneous emotions should be introduced and implemented.29 This is particularly so when one needs to regulate the blind expressions of one’s affective arousals. Spontaneous emotions need to be carefully guided and modulated to support fully balanced moral dispositions.30
As Mencius explains in his conversation with King Xuan, affective arousals or emotional eruptions can be blinded by personal interest and distracted by environmental contingencies. King Xuan, for instance, has this confused and inconsistent sense of empathy. In the Mencius 1A7, the king’s spontaneous arousal empathy is described vividly.
The king was sitting aloft in the hall, when a man appeared, leading an ox past the lower part of it. The king saw him, and asked, where is the ox going? The man replied, we are going to consecrate a bell with its blood. The king said, Let it go. I cannot bear [buren 不忍] its frightened appearance, as if it were an innocent person going to the place of death. The man answered, Shall we then omit the consecration of the bell? The king said, how can that be omitted? Change it for a sheep. (1A7; Legge 1960: 139)

Because of his buren 不忍 (the unbearable distress in seeing an ox and its suffering), King Xuan ordered that the ox (which he saw) be spared and a sheep (which he did not see) be sacrificed instead. However, even with his empathy toward an animal, he did not care for his people. His empathy is not fully extended to his people.
As many philosophers and psychologists point out, spontaneously arising emotions are often inconsistent and variable. When it comes to other-regarding feelings, we tend to be biased towards proximate, visible, and probable targets and ingroup members, but we are not impressed or aroused by distant, improbable, and uninteresting targets and strangers. As a result, we tend to focus on things nearby and ignore important moral duties and obligations that are unfamiliar and distant to us.31 Therefore, our naturally arising emotions and spontaneous feelings, if they ever serve a balanced sense of morality and the affective foundations of personal excellence, need to be calibrated, balanced and refined, so that appropriate interpersonal relations and social roles can be maintained. Otherwise, our feelings for others can fall into the narrow confinements of our personal interests and biases. To cultivate a balanced and refined sense of morality, an appropriate (i.e., carefully modulated and calibrated) developmental process is necessary in Mencius’s moral psychology.
The critical importance of development in the cultivation of an unbiased and consistent moral sense is evidenced in many empirical studies. Taber-Thomas et al. (2014) report that that early damages in the VmPFC, especially before 5 years of age, result in serious moral impairments that facilitate self-serving moral judgments, but a similar damage to the adult brains generates relatively modest effects on moral judgments. Individuals whose brains have damages in the VmPFC in early years can still experience emotional arousal and understand others’ pain but, due to their atypical development, their emotions do not support appropriate moral judgments and prosocial motivations. Regarding this type of time-sensitive developmental difference, a recent study (Decety et al. 2012) reports that in the brains of typically developing children, the functional interaction between the VmPFC and the amygdala are maintained during their evaluation of moral stimuli (specifically interpersonal harm). According to Decety and colleagues (2012), the developmental coupling between spontaneous functions of the amygdala and reflective functions of the VmPFC is necessary for the acquisition and maturation of moral competency. That is, cognitive and emotional maturation exerts developmentally significant, i.e., formative and time-sensitive influence on the way the mind cultivates and assists moral judgments and actions. In other words, naturally arising emotions need to be properly channeled, calibrated, and cultivated. Otherwise, they can confuse and bias the mind and make impulsive or inconsistent judgments and decisions.
What Mencius (1A7) suggests to King Xuan is consistent with this empirical observation of moral neuroscience. The king saves an innocent ox when he sees that the ox is going to be slaughtered but he does not take care of his people who are suffering. According to Mencius, this inconsistency or imbalance can be corrected by extending (tui 推) one’s natural feelings broadly to distant but important targets so that one can cultivate one’s affective moral potentials fully.32 Thus, Mencius asks the king to cultivate and refine his emotional reactions by weighing and measuring the significance of his feelings. He states that “Now your kindness is sufficient to reach to animals, and no benefits are extended from it to reach the people. How is this? Is an exception to be made here? By weighing, we know what things are light, and what heavy. By measuring, we know what things are long, and what short. The relations of all things may be thus determined, and it is of the greatest importance to estimate the motions of the mind. I beg your Majesty to measure it” (1A7; Legge 1960: 144). By “weighing (quan 權),” and “measuring (duo 度),” one can cultivate virtuous moral dispositions and modulate one’s spontaneous feelings.33	3.
Innate Moral Orientations

 



In their studies of moral development, psychologists often hypothesize the existence of innate moral abilities to explain the cross-cultural generality of moral behaviors and judgments. For example, young children, at the age of three or four, without formal training or education can distinguish rules relating to moral obligations (precautionary rules – for example, rules against aggressive violence) and rules of social or cultural norms (conventional rules or customary expectations – for example, rules of table manners). They also react differently to transgressions of the two different types of (i.e., precautionary/moral and conventional/customary) rules (Cummins 1996; Turiel 1977). The distinction between moral violations and conventional violations made by young children is consistently observed in their early stage of cognitive and moral development. Perhaps one can hypothesize that the human mind has an innate ability to recognize the unique nature of moral injunctions and treat moral violations differently from other personal or social violations (e.g., bad manners or faux pas).
In addition to the developmental properties, the computational and neuronal properties such as speed, reflexivity (automaticity), and neural hardwiredness can be used to explain the innate moral orientations of the mind.34 Among these properties, computational properties (i.e., patterns of information processing) are analyzed to differentiate the innate abilities of the moral mind. By focusing on the information (the domains of information processing) and the computation (the formal procedures of information processing), one can explain innate cognitive functions through (a) the particular content of information (b) the particular rules of computation or (c) the combination of (a) and (b). For example, cognitive scientists, by taking the second approach, argue that human beings recognize and follow innate moral rules that regulate actions and decisions concerning universal duties and intrinsic values. Harman (1999), Mikhail (2002), and Hauser (2006) propose that the human mind encodes and uses innate, consciously inaccessible, and formal principles of morality, comparable to Chomsky’s universal grammar of human language. This approach focuses on particular patterns in our moral intuitions that generate universal (cross-cultural) but peculiar processes of moral judgments. Specifically, Mikhail (2002, 2007) and Hauser (2006) argue that our moral abilities derive from formal rules of computation that take non-moral information as their inputs to generate moral judgments as their outputs.
Instead of focusing on neural structure (i.e., brain structures that serve specialized function of moral cognition) or computational process (i.e., domain specific rules for generating moral judgments), one can characterize the innate moral mind by particular content of information that is used to generate moral judgments. It seems that only limited categories of information (information about specific aspects of action, decision, and their consequences) are used in our moral judgments. These common moral contents are observed in diverse cultural contexts and early developmental stages. As many psychologists point out, there are universal building blocks or foundational repertoires of morality. So far, five well-known moral contents are identified: harm/hurt (Bloom 2010; Hamlin et al. 2007; Leslie et al. 2006), fairness (Bloom 2010; van den Bos and Miedema 2000), loyalty, respect (Graham and Haidt 2010; Lowery et al. 2006), and purity (Borg et al. 2006; Haidt 2007; Moll et al. 2005). Among these, Jonathan Haidt’s moral foundations theory is probably the most comprehensive theory of universal (i.e., cross-cultural) moral contents (Graham et al. 2011). According to Haidt’s moral foundations theory, there are five universal foundations (orientations or templates) of morality: harm, fairness, loyalty, respect, and purity.
Surprisingly, Haidt’s moral foundations are comparable to Mencius’s four beginnings. Mencius acknowledges that humans have specific affective inclinations (6A6, 7A3) that are given to us and guides our moral judgments and actions. Mencius’s four beginnings (the four beginnings or the four moral sprouts) are: ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心 [the heart-mind of pity and compassion], shifei zhi xin 是非之心 [the heart-mind of deference and compliance], cirang zhi xin 辭讓之心 [the heart-mind of right and wrong], and xiuwu zhi xin 羞惡之心 [the heart-mind of shame and dislike] 2A6, 6A6).35 They are innate moral abilities not simply because they are representative moral emotions or important emotional reactions to moral violations but also because they are expressed quickly, spontaneously, and strongly (as observed in various experiences of buren 不忍 [1A7, 2A6, 4A1, 4B52, 5B10, 7B77]). Additionally, they arise with minimal training or education.36 In this regard, they are, like Haidt’s moral foundations, universal moral building blocks of the Confucian heart-mind. However, they are different from the innate moral faculty proposed by Hauser (2006) and Mikhail (2002, 2007). The moral faculty, according to Hauser and Mikhail, is specified by formal rules of computation (i.e., the regulative guidance of how information about others’ behaviors is processed) but Mencius’s moral foundations (i.e., the four beginnings) are specified by particular types of emotional reactions to a group of human behaviors and interactions.37 It is important to note, however, that Mencius’s four beginnings are not just innate moral foundations (basic emotional reactions to trigger certain types of moral judgments) but also moral sprouts that can grow and cultivate balanced and perhaps more reflective moral dispositions.	4.
Embodiment

 



It is often observed that the human body reacts differently (through heart rates, blood pressure, perspiration, breath, posture, and sensory motor activities) to morally praiseworthy and blameworthy actions. In the Mencius 3A5, Mencius describes physiological and behavioral reactions of people who did not properly bury their deceased parents and happen to see the dead bodies being eaten by insects and wild animals:
In great antiquity there were some who did not bury their parents. When their parents died, they took them up and threw them into a ditch. Later when they passed by them and saw foxes and wild cats eating them, and flies and gnats feeding on them, their perspiration started out upon their foreheads, they looked askance and could not bear to look straight at them. (3A5; Chan 1963: 71 emphasis added)

In this passage, inappropriate behaviors such as not properly covering and burying one’s parents’ dead bodies generate affective reactions (physiological and behavioral changes) in one’s body.
Specifically, seeing others’ pain and suffering can make an observer physically disruptive and psychologically restless. Even animals who are suffering from painful injury or death can stimulate a quick, spontaneous, and reactive arousal in an apparently unresponsive mind such as King Xuan’s (Mencius, 1A7). In Mencius’s moral psychology, the body is not simply a physical carrier or vehicle of the mind as it is understood in Cartesian dualism but a part and parcel of moral cognition and judgments.
Mencius states that the physical expressions and reactions come out of the center (zhong 中) of the heart-mind:
Now the perspiration was not for the sake of other people. It was something at the bottom of their hearts [zhongxin 中心] that showed in their expressions. They immediately went home and returned with baskets and spades and covered the bodies. If it was indeed right to cover them, then there must be certain moral principles which made filial [xiao 孝] sons and men of humanity [ren 仁] inter their parents. (3A5; Chan 1963: 71 emphasis added)38

As the passage clearly demonstrates, these physical reactions are not reflexive and blind expressions of the body. They come intrinsically and essentially out of the genuine moral orientation of the mind. Considering the important roles the body plays in moral cognition and motivation, it is clear that Mencius’s moral psychology is a unique form of moral psychology that combines the mind and the body in our feelings for others. In its other-caring love, the Confucian heart-mind expresses empathic concern for others through the body.
The body is also related to one’s self-cultivation. According to Mencius, a virtuous person has three delights of life and the second one is a sense of shame (careful self-monitoring and constructive self-criticism with inner moral conscience): “…when looking up, he has no occasion for shame before Heaven [仰不愧於天], and, below, he has no occasion to blush before men [俯不怍於人]; this is a second delight” (7A20; Legge 1960: 459). Here, kui 愧 and zuo 怍 are used to refer to this psychological pressure on one’s self when one encounters or concerns about one’s own moral failure. In addition to inner psychological characteristics (depression, fear, withdrawal, etc.), shame often comes with specific bodily expressions such as lowering one’s posture and covering one’s face. For example, zuo 怍 means shame but it also refers to a bodily expression of shame. When a person is shamed, her face gets blushed.39 As I discussed above, this type of embodiment (the behavioral and physiological changes in the body of a moral agent), if it comes from the bottom of the heart (zhongxin 中心), can reflect a healthy sense of one’s moral integrity.40 As a disposition of constructive self-monitoring with moral conscience, Confucian shame is a moral emotion that demonstrates the moral significance of the body in Mencius’s moral psychology.
Mencius’s notion of embodiment is not confined to the behavioral and physiological changes of the body. It also includes the energy and force of the conative mind. Mencius discusses the open and interactive nature of our moral sense through the flow of qi 氣 (material force or physical energy). Qi represents a concrete, interactive, and energetic process that penetrates everything in the universe. If the body provides us with the means to sustain concrete interaction with physical and social environments, qi is related to and supports the activity of the body. Qi is also psychological energy that flows or radiates from the genuine intention of the heart-mind. Mencius often characterizes moral development from the perspective of nourishing or supporting qi’s activity. He asserts that set your will firm and do not hurt the qi (持其志無暴其氣) (2A2). Seen from the perspective of qi, Confucian self-cultivation is not simply intellectual or emotional development but also the development of the interactive moral energy, i.e., the energy that prompts us to extend our moral interest from the narrow inner circle of personal life to the broad circle of community, society, and Heaven and Earth (the whole universe).41 For Mencius, moral energy or moral courage is supported by the physical energy of the body and the physical energy of the body is part of the cosmic energy of qi.
The body has been perceived as a physical hardware or a life-sustaining device in many schools of Western philosophy. The physical structures of the body (external limbs, skeleton, internal organs), their biological functions (heartbeat, perspiration, breath), and behavioral interaction with the environment are rarely discussed in the context of morality and virtue and embodied moral psychology has been a foreign concept in Western philosophy (Seok 2013). Mencius, however, recognizes the body (physical reactions and behaviors) not only as physical manifestations of the moral mind but also as an essential component of serious moral commitment that comes from the center of the Confucian heart-mind (3A5). The body also supports strong moral courage and stimulates self-cultivation that follows the flow of one’s moral energy (2A2).
The intrinsic connection between the body and the moral mind provides an insightful philosophical support for the embodied approach to social and moral cognition in psychology and neuroscience. Niedenthal et al. (2005) report that our social cognition (understanding of others’ thoughts and behaviors) is consistently affected by physical conditions of the body (body position, temperature, heart rate, and so on). A particular odor or temperature, for instance, can influence our perception and understanding of others’ behaviors and our acceptance or rejection of the underlying intentions. Specifically, the bodily reactivity to emotional expressions (i.e., the physiological and behavioral changes of the body when, for example, one sees another’s facial expressions) is necessary for our understanding of others’ feelings and thoughts. Mimicking others’ physical behaviors helps one not only to identify what others think but also to motivate cooperative and helping behaviors (Chartrand and Bargh 1999). Lack of appropriate bodily reactions can result in deficient moral and social cognition. For example, one’s impaired or deficient bodily reaction (such as the movement of the facial muscles) to others’ behavior is often observed to be inversely correlated with one’s understanding of others’ inner states and their intentions. Neal and Chartrand (2011) report that identifying and understanding what others feel by seeing their facial expressions is significantly impaired in people who received a Botox injection that reduces muscular feedback from the face. Lacking sufficient bodily reactivity is also associated with anti-social or immoral behaviors. Psychopathic tendencies are associated with low physiological reactivity to interpersonal distress such as crying faces (Blair et al. 1997) and they are often correlated with positive emotional reactions to sad images (Ali et al. 2009).
In neuroscience, studies of social cognition demonstrate that cortical representation of one’s own bodily states in such brain areas as the insula is one of the necessary components of one’s vicarious predictions about others’ emotions (Singer et al. 2004; Silani et al. 2008; Bird et al. 2010) and implicit intersubjective knowledge of others’ inner states, particularly their pain and suffering (Decety and Jackson 2004; Singer and Decety 2011; Zaki and Ochsner 2012b).42 The insula is also consistently and frequently implicated in other-concerning emotions and prosocial behaviors (Masten et al. 2011; Singer et al. 2004; Wicker et al. 2003). It seems that the body, specifically the neural representation of the body through the interoceptive functions served by the anterior insula, is an essential element of empathic concern and prosocial behaviors.43
Based on the empirical evidence that demonstrates the embodied and affective nature of the other-caring dimension of empathy, one can argue that physiological and behavioral changes described in 3A5 are not simply metaphorical expressions of the urgent, strong, and spontaneous feelings for the deceased parents. They are genuine moral psychological processes of the Confucian heart-mind that is essentially affective and critically embodied.44 The Mencian creature, therefore, has a moral mind that includes physical changes and activities of the body, and is open to interactive and constructive energy of qi that penetrates both the physical and psychological dimensions of empathic concern and its other-caring motivation. The Confucian heart-mind in Mencius’s moral psychology works not only with the body but also in and through the body.

7 Empathic Concern and Embodied Emotion
The Mencian creature, as I explained in the previous sections, incorporates the four moral psychological properties: integration of cognition and emotion, formative development, innate moral orientations, and embodiment. These properties culminate in the affective resonance and emphatic concern exemplified in the heart-mind of ceyin (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心) and the fully cultivated virtue of ren (仁). Mencius explains, in his example of the child by the well, that affective resonance (sensing and sharing the anxiety of the incoming danger and the resulting pain) and empathic concern (pity and compassion for the victim) can be combined naturally to prepare and cultivate the virtue of ren. However, the two are not always combined to generate moral or virtuous actions, as many psychologists report. Observing others’ pain can generate negative states of the mind through emotional contagion or resonance, but they do not necessarily give rise to other-concerning emotions (pity or compassion) and prosocial behaviors.
The critical link between affective resonance and empathic concern observed in ceyin zhi xin can be provided by the unique psychological nature of the Confucian heart-mind. Since other-regarding moral emotions in Mencius’s moral philosophy are not simply affective states but also motivational and embodied states of the mind, they can easily stimulate helping and rescuing behaviors. That is, when one feels or shares others’ suffering in one’s empathy for them, one is, at the same time, motivated to relieve their suffering through the motivational energy of the embodied mind. Mencius’s description of the spontaneous physical reactions in 3A5 reveals how affective and motivational one’s bodily reactions are when one sees suffering victims: one sweats profusely, cannot see things straight, and quickly acts to resolve the situation. Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin felt with a sense of buren 不忍 is another example of such an affective and motivational state of the embodied mind (2A6). When one sees others in great danger and pain, one cannot remain undisturbed. One quickly feels empathic concern and is strongly motivated to alleviate the danger and pain with a palpable and vivid sense of one’s bodily changes associated with the feeling of buren. When one cannot bear to see the pain and suffering of others, the feeling of urgency is not simply cognitive or affective but intensely embodied and deeply other-caring. The embodied experience of empathy, as Mencius states, is at the foundation of the Confucian heart-mind because “the perspiration was not for the sake of other people. It was something at the bottom of their hearts [zhongxin 中心] that showed in their expressions” (3A5; Chan 1963: 71). In fact, this type of affective reaction is so strong and pervasive that it can be manifested even in one’s concerning mind toward the pain of an innocent animal (1A7). As Mencius describes and explains (1A7, 2A6, 3A5), affective resonance and empathic concern can be combined together by the embodied processes and moral motivation of the mind that can mobilize other-caring emotions and prosocial behaviors. This psychological complex of affective resonance, emphatic concern and embodied energy, therefore, is a moral psychological triad, an essential and distinguishing characteristic of the Mencian creature.
Recent studies of empathy in neuroscience support this interpretation of the embodied empathic concern of other-caring love. According to many brain imaging studies, the insula monitors and reacts to the physical changes in the body and this interoceptive function correlates consistently with empathic concern, i.e., affective reaction to others’ pain and helping behavior to relieve their suffering (Keysers et al. 2010; Masten et al. 2011; Wicker et al. 2003). In other words, the insula, through its interoceptive function, modulates, connects, and supports the two major components (affective resonance and empathic concern) of empathy to inspire other-caring love. The embodied approach to empathy developed in this chapter, therefore, provides an enlightening explanation of why and how a bodily sense of affective resonance gives rise to other-concerning emotions with prosocial motivation. In the mind of the Mencian creature, the body (in the form of quick, strong, and spontaneous bodily reactions) puts affective resonance and empathic concern together to generate an other-caring emotion as observed in 2A6 and 3A5. Seen from the viewpoint of embodied and empathic moral emotions, Mencius’s moral psychology is a unique version of sentimentalist virtue ethics that comes out of the intriguing combination of cognition and emotion and draws from the intrinsically embodied and other-caring processes of the Confucian heart-mind. The three interactive dimensions (the cognitive, affective, and embodied dimensions) of the Confucian heart-mind discussed in several passages of the Mencius explain how emphatic concern is possible through embodied resonance and how it supports the virtue of benevolence and compassion.

8 Conclusion
In this chapter, I discussed Mencius’s moral psychological approach to the Confucian heart-mind from the perspective of cognitive science. I interpreted the Confucian moral mind (xin) as an integrative moral sense that combines cognition and emotion, and characterized Mencius’s moral philosophy as a moral psychological theory of empathic, developmental, and embodied moral emotions. I explained these characteristics of Mencius’s moral psychology in my analysis of the Mencian creature. Unlike other models of moral agency, such as the Humean, Kantian, and Rawlsian creatures, the Mencian creature is a psychological construct of the Confucian heart-mind with a set of distinctive properties such as integration of cognition and emotion, formative development, innate orientations, and affective embodiment. Specifically, I focused on embodied empathy in my explanation of the other-concerning emotions of the Mencian creature.
As many psychologists observe, the moral mind emerges out of the interactive and integrative combination of various psychological properties such as cognitive, affective, motivational, developmental, and embodied properties. However, only a small number of these properties, mostly cognitive and affective properties, are considered and discussed in many moral psychological theories and explanations. In contrast, Mencius’s moral psychology takes a uniquely holistic viewpoint. It lays out an embodied, developmental, and sentimentalist virtue theory that takes the moral mind as the combined activities of affective resonance, embodied moral affection, and reflective self-cultivation. As Mencius explains in his paradigmatic example of the child by the well, the moral mind is the heart-mind, the mind of affective resonance and caring concerns for others. It is also intrinsically embodied in its spontaneous reactions to others’ suffering and embedded in the environment of interpersonal relations. Mencius, therefore, provides a unique theory of the moral mind that brings a stimulating inspiration to comparative Chinese philosophy and empirical studies of affective moral cognition and empathic concern with embodied expressions and reactions.
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Footnotes
1This interdisciplinary and comparative analysis will help us to understand Mencius’s moral philosophy in a more concrete and practical way. Mencius’s moral philosophy has been understood as a grand philosophical vision of morality, virtue, humanity, and justice in an ideal state. Through the lens of cognitive science, however, his vision can be explained in a practical and psychologically realistic manner. His discussion of the Confucian heart-mind (xin 心) and the virtue of ren (仁), for example, is not simply a speculative philosophy of morality but also a carefully developed moral psychological theory of affective moral sense, embodied moral affection, and other-caring emotion. The main objective of this chapter is to understand Mencius’s philosophy from this moral psychological viewpoint. My analysis of ceyin zhi xin (惻隱之心), for instance, gives a good example of how this type of moral psychological analysis can be developed in Chinese comparative philosophy (Seok 2020a, 2022).

 

2Please note that the emphasis on the interior of moral self or the inner psychological turn, discussed here, does not support Cartesian philosophy of solipsistic ego. As I will discuss further, the Confucian heart-mind is always open to others. The inner moral mind, according to Mencius, is not isolated from others’ mind. It is essentially the other-regarding and other-concerning mind.

 

3Zhuangzi says “spirit [qi] is empty and waits for all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of the mind” (氣也者 虛而待物者也. 唯道集虛, 虛者心齋也) (Zhuangzi, 人間世 In the World of Men; Watson 2013: 25).

 

4“It is ‘mutual and universal’ which gives rise to the world’s greatest benefit (然卽之交兼者 果生天下之大利者與)” (Mozi 兼愛下, universal love III; Johnston 2010: 149).

 

5According to Wee (2002), even Cartesian ethics is communitarian (i.e., not solipsistic). “To those who think of Descartes as the individualist and solitary thinker of Meditations, it may come as a surprise that Descartes, in fact, maintains that one ought to put the interests of the community above one’s own interests” (Wee 2002: 193). Perhaps, it is indeed the case that Descartes proposes solipsistic ego in his metaphysics, but in ethics he proposes communitarian ego. Wee argues that Descartes and Mencius have many things in common in their moral philosophies. For Wee’s latest view on Mencius, see Wee’s chapter in this volume.

 

6Regarding this interpretative difference, one can quickly point out a major difference between Confucian and Mencian approach to ren 仁 (humanity or compassion). For example, Liu argues that “[…] what Mencius takes as the starting point of humane love in this doctrine is not particular filiality, but universal commiseration. From his point of view, then, it is just because one possesses the inherent feeling of commiseration that one is endowed with the virtue of humaneness by nature, and thus should love all people from one’s inner heart, even if those people have no kinship with oneself. In this way, Mencius not only satisfactorily replies the crucial question of ‘why all human beings should love one another, no matter whether there are any blood ties among them or not’, to which Confucius did not properly answer” (Liu 2001: 74).

 

7For a general introduction to Mencian scholarship and interpretative traditions, see Makeham (2001).

 

8According to Liu (2002, 2003) both Mencius’s and Hume’s moral philosophy share the same foundation of moral sensibility: “Mencius insists that moral qualities are as real as secondary qualities. He frequently compares the mind-heart’s (xin) enjoyment of moral qualities to the eye’s enjoyment of certain colors, the ear’s enjoyment of certain sounds, the mouth’s enjoyment of certain flavors (Mencius 6A4, 6A7, 6A16). In this regard (and in many others), Mencius is similar to Hume. Hume states, ‘Vice and virtue … may be compared to sounds, colors, heat and cold’ (A Treatise of Human Nature, p. 469)” (Liu 2002: 75).

 

9Nichols rightly emphasizes the centrality of emotion in the Analects and the Mencius (Nichols 2011: 613). He also adds the two major characteristics of the two early Confucian texts: development of emotions as features of our human nature and intrinsic connection between the cultivation of emotions with moral practice (Nichols 2011: 616). For this reason, Mencius’s moral philosophy is clearly different from that of Immanuel Kant. Regarding Kantian orientation towards universal moral rules, Churchland states that “Kant’s conviction that detachment from emotion is essential in characterizing moral obligation is strikingly at odds with what we know about our biological nature” (Churchland 2011: 75). Perkins also states, “To briefly explain Kant’s framework, our true self is our self as intelligence. Emotions are not even part of who we really are” (Perkins 2002: 209).

 

10For example, Xiao argues that in Mencius’s moral philosophy there exists a dualism of rational and moral agency – that is, both the discussion of rational justification (justification) and affective empathic drive (motivation) exist in Mencius’s philosophy but they play their respective roles in Mencian moral discourse (Xiao 2009). Xiao states that “…the justification and the motivation are differentiated, that is, the justification is a rational one, whereas the motivation is a moral one. I call this idea Mencius’s ‘dualism of justification and motivation.’ To make better sense of it, let us imagine what would happen if the ruler’s motivation is the same as the justification. That is to say, let us imagine that the ruler’s moral agency is identical with his rational agency — namely, the ruler’s virtuous action is motivated by his desire to win the Empire. According to Mencius, such a purposive action would not have the kind of transforming power that an expressive action motivated by empathy has” (Xiao 2009: 638).

 

11From the perspective of moral psychology, Mencius’s moral philosophy can be interpreted as a form of moral sentimentalism or a sentimentalist virtue theory, but, as I will explain shortly, his is a unique form of moral sentimentalism.

 

12Here, Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin combines two wings of empathy, i.e., affective resonance and empathic concern, in the heart-mind of sadness, pity, and compassion. The moral psychological details of Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin will be explained in the following sections.

 

13According to Møllgaard (2010), this idealistic or essentialist moral nativism can become an anthropological machine that draws a dividing line between humans and non-humans based on certain moral abilities. This type of distinctions can be used to justify discriminatory (non-human) treatment of individuals with sociopathy, schizophrenia, or other neurological/behavioral disorders.

 

14A full analysis of the relation between neuroscience (empirical science) and ethics (normative philosophy) is developed in my recent work (Seok 2020b) where three models (mutual independence, limited collaboration, and constructive integration) are proposed and discussed. In this chapter, I assume that empirical studies of the mind can collaborate with or integrate into moral theories.

 

15Slingerland (2011) and Nichols (2011) provide excellent overviews of how current researches in cognitive science can help us understand Confucian moral philosophy.

 

16Empathy can be defined from different psychological viewpoints. I give two general definitions suggested by psychologists. The first is: “Empathy can be defined as the process by which an individual infers the affective state of another by generating an isomorphic affective state in the self, while retaining knowledge that the cause of the affective state is the other” (Engen and Singer 2013: 275). The second is an “Operational definition of empathy: a witness W shows evidence of empathizing with object O (e.g., a human, animal, or object like a robot) if W shows evidence (e.g., neural or behavioral) for the (vicarious) activation of actions, sensations, or emotions that he/she would activate in O’s stead” (Keyers and Gazzola 2014: 164).

 

17Like King Xuan (Mencius 1A7) did to an ox, we can feel empathetic to an animal. “Despite our limited knowledge of animals minds, we often feel disturbed and empathetic toward animals in pain, whether they are biologically or psychologically close to us or not” (Seok 2015: 78).

 

18Mencius also discusses the reflective and the developmental sides of ceyin zhi xin. In his conversation with King Xuan (1A7), for example, Mencius suggests the king to weigh (quan 權) and measure (duo 度) a spontaneously arising sense of empathy so that the king can develop the balanced and consistent empathic concern for people in his state.

 

19See Chan (2002) for different interpretations of nature (xing 性) in Mencius’s philosophy.

 

20“Many researchers agree that empathy is something like ‘feeling what we would feel in another’s stead’. Instruments designed to measure empathy acknowledge multiple facets to empathy (e.g., cognitive vs emotional empathy, fantasizing vs perspective taking vs personal distress vs empathic concern, actions, emotions, and sensations…” (Keyers and Gazzola 2014: 163).

 

21Aaltola (2014), for example, provides a good survey of how empathy can be understood and used in theories of philosophical moral psychology.

 

22Surprisingly, many psychologists report that empathic abilities of psychopaths under certain conditions match or even surpass those of non-psychopathic population. Lishner and colleagues (2012, 1161) report that “Psychopathy was positively associated with pervasive experiences of sadness, anger, and fear, and negatively associated with pervasive experiences of happiness among nonforensic individuals.”

 

23These creatures are originally proposed as models (patterns) of moral judgments (Hauser 2006: 1–54). In this chapter, however, I use them broadly to explain the theoretical viewpoints of empirical moral psychology.

 

24Based on the tripartite division, Huebner et al. (2009: 2) provide five different models of moral psychology: pure Kantian, pure Humean, hybrid (i.e., hybrid of Humean and Kantian), pure Rawlsian, and hybrid Rawlsian.

 

25According to Pessoa (2008), purely cognitive circuits rarely exist in the human brain. Areas of the brain that are known as serving cognitive functions (such as attention, inhibition, and control) often interact with and integrate emotional processes in their neuronal pathways. For example, in some cognitive processes (such as response inhibition or working memory) that require executive cognitive control of attention and memory, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex known as the site of the executive cognitive control is observed to interact with emotional processes (Goldstein et al. 2007; Perlstein et al. 2002).

 

26Original meaning of xin 心 is the internal organ of the heart. But its central philosophical meaning in the Mencius and other Confucian texts is the cognitive and affective faculty of thinking and feeling.

 

27In fact, feelings/emotions, reason, mind, and human nature form a common semantic pool in Mencius’s moral philosophy. It is worth citing a long passage from Torbjörn Lodén: “The Chinese original for ‘what is genuinely in him’ [Mencius 6A6] is qi qing (其情), qi being the pronoun ‘his’ and qing meaning something like ‘true nature.’ But as we have seen, qing can also mean ‘feeling’ or ‘fact.’ In this context it definitely refers to something within human beings. While the translations of [qi qing as] ‘true nature’ and ‘what is genuinely in him’ are quite good, we may well think that the meaning here also includes ‘feeling’ or ‘true feeling.’ We may surmise that Mencius included feelings in what is genuinely in human beings. This would mean that he used one word to refer to the heart of compassion and the heart of right and wrong, although for us the former refers to a feeling, while the latter has more to do with our reason” (Lodén 2009: 610).

 

28It is often reported that quick, strong, and spontaneous emotions play an important role in our moral judgments (Haidt 2001; Nichols 2004; Prinz 2007). However, in Confucian tradition, as the term “the Confucian heart-mind” indicates, the integration of emotion and cognition is essentially important in the cultivation of virtue. Van Norden states that “the xin [心] combines cognitive and affective aspects. It knows and feels, perceives, and desires. We do not see here a sharp division between the cognitive and affective aspects of the mind” (Van Norden 2007: 216).

 

29In this regard, Ivanhoe (2013) emphasizes that Mencian moral development should be agricultural (deliberate and regulative) rather than vegetative.

 

30In his discussion of Mencian creature, Morrow (2009) stresses the developmental potentials of moral emotions.

 

31For example, Prinz (2011) argues that empathy increases towards people who are culturally and geographically close to empathizers.

 

32Im provides an analysis of tui (推) where he interprets it as careful and deliberate extension or shifting of one’s moral attention beyond the context of analogical reasoning; as he puts it, “To extend is not necessarily to extend judgment inferentially: It is not always judgment that is extended, and it is not always an extending through inference — either deductive or inductive. Instead, I will argue that for both Mencius and the Mohists, extending is an important pragmatic step that one takes in directing one’s attention in some particular mode toward a thing. This will, I believe, show that Mencius does not conceive of attitudes that we might call ‘emotions’ or ‘passions’ to be passive. Rather, he conceives of them as ‘modes of regarding,’ which are, in an important sense, under active control” (Im 2002: 227). McRae also argues for a non-inferential or non-rational interpretation of extension (tui 推). “I argue that extension is essentially a project in realigning the heart-mind. This project, while making use of our rational and reflective capacities, is not fundamentally (or even mostly) a process of moral reasoning” (McRae 2011: 594).

 

33Regarding this process of self-cultivation (from the four moral sprouts to fully developed, balanced moral dispositions), Slingerland wrote: “Although many scholars have portrayed this process of Mencian extension as a rational equation of logically similar situations, it seems more accurate to understand it as a process of ‘analogical resonance,’ involving ‘emotional resonance not cognitive similarity’ (Ivanhoe 2002: 226). In addition to his skill as a moral psychoanalyst, Mencius has at his disposal the standard tools of Confucian moral self-cultivation — ritual, music, the inspiring examples of the sage kings — which clearly involve a kind of analog, somatic-emotional prototype modeling. Moreover, it is precisely these sorts of cultural templates for thought and behavior that could be expected to ensure proper behavior in creatures guided by habit and automaticity: the absence of an all-powerful, all-knowing cognitive commander-in-chief matters little if ritual and custom are there to catch you” (Slingerland 2011: 98).

 

34Fodor’s (1983) study of cognitive modules (functionally specialized structures in the brain or faculties of the mind) provides the list of characteristics (such as speed, hardwiredness, and peculiar patterns of ontogeny) that helps psychologists to study innate cognitive abilities. These characteristics of cognitive modularity can be applied to innate moral orientations of the mind. I have shown how the psychological characteristics of cognitive modularity can be applied to Mencius’s and Reid’s moral philosophy (Seok 2008).

 

35According to its nativist viewpoint of Mencius’s moral psychology, human existence and morality can collapse onto one another. Eske Møllgaard describes Mencius’s essentialist or nativist approach in the following way: “According to Mencius, nothing could be easier than to act on one’s moral sentiments, for here willing and doing coincide. One does not have to learn to love one’s parents and respect one’s elders; one is able to do it naturally and does not even need to think before acting (Mencius 7A15). Therefore, Mencius can propose the following tautological moral maxim: ‘Do not do what you do not do; do not desire what you do not desire. That is all’ (7A17). What we do and desire follows spontaneously from our moral sentiments. It is not possible—at least for a human being—not to do it” (Møllgaard 2010: 132).

 

36Behuniak (2011: 508–509) notes that the famous examples of the Child at the Well (2A6) and King Xuan Spares an Ox (1A7) “may indeed suggest that altruistic tendencies are innate. They do not, however, prove that such tendencies are uniquely designed by ‘Heaven’ to grow into Confucian virtues. They might just as well lend viability to the Mohist ideal of realizing ‘universal concern’ (jianai 兼愛).” Here I provide additional pieces of evidence that may support the innate nature of the foundational moral abilities. There are different properties of innateness, but Mencius’s four beginnings have certain psychological characteristics that can justify, at least, a basic form of moral nativism. Seok (2008) discusses the details of this interpretation.

 

37The innate dispositions discussed in the Mencius, however, should not be understood as permanently fixed essences of the human nature. Rather they are progressively forming and transforming set of inclinations given to the moral mind. Regarding xing 性 (nature), Behuniak says that “Rather than entailing the notion of a fixed ‘nature,’ I maintain that this cosmology more readily sponsors the notion of dynamic ‘dispositions’ that ‘take shape’ in transaction with formative conditions and issue into unique qualities over the span of their development” (Behuniak Jr. 2005: xxi).

 

38Like Mencius, Williams believes that when we sense genuine moral impetus we feel passive and we feel something deeper than the rational part of the self. This type of deeper moral power includes “some element of passivity, some sense in which moral impulses prompt us,” and, as a result “we see a man’s genuine convictions as coming from somewhere deeper in him than his rational part of the self” (Williams 1973: 227).

 

39In the Guanzi (管子, 弟子職 [Disciple’s Rule]), zuo (怍) is used to refer to this type of physical changes in the face. “The face has no zuo [There is no strong or strained expression in the face]” (顔色毋怍).

 

40Mencius, in fact, states that a sense of shame is a very important thing for human beings (恥之於人大矣) (7A7).

 

41While comparing Mencius and Rousseau, Froese observes the dynamic and continuous moral development in Mencius’s moral philosophy and emphasizes the moral energy of qi flowing unceasingly from the Confucian heart-mind: “While both Mencius and Rousseau insist that our virtue never goes far enough, they hold to this view for very different reasons. For Rousseau, morality will always fall short because a return to the protohuman condition forever eludes us. For Mencius morality can never be completely driven underground because qi is the well that cannot run dry and opens up infinite possibilities for cultivating moral connectedness. The moral horizon is as vast as the unceasing flow of qi” (Froese 2008: 103).

 

42The neural network that supports affective interpersonal knowledge includes the anterior insula, thalamus, anterior midcingulate cortex, inferior frontal gyrus, and somatosensory cortex. The network has been consistently implicated in various functions of somatosensory resonance and shared neural representations with the pain of others (Decety et al. 2013a). Among these, the anterior insula, the pregenual anterior cingulate cortex, and anterior midcingulate cortex “have hub-like position in multiple functional networks making them ideally suited to integrate core affective information with contextual input into global feeling states and allow for the adaptive modulation of behavior by empathic states” (Engen and Singer 2013: 275). Craig (2002, 2009) provides a good introductory survey of the psychological and neurological functions of the insula.

 

43The contribution of the interoceptive functions of the insula to social and moral cognition is observed by psychologists. Engen and Singer (2013: 276) report that “…the formation of firsthand cortical representations about one’s own feeling states in interoceptive cortex is a necessary condition to engage in vicarious predictions about the emotions of others” (Engen and Singer 2013: 276). Hein et al. (2010) report that costly helping of ingroup members is predicted by the empathy related activity of the anterior insula.

 

44For example, Seok (2013, 2015) develops an embodied interpretation of Confucian moral psychology.
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1 Introduction
Re-reading canonical texts with fresh new perspectives help us to re-imagine these cultural resources and to recast them to meet today’s needs. In recent years, book-length scholarship, including Joanne D. Birdwhistell’s Mencius and Masculinities: Dynamics of Power, Morality, and Maternal Thinking and Judith Chelius Stark’s edited volume Feminist Interpretations of Augustine, has spear-headed stimulating discussion on the feminist potential of these two thinkers.1 This chapter aims to continue to draw out these implicit trains of thought in Mencius and Augustine and to explore their implications for the moral and political realms by means of comparative and transcultural approaches. 
Notwithstanding, obvious differences exist between these two thinkers. The Mencian philosophy is essentially humanistic, whereas the Augustinian view is largely theological. What is not obvious is that interesting parallels exist between the two thinkers. Firstly, both Mencius (fourth century BCE) and Augustine (356–430 CE) were raised by a widowed mother. Secondly, both mothers were teachers of the young Mencius and young Augustine. Thirdly, both Mencius and Augustine have exerted long-lasting influences on their respective intellectual traditions: Mencius is revered as “the second pillar of the Confucian tradition (yasheng xianshi 亞聖先師)” and Augustine is honored as the Doctor of Grace in the Roman Catholic Church. Fourthly, even though the two thinkers are several hundred years apart, both lived during historically turbulent times: the Chinese Warring States period in the fourth century B.C.E. and the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century. Fifthly, both are the kind of theorists that some feminists love to hate.2 And yet, surprisingly, one may also find that they were progressive in their historical context in their positive assessment of feminine characteristics.3 Both thinkers emphasize the affective dimension of morality. Both propose a political philosophy built on love and the family model. Both oppose social contractarianism and political realism. Thus, a comparative study of these two thinkers would prove to be meaningful in multiple ways. To begin, we will first take a look at the maternal influence on these two thinkers.

2 Two Narratives of Motherhood
2.1 Mencius and Madame Zou 鄒氏
Our knowledge about Mencius’s mother is limited and indirect. Mencius did not directly write about his mother. Chapter eleven of the Muyi 母儀 (Motherly Deportment) section from a later work, the Lienü Zhuan 《列女傳》 (Biographies of Women) which is dated 300 years after Mencius, informs us that her maiden name was Zou 鄒; and it presents four well-known stories about her.
The Biographies of Women was authored and compiled by Liu Xiang 劉向 (c. 77–6 BCE), a Western-Han Confucian scholar-official (Liu 2008). This work is regarded as the first of a Chinese genre that composes biographies for women. Its narrative style suggests that it is only loosely “historical.” These biographies were probably based on existing extant Han literature infused with oral traditions and mixed with Liu’s own interpretation. For one thing, it is unlikely that anyone actually listened in at a private conversation between Mencius and his mother or was physically present to observe Mencius’s reaction to his wife in their bedroom.4 Still, although Liu was certainly bound by conservative values of sancong side 三從四德 (three womanly obediences and four womanly virtues) and nanzun nübei 男尊女卑 (men are superior, and women are lowly), he was an independent enough thinker to author biographies for women and to acknowledge their exemplary wisdom and contributions to their society. This demonstrates that the Confucian canons, however limiting they may be, allow free development of thought that may go against conventional norms.
The first narrative from the chapter on Mencius’s mother (Madame Zou) in Liu’s Biographies of Women presents a well-known story called Meng Mu San Qian 孟母三遷 (Mencius’s mother relocated the home three times). This narrative describes how Madame Zou moved three times in order to find the best learning environment for the young Mencius. They first resided nearby a cemetery where the young Mencius often played roles in burial affairs without advancing in his learning. Subsequently, they moved to a location nearby a market where the young Mencius loved to imitate business men in their ostentatious sale transactions. Therefore, they moved again. This time they moved to a place nearby a school where the young Mencius learned proper rituals and appropriate ways of yielding and advancing in human relations. Thus, they stayed. When Mencius grew up, he mastered six arts, and became a highly respected Confucian scholar and teacher. The first narrative closes with praises of Madame Zou’s positive maternal influence. Contemporary feminist scholarship strongly advocates independent human agency as an important foundation to liberate women and oppressed groups from social structures that inhibit the development of a person’s full potential. Clearly, Madame Zou (a historical and symbolic representation of mother and woman) in her overcoming of the limitation of an existing environment is depicted as an active agent rather than a passive victim. She actively sought out the best community for Mencius’s childhood education.
The second narrative in the same chapter is often called Meng Mu Duan Ji 孟母斷機 (Mencius’s mother cut weaved linen). It goes as follows:
When Mencius was young, one day after school he returned home. Mencius’s mother was weaving and spinning threads of linen into cloth. She asked: “Did you do your best in your learning today?” Mencius replied, “So so.” Upon hearing that, Mencius’s mother picked up a knife and destroyed weaved cloth. Mencius was terrified and inquired the reasons. Mencius’s mother responded: “Your negligence of learning is like my action that destroyed weaved linen. A gentleman pursues learning to establish his reputation. He inquires to expand his knowledge. Consequently, when a gentleman is still, he is peaceful and tranquil; when he acts, he distances himself from harm. If you neglect learning today, you will unavoidably become an enslaved laborer and will not be able to distance yourselves from disaster. How is this different from engaging in weaving linen in order to make a living? If the work is abandoned halfway, how can one clothe one’s husband and family and make them not worry about food? If a woman neglects her work of providing food and a man neglects cultivating virtue, they will become either thieves or enslaved laborers.” Mencius was alarmed by what he heard. Thereupon, day and night he studied diligently without interruption; he became a student of Zisi [Confucius’ grandson], and a well-known Confucian-scholar in the world.5


Here, Madame Zou was noted as a wise teacher and an eloquent debater. To warn Mencius of the detrimental effects of neglecting learning, she drew on an important analogy between a woman’s work and a man’s learning. While she adheres to the idea of the division of labor along gender lines, she nonetheless equalizes the value of gendered work. She argues that men’s responsibility of learning well and women’s duty of attending to their domestic work are equally important in their contribution to the well-being of the household and the society.
Unlike the first two narratives, the third narrative is less known to the general public. It depicts a domestic conflict between Mencius and his wife and how Mencius’s mother handled the conflict.
Mencius got married. One day, he was about to enter the bedroom. He saw his wife only dressed in inner garments. Extremely displeased with what he saw, he abruptly left the room without entering it. Thereupon, his wife bid farewell to Mencius’s mother, saying: “I have heard that the way of ritual etiquettes between a husband and a wife does not apply to a private bedroom. Today I did not dress in full attire in our bedroom. When Mencius saw me, he was enraged. This is to treat me as a guest. The integrity (yi  義) of a married woman does not allow her to stay overnight at someone else’s house. I therefore ask for permission to return to my parents’ home.” Thereafter, Mencius’s mother called for Mencius and admonished him: “According to ritual propriety (li  禮), when one is about to enter the main gate, one asks first if anyone is home to exhibit respect for others. When one is about to ascend to the main hall, one called out loudly to warn others about one’s presence. When one is about to enter an inner room, one keeps one’s eyes down to avoid seeing other’s mistakes inadvertently. Today you did not examine yourself first whether you have acted according to proper rituals. Instead, you accused others of not following the rituals. Isn’t your own behavior far from it?” Mencius thanked his mother’s teaching and asked his wife to stay. Gentlemen said: Mencius’s mother knew ritual propriety and understood the way of how to be a mother-in-law.6

Both Mencius’s mother and wife are portrayed in the third narrative as teachers of “propriety in context.” Mencius (a son and a husband) is the one who lacks prudence. The lesson of flexibility recalls several texts from the Mencius (Mencius 2008). For instance, 4A17 discusses whether one should touch a drowning sister-in-law’s hands to rescue her. 7A26 indicates that “correctness” should be a spectrum of varying degrees, not one fixed point.7 “Quan 權” or “quanheng 權衡” is a very important Mencian notion, to be discussed later in this chapter. Flexibility and context are to be noted as key characteristics of Mencius’s social-political philosophy; they are often ignored in traditional rule-oriented theories associated with a masculine thinking paradigm.
The fourth, also the last, narrative describes Mencius’s inner conflict between filial piety (xiao 孝) and his career path:
Mencius resided in the State of Qi. He looked sad. Mencius’s mother saw this and asked, “You seem sad. Why?” Mencius replied, “Nothing really.” One day Mencius was home. Leaning against a pillar, he sighed. Mencius’s mother saw this and said, “The other day I saw you looked sad. You said that it’s nothing. Today you leaned against a pillar and sighed again. What’s troubling you?” Mencius replied, “I have heard: A gentleman estimates his own ability first. Then he takes a fitting official position, not because he desires illicit rewards or he covets honors or prosperity. If feudal lords do not listen to his advices, he would not reach to their superior(s). If they listen to his advice but do not put it into practice, he would not serve in their court(s). Today my advice is not put into practice by the State of Qi. I prefer to leave Qi but I am concerned with your old age. This is why I look sad.” Mencius’s mother replied: “The ritual propriety of a woman (furen zhi li 婦人之禮) is to prepare five meals, wines, and liquids, care for her parents-in-law, and mend clothes. That’s all. Therefore, she cultivates the inner affairs but does not wish to get involved in the affairs of the outer world. [. . .] It is inappropriate for a woman to act arbitrarily. Rather, she observes the way of three-followings (sancong zhi dao 三從之道). When she is young, she follows her father and mother. After she is married, she follows her husband. When her husband dies, she follows her son. This is what ritual propriety requires. Now that you are an adult man and I am in my old age, what about you act according to what is right and I follow what is proper?” Gentlemen said that Mencius’s mother knows the way of a woman (fudao 婦道).8


From the fourth narrative, we learn that Mencius’s mother helped Mencius solve a difficult ethical dilemma. Should Mencius fulfill the responsibility of filial piety and therefore stay in the State of Qi to care for his aging mother (but sacrificing his gentleman principle) or should he leave Qi to preserve his moral integrity (but jeopardizing filial piety)? This is the millennium-old dilemma between universal principles and intimate relations. Even though bound by the patriarchal assumptions of her time, Madame Zou proposed a course of action that will enable Mencius to harmonize both moral demands. She will travel with him! Mencius’s mother was depicted here as a perceptive and skillful teacher. Liu Xiang composed a hymn of praise (song 頌) to conclude the chapter:Mencius’s mother taught and transformed [her son] in orderly steps. She relocated their home [three times], considering what her son’s ability/talent is capable of. Thus, she enabled him to pursue great human relations. When his study did not progress, she cut her weaved linen in order to demonstrate a lesson. Her son thus fully developed his virtues and became the crown of the world.” (Liu 2008)



2.2 Augustine and Monica
In contrast with the case of Madame Zou, we learn much about Augustine’s mother, Monica, directly from the vivid descriptions given by Augustine in his Confessions. Augustine was born of a devoted Christian mother, Monica, and a secular father, Patricius. Augustine said very little about his father. When he did mention him, the descriptions were often unflattering.9 In contrast, Augustine discussed his relationship with his mother at great length and in a positive light.
Like Mencius’s mother, Monica was a force to be reckoned with. She paid great attention to Augustine’s education and spiritual development. When Augustine became a Manichee (a heresy by Christian standards) in college, Monica refused to let Augustine stay in the house. Augustine’s Confessions movingly depicted a mother drenched in tears and sorrow:
[S]he perceived the death which held me . . . You [i.e., God] heard her and did not despise her tears which poured forth to wet the ground under her eyes in every place where she prayed. [. . .] Hence, she was granted the dream by which you encouraged her to allow me to live with her and to have me at the same table in the house. She had begun by refusing me, in her revulsion from and detestation of the blasphemies of my error. Her vision was of herself standing on a rule made of wood. A young man came to her, handsome, cheerful, and smiling to her at a time when she was sad and ‘crushed with grief’. He asked her the reasons why she was downcast and daily in floods of tears. […] She had replied that she mourned my perdition. He then told her to have no anxiety and exhorted her to direct her attention and to see that where she was, there was I also. (III.xi.19; Augustine 1992)


Despite its religious undertone, the passage conveyed the idea of a concerned mother who deeply cares for her son’s spiritual well-being. Due to her determination, Augustine did leave the Manichean sect, converted to Christianity, became a Bishop of Hippo (a region in North Africa), and was canonized a saint (the Doctor of Grace) in the Catholic Church.
We also learned that Monica was a woman of resolve. When Augustine secretly left her and sailed alone to Rome, Monica followed. She also repeatedly approached a local bishop begging him to meet with Augustine so that Augustine would change his ways. She disapproved of Augustine’s 15-year companionship with a woman out of wedlock and actively made marriage arrangement for him to marry someone else who would benefit his career advancement.10 Despite her assertiveness, Monica was also a woman of kindness with great skills in fostering harmony in the household and in the community. Her marriage began with a rocky start. Her husband was infidel and had a hot temper. Monica’s mother-in-law was hostile toward her because of the malicious gossip of some servants. Monica won them over, Augustine wrote, “by her respectful manner and by persistence in patience and gentleness.” So too, when there was discord among quarrelling people in the neighborhood, she would listen to both sides and help to reconcile them.11
Augustine also praised her mother’s philosophical talent. She appeared as an interlocutor in a set of short philosophical treatises composed between the time of his conversion and his baptism. These distinctly Neo-Platonic Christian treatises are customarily called the Cassiciacum Dialogues including Against the Academics, The Happy Life, Order, and Soliloquies.12 The Confessions IX.x.23 further describes Monica to be spiritually gifted, equal to man, in the famous Ostia vision where they briefly taste eternity communally by a moment of total mental concentration. Monica’s influence on Augustine’s view toward women and his social philosophy would be immense.


3 Mencius and Augustine on Women
Long-held prejudices across many cultures often see women as more bound to their bodies because of the reproductive process. In addition, the female body is often seen as being impure or unclean due to the menstrual cycle. Women are also perceived as sexual objects. Consequently, women are spoken of as being more emotional, less rational, and as tempters responsible for males’ libido. From a gender-critique point of view, a man’s perspective on sexual desire is certainly an indicator on how positive he may be toward the physical body and the female sex. Earlier we have noted positive maternal influence on Mencius and Augustine. We shall now consider their respective views on women particularly in relation to sexuality.
Se (色 sex, libido, physical beauty) occurs in at least four chapters in the Mencius: 1B5, 5A1, 5A2, and 6A4 (Confucius and Mencius 1993). In 1B5, Mencius encouraged King Xuan of Qi to practice humane governance to no avail. The King uses his weakness for sex as an excuse. Mencius replied:
In former times, King Tai of Zhou was [also] fond of sex, and loved his wife. [. . .] At that time, [however] there were no sad complaining women in private, or any unmarried men in public. If Your Majesty is fond of sex but treats the commoners the same [i.e., enabling them to find their loving spouses], what difficulty is there in becoming the King [of all under heaven]? (1B5)13


From his reply to King Xuan, clearly Mencius did not think of sex negatively. Rather, sex is a natural part of human relations if one does not overindulge in it. 5A1 supports this interpretation:
Loving sex is what human beings desire (好色，人之所欲。). […] When one is young, one shows affections toward one’s parents. When one is at the age of knowing how to take delight in physical beauty (好色), one displays affections toward young and beautiful ladies. When one has wife and children, one demonstrates affections toward one’s wife and children. (5A1)


6A4 describes the debate between Gaozi and Mencius concerning the innate status of human nature. Although Gaozi and Mencius held different views on this subject, Mencius did not oppose Gaozi’s statement that “Desire for food and sex belongs to human nature (食色，性也).” 5A2 connects sex to human relations: “For a man and a woman, living together to form a family is one of the greatest human relations.” This is along the same line of reasoning found in the Liji 《禮記》 (The Book of Rites): “Drink, food, men, and women are what humans desire the most; death, destruction, poverty, and suffering are what people despise the most (飲食男女，人之大欲存焉；死亡貧苦，人之大惡存焉)”.14
In none of these texts did Mencius identify woman as a cause of male vices. On the contrary, in 4B33 he bluntly pointed out that women can have a more developed moral sense of shame than men:
There once were a wife and a concubine who lived in the state of Qi. When their husband went out, he would always come back stuffed with meat and ale. When the wife asked whom he had been eating and drinking with, it was always the richest and most esteemed people. So the wife said to the concubine, “When our husband goes out, he always comes back stuffed with meat and ale. When I ask whom he has been eating and drinking with, it is always the richest and most esteemed people. However, nobody well known has ever come to visit us. I am going to spy on where our husband goes.” Getting up early, she stealthily followed her husband. No one in all the city stopped to chat with him. He ended up among those performing sacrifices at the tombs beyond the eastern wall. He begged for their leftovers. If that was not enough, he would look around and go to another group. [. . .] His wife returned and told his concubine: “A husband is somebody you look up to for the rest of your life. And now he turns out to be like this!” So she and the concubine cursed their husband and broke down crying in the courtyard. But the husband returned, unaware of what had happened, casually strolling in from outside, strutting proudly before his wife and concubine. As a gentleman sees it, it is seldom the case that the manner in which people nowadays seek wealth, rank, profit, and success would not shame their wife and concubines and makes them break down in tears if they knew about it.15


Undoubtedly it is an unfortunate fact that China up to the early twentieth century allowed sexual asymmetry between a man and a woman: a man is allowed to have a wife and concubines, but not vice versa. Nonetheless, for our argument at hand, the fact that in this text Mencius used examples of women (the wife and the concubine) as symbols of moral conscience to shame their male counterpart (the husband) speaks to his endorsement of the moral potential of both sexes.
Lust for sex was a major theme in Augustine’s Confessions, in which Augustine described his long struggle with his sexual impulse. A man of Roman customs, Augustine took his first concubine at the age of 17.16 The two lived together for 15 years and begot a son. As Augustine’s career began to take off in Milan, his mother took active steps to ensure that Augustine married a suitable mate from a respectable social class. After Augustine’s engagement, his long-time female companion was sent home to North Africa, an extremely painful departure for both of them. Augustine wrote: “The woman with whom I habitually slept was torn away from my side because she was a hindrance to my marriage. My heart which was deeply attached was cut and wounded, and left a trail of blood. She had returned to Africa vowing that she would never go with another man.”17
Enslaved by his sexual impulse, Augustine took a second concubine outside of wedlock. He wrote: “Meanwhile my sins multiplied. [. . .] I was unhappy, incapable of following a woman’s example, and impatient of delay. I was to get the girl I had proposed to only at the end of two years. As I was not a lover of marriage but a slave of lust, I procured another woman.”18 It is worth noting that amidst all these impulsive sexual acts, Augustine never blamed women for his sexual addition. He recognized that his first female companion was more a moral example for him than he was for her. The Confessions enumerates Augustine’s encounter with four real life examples and images of virtuous woman: (1) his physical mother (Monica), (2) his first female companion, (3) Lady Continence (the divine personification of continence who encouraged him to rely on grace for chastity),19 and (4) the Mother Church (the Holy Mother of all) who provides spiritual nourishment to all.20
The mature Augustine held a much more nuanced view of human sexuality than in his early days: the embodied distinction of two sexes is a natural part of human condition and sexual desire is a good essential for human procreation. In the City of God, he stated: “I have no doubt that [. . .] to increase, multiply, and fill the earth is the gift of marriage [. . .] human beings were created male and female with bodies of different sexes in order that they might increase, multiply, and fill the earth by generating offspring.”21 He rejects an instrumentalist view of marriage and human sexuality. In The Literal Meaning of Genesis IX.7, he argues:
This good of marriage is threefold: fidelity, offspring, and sacrament. By fidelity, it is meant that there will be no intercourse with anyone else outside the marriage bond; by offspring, that children are to be accepted lovingly, raised tenderly, and educated religiously; by sacrament, that the marriage is not to be severed, and that, if abandoned, one may not marry someone else in order to produce offspring. (Augustine 2002)


In Marriage and Desire, the popular instrumentalist view of women in the late Roman Empire was also repudiated. Even though he believes that procreation is a great good, Augustine insists that a husband who divorces his wife because she is infertile is himself an adulterer (Augustine 1998).22
In addition to defending the equality of man and woman and its concomitant mutual responsibility, Augustine strongly opposed the views held by some of his contemporaries that women are not made in the image of God based on a flawed argument that women lack rational minds and, therefore, the female sex is a defect of nature. It is unclear whether these perspectives were skewed by cultural influence, certain exegetic interpretations of the Genesis, philosophical influence from ancient Greeks such as Plato (2005) and Aristotle (1984a, b, c), or a convergence of all of these factors.23 In several of his major works, Augustine insisted that gender differences pertain to our physical nature, not a difference of mental capacity. Toward the end of the Confessions, Augustine wrote: “For ‘you made man male and female’ in your spiritual grace to be equal, so that physical gender makes no distinction of male and female, just as there is ‘neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free person’” (XIII.xxiii.33; Augustine 1992). “In mental power she has an equal capacity of rational intelligence” (XIII.xxxii.47; Augustine 1992). In the City of God, XXII.17 (contrary to Aristotle, et al.), Augustine boldly claims: “The female gender . . . is not a defect, but a nature” (Augustine 1994). He further argues in The Literal Meaning of Genesis III.22 that women too, like men, are made in the image of God and are redeemed by grace (Augustine 2002).24

4 A Feminine Face in the Personal, the Social, and the Political
In this final section I would like to sketch a few essential points about how Mencius’s and Augustine’s views toward women impacted their social-political philosophy—what Birdwhistell calls the “cultural processes of transgendering.” Among its varied meanings, it “signifies an attempt to overcome cultural binary categories, which are restrictive by their very nature” (Birdwhistell 2007: 139). Although both Mencius and Augustine wrote from a male perspective and probably mostly for a male audience, they also incorporate maternal paradigms into their thinking, resulting from their lived experiences. Their personal experiences with real women-role-models have certainly informed their thinking paradigms (although they have not always acknowledged this formally).
Historically, neither is political realism nor is social contract theory an invention of modernity, even though modern thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes and others have certainly contributed to making these theories familiar in contemporary social and political discourse. During politically turbulent times, which apply to both Mencius and Augustine, nothing was more tempting to a political thinker than to simply endorse the view that “Might makes right” or to support an authoritarian government for the sake of political expediency. Theorists from these traditions often propose approaches regarded as being more masculine: governing by domination with the use of force (rather than by cooperation and care) (Birdwhistell 2007: 136). Both Mencius and Augustine resisted such temptations. For brevity’s sake, I shall focus on the following three points that are of feminist concerns in socio-political sphere.
4.1 Complementary Model of Leadership
Very few political theorists argue for the effectiveness of love and how love can work side-by-side with justice and law. Both Mencius and Augustine rejected this dualism of exclusion. For them, an ideal leader is one who is inclusive and leads by moral example rather than by force. He, she, or they are mindful of the requirement of justice/rightness while at the same time cares about the livelihood of the people. Scholars have sufficiently demonstrated that humaneness (仁) and righteousness (義) are twin-virtues in Confucian ethics beginning from the Analects and continued in the Mencius: for example, one reads in 6A11 that “Humaneness is the human mind, and righteousness is the human path” (Confucius and Mencius 1993). Furthermore, the value of humaneness and righteousness in the political realm was posited vis-à-vis with the shortcoming of focusing on utility and profit. For example, in 1A1, Mencius went to see King Hui of Liang. The King asked Mencius: what kind of profit can he bring to the State? In reply, Mencius offered a provocative criticism of utilitarian egoism:
What I have to offer [is] nothing but humanity and righteousness. If Your Majesty ask[s] what is profitable to your country, if the great officers ask what is profitable to their families, and if the inferior officers and the common people ask what is profitable to themselves, then both the superiors and subordinates will try to snatch the profit from one another and the country will crumble. (1A1)25


Mencius further argued in 4A20 that the power of a leader (consequently, the wellbeing of the state) comes from being a role model of the people: “Let the ruler be humane (ren) and all his people will be humane. Let the ruler be righteous (yi) and all his people will be righteous.” The legitimacy of a political leader rests on his/her/their virtue and moral merits. Thus, when King Xuan of Qi asked Mencius whether or not it’s all right for a minister to murder his king, Mencius replied in indignation, “He who injures humanity is a bandit. [. . .] I have heard of killing a mere fellow [. . .], but I have not heard of murdering [him as] the ruler” (1B8).
So too, Augustine resonated loudly in The City of God: “Without justice what are kingdoms but great robber bands? What are robber bands but small kingdoms?”26 To this, he added:
The band is itself made up of men, is ruled by the command of a leader, and is held together by a social pact. Plunder is divided in accordance with an agreed-upon law.... The title [of kingdom] is manifestly conferred on it, not because greed has been removed, but because impunity has been added.27


What is justice? He argued that “what is customarily said by those who do not understand right correctly—i.e., that right is the advantage of the strongest—is false” because such justice does not generate fellowship among individuals but undermines it.28 Rather, justice is “to render to each what is due” for peace, a definition Mencius would have agreed.29
Nonetheless, even true justice will have no recourse if no one loves it. Augustine is arguably the most vocal thinker in the Western traditions who have adamantly asserted that love is the most fundamental principle of all human actions. His analysis of the dynamic and the structure of love enticed one of the most influential existentialist philosophers in the twentieth century, Hannah Arendt, to write her dissertation on Love and Saint Augustine (Arendt 1996). In the Confessions, Augustine explained how he grew to see that an intellectual understanding of rightness is insufficient to propel a person to do what is right. Rather, “Love lifts us there”; “Wherever I am carried, my love is carrying me.”30 If this love is rooted in one’s love for God, it has transformed itself to charity in service of one’s neighbors and the human community.31 If this love is based on lust for glory and a desire to dominate, it has become a vice. Political regimes are differentiated by what their citizens love and the objects of their loves. Thus, “In order to see the character of a people, what it loves must be considered. [. ..] It is a better people if it agrees in loving better things; a worse one if it agrees in loving worse things.”32 In his monumental work The City of God, Augustine concludes that:
The two cities, therefore, were created by two loves: the earthly city by love of oneself, even to the point of contempt for God; the heavenly city by the love of God, even to the point of contempt for oneself. The first glories in itself, the second in the Lord. The first seeks glory from human beings; God, who is the witness of the conscience, is the greatest glory of the other. [. . .] The first, its princes and the nations that it subjugates, is dominated by the lust to dominate; in the second, all mutually serve one another in charity.33


In addition to the complementary values of justice and love, the concrete images of “father and mother” also play an important role in Augustine’s theological philosophy. A couple of examples from the Confessions should suffice. Besides offering great praise for his mother Monica and his son’s mother, in at least two other occasions in the Confessions Augustine alluded to additional images of wife-husband and mother-father as the ideal prototype of causes for positive change. Lady Continence (a symbol of woman and chastity) in the Book VIII was portrayed as the loving wife and God the loving husband. Both support caringly for those embracing chastity. Lady Continence was a key cause that led to Augustine’s final dramatic conversion in the famous weeping scene described in Book VIII.34 In Book IX, in memory of his deceased parents Monica and Patrick, Augustine wrote: “May they remember with devout affection my parents in this transient light, my kith and kin under you, our Father, in our mother the Catholic Church, and my fellow citizens in the eternal Jerusalem.”35 The Church is identified as the Holy Mother, and God the Holy Father, in the creator-creation relation.
Parallel to Augustine’s view, the references that political leaders should act like “the father and the mother of the people (wei min fumu 為民父母)” occur numerous times in the Mencius. For example, 1A4 points out that a king who stuffs himself with meat and rides well-fed horses but starves his people does not act like the “the father and the mother of the people.” 1B7 states that only when a king listens carefully and values the opinions of his people about governmental officials, he may be called “the father and the mother of the people.” Similar lessons on the importance and the concrete practices of a humane and just government can be found in 2A5, 2A6, and 3A3. Here we see a proposal for a cooperative model of shared governance. Furthermore, a humane leader is not an individual who only thinks rationally but lacks moral empathy towards others. Stoic apathy is a moral defect for both Mencius and Augustine. Rather, an ideal leader is someone who both think and feel (xin 心) at the same time and who shares the governance of the State with the people. The emphasis on moral feeling in the Confucian-Mencian virtue ethics is clearly stated in 2A6:
All people have the heart-mind (xin 心) that cannot bear to see the suffering of others. Our former sage kings all have the heart-mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of others. Therefore, they also carried out the government that cannot bear to see the suffering of its people. To use the heart-mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of others to implement the government that cannot bear to see the suffering of its people, to govern the world under heaven is as easy as like rolling an object on one’s palm. What is meant by “all people have the heart-mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of others” is this: when one sees a young child is about to falling into a well, all have the heart-mind of feeling alarmed and in sympathy. [.. .] From this, one can infer that without the heart-mind of sympathy, one is not fit to be a human being. Without the heart-mind of shame and disgust, one is not fit to be a human being. Without the heart-mind of gratitude and yielding, one is not fit to be a human being. Without the heart-mind of knowing right and wrong, one is not fit be a human being. (2A6; Confucius and Mencius 1993)36


This heart-mind of sympathy, shame and disgust, gratitude and yielding, right and wrong are the inception of the four Confucian cardinal virtues, humanness, righteousness, ritual propriety, and wisdom.
From the above discussion, we see how Mencius and Augustine respectively played a pivotal role in articulating and working out the value of the hidden feminine element in their respective traditions. In Mencius, it is the feeling of commiseration and humaneness. In Augustine, it is love and charity. A moral person and an ideal leader must exhibit these qualities of character. It is reasonable to assert that both Mencius and Augustine proposed a complementary model of the best practice of governance and leadership that interfuses humaneness and rightness, love and justice, images of “father and mother,” and “masculinity and femininity.” A case may be made (even though further arguments are needed) that women are not in principle excluded from the moral ideal of a junzi 君子 (a morally exemplary person) or a saint.37 Historical facts bore this out to some degree. For example, in the Chinese tradition many virtuous women are praised as exemplars of virtues in the Biographies of Women (Liu 2008) and The Confucian Four Books for Women (Pang-White 2018). In the Christian tradition, many women have been canonized as saints including Augustine’s mother, Monica. Therefore, in the long process of cultural transgendering, it requires cooperative efforts of both courageous men and women to think outside their cultural boxes. This is what Mencius and Augustine attempted to do in this self-correcting process of their respective cultures.

4.2 Concentric Circles of the Self, the Familial, the Social, and the Political
Unlike political theories that sharply separate the public from the private, both Mencius and Augustine defended its continuity, which bears some resemblance to the position of contemporary feminist ethics of care (Li 2000; Pang-White 2009, 2016). The social-political realm cannot be free-standing. Rather, the self, the familial, the social, and the political are interrelated as ever-expanding concentric circles from the inner to the outer.38 A sustainable political community must build itself on the concepts of reciprocity and gratitude. The fact that one is born, is cared for by one’s parents and by one’s community, and continues to exist is something to be grateful about. To reciprocate this feeling of gratitude, one manifests it first in filial piety toward one’s parents and then expands this personal care to the wider circle of humanitarian care.
This lesson of the gradation of love is resonated in the Great Learning and is reaffirmed in Mencius 1A7. In contrast with Mozi’s “universal love without distinction,” Mencius argued that what one should do first is:
Provide care for one’s elderly at home and then extend this care to care for other elderly; nurture the young at home and then extend this nurturing to care for other youngster; surely the world under heaven can be governed in one’s palm. [. . .] Therefore, if one is able to expand and implement this sense of gratitude, one is able to protect the four seas. If one is unable to do so, one will not even be able to protect one’s wife and children.39


The five reciprocal moral human relations (wulun 五倫) stated in 3A4 is both to preserve the centrality of family relations and to advise expansion of family care to others in the larger society.40 In 3B9, Mencius further argued against two opposing theories: ethical egoism and universal altruism without distinction. “Yang Zhu advocates egoism. It amounts to deny one’s special relationship with one’s ruler. Mo Di [Mozi] advocates universal love without distinction. Such doctrine denies one’s special relation with one’s father” (3B9).41 The proper order of love is to be “affectionate toward his family members,” “humane toward the people,” and “loving toward all things” (7A45). Through discipline and moral cultivation, the ultimate hope is that a humane leader and an undefeatable humane kingdom will emerge (renzhe wudi 仁者無敵) because all will be attracted to a humane ruler, just as grass necessarily yields to the wind and travelers seeks the guidance of the north-pole star (Mencius 1A5; Analects 2.1 and 12.19).
Like the Analects and the Mencius, the Confessions frequently goes back to the twin-notions of birth and gratitude. In “Why Augustine? Why Now,” Jean Bethke Elshtain writes:
His Confessions is a story of a human being who has become a question to himself. The story begins with an infant—here too, Augustine is radical within the context of political theory, which often seems to assume that human beings spring full-blown from the head of John Locke! Augustine starts with natality and intimates a developmental account featuring a fragile, dependent creature who is by no means a tabula rasa, but rather a being at once social and ‘quarrelsome’” (Elshtain 2005: 246).


In the City of God, Augustine demonstrates that family is the building block of a city and the world: “After the city or municipality comes the world, which they regard as the third level of human society. Beginning with the household, they progress to the city and then to the world.”42 Furthermore, the harmony of the household directly contributes to social, political, and world peace:
Hence, because the human household ought to be the beginning or the building block of the city, and because every beginning is directed to some end of its own kind and every part to the integrity of the whole whose part it is, the consequence is clearly that domestic peace is directed to civic peace.43

However, as a point of departure, Augustine is much less optimistic towards the political life than Mencius is. While family is a natural social institution, Augustine argues that political state was born out of our lust to dominate:
God said, “Let him have dominion over the fish of the sea and the winged things of the heavens and all the crawling things which crawl upon the earth” (Gn 1:26). He did not will that the rational beings, having been made according to his own image, dominate any [rational beings] except the irrational beings; he did not will that man dominates man, but that man dominates the beasts. [. . .] The first cause of slavery, then is sin, with the result that man is placed under man by the bondage of this condition. [. . .] Nevertheless, by the nature in which God first established man, no one is a slave of man or of sin.44

Therefore, ultimately it does not really matter who rules and who is ruled: “Concerning this life of mortals, which is lived and ended in a few days, what difference does it make whose governance a man who is about to die lives under, so long as those who rule does not compel him to impiety and sin.”45 What we can do under the constraints of present human conditions is at best to make societies a little less unjust. The best way to do so is not by means of a large empire. Rather, in Augustine’s view, “All kingdoms would have been small, enjoying concord with their neighbors... just as there are many homes of citizens in a city.”46

4.3 Flexibility and Context
Unlike moral political theorists that are rigidly rule-based, neither Mencius nor Augustine is an absolutist in this regard. Flexibility in light of context, quan 權 or quanheng 權衡 (weighing and adapting in exigent situation) is an essential characteristic of Mencian ethics. 4A17 records a conversation between Mencius and his contemporary. Someone asks: “In giving and receiving gifts, males and females should not touch hands. Is that the proper ritual?” Mencius replies, “Yes.” This person then asks: “if someone’s sister-in-law was drowning in the water, should one use one’s hands to save her?” Mencius replies: “If one does not rush to rescue a drowning sister-in-law by hands, one is behaving like a wolf [without conscience]. To avoid touching hands when males and females are giving and receiving an item is a ritual rule. But to rescue a drowning sister-in-law by one’s hands is necessary adaptability in exigent circumstance (權也)” (4A17). In 7A26, Mencius further explained that the mean state of between two extremes is a spectrum of possibilities rather than a fixed single point. Making necessary changes according to circumstance is the Way (Dao 道):
Zi Mo 子莫 [a wise man of the Lu State] holds to the center point (執中). By adhering to the middle, he is closer to being right. But if one holds to the middle without adapting it to meet exigent circumstances (執中無權), it is just like holding to one point. The reason that I hate holding to one point is because it damages the Way (賊道也). It holds onto one thing but abandons one hundred others (舉一而廢百也). (7A26)47


Augustine is conscious of the problems created by literal interpretation of texts. In his initial reading of Scriptural passages, this has caused him tremendous difficulty: “many difficult passages in the Old Testament. [...] where I, by taking them literally, had found them to kill (2 Cor. 3: 6).”48 Openness to levels of meaning and the possibility of multiple concurrently true views in one’s interpretation of an authoritative text is beneficial: “In this diversity of true views, may truth itself engender concord.”49 Furthermore, if he were given the opportunity to write something authoritative, he would choose to write it in a way that his words “would sound out with whatever diverse truth in these matters each reader was able to grasp, rather than to give a quite explicit statement of a single true view. […] in such a way as to exclude other views—provided there was no false doctrine to offend me.”50
Another evidence of Augustine’s endorsement of flexibility in one’s application of moral rules may be seen in his discussion of virginity. Even though virginity was considered a great good in Christian ethics, Augustine shows some flexibility when he argued against suicide in the City of God regarding the case of some women who were considering committing such an act after they were raped by invaders or in fear of being raped. One’s intention rather than outward appearance, he contended, is what defines a person’s virtue.51 The same flexibility manifests in Augustine’s view on just war. In the City of God, he explains that the avoidance of war for peace is always preferred but it is also not an absolute. A war may be justified in pressing situations provided certain conditions are met, for example, if it is waged as a last resort to restore justice (not for revenge, domination, or expansion of territory), no unnecessary force is exercised, and the ultimate end is for peace.


5 Conclusion
This chapter conducted a cross-cultural comparative study of two great thinkers who shared considerable degree of commonality in their moral, social, and political philosophy. Although Mencius and Augustine are centuries apart with very different philosophical vocabularies and metaphysics, the paper aims to demonstrate in some small degree that both thinkers acted as a voice of moral conscience in their times and in their respective traditions. Their insights were radical in their historical contexts in many ways. For example, contrary to accepted cultural norms at the time, neither Mencius nor Augustine held an unequivocal negative view toward the human body and human sexuality. Further, both repudiated the social view that regards the female body and female gender as merely a means to an end. In addition, in contrast with a stark separation of the private and the political, both put forth a social-political theory based on a developmental and relational account of human being, beginning within the family environment. Both bring the hidden feminine element in their respective traditions to the foreground, thus embarking on a bold attempt of gender interfusion in philosophical ideas and ideals. Both acknowledged—though maybe not extensively enough—that a feminine way of proceeding makes great contribution to the personal, the social, and the political realms. Perhaps, most importantly, both embraced a complementary model of cooperation, care, and governance rooted in humaneness and rightness, love and justice (rather than in aggression and cold calculation of utility). 
Re-reading the canons not only keeps the traditions alive but assists us in our understanding of the new. In the past, few thinkers have paid attention to the feminine and the maternal dimension of Mencius’s and Augustine’s thought. This cross-cultural comparative study hopes to bring this conversation to the forefront. Considering the limitation of modern moral and political theories that tend to be overtly dualistic and one-sided, reconstructing classical texts comparatively from these living traditions may prove to be a great resource that enables us to imagine transculturally and transgenderingly the best practice of ethical and political models by looking back to history.

References
	Arendt, Hannah. 1996. Love and Saint Augustine. Trans. Joanna Vecchiarelli Scott and Judith Chelius Stark. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. (Offering an insightful existentialist reading of Augustine and the social life).

	Aristotle. 1984a. Politics. In Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translations, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 2 vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	———. 1984b. Generation of Animals. In Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translations, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 2 vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	———. 1984c. History of Animals. In Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translations, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 2 vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	Augustine. 1992. Confessions. Trans. Henry Chadwick with an introduction and notes. New York: Oxford University Press.

	———. 1994. The City of God in Augustine: Political Writings. Trans. Michael W. Tkacz and Douglas Kries. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.

	———. 1998. Marriage and Desire. In Roland J. Teske, S. J., trans., with introduction and notes, and John E. Rotelle, O.S.A., ed., Answer to the Pelagians, II: Marriage and Desire, Answer to the Two Letters of the Pelagians, Answer to Julian. Hyde Park: New City Press.

	———. 2002. The Literal Meaning of Genesis. In Edmund Hill, O.P., trans., and John E. Rotelle, O.S.A., ed., On Genesis: On Genesis: A Refutation of the Manichees, Unfinished Literal commentary on Genesis, The Literal Meaning of Genesis. Hyde Park: New City Press.

	Birdwhistell, Joanne D. 2007. Mencius and Masculinities: Dynamics of Power, Morality, and Maternal Thinking. Albany: State University of New York Press. (Insightful and refreshing interpretation of Mencius’s philosophy through a feminist reading.).

	Chan, Wing-Tsit. 1973. A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University Press. (Excellent collection and translation of essential texts from all Chinese schools from ancient China to 1960s.).

	Chan, Sin Yee. 2000. “Gender and Relationship Roles in the Analects and the Mencius.” Asian Philosophy 10(2):115–132. (A feminist critique with clear analysis of Confucian view on gender through two classic texts, the Analects and the Mencius.).

	Confucius and Mencius. 1993. Xinyi sishu duben (New Translation of the Four Confucian Classics)《新譯四書讀本》. Taipei 台北: Sanmin shuju 三民書局.

	Elshtain, Jean Bethke. 2005. “Why Augustine? Why Now?” In Augustine and Postmodernism: Confessions and Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. (Insightful discussion of Augustine’s view of the self, the social life, and war and peace.).

	Fortin, Ernest L. 1994. “Introduction.” In Michael W. Tkacz and Douglas Kries, trans. and Ernest Fortin and Douglas Kries, ed., Augustine: Political Writings. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. (One of the best introductions to Augustine’s City of God, the problem of imperial theology, the relation between the Church and the State, and Augustine’s view on war.)

	Goldin, Paul. 2016. “Women and Moral Dilemmas in Early Chinese Ethics.” In Ann A. Pang-White, ed., Bloomsbury Research Handbook of Chinese Philosophy and Gender (London: Bloomsbury, 2016): 25–35.

	Kinney, Anne Behnke. 2014. Exemplary Women of Early China: The Lienü Zhuan of Liu Xiang. New York: Columbia University Press. (The first English translation of Liu Xiang’s Biographies of Women.).

	Lee, Pauline C. 2000. “Lee Zhi and John Stuart Mill: A Confucian Feminist Critique of Liberal Feminism.” In Chenyang Li, ed., The Sage and the Second Sex (Chicago: Open Court, 2000). (Insightful discussion on the problem of liberal feminism from a Confucian Feminist perspective.)

	Li, Chenyang, ed. 2000. The Sage and the Second Sex. Chicago: Open Court.

	Liu, Xiang 劉向. 2008. Lienü zhuan (Biographies of Women)《列女傳》. Taipei 台北: Sanmin shuju 三民書局.

	Mencius. 2008. Mengzi with Selections from Traditional Commentaries. Trans. Bryan W. Van Norden. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.

	Pang-White, Ann A. 2009. “Reconstructing Modern Ethics: Confucian Care Ethics.” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 36(2):210–227. (A balanced discussion of care ethics, whether it is compatible with Confucian ethics, and how it applies to geriatric care and the poverty issue.).

	———, ed. 2016. Bloomsbury Research Handbook of Chinese Philosophy and Gender. London: Bloomsbury.

	———, ed. & trans. with introductions and notes. 2018. The Confucian Four Books for Women: A New Translation of the Nü Sishu and the Commentary of Wang Xiang. New York: Oxford University Press. (The first English translation of the whole set of the Four Books for Women).

	Plato. 2005. The Republic. In The Collected Dialogues of Plato: Including the Letters, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns. Princeton University Press: Princeton.

	Stark, Judith Chelius, ed. 2007. Feminist Interpretations of Augustine. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press. (Excellent and balanced selection of articles that offer feminist appropriation of Augustine’s thought.)

	Unknown. 2009. Liji jishuo (The Book of Rites)《禮記集說》, ed. and with commentary by Chen Hao 陳澔 (Yuan 元 Dynasty). Taipei 台北: Shijie shuju 世界書局.

	Wawrytko, Sandra A. 2000. “Kongzi as Feminist: Confucian Self-Cultivation in a Contemporary Context.” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 27(2):171–186. (Insightful and nuanced discussion of the feminist potential of Confucianism through the concepts of self-cultivation, learning, and virtue.).

	Woo, Terry Tak-ling. 2009. “Emotion and Self-Cultivation in Nü Lunyu《女論語》 (Woman’s Analects).” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 36(2):334–347. (Interesting discussion on the feminist potential of Confucianism by virtue of the Nü Lunyu.).



Footnotes
1See also Chan (2000) and Wawrytko (2000).

 

2For the case of Augustine, see Stark’s “Introduction” to Feminist Interpretations of Augustine (Stark 2007).

 

3Scholars today are divided on their opinions regarding whether gender distinction is innate or an effect of culture. In this chapter I take the position that some female traits may have a biological basis (e.g., pregnancy), while others are simply result of enculturation (e.g., the ability to empathize and cooperate with others, which men can cultivate as well).

 

4On this point, I benefited from Paul Goldin’s insight (Goldin 2016 in Pang-White 2016).

 

5“孟子之少也，既學而歸，孟母方績，問曰:「學何所至矣?」孟子曰:「自若也。」孟母以刀斷其織。孟子懼而問其故，孟母曰:「子之廢學，若吾斷斯織也。夫君子學以立名，問則廣知，是以居則安寧，動則遠害。今而廢之，是不免於廝役，而無以離於禍患也。何以異於織績而食，中道廢而不為，寧能衣其夫子，而長不乏糧食哉!女則廢其所食，男則墮於脩德，不為竊盜，則為虜役矣。」孟子懼，旦夕勤學不息，師事子思，遂成天下之名儒。” (Liu 2008) The English translation of Chapter Eleven of the Biographies of Women is mine unless otherwise noted. For alternative translation, see Kinney 2014.

 

6“孟子既娶，將入私室，其婦袒而在內，孟子不悅，遂去不入。婦辭孟母而求去，曰:「妾聞夫婦之道，私室不與焉。今者妾竊墮在室，而夫子見妾，勃然不悅，是客妾也。婦人之義，蓋不客宿。請歸父母。於是孟母召孟子而謂之曰:「夫禮，將入門，問孰存，所以致敬也。將上堂，聲必揚，所以戒人也。將入戶，視必下，恐見人過也。今子不察於禮，而責禮於人，不亦遠乎!」孟子謝，遂留其婦。君子謂孟母知禮，而明於姑母之道。” (Liu  2008). For more on Confucian rituals, see the Book of Rites (Liji《禮記》) (Unknown 2009).

 

7This certainly brings to mind Aristotelian virtuous ethics that the virtuous means is not a mathematical point but a spectrum of right behavior.

 

8孟子處齊，而有憂色。孟母見之曰:「子若有憂色，何也?」孟子曰:「不敏。」異日閒居，擁楹而歎。孟母見之曰:「鄉見子有憂色，曰不也，今擁楹而歎，何也?」孟子對曰:「軻聞之:君子稱身而就位，不為苟得而受賞，不貪榮祿。諸侯不聽，則不達其上。聽而不用，則不踐其朝。」今道不用於齊，願行而母老，是以憂也。」孟母曰:「夫婦人之禮，精五飯，审酒漿，養舅姑，縫衣裳而已矣。故有閨內之脩，而無境外之志。. . . 婦人無擅制之義，而有三從之道也。故年少則從乎父母，出嫁則從乎夫，夫死則從乎子，禮也。今子成人也，而我老矣。子行乎子義，吾行乎吾禮。」君子謂孟母知婦道。 (Liu 2008)

 

9See, for example, Confessions II.iii.6 and IX.ix.19 (Augustine 1992).

 

10See Confessions, VI.xiii.23 and VI.xv.25.

 

11See Confessions, IX.ix.9–22.

 

12See Confessions, IX.ix.7–8.

 

13The translation is adopted with modification from Mengzi with Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Bryan W. Van Norden (Mencius 2008).

 

14Chapter 9 of Liyun (Unknown 2009). My translation.

 

15Translation from Bryan Van Norden’s Mengzi, 114–5 (Mencius 2008). Here, Van Norden keenly observed that even though Mencius “accepted the patriarchal assumptions of his society (3B2). However, the fact that the wife and concubine in this story have a better sense of ethical shame than their husband shows that women have the “sprout of righteousness” . . . for virtue . . . Indeed, this story shows that sometimes women have an even more developed ‘heart of shame’ than men.”

 

16See Confessions, IV.ii.2: “In those years I had a woman. She was not my partner in what is called lawful marriage. I have found her in my state of wandering desire and lack of prudence” (Augustine 1992).

 

17Confessions, VI.xv.25.

 

18Ibid.

 

19Confessions, VIII.xi.27.

 

20For references and allusion to the Church as the Holy Mother, see Confessions, I.xi.17, IV.xvi.31, IX.xiii.37, and XIII.

 

21Augustine, the City of God, XIV, 22, trans. Michael W. Tkacz and Douglas Kries (Augustine 1994).

 

22See, for example, the following from Augustine: “married believers, who are certainly members of Christ, are not permitted to abandon a sterile wife in order to marry another who is fertile. If any man does this, he is guilty of adultery, not by the law of this world, but by the law of the gospel” (Marriage and Desire, Book I, x.11; Augustine 1998)

 

23Aristotle’s Politics (1984a), the History of Animals (1984c), and the Generation of Animals (1984b) unhesitantly make many denigrating remarks about women including “females are mutilated males,” “women deliberate but incompletely,” among others. Plato’s remarks in the Republic are more ambiguous (Plato 2005). He acknowledges that both men and women can become guardians of the State if qualified. And yet, he also remarks that the female sex is generally “weaker” than the male. It is unclear whether Plato meant by this physical weakness or mental weakness.

 

24See  The Literal Meaning of Genesis, III.22: “[A] woman, because she is a woman by means of her body, is also renewed in the spirit of her own mind in the recognition of God according to the image of the Creator, wherein there is no male or female. As women are not separated from this grace of renewal and this reformation of the image of God. [. . .], so in the original condition of humanity, since the woman was a human being also, she certainly had her own mind, and a rational mind, according to which she, too, was made in the image of God.” (Augustine 2002)

 

25Here I use the translation by Wing-Tsit Chan (Chan 1973).

 

26The City of God, IV, 4 (Augustine 1994).

 

27Ibid.

 

28Ibid., XIX, 21.

 

29Ibid., 4.

 

30Confessions, XIII.ix.10 (Augustine 1992).

 

31See Confessions X.xliii.70.

 

32The City of God, XIX, 24 (Augustine 1994).

 

33Ibid., XIV, 28.

 

34Confessions VIII.xi.27 (Augustine 1992).

 

35Confessions IX.xiii.37.

 

36My translation.

 

37Here I depart from Sin Yee Chan’s interpretation that women are unjustifiably excluded from the moral ideal of junzi because women are confined to their domestic roles and excluded from political participation; see Chan 2000: 119–120, 129. My interpretation allies more with Sandra Wawrytko’s view that Confucian junzi incorporates both feminine and masculine characteristics. Confucian gender interfusion in the concept of junzi and its emphasis on self-cultivation opens the doors for the inclusion of woman junzi; see Wawrytko 2000: 179–181. See also Terry Tak-ling Woo’s paper “Emotion and Self-Cultivation in N<InlineEquation ID="IEq3">ü  Lunyu《女論語 (Woman’s Analects)” for a similar line of reasoning based on the N<InlineEquation ID="IEq4">ü  Lunyu (Woo 2009). See also my discussion on woman sages in The Confucian Four Books for Women (Pang-White 2018).

 

38I have benefited from Pauline C. Lee’s helpful metaphor of three-concentric circles (Lee 2000). See also my article, “Reconstructing Modern Ethics: Confucian Care Ethics” (Pang-White 2009).

 

39My translation (Confucius and Mencius 1993).

 

40Namely, “between father and son there should be affection; between ruler and subject, there should be righteousness; between husband and wife, there should be separate functions; between the order and the young, there should be proper order; and between friend and friend, there should be trustworthiness” (3A4). In 4A27, Mencius said: “The actuality of humanity consists in serving one’s parents. The actuality of righteousness consists in obeying one’s elder brother” (4A27). One sees clearly the continuity of the familial and the social as well as the moral contour that defines both. The term “wulun 五倫” (five relations) does not appear in the Mencius, but if one counts the relations Mencius mentions, there are exactly five relations, and furthermore, he does use the term “renlun 人倫” (human relations) (3A3, 3A4, 4A2, 4B19, 6B10). So the idea of “wulun” (five relations) is implied in the Mencius. I thank Yang Xiao for this point.

 

41My translation.

 

42City of God, XIX, 7 (Augustine 1994).

 

43Ibid., 16.

 

44The City of God, XIX, 15.

 

45The City of God, V, 17.

 

46The City of God, IV, 15. Ernest L. Fortin insightfully observes that for Augustine the notion of a Christian polity, “is at best a comforting and at worst a fatal illusion, possibly leading to fanaticism.” See Augustine, Political Writings, Introduction, xxvi (Fortin 1994).

 

47My translation (Confucius and Mencius 1993). The notion of “quan heng 權衡 (weighing)” also occurs in the Analects 9.30 where Confucius said, “There are some with whom we may study together, but they are unable to become principled with us. Some people we may find them to be comrade in principle, but they are unable to get established along with us. Or we may find them able to get established along with us but they are unable to weigh and judge flexibly in exigent circumstance along with us” (9.30). So too, in the Xunzi《荀子⋅大略》, one reads: “To use ritual rules to rectify a country is like using them to weigh and to adapt to different circumstances depending on the severity.” Moreover, “weighing” was also mentioned in the Liji (the Book of Rites) 《禮記⋅深衣》(Unknown 2009).

 

48Confessions V.xiv.24 (Augustine 1992).

 

49Confessions XII.xxx.41.

 

50Confessions, XII.xxxi.42.

 

51The City of God, I, 18 (Augustine 1994).

 



© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023
Y. Xiao, K.-c. Chong (eds.)Dao Companion to the Philosophy of MenciusDao Companions to Chinese Philosophy18https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-27620-0_31

31. Self-Determination and the Metaphysics of Human Nature in Aristotle and Mencius

May Sim1  
(1)Philosophy, College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA, USA

 

 
May Sim
Email: msim@holycross.edu



1 Introduction
If self-determination is to be conceived as an ability to know the truth and to rule oneself, then its role is central to metaphysics and ethics because metaphysics understands the truth, and ethics grasps good actions that are impossible without self-rule. Given its significance to theory and practice, comparing Mencius’s and Aristotle’s conceptions of self-determination would shed light on the requirements for thinking about it and the challenges each view faces. Since these thinkers stand in radically disparate philosophical and cultural traditions, any insights or problems that arise from comparing them would have implications transcending each, offering resources for understanding ‘self-determination’.
Why compare Aristotle and Mencius? Despite their differences, they agree that there is a common human nature that is intimately bound up with what is good for human beings. Both believe that the nature of a human being enables him or her to know the nature of reality/truth as well as the good, which in turn enables him or her to live a moral life or one of self-determination. Nevertheless, a closer examination shows that they differ in their conceptions of the self, how the self achieves knowledge of the truth, the nature of ultimate truth itself, and the scope of the effects one who is self-determined or virtuous has on others and the rest of the world. The differences between Aristotle’s and Mencius’s understanding of the self, and the implications of their understanding of self-determination on knowledge and action will shed light on which of them has an account of self-determination that is accessible to more, and is more effective in affecting others and the world positively.

2 Differences Between Aristotle’s and Mencius’s Views of Human Nature
Let me begin with Aristotle. He does not think that human beings are by nature good or bad, but they are by nature able to acquire the moral virtues and become good. Aristotle provides his account of human nature in his human function argument (Nicomachean Ethics, I.7). Rejecting that the life of nutrition and growth and the life of sense perception are uniquely human functions, because they are shared with plants and animals, respectively, Aristotle claims that the human function is the life of activity of that part of the soul that has reason. Dividing the human soul into the rational part that possesses reason and the non-rational part that does not have reason, Aristotle in turn sub-divides the rational and non-rational parts. He divides the non-rational part into the vegetative and desiring parts and the rational part into the speculative and deliberative parts. Whereas the vegetative part cannot be controlled by reason at all, the desiring part (made up of our appetites and emotions) can listen to reason and be controlled by it. When perfected through habituation, our appetites and emotions result in the moral virtues of justice, temperance, courage, mildness, etc. Whereas the speculative part is directed at unchanging objects and results in demonstrative knowledge and wisdom when perfected, the deliberative part is directed at changing objects and results in practical wisdom (phronêsis) when perfected. Whilst the speculative part can be perfected through teaching and experience, the deliberative part cannot be perfected through teaching. Rather, phronêsis requires the possession of all the moral virtues which are acquired through habituation, so that one would not only know what is good for oneself in various situations, i.e., the particulars, but also what is good for all human beings in general.1 None of these requirements for phronêsis is achievable by just knowing unchangeable truths or experiencing particulars. Thus, phronêsis cannot be taught or acquired through experience alone.
Despite the fact that Aristotle’s account of the human soul or nature is structured to deal with different objects, such as the changeable and unchangeable things, and is by nature teleologically oriented toward its respective perfections, the human soul is not by nature already good. As a result, left to one’s own resources, an individual for Aristotle is neither already good nor will become good. On the contrary, Mencius maintains that human nature is good. Mencius says, “All humans have hearts that are not unfeeling toward others” (2A6).2 He appeals to the “alarm and compassion” that anyone would feel when witnessing a child who is about to fall into a well, as evidence for human compassion. According to Mencius, this human reaction isn’t due to any ulterior motive to gain the approval of the child’s parents, one’s friends or neighbors, or to one’s being aggravated by the child’s cries. It could only stem from a genuine compassion toward any person’s suffering. Elaborating, Mencius claims, “if one is without the feeling of compassion, one is not human” (2A6), and goes on to include the feeling of disdain or shame at immoral acts, deference toward elders, and the feeling of approval of what is right and disapproval of what is wrong, as necessary to being human. Mencius maintains that these feelings are the beginnings of the virtues of benevolence, righteousness/appropriateness, ritual propriety and wisdom, respectively, saying, “If you let people follow their feelings (original nature), they will be able to do good. This is what is meant by saying that human nature is good.”3
That human beings are capable of certain feelings such as anger, fear, love, etc. is not a fact that Aristotle would dispute. However, to say that certain feelings, such as those mentioned by Mencius, are already sprouts of specific virtues that make someone capable of the full virtues is a claim with which Aristotle would disagree. For instance, Aristotle would dispute Mencius’s following remark, “The feeling of compassion is the sprout of benevolence. The feeling of disdain is the sprout of righteousness [appropriateness]. The feeling of deference is the sprout of propriety. The feeling of approval and disapproval is the sprout of wisdom” (2A6). More elaborately, Aristotle would not disagree with Mencius’s view that the possession of the four feelings is as natural to human beings as their possession of four limbs (2A6). This is because Aristotle himself includes the appetites and emotions under the non-rational or desiring part of the human soul, which all human beings possess. Nor would Aristotle deny that the moral virtues are accompanied by someone’s taking pleasure or not feeling pain in performing the virtuous act.4 Nevertheless, he would not go as far as Mencius to say that having these feelings is already having the beginnings of the virtues of benevolence, appropriateness, propriety and wisdom for the following reasons.
First, Aristotle separates feelings from virtues.5 Whereas one is not praised or blamed for having certain feelings, Aristotle maintains that one is praised for having virtues and blamed for having vices. Put otherwise, Aristotle thinks that one is not to be praised or blamed for the capacity to have, or for having certain feelings, e.g., of fear and anger. In contrast, having the virtues of courage and justice makes one praiseworthy while lacking them incurs blame. Second, Aristotle says that virtues result from making choices whereas feelings come and go without being chosen. E.g., we can feel fear when being attacked by a bear without choosing to feel the fear, whilst the virtue of courage is only actualized when one chooses to stand firm in a fearful situation. Finally, Aristotle maintains that one is moved by something outside when one has a feeling, whereas a virtue stems from an internal state of readiness to act, say with courage, justice or generosity, i.e., a virtue of character that has been cultivated over time.
Moreover, Aristotle would disagree with Mencius’s claim that what makes one human is the possession of these four specific feelings. What is clear from Aristotle’s human function argument is that instead of feelings, the activities of the rational part of the soul, namely, speculation and deliberation, are essential to making one human. More specifically, rather than the four feelings constituting the beginnings of the four virtues, Aristotle would say that feelings must be controlled by the rational part of the soul before one can function as a human being, and become good. Nevertheless, to be more precise, we ought to note that the differences between Aristotle’s and Mencius’s accounts of feelings stem from their different views of human nature. Whereas Aristotle locates feelings in the desiring, non-rational part of the soul, which require reason’s (or deliberation’s) control before one can be morally virtuous, Mencius doesn’t separate human nature into the rational and non-rational parts, let alone have one part of one’s mind control the other.6 Instead, what Mencius regards as the human mind is not separate from the heart that feels. Hence, the human mind (xin 心) is always the heart-mind for him, and the heart-mind is not only capable of feeling but thinking and reflecting (si 思). Since the heart-mind can not only feel but also understand the inherent virtue each feeling is, and the perfection toward which each is inclined, unlike Aristotle, feelings are not separate from virtues for Mencius.

3 Pre-requisites of Self-Determination
Concerning the question of self-determination then, if construed as an ability to know the truth about one’s human nature and rule oneself or determine one’s own goodness, it seems that Mencius’s account allows for a greater degree of self-determination than Aristotle’s. For Aristotle, unless one lives in a community with others who already know scientific truths and can act as our teachers, it seems that one will never realize one’s potential for contemplating such truths. Similarly, unless there are exemplary individuals such as phronimoi, along with good legislation regarding the types of actions that are good to habituate, and parents who provide a good upbringing informed by the laws, it would be impossible for someone to know the virtues and cultivate himself into a virtuous person for Aristotle. In contrast, because the four feelings or sprouts of the four virtues are inherent in someone for Mencius, and he even identifies these sprouts with their respective virtues of benevolence, appropriateness, propriety and wisdom, it seems that someone can know his human nature and determine what is good for himself independently of others in a community. Mencius says, “Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are not welded to us externally. We inherently have them. It is simply that we do not reflect upon them” (6A6). Continuing, Mencius asserts that just by reflecting on our hearts (xin 心) and the feelings inherent in them, we will understand our human nature and our potential for goodness. On the contrary, it is when we fail to reflect on these inherent feelings that we become bad. Thus, it seems entirely up to the individual to grasp his nature and determine his goodness. However, a closer look would reveal the impossibility of self-determination (for the majority of people) unless one lives in the human community with certain characteristics for Mencius. Thus, his view of whether self-determination (insofar as the majority is concerned) is contingent on a community, is not as different from Aristotle’s as one might have expected from the above contrast between how they structure human nature.
It seems that even Mencius requires some kind of human contact to trigger one’s self-reflection and knowledge of human nature before self-determination is possible. For instance, he reported that when the sage king Shun was young, he lived in the wild and interacted with deer and pigs so that he resembled the wild people living deep in the mountains. Nevertheless, Mencius reported that the moment Shun heard a good saying or deed, “it was like a river overflowing its banks, torrential, so that nothing can stop it” (7A16). This anecdote gives the impression that a single instance of a good action or speech about a good action suffices to trigger Shun’s reflection and realization of his inherent virtues. A hint that such a trigger is not unique to the sage but more widely shared can be inferred from Mencius’s assertion, “We and the sage are of the same kind” (6A7). This means that as human beings, we share the same good human nature as the sage, and take pleasure in it. Mencius cites the Odes that Confucius observes to have correctly illustrated the Way in depicting the relation between things and their norms:
Heaven gives birth to the teeming people.
If there is a thing, there is a norm.
This is the constant people cleave to.
They are fond of this beautiful Virtue. (6A6)


This passage means that we have a natural inclination to be good because it is the norm of human nature. As such, it seems that we are like the sage king Shun in requiring the exemplification of virtue to propel us toward goodness. If we lived in a community in which there are virtuous people performing virtuous actions, we too, would incline toward goodness. Again, Mencius illustrates people’s natural attraction toward the highest Confucian virtue of benevolence/humaneness (ren 仁), and thus toward a benevolent ruler by saying, “People turn toward benevolence like water flowing downward or animals running toward the wilds” (4A9).
Despite people’s natural inclinations toward the virtues, and their apparent resemblance to the sage king Shun in requiring virtues (in word or deed) to trigger their virtues, upon closer inspection, it seems that Mencius too, like Aristotle, holds that a more robust community of virtue is needed for people to cultivate the virtues and realize their good nature or engage in self-determination. This is because the ordinary person is not entirely like the sage for Mencius.7 Despite the fact that our hearts are like the sage’s in sharing the preference for order and appropriateness, Mencius says, “The sages first discovered what our hearts prefer in common” (6A7). From this remark, we may infer that without the sages, we may not know the virtues that give us pleasure. If the sage requires one instance of virtue to trigger his virtues, ordinary people, as we shall see, may, and will, need more. Why are the sages the first to know what the virtues are when all human beings are similarly endowed with the sprouts of virtue? Mencius thinks that it’s because the sages never lost their original hearts: “there are things one desires more than life, and there are also things one hates more than death. It is not the case that only the worthy person has this heart. All humans have it. The worthy person simply never loses it” (6A10, cf. 4B12).8 Comparing people’s human nature to trees on Ox Mountain that are subject to deforestation without any opportunity for regrowth, Mencius illustrates how one might mistakenly think that human nature is not good just as one might mistakenly think that the nature of Ox Mountain is barren when one has only been exposed to its state of deprivation. Despite the goodness of human nature, the analogy with Ox Mountain shows that nurture is required in addition to nature for people to cultivate their virtues. Concerning Ox Mountain and human nature, Mencius says of each: “if it merely gets nourishment, there is nothing that will not grow. If it merely loses its nourishment, there is nothing that will not vanish” (6A8).
More elaborately, despite the fact that human nature is already good for Mencius because of the innate sprouts of virtue, like Aristotle, Mencius too would insist on some kind of instruction and cultivation to grow and perfect these incipient virtues. He says, “The Way of the people is this: if they are full of food, have warm clothes, and live in comfort but are without instruction, then they come close to being animals” (3A4). Comparing this assertion with Aristotle’s human function argument, one can’t help but notice that these two agree that merely satisfying one’s appetitive desires is animalistic and isn’t sufficient to make one human. Rather, cultivating the mind or rational part is key to humanity. Reflecting on the topic of self-determination, we can understand why perfecting the mind is so significant because it is what enables us to determine ourselves, as opposed to animals which are determined by their appetites. It is with the human mind that we can choose to pursue the truth and the good rather than letting our animalistic appetites determine us. However, since most human beings have forgotten their sprouts of virtue, they rely on the sage to provide the correct instruction or the favorable environment to cultivate their virtues.9 So these two thinkers not only agree that the virtues perfect human beings, but agree too in explaining these perfections in their accounts of human nature. Given their agreement that cultivation is required to realize the virtues, let us examine more closely their views on cultivation.

4 Cultivating Virtues and the Conditions of Virtues
Aristotle offers a theory of habituation by detailing the conditions that must be satisfied for one to have the moral virtues. Insisting that it’s not just the correct actions that suffice for making one virtuous, Aristotle requires that the one performing the correct action must satisfy the following conditions. Not only must the morally virtuous know that he is performing a virtuous action, he must choose the action for its own sake rather than for some other motive, do the act from a state of virtue and take pleasure in his action. More elaborately, virtuous action for Aristotle is a mean between two extremes that is relative to one, rather than the same for all human beings. Depending on one’s capacities and circumstances, what is courageous entails something different than for someone with different capacities and/or in a different circumstance. For example, what is courageous for someone who cannot swim is different from a good swimmer. And what is courageous for a good swimmer varies with the circumstances. Even a good swimmer shouldn’t venture into a stormy ocean to rescue someone, but pursue some other option that will be more effective.
Mencius would agree with Aristotle about the requirement of knowing that one is performing a virtuous act in order for one to be virtuous. Since Mencius maintains that the sprout of wisdom already inheres in the human mind and that reflection would enable one to know and enact one’s inherent capacity for goodness, virtuous actions must be committed with knowledge. Mencius says, “the function of the heart is to reflect. If it reflects, then it will get it. If it does not reflect, then it will not get it” (6A15). Combined with his remark, “Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are not welded to us externally. We inherently have them. It is simply that we do not reflect upon them” (6A6), it is clear that Mencius maintains that reflection and knowledge are always bound up with being virtuous. Thus, he would agree with Aristotle that knowledge is a requirement for being virtuous. Where they differ is that knowledge of what is virtuous does not already inhere in human nature for Aristotle.
Mencius would also agree with Aristotle that a virtuous action must be chosen for itself rather than for some other motive.10 This is shown in his agreement with Confucius that people who are called village worthies (xiangyuan 鄉願) are in actuality the “thieves of virtue” (7B37). Village worthies are people whose actions accord with the accepted conventions of virtue so that they seem to be virtuous. However, they really are not virtuous because their actions are not chosen for themselves but merely for their appearances. Mencius says, “[Village worthies] are in agreement with the current customs; they are in harmony with the sordid era in which they live. They seem to dwell in devotion and faithfulness; their actions seem to be blameless and pure. The multitude delight in them; they regard themselves as right. But you cannot enter into the Way of Yao and Shun with them” (7B37). Mencius then quotes Confucius saying, “I hate the village worthies out of fear that they will be confused with those who have virtue” (7B37). Further support for the requirement of choosing a virtuous action for its own sake is shown in Mencius’s requirement of sincerity for virtue. He claims that someone in a subordinate position can only gain his superior’s confidence if he could gain his friends’ trust, which in turn can only be achieved by serving his parents in a way that makes them happy. Ultimately, making his parents happy can only be achieved by being sincere, and sincerity can only be achieved if one were “enlightened about goodness” (4A12). Mencius concluded this line of reasoning by saying that sincerity is “Heaven’s Way … [and] reflecting upon sincerity [誠 cheng] is the human way” (4A12); someone who is sincere will always be able to inspire others to act virtuously. If sincerity is required for virtue, then one cannot but choose a virtuous action for its own sake (i.e., sincerely), rather than for the sake of appearing virtuous while being morally bankrupt.11
Having established that one can only choose a virtuous action sincerely/for its own sake if one is also wise about goodness, which goodness arises from reflecting on one’s inherent sprouts of virtue for Mencius, it follows that he would also agree with Aristotle that virtuous actions must be performed from a state of virtue. This is because Mencius would say that only someone who is virtuous could perform a virtuous act with sincerity and knowledge that he is performing a virtuous act.
That a virtuous action is performed with pleasure is also a characteristic that Aristotle and Mencius share. This is evident when Mencius says, “The ten thousand things are all brought to completion by us. There is no greater delight than to turn toward oneself and discover Genuineness [sincerity, cheng 誠]” (7A4). Again, commenting about the sage king Shun’s character, Mencius says, “He was good at unifying himself with others. He put himself aside and joined with others. He delighted in copying from others in order to do good” (2A8).12
Finally, Mencius and Aristotle would agree too on how a virtuous action is a mean between two extremes that is relative to one’s situation and capacity, even though Mencius is unlike Aristotle in that he doesn’t give an account of a numerical mean that is contrasted with a mean that is relative to one. Analyzing the ‘courage’ exhibited by Bogong You who is overly rash, and Meng Shishe who is overly cautious, Mencius recommends the courage of Zengzi because it is neither rash nor cautious, but based on his confidence in being upright. If Zengzi discovers that he is upright, he will proceed against “tens of thousands of people who oppose” him, whilst Meng Shishe would be deliberate about whether he’ll achieve victory and Bogong You will attack regardless of the slightest insults (2A2).13 Here, Zengzi’s willingness to sacrifice himself for a right cause instead of acting rashly or overly cautiously (based on a calculated likelihood of victory), is similar to Aristotle’s view of courage as a mean between two extremes of rashness and cowardliness. Zengzi’s character reveals that his virtue of uprightness makes him genuinely courageous, and because both Bogong You and Meng Shishe lack the virtue, they are prevented from being courageous.
Despite a general agreement between these two authors about the requirements for being virtuous, they differ on their views of the state (polis or guo 國) that is conducive to the cultivation of virtues as well as the relation between the family and the state.

5 The State, Family and the Virtuous Individual
Let me begin with their different views of the family and the state. Aristotle thinks that the polis is prior to the family and the individual, as a whole of which they are parts, just as the human body is prior to the hand, as a whole of which the hand is a part. Just as a hand cannot function apart from the human body, likewise, neither the individual nor the family can perform its function apart from the state. This is because the state provides the self-sufficiency within which the individual and the family can function well. More elaborately, whereas the family makes possible daily life, it is only in the context of a polis that a self-sufficient life is possible for Aristotle. Only when we can look beyond trying to satisfy our daily needs, that is, when we are self-sufficient, can we live a good life. For Aristotle, not only does a polis provide the self-sufficient life, but if it is a good one (by looking out for the common good rather than the interests of the rulers themselves), it also legislates laws that make possible the citizens’ habituating the moral virtues and realizing their human function well.
Unlike Aristotle, Mencius prioritizes the individual and the family over the state. Mencius says, “People have a common saying: ‘The world, the state, the family.’ The root of the world lies in the state; the root of the state lies in the family; the root of the family lies in oneself” (4A5). Far from thinking that the state is what makes for self-sufficiency and the laws to guide an individual’s habituation and ability to become virtuous, Mencius thinks that it is an individual’s virtue that makes possible a good family, followed by a good state, then culminating in the good of everything under heaven, that is, the world. As we’ve seen above, only when one is sincere (i.e., “enlightened [ming 明] about goodness [shan 善]”), can one serve one’s parents in a way that makes them happy, and that in turn can secure the trust of one’s friends and the confidence of one’s superiors. In short, the good of the family and the state hangs on an individual’s knowledge of goodness. This reasoning follows from Mencius’s account that allows for a greater degree of self-determination than Aristotle’s. Because human nature is already good for Mencius, the virtues are accessible by simply reflecting on one’s feelings. Moreover, since a sage never loses his original heart, he is able to know the virtues when triggered by only one instance of virtue. Accordingly, Mencius believes that only a sage ruler can rule a state and enable its people to become virtuous. He says, “it is fitting only for the benevolent to occupy high positions. If those who are not benevolent occupy high positions, they will disseminate their evil upon the multitude. If those above lack a Way to assess by, those below will lack laws to abide by” (4A1). Continuing, he says, “if those above lack propriety, and those below have not learned, then thieves will arise” (4A1). Mencius’s confidence in the effectiveness of one sage’s ruler affecting everyone’s virtue stems from the fact that human nature is endowed with the incipient virtues so that even if one were not a sage, constant experiences of the ruler’s virtuous actions will inspire one the people to become virtuous. After all, human nature dictates that human beings are naturally drawn to virtue and take pleasure in goodness.
Upon comparison with Aristotle, Mencius’s faith in the sage ruler may initially look like Aristotle’s prioritizing the state for providing the right legislation to habituate the people. But that’s only an appearance. Even though both authors agree that the ultimate goal of a state and of the rulers is to make the ruled good, they differ on how the virtues are transmitted, and the number of people who can become completely virtuous. In contrast to Mencius’s requirement that only the benevolent sage ruler should rule, apart from monarchical rule, Aristotle accepts a variety of regimes based on differences in wealth, poverty, and occupations of the people. Whether the state is ruled by a monarchy(kingship), an aristocracy or polity depends on the types of people in it. He says,
The society appropriate to kingship is one of the sorts which naturally tends to produce some particular stock, or family, pre-eminent in its capacity for political leadership. The society appropriate to aristocracy is one which naturally tends to produce a body of persons capable of being ruled, in a manner suitable to free men, by those who are men of leading in their capacity for political rule. The society appropriate to government of the constitutional type [i.e., the “polity”] is one in which there naturally exists a body of persons possessing military capacity, who can rule and be ruled under a system of law which distributes offices among the wealthy in proportion to merit. (Politics 1288a7–15)14


Moreover, depending on the wealth, poverty or occupation of the inhabitants of a state, Aristotle envisions a variety within the same type of rule, e.g., there could be a democracy that includes the rich and the poor, or one in which birth determines one’s citizenship. There could be a democracy made up of citizens who engage in trade, mechanics, or agriculture such that lacking the leisure to rule, laws rather than citizens, are sovereign.15 In short, Aristotle acknowledges that a variety of regimes can make different types of states self-sufficient, and even though many of them are not ideal, they are practical for people living in their circumstances.16
What separates Aristotle’s view of the state and its people most from Mencius’s is that whereas Mencius requires a completely virtuous king to rule the people who would also be capable of becoming completely virtuous,17 Aristotle doesn’t require complete virtue from either the ruler or the ruled even though he would agree that in theory, complete virtue from both rulers and ruled is ideal. Thus, whilst the state takes priority over the family and the individual for Aristotle because it makes possible self-sufficiency which is a prerequisite for pursuing virtue (despite the fact that virtue may not be attained by all), for Mencius, the virtuous individual takes priority over the family and the state because by being a benevolent ruler, the ruler ensures the achievement of complete virtue by all. The result is that Mencius’s account of human nature starts from a single sage ruler who could determine his own virtue more than Aristotle’s phronimos. More elaborately, whereas Mencius’s sage takes one instance of virtue from another to trigger his incipient virtues, Aristotle’s phronimos requires years of habituation, not to mention the political conditions (i.e., an ideal state with other phronimoi as exemplars) that are required for his perfection. Similarly, since Aristotle maintains that the state enables self-sufficiency that is a prerequisite to the good life, which need not make everyone virtuous, the consequence is that fewer people will partake of self-determination compared to Mencius’s view of the state which benevolent ruler is supposed to make all of his people good.

6 Self-Determination, Human Nature and the First Principle
Another difference between Mencius’s and Aristotle’s view of self-determination stems from how they structure human nature differently. Whereas Aristotle distinguishes the two rational parts of the soul, hence distinguishing the speculative part that is perfected in wisdom from the deliberative part that is perfected in phronêsis, Mencius’s concept of the heart/mind (xin 心) not only doesn’t distinguish between a theoretical and a practical part, but unites the feelings with the mind. Feelings, as we’ve seen, are relegated to the non-rational part for Aristotle.
Aristotle’s distinction between the theoretical and practical part of rationality enables him to argue for how the activity of the theoretical part is more self-sufficient than the practical in being more independent of other human beings and external goods. From my analysis above, we can see that the speculative part is more independent of the polis than the deliberative part. Given that the speculative part is directed at unchangeable objects such as scientific truths and first principles, its perfection is also immune from the particular circumstances that include less than ideal but practical constitutions, unlike the deliberative part’s perfection. Comparing Aristotle’s speculative part of the rational soul with Mencius’s heart/mind, they seem to be on a par in being relatively independent of external conditions (i.e., the political state) for their perfections. Nevertheless, these two thinkers differ in that whereas Aristotle prioritizes the speculative part and its perfection in the activity of contemplation over the deliberative part and its perfection in the activity of phronêsis, Mencius doesn’t separate the theoretical from the practical, let alone prioritize the former over the latter.
Ultimately, we can trace the highest virtue for each of these thinkers to the first principle or source of everything for each. The priority that Aristotle attributes to the speculative part and its perfection in wisdom is based on his account of God as the primary substance that satisfies the conditions of being most definable, knowable, one/united and separable/independent.18 Modeled upon these conditions for primary substance, the activity of contemplative wisdom satisfies all these conditions by thinking about unchangeable objects, making it the most divine of activities. Just as God determines Himself and doesn’t depend on anything else,19 contemplation is the activity in which one is most capable of self-determination and self-sufficiency for Aristotle. because of its unchanging objects and relative independence from changing circumstances. In accord with God’s self-sufficiency and independence, He doesn’t engage in phronêsis for that would make Him depend on others. Similarly, because the life of phronêsis isn’t self-sufficient but depends on others, Aristotle ranks it as contributing to a secondary happiness instead of primary happiness which is secured by contemplation.
Unlike Aristotle’s God qua first principle that is separate from everything else, so that there is nothing that human beings can do to affect Him, Mencius’s Heaven qua first principle is not only the cause of everything, but whatever it causes can be completed by human beings.20 As we’ve already seen earlier, Mencius’s claim is that everything that Heaven causes to exist comes with a norm that is also what is good for it.21 Moreover, people are not only naturally drawn to the norm that is constant, but they delight in the good (6A6). Thus, Mencius maintains, “The ten thousand things are all brought to completion by us. There is no greater delight than to turn toward oneself and discover Genuineness [sincerity 誠]” (7A4). Recall that sincerity is about being enlightened (ming 明) about goodness (shan 善) (4A12). Since Heaven not only causes the ten thousand things but also their norms, which dictate their virtues, sincerity is Heaven’s Way (4A12). Modeling the human highest good on his first principle, Mencius claims that reflecting upon sincerity is the human Way (4A12). This means that the human way must be enlightened about goodness, and when one knows the goodness of all things, one can complete them. Starting with a human being, Mencius says,To fully fathom one’s heart is to understand one’s nature. To understand one’s nature is to understand Heaven. To preserve one’s heart and nourish one’s nature is the way to serve Heaven. (7A1).


Put otherwise, by preserving one’s heart that is endowed with the sprouts of virtue and nourishing them, one brings to completion the nature and norm that Heaven created in one. Thus, reflecting on what is good for our nature leads to sincerity or enlightenment about what is good for us; an activity that mirrors sincerity as Heaven’s Way. Realizing our human virtues then, is a service to Heaven because we are helping Heaven achieve what it started. For Mencius, just as we can know our good by reflecting on our nature, understanding is also an understanding of Heaven (whose way is sincerity, cheng 誠, and also the human way). Thus, we can know the natures and goodness of everything else that is created by Heaven and serve Heaven by completing them. This means that the scope of virtue for Mencius is broader than Aristotle’s contemplative and practical wisdom. Whereas both wisdoms for Aristotle leave the rest of the world untouched, and practical wisdom is only directed to other human beings, Mencius’s virtue extends to the whole world’s good. Thus, Mencius’s first principle of Heaven is different from Aristotle’s God in being open to service from human beings.
Mencius’s account of self-determination also differs from Aristotle’s in number and unity. Whereas Aristotle would separate self-determination through contemplative wisdom from self-determination through phronêsis, because his God is contemplative but not practical, Mencius doesn’t separate theoretical from practical wisdom because Heaven is not just theoretical while excluding the practical. Rather, Heaven is the source not only of the norms and natures of things, but also their goodness. Sincerity is Heaven’s Way because it not only prescribes the norms and natures of things, but also provides the resources for everything to reach their goodness. Modeled upon this unity of theory and practice, Mencius’s account of self-determination maintains that reflection is key to wisdom/knowledge about the virtues and human nature as well as non-human nature, and asserts that this knowledge of nature comes hand in glove with the activity of nourishing one’s nature and completing the nature of the ten thousand things. Thus, Mencius’s self-determination unites theory and practice.

7 Conclusion
Comparing Aristotle and Mencius on self-determination reveals that their metaphysics of human nature is inseparable from the good and how both are bound up with their respective first principles. Aristotle’s self-sufficient and independent God led to his conclusion that contemplative wisdom is a higher form of self-determination than phronêsis. Mencius’s lack of distinction between the theoretical and practical in his concept of Heaven led to his conclusion that self-determination is not just a theoretical understanding of Heaven, but is always bound up with the practical completion of the natures one has theoretically grasped. By situating the principles of truth and goodness in human nature, Mencius offers an account that makes self-determination more accessible when a good political state is absent. Separating theoretical from practical self-determination, Aristotle secures the accessibility of theoretical self-determination from the fluctuations of a polis. But Aristotle’s separation of theory from practice, and his assertion regarding the self-sufficiency of the former but not the latter, also shrinks the accessibility of practical self-determination to those living in a good polis, not to mention its scope of impact being limited to the human realm. In contrast, Mencius’s self-determination is not only accessible to everyone, but promotes the good in the rest of the non-human world.
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Footnotes
1It is important to note that the phronimos (the practically wise person) for Aristotle not only knows what is good for his or her particular situation but also what is good for human beings in general. As Aristotle puts it, “It seems proper to a prudent person to be able to deliberate finely about things that are good and beneficial for himself, not about some restricted area, … but about what sorts of things promote living well in general” (Nicomachean Ethics 1140a 26–28, all quotes from the Nicomachean Ethics (NE hereafter) are taken from T. Irwin’s 1985 translation). As such, I disagree with Yu Jiyuan’s interpretation of phronêsis that restricts the phronimos’s wisdom to the “beliefs of the community” (Yu 2001: 244). For Yu, the phronimos cannot “go beyond the existing value scheme, and formulate an independent conception of what is good” (Yu 2001: 244). Contrary to Yu, because phronêsis is an intellectual virtue for Aristotle, the phronimos knows both universals and particulars, and thus must have knowledge of what is universally good for all human beings.

 

2Unless otherwise stated, all translations of Mencius are from The Essential Mengzi, translated by Bryan W. Van Norden (Van Norden 2009).

 

3Chan 1963: 54, Mencius continues, “If man does evil, it is not the fault of his natural endowment” (6A6). Since Mencius asserts, “The feeling of compassion is benevolent. The feeling of disdain is righteousness …” (6A6), he identifies these feelings or sprouts of virtue with the virtues. Thus, Mencius maintains that human beings are good by nature even though they may or may not fully realize these virtues. Accordingly, I disagree with Jiyuan Yu who wishes to reduce the goodness of the four sprouts to their full actualization, saying, “the four seeds are good because their actualization makes a human being a fully actualized human being” (Yu 2001: 240). On Yu’s account, Mencius’s view of goodness is precisely like Aristotle’s in that both authors maintain that goodness exists only when fully actualized. In contrast, I interpret Mencius’s view as saying that the four sprouts of virtue already have a degree of goodness, making our human nature good to a certain degree even prior to the full actualization of these virtues. Thus, I disagree with Yu that Aristotle’s and Mencius’s goodness are, without further qualification, the same in requiring full actualization.

 

4See NE II.3, and when he says, “virtue is about pleasures and pains” (NE 1104b16).

 

5See NE II.51105b30-1106a7.

 

6As Franklin Perkins puts it, “it would be a mistake to say that xin sometimes means ‘heart’ and sometimes means ‘mind’. Rather, Mencius does not make this distinction; he attributes both emotion and reason to the same faculty” (Perkins 2002: 207).

 

7For how the majority of us are not like the sage, see 6A15 and 7B32. See Sim (2018: 190-205, especially 194-195) for discussions of the differences between Mencius’s sage and the ordinary people. (Sim, May. 2018. The Phronimos and the Sage in <Emphasis Type="Italic">The Oxford Handbook of Virtue. NY: Oxford University Press.

 

8In answering the question regarding ‘what is the difference between the sage and the rest of human beings?’, I think that saying because the sage never loses the virtues that are endowed in all human beings is better than saying that the sage was the first to discover the virtues that please us. This is because the assertion that the sages are the first to know what pleases the human heart although all human beings have been endowed with the same heart, as provided by Yong Huang still begs the question, ‘how are the sages the first to know’? (Huang 2010: 73)

 

9See Franklin Perkins’s remark that the sage must “actively teach and seek pupils,” to help someone like the king to develop his virtues and see the experiences that would increase his wisdom (Perkins 2002: 222).

 

10More than choosing an act for its own sake, Yang Xiao points to the significance of the agent’s being motivated by “his deep dispositions of empathy and compassion” for his action to be moral for Mencius (Xiao 2009: 637). Even though Aristotle too insists on having the right feelings in performing virtuous actions, e.g., in taking pleasure and feeling pain and shame about certain objects of virtue and vice, respectively (NE II 1104b30–35), he is different from Mencius who insists that the virtuous person must act from empathy and compassion toward the one who benefits from his action. For Aristotle, the key is taking pleasure in an action because it is fine and avoiding actions that are shameful, painful and harmful according to the good man.

 

11See 6A10 where Mencius says, “there are things [righteousness/appropriateness yi 義] one desires more than life, and there are also things [unrighteousness] one hates more than death. It is not the case that only the worthy person has this heart. All humans have it. The worthy person simply never loses it.” See also 3B2 where Mencius distinguishes between the great man and someone who merely adheres to ritual propriety. Whereas obedience is key for the latter, the former emphasizes practicing “the great Way of the world” regardless of undesirable consequences to oneself.

 

12For the significance of taking pleasure in moral actions in Confucianism, see Yong Huang (Huang 2010: 69–73).

 

13See 2A9 for Mencius’s analysis of Bo Yi who was too constrained and Liuxia Hui who was too laxed about serving a corrupt leader, whereas a gentleman would be “neither too constrained nor lacking in dignity” in such circumstances. See 2B3 for Mencius’s analysis of the different situations that are relevant in determining when accepting a grant from someone is appropriate or inappropriate.

 

14Aristotle: Politics, (Politics, hereafter) translated by H. Rackham (Rackham 1932).

 

15Politics IV, 4–5. See also the discussion in my Remastering Morals with Aristotle and Confucius (Sim 2007: 183).

 

16Politics IV, 11–12, especially 1296 b10–13. See Sim 2007: 177, 184.

 

17“If a ruler is benevolent, no one will fail to be benevolent. If a ruler is righteous, no one will fail to be righteous” (4B5). For more on how the ruler would provide for the economic and cultural needs of the people, see Sim 2018 (cited in note 7): 195–196.

 

18See Aristotle: Metaphysics, hereafter, Met. (Tredennick 1933: 1028a31 & 1029a28).

 

19God doesn’t depend on anything because his activity is to think of His own thinking (Tredennick 1935: 1074b35).

 

20See Ivanhoe 2007.

 

21I think that Jiyuan Yu misses this point in 6A6 when he says that Heaven does not have a “predetermined blueprint for human beings to follow” (Yu 2001: 249), and he goes on to separate the “moral self” from the “perfect self” and relates them by saying that the moral self is one stage in one’s goal of achieving the perfect self, which is “being one with Heaven” (Yu 2001: 251). In brief, Yu maintains that the concern for others exemplified in the moral self is “not the end for being a perfect self” (Yu 2001: 252), and he denies that the sage “must be more moral than ordinary individuals” (Yu 2001: 252). Yu’s separation of the perfect self from the moral self goes against Mencius’s identification of sincerity as Heaven’s way and how reflection upon sincerity is the human way (4A12), as I discussed earlier. If sincerity is always bound up with virtue and inspiring others to virtue, and assisting Heaven in completing the 10,000 things (7A4), then it’s impossible to separate morality from one’s perfection for Mencius.
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1 Introduction
The opportunity to reconsider the descriptive and normative components of my earlier comparisons between Mencius and Aquinas (in the context of the numerous discussions it produced) is welcome but chastening. The strengths of Aquinas’s account were, I now think, highlighted while his shortcomings and the corresponding strengths in Mencius were all too often missing. Especially significant are several subjects relating to accounts of human fulfillment. The first concerns their respective ideas about optimal human fulfillment and thus the most basic human virtues and deficiencies. The second concerns the relationship between theoretical and literary accounts of that fulfillment. The third concerns their different treatments of people’s failure to attain fulfillment. These subjects are important not only to my treatment of these two figures, they also point to some significantly different perspectives that underlie key parts of the Chinese and Western traditions.1

2 Optimal Human Fulfilment
Aquinas’ ideas about optimal human fulfillment help us understand the variants of perfectionism that operate in each thinker. (Perfectionism here identifies a stance that affirms that a person can identify, or at least certain people can identify, the characteristics that define the most perfect kind or kinds of human life.) Aquinas clearly thinks – and Mencius just as clearly does not – that ideas about fulfillment and ideas about a goal both link closely and determine much about the character of completion.
In this kind of account – and Aquinas’s presentation is a paradigmatic example of it –human fulfillment, complete human happiness, equals what we would attain if all of our deepest desires were satisfied. (A brief note on terminology before we continue: “flourishing” “fulfillment”, or occasionally “happiness” – the most problematic of all because of modern usages– will be used to specify the best kind or kinds of human excellence or virtuousness.) This means that we are completely happy only when we lack nothing. More precisely put, if we do lack something that absence either will be expeditiously overcome or is to be accepted as a necessary part of a more comprehensive and sagacious sacred plan.
Such happiness differs substantially from the more easily imaginable companion that appears in Mencius: that we will both have satisfied the right sorts of deficiencies and have them satisfied in the right sorts of ways. Furthermore, this companion is always liable, as the other is not, to disruption by contingent events, even if only the most destructive of them will make totally impossible satisfying the right sorts of lacks in the right sorts of ways.
Further, the attainment of this fulfillment for Aquinas but not Mencius will occur at two levels. The lowest and simplest appears when we understand that we fail to obtain some kinds of fulfillment because our desires produce conflicts that arise from either our misidentification of goods or our ignorance about them. The other much higher attainment of happiness arises from contact, either in life or after death, with realities outside the flux of the ordinary world.
Aquinas’s account can be (and has been) criticized in ways that illuminate his relationship to Mencius. One criticism is external to his perspective and also affects Mencius’s perspective. The other, which is internal to the perspective and oriented toward a reformulation that makes it more cogent brings it closer to Mencius’ perspective. Internal ones arise from the arena of philosophical theology and include judgments about what Aquinas’s own notions of analogical attribution allow him to say about the characteristics of fulfillment. (Such criticisms also find support in an apparently inhospitable locale: an understanding of Aquinas that rests on highlighting the current in his thought that sees as characteristic of him the alleged statement near the end of his life that everything he had written seemed to be as but straw compared to what had been revealed to him.) External ones include modern criticisms that rest on those kinds of contemporary scientific accounts that resist all robust forms of teleological explanations.
More controversial but relevant to some features of Mencius’s perspective is the internal criticism that this kind of account of fulfillment is the product of flawed aspirations. Indeed, it may even be, to use psychoanalytic terminology, the product of denial. From this perspective, one which can be given an extremely subtle philosophic form, examining the combination of the human capacity to fantasize – in Freud’s technical sense – in ways that overcome fears provides a convincing explanation of what to some is Aquinas’ otherwise perplexing stance.
Mencius’s treatment of these matters is much less liable to such criticisms than is Aquinas’s, in large part because its aspirations are far less grand. Most important here, examining the relationship of Aquinas’ ideas on these matters to Mencius presents both subtly delicate and strikingly stark matters. It highlights, then, issues of interpretation that are notable on the one hand for their complexity and on the other hand for their simplicity. The delicate ones arise from the unquestioned presence in Mencius of a dimension – like one so obvious in Aquinas – that both differs fundamentally from the ordinary course of events and presents lofty demands and possibilities to human beings. Examples of this facet of Mencius are many (instances include 1B16, 2A2, 2B13, 6B15, 7B25, 7B38). Moreover, we have several scholarly analyses of them – including some of my own – and therefore we can just assert that Mencius sees human fulfillment as linking somehow with some kind of completion beyond ordinary expectations and goals.
The italicized words in the previous sentence present a significant qualifier, one that highlights an important question in any understanding and evaluating of Mencius and Aquinas’ perspectives and relationships. It concerns nothing less than the subject of the knowledge available to human beings about the higher reaches of human excellence. Differing conclusions on this subject lead to stark contrasts between the two; it also informs, as we will see, the respective roles of literary presentations in each of them.
From one perspective, Mencius’s unwillingness to say much more than he does on this subject bespeaks a becoming modesty and true sophistication. It displays the kind of “sacred agnosticism” that recognizes human limits and therefore keeps constantly in focus two different sorts of considerations: One is that only fragments of sacred reality or truth are available to human beings. The other arises from the presence of solvable concrete problems that both fit human capabilities and can improve the ordinary human lot.
From another perspective, however, it highlights an unwillingness (some might say failure) to engage speculatively with the subject of what certain phenomena imply. The most notable of such phenomenon are three: texts and traditions taken to be sacred; people taken to be models of excellence; and experiences taken to judge all ordinary experience. Further, it displays a lack of appreciation both for the powers of theoretical and imaginative inquiry and for the significance of what it can uncover.
No satisfactory adjudication between these different responses is possible here given the range and depth of the questions involved. Nonetheless, a key issue for the comparison is whether people either must (and therefore can) address issues like these or should not address them – if only because there are more pressing questions to pursue for which better and worse answers can be found. At minimum an evident distinction is present: It is clear that Aquinas thought (at least usually thought) answers could be found – and therefore should be found and presented. Mencius, in contrast, doubted they could be found or at least made persuasive to most people and therefore saw no reason to turn his concentrated attention to them.
Whatever one’s final judgment on these matters, it seems clear that Mencius did not conceptualize the final fulfillment and thus goal of human life in the way that Aquinas did. (Even Mencius’s utopian formulations of a society ruled by a sage king fail to approach the kind of completion Aquinas presents.) Any sensitive interpretation of Aquinas welcomes, of course, a nuanced understanding of the results of his conceptual analysis of matters like these. Nevertheless, in so far as the broad outlines of Aquinas’ position on human goals and fulfillments determine his perspective, it remains true that Mencius’s perspective differs in fundamental ways.
Of special relevance here, this has implications that were not highlighted in my earlier treatments, and three of them are of special importance. First, this situation makes even more important – as well as surprising – the similarities between the two that can be found, and many similarities (if within differences) remain justified. Second, it calls for a more nuanced analysis than was done of the exact character of the ordinary exercise of central virtues like courage or benevolence. It displays especially the need for a precise analysis of how that ordinary exercise is affected by the absence of a hope for, a faith in, and even a sense of enduring states of fulfillment that resemble those Aquinas’ account entails.
Third, and most speculative and probably important, it leads to the question of whether the ideal of a complete fulfillment of human desires is a strange artifact of the Western tradition or, more circumspectly put, is unknown in or at least unexamined in the early Confucian strands of China. This possibility has large implications not least because many moderns cannot seriously entertain such an ideal. They therefore often either adopt positions, like a Freudian or Marxian one, that treat it as a conceptual difficulty explainable by reductive methods or look to traditions, like Confucianism, that have not been animated by it.
Especially the last two of these implications point toward an agenda that both illuminates much about Mencius and Aquinas and sets out a range of more crucial general questions. We must, however, turn to the second of our subjects of central concern.

3 Theoretical and Literary Accounts
Aquinas displays a firm assurance, unshared by Mencius, that philosophical accounts are better –more accurate and convincing for those who can understand them – than literary accounts. Aquinas is, of course, far too complex and comprehensive a thinker to fit any simple description, but even a cursory reading of, say, the first question of the Summa Theologiae makes this point strikingly clear. We ought, in fact, remain alert to the ways in which Aquinas accepts and even amplifies that major tradition in the West that sees literary presentations as providing illustrative material that can be of real use in only limited ways.
The philosophically feeble (or perhaps just uninterested) can find something of real worth in the illustrations that literary presentations provide. The more philosophically able can turn to such presentations either before they are able to digest difficult theoretical material or when they need respite from it. More significantly, they can use them when they want or need to supplement the peculiarly taxing exercises of philosophy and theology. (Such supplements can also of course be of the utmost importance in augmenting someone’s spiritual life as the effects on people of various ritual practices show.)
In contrast, in China literary presentations were understood to be crucial in almost all significant areas, and Mencius was seen both as a paradigmatic example of that understanding and as a person whose work justifies its significance. Such presentations can provide, if only obliquely, what humans both need and can obtain in no other way.
The Chinese approach that Mencius exemplifies is, it now seems to me, much closer to the truth than is Aquinas’s approach. Most important here on no subject is that more correct than when the subject is human fulfillment. This means that in thinking about Mencius and Aquinas one needs to consider in ways I did not – in fact almost completely overlooked – the significance of the presence or absence of literary features in their work.
Vapidity can trail, surround, and even consume a subject like the importance of the literary features of a text – especially if the examination remains at a general level. Moreover, any emphasis on literary features can obscure one of the most significant gains recent scholarship about Mencius (and I include my own here) has made. That gain concerns an increase in our appreciation of the power of argumentation – measured by some of the strictest modern Western standards – in Mencius. Put more broadly, if the rigorous theoretical speculation seen in Aquinas was one of the great glories of both the Western Catholic tradition and those secular movements that drew on some of its practices, we now understand more clearly that a different version of that theoretical rigor, as represented by Mencius, appears in the Confucian tradition.
The dangers of underestimating theoretical rigor’s significance are then important. Nonetheless, considerations about literary qualities illuminate much in three important arenas, the first two of which display Mencius’s marked and admirable differences from Aquinas. The first concerns the range and types of genres each thinker employs. The second concerns their general understandings of the respective strengths and weaknesses of literary and conceptual approaches. The last concerns literature’s special role in the depiction of failures to be virtuous.
To attend to the first is inevitably to consider a work’s social location and purpose or purposes. The stark differences between Mencius and Aquinas evident here are numerous enough that we need to note briefly only several of the most salient ones. In the works of major concern to us, Aquinas’s aim is to teach already committed people most of whom see the need to attain the high level of theoretical sophistication his teaching displays and can engender. That teaching occurs in a formal setting that inhabits basically stable institutions and manifest the usual characteristics of a school: e.g., teachers, students, time for study, the presentation of material in ordered ways, and the expectation that many students will carry what they learn into the world outside of the school. (Some of these features do appear in later Confucians teaching of the Mencius, and a few resemble aspects of what seems to have characterized Mencius’s interactions with disciples.)
Others however (and these do again show a kinship with Confucians later teaching of the Mencius) are notably different in part because they have a feature that few people today would find compelling or even perhaps plausible, a feature that concerns the teaching’s aims. It either aims to prepare students to give a theoretical defense of Aquinas’s comprehensive perspective. Or it aims to produce a belief that the perspective is especially authoritative because such a defense could be given, or has been given, by especially able minds.
We must not of course underestimate the importance to many of those students of the practices that constitute a specific kind of religious life in which those aims operate. Nonetheless, a belief in the position’s theoretical power remains crucial because it fundamentally informs two matters. One is the prior commitment to the specific way of life that will deeply affect a participant’s overall perspective. The other is the ways in which a seasoned participant will guide the lives of most people in the community.
The conceptual perspective manifest here, moreover, involves neither just reasoned answers to specific questions nor the defense of that overarching set of interlocking abstract principles that scaffold the whole. It also involves an acceptance of the dramatic aim of systematically harmonizing apparently different ideas as well as the traditions that inform those ideas – those found in, for example, Aristotle and St. Paul. This harmonization does not preclude direct or indirect criticisms because it often works only by pointing up lacunae or errors in alternative accounts. Nevertheless, an overriding aim is to display the ways in which perspectives from very different times and traditions with very different premises fit together, even though they initially do not appear to fit together.
In contrast, the genres found in the Mencius – and thus their social location and purposes – are with few exceptions very different. Parts of the Mencius surely do pursue theoretical accounts, but they usually do so not with a desire to harmonize different views, but rather to oppose them or to show they are incomplete (6A1-4, 7A26, 7B26). Most of the text, moreover, contain presentations that aim more to persuade than to compel by argument, often explaining something in non-technical terms or by means of examples or metaphors.
Further, although many parts of the texts are addressed to disciples or sophisticated inquirers, some pliant some assertive, others are addressed to people who wield considerable power and possess views and approaches that differ dramatically from Mencius’s. In these latter cases, Mencius unabashedly aims to change people’s mind by using all the resources different types of rhetoric provide. He assumes that few of these people will either be interested in or even understand the import of most kinds of theoretical analyses so that other more literary approaches are needed. The pallet he draws from, then, is considerably larger and more varied than the one from which Aquinas draws – and that occurs in significant part because their audiences and goals differ substantially.
This palette’s characteristics and their implications display Mencius’s judgment about the respective strengths and weaknesses of literary and conceptual accounts, and his judgments often differ markedly from those of Aquinas. This situation points us to a subject, our third, that involves complex claims with far-reaching implications. Nonetheless, those claims all rest on several fairly simple considerations that arises from a focus on the characteristics of philosophical thinking with religious overtones. That focus helps us to specify the inherent literary elements of the religious components of such thinking. Moreover, it highlights the differences from disciplined philosophical thinking as well as its kin, simple sensible thinking.
Four features of such religious thinking are especially important. Each is prominent in Mencius and largely missing in Aquinas, and their absence as well as Aquinas’ carefully wrought designations of rational inquiry clarify his distinctive form of disciplined theoretical thinking. One is the ways in which much religious thought gravitates to implicit or explicit narrative, a structured unfolding over time of people and events. A second is the elective affinity of such thought to complex textured examples; examples that do not simply make a didactic point or generate a fascinating puzzle but open up a subject, person, and interpreter to more complicated appreciations. A third is the ways such thought utilizes – even seems often to be magnetically drawn to – the use of trope, metaphor, and image with the presumption that a significant part of the importance of these elements is that they are irreducible, can never be rendered without remainder. A last is the inability of such religious thought to follow simple sensible thinking or disciplined philosophical thinking in one crucial regard: the tailoring of questions to what can produce answers, especially clear and convincing answers that most people can accept.
Mencius’s use of literary approaches – if one that also conjoins at times with philosophic approaches – implies several important things. Put telegraphically, it means the quality of being persuasively presented may be either as important as or, at times, even more important than is the quality of being well argued. Further, it implies that ordinary language often will be employed in ways that strain its evident meaning and forms. That strain, in turn, will lead to a prizing of pregnant ambiguity and a consequent emphasis on what the reader, or hearer, brings to the text or expression. All three features, I would argue, characterize most of Mencius’s most important work and little of Aquinas’s most important work.
Finally, this approach produces an acute sensitivity to what different audiences will need and a consequent tailoring of presentations to the audience involved. Those audiences can, moreover, also include the person who aims to persuade others, a phenomenon as poignantly evident at times in the Mencius as it is rare in Aquinas.
This approach does generate significant questions about the role of sincerity. Proponents can argue however– in ways Mencius not only accepts but also displays – that the following this practice is not duplicity but a sensitivity to circumstances and people that leads to different kinds of presentations. Moreover, they can argue that either to lack these abilities or not to know when to use them manifests a defective kind of insensitivity.
Put in a way that highlights the distinctions between Mencius and Aquinas, this perspective demands qualities or even excellences that an ideal of persuasive presentation rewards and good argument does not. Notable is a willingness not just to tolerate but to welcome even treasure the following three characteristics: elusiveness, potent ambiguity, and an intentional incompleteness in presentations. All these features are prominent in Mencius and often virtually absent in Aquinas despite his often acute analyses of the workings of practical reasoning.
These three characteristics can be said to engage the reader in deeper ways than can any argument – or even any simple literary presentation. Such an engagement arises because of both the significance of any individual’s distinctive responses and the ways in which general human faculties, notably the imagination, operate if presented with elusive material on which they must work. Furthermore, they are fairer to the subject, they give a more accurate rendering of its depth and density.
Claims like these elicit very different responses from serious, sophisticated people. They are obvious to some, disturbing to others, and opaque to still others. Underlying these divergent responses are differences about whether important human matters, especially ones concerning human excellence, can have a complexity or density that needs to be both honored and responded to appropriately. Those who accept the need for such honoring and the responsiveness appropriate to it will, for instance, directly oppose any attempt to tailor questions to subjects that can be answered in ways that are generally accessible and relatively clear.
The differences in these responses are then principled and substantial. One group thinks the other group tailors what is considered valuable to what allows simple, transferable answers to be produced. The other thinks those who disagree indulge in a kind of needless obscurantism, perhaps in order to protect their own theoretical shortcomings or even aesthetic pleasures.
Differences like these, principled and probably impossible to adjudicate satisfactorily, display crucial features of the respective approaches of Mencius and Aquinas. In saying that, however, it is important to stress that Aquinas’ approach is liable to caricature, to presentations that paint him as a hopeless, even hapless rationalist. This occurs if people do not give adequate weight to elements like his deep immersion in and use of those parts of the Bible, the tradition, and the liturgy that manifest literary elements. Nor do they take seriously enough, his continuing intellectual and probably mystical engagement with the most perplexing and often mysterious features of his religious perspective on both human and sacred action.
Nonetheless, these differences between Aquinas and Mencius are both pronounced and of the upmost importance, even though they were virtually unexamined in my previous work. Recognizing them also enables us to approach productively another if related subject that was also largely overlooked in my earlier work: a comparison of Mencius and Aquinas’s attitude to the more “dogmatic” claims of philosophy or religion, those claims that rest on finely honed rational articulations of basic truths.
Mencius surely thinks precise theoretical formulations have am important place alongside literary presentations, either by itself being deficient. Nevertheless, Aquinas’s inclinations, understanding of theoretical language’s capacities, and position on teaching’s role in the community leads him a different position. He continually probes, relies on, and validate dogmatic language in dramatically different ways than does Mencius. This remains true even if Aquinas cannot ever be accused – at least when he is operating as ably as he can – of having a simplistic attitude to dogmatic language.
Most distinctive about Mencius’s approach, and something that especially differentiates him from Aquinas, is his willingness to produce carefully wrought formulations, and yet also to distrust both them and the processes that produces them. We see in him then two apparently conflicting perspectives and activities. One is a willingness to push rigorously toward clarity about fundamental and contentious notions, such as the goodness of human nature or the importance and scope of obligation. The other, contrasting perspective is a deep understanding of the ways in which such formulations and the practices that generate them can be detrimental to the production of other, far more significant features in a person or a community.
The ability to combine these two processes, one highly rational and the other highly literary, can even be said to be a mark, for Mencius, of a truly advanced kind of fulfillment. This fulfillment enables a person to conjoin at the same time a very rational process and a hesitation about or even suspicion of it that welcomes more literary approaches. Aquinas has his own version of this hesitation, one that appears most clearly at the far extremities of the spectrum of subjects that human reason treats: At one end is his treatment of the difficulties involved in any predication of God’s attributes; at the other end is his masterful presentation of the problems that beset any rule-like guidance for practical reason’s judgments. Nevertheless, both the genres he works in and most important his attitude to literary accounts generate presentations that differ markedly in unfortunate ways from Mencius’s.

4 Failure to Attain Fulfillment
This especially clear in the treatment of the topic of failures to be virtuous. That subject is, of course, liable to either conceptual or literary approaches and each surely produces much of value. Nevertheless, well-wrought literary accounts are better able than finely honed conceptual accounts to present in convincing and illuminating fashion the nuances and complexities of human failure. Literature’s ability to treat well these two features arises from several of its distinctive characteristics.
One is that human failures often become clear only if they are set within the narrative frame that literature usually presents because that frame is needed to display well basic failures like disloyalty, envy, inattention, or vanity. These failures and their import can become clear only if readers see them displayed over time and in multiple situations. Moreover, the dense texture of many failures is usually best treated in literary forms. Many failures involve people’s responses to complicated or murky situations. Especially dense and all too common, however, are those ambiguities that appear because excellences and failures shadow each other, often even resemble or feed on each other. Reckless and courageous behavior or inappropriate self-assertion and justifiable self-regard, for instance, are often difficult to separate. Literary accounts capture these matters in ways that conceptual accounts rarely match, even if the latter surely can bring a welcome clarity.
These considerations lead to the last and perhaps most complex of our subjects: Mencius’s and Aquinas’s understanding of human failures to be virtuous. These kinds of failures must of course be distinguished from those more general issues that cluster around the presence of evident deficiencies in the larger natural and human world. Further, if more controversially, they should also be distinguished from two important and closely related subjects: One is why people fail to act on significant, clear obligations and the other is why people manifest semblances of virtue rather than real virtues. The latter displays a problem in motivation while the former displays a fault so egregious that motivation is relatively unimportant.
These two topics were discussed in ways I still find convincing (Yearley 1990: 8–10, 17–23, 67–72). Nonetheless, to be more precise than was my earlier account, each of these two manifest themselves in specific cases that fit on a continuum only the far ends of which approach closely to our last subject. Examples of them include both the semblances that involve a person’s almost complete inability to distinguish between acts done or not done to gain accolades and the egregious faults that arises from a person’s commitment to a mistaken but justifiable project that confers identity.
Examples like these, if pursued, lead to complex byways, and therefore it is best to turn to Mencius and Aquinas’ respective understanding of our last subject: people’s apparent proneness to fail to reach the full human flourishing they both desire and are capable (in a strong sense of “capable”) of reaching. Put abstractly, our last subject is the theory of error that any adequate theory, including a theory of virtue, must have. It concerns the explanation of why what apparently should happen, does not happen.
The differences between our two figures are the focus here, but the similarities must also be noted – if only because they provide a basis for the comparison. One crucial similarity is the firm commitment in each to the notion that to consider satisfactorily human failure (as well as fulfillment) one must think in dispositional terms. One ought not, then, think in terms of the occurrence or non-occurrence of certain feelings or other episodic activities, except as they connect to dispositional states.
Mencius understands this, even if he does not explain it abstractly; perhaps fails to take seriously some of its implications; and often stresses the role of feelings without specifying that they are indicators of dispositions. Like Aquinas, then, he accepts the cogency of an emphasis on dispositions and thereby avoids much needless spinning and some major errors. (Despite this, many contemporary scholars continue to doubt the theoretical cogency of the position Aquinas develops or its presence in Mencius; much might be said about the fragility of those positions but nothing is served here by repeating my own lengthy, even tiresomely punctilious, arguments on these matters (Yearley 1990: 106–111)).
Mencius and Aquinas also agree, in part because of their position on dispositions, about the enduring quality of the basic ethical principles and attendant properties that constitute humanness, and each includes in them a rudimentary inclination toward the good. Both would also claim coherence characterizes the virtuous life and fragmentation the life of those without virtue because such people are pulled in numerous, often conflicting directions. They disagree, however, about how both fragile and faint those constituents are, as well as about how best to animate them.
Treating and comparing each thinker on these last topics is difficult for several different reasons. One is that each is a connoisseur of the permutations of motives and inclinations that inform most significant human action. (The word “connoisseur” is used understanding that it has both laudatory and suspect connotations.) Another is that both often are, or at least draw on traditions that are, cold-eyed observers of what people actually do and why they do it. Their accounts have, if you will, the scent of reality about them. Further, if related, their abstract accounts accentuate the apparent limitations – if also evident strengths – of a theoretical approach when compared to a literary one in treatments of this facet of human activity.
A last difficulty is of a different sort. It arises from the fact that to examine this subject in Mencius and Aquinas is to face directly a vexing possibility: the likelihood that the account of one tradition – as represented by a paradigmatic example – is superior to that of the other. Put simply, Mencius’s claim that human nature is good – a claim spelled out in many different ways with numerous caveats and augments – cannot, I think, account for failures to be virtuous in as adequate a way as can Aquinas’ claims about human nature’s basically corrupted character, also a claim spelled out in many different ways.
A judgment like this should always be made cautiously, especially today. The recent history of the interactions of different civilizations displays only too well the often tragic (and occasionally comic) results that appear when the categories of one tradition are thought to be superior. Further, the recent history of comparative inquiry shows both the immense difficulties in that enterprise and a far more refined understanding than was present earlier of the dynamics involved in offending other people.
Indeed, the need for caution helps explain why writing the section on this subject was the single most difficult task the book presented (Yearley 1990: 84–95). A continuing fear that I was missing something important in Mencius haunted me, and that in turn led to other troubling considerations: Were my own unexamined predilections and prejudices skewing the comparison in favor not just of Aquinas but also of the Western tradition, and was it therefore leading me to miss or distort the evident profundity of Mencius and the tradition he helped form? (If so, I was among other failures also violating a first principle of my understanding of comparative work.)
These considerations led me to adopt here both narrow and broad as well as indirect and direct approaches. A narrow and indirect approach focuses on three general kinds of excellences that Aquinas develops and highlights but Mencius, despite some rough equivalents, does not. (This subject was briefly noted in my earlier work but without an adequate understanding of its significance.) A first kind of excellence guides, often by moderating, potentially errant forces like the desire for food or sexual expression that usually have what moderns would call biological roots. A second kind treats significant and pervasive deficiencies that demand substantial transformations of people’s ordinary abilities, such as the ability to be sympathetic or to endure. A third kind arises from human’s need to confront their seemingly inevitable failures, and it produces excellences such as appropriately modulated regret or remorse.
These three sorts of virtue reflect the belief that examining humanity’s normal activity and inclinations leads to a very sobering recognition: People need always to control some of their inclinations, radically to change others of them, and to express regret about a number of them. Aquinas’ specific version of each kind of virtue need not overly detain us here. But it is worth pointing out that he believes the second and perhaps third difficulties demand forms and forces beyond those ordinarily available. These include infused virtues (virtues whose character display extraordinary activities and causation) as well as sacramental institutions, practices, and the subtle attitudes like studied remorse they can generate.
Most important here is the limited role or even absence of these excellences in Mencius. Clear analogues to the first of these virtues do appear in Mencius’s account; for example, in his understanding of courage’s role in overcoming improper fears. But it is striking how few and how relatively unimportant such excellences are. (That situation provides yet another example of the ways in which Mencius’s critical virtues usually fit within the category of inclinational not preservative virtues.) Most striking, however, is the almost complete absence of the last two kinds of excellence and what that absence implies. The loftiness of Mencius’s ideal excellences is clear. Nonetheless, he does not highlight virtues that manifest radical transformations in people. Nor does he highlight virtues that manifest regret about past actions or even general features of character.
A possible explanation for this difference appears when we consider the kinds of deficiencies on which each concentrates. Aquinas focuses in a way Mencius does not on subtle and pervasive deficiencies rather than on blunt and specifically oriented deficiencies. This means that if adultery involves vanity or revenge, they rather than excessive or uncontrolled sexual desire is Aquinas’s focus.
The other, more important reason that Aquinas focuses on subtle, pervasive deficiencies is that they are much more dangerous than blunt sins. Not only do they distort higher human states – vanity is a distortion of the legitimate desire to receive appropriate regard from other worthy people. But they also can poison most of a person’s activities – vanity can affect almost everything a person does, including acts that appear to be anything but vain.
This general point also illustrates well why deficiencies like virtues should not be thought of in terms of individual acts but in terms of the dispositions that produce such acts. Specific actions can appear to differ from, even to oppose, the defining characteristics of the dispositions that produce them. We see this in, for example, the kind of vanity that generates self-effacing actions or the kind of spiritual apathy that produces frantic activity.
Aquinas focus on a dispositional understanding of subtle pervasive deficiencies has, then, various important consequences, and all display a perspective that differs markedly from Mencius’s. Put generally, it makes prominent the fundamental role of conflicts of various kinds in most human activity. Further, it assumes those conflicts will often not be evident; they may even be so well disguised as to be best described as unconscious or at least not available to normal kinds of reflection and introspection.
It also means these pervasive deficiencies often will be difficult to identify and therefore also to treat. That last problem is intensified, moreover, because these dispositional deficiencies make easy and agreeable only specific kinds of action. Human orientations, in Aquinas’s view, do not swing back to indifference with every tick of the clock. Past operations regulate present orientations; a passivity born of previously acquired dispositions informs almost all human inclinations.
This situation, Aquinas thinks, leaves people with deep problems about how they can change themselves. They are caught in a circle, employing their dispositions as they please, but finding what pleases them is the product of their dispositions. (This idea also makes plausible the notion that only a separate power can provide the needed reorientation of people that will rescue them from the circle in which they are caught, and thus his understanding of grace and emphasis on it.)
Aquinas’s concern for subtle, pervasive deficiencies and the implications he draws from them is rarely reflected in Mencius. He tends, in fact, to focus on inclinations that arise largely from people’s bodily states; deficiencies that arise because people are drawn through hearing and seeing toward objects that will usually satisfy biologically based inclinations. Even in situations where subtler deformations seem evident, as in the case of King Xuan of Qi 齊宣公, Mencius focuses on the king’s simple desire for sense pleasures not on his envy, vanity, or even spiritual sloth. Further, Mencius’s more theoretical treatments neither examine closely such subtle vices nor present them as major impediments to human flourishing (1A7, 6A15).
There may of course be benign explanations for this. One is the hortatory rhetoric found in parts of the text. Another is the focus on Mencius’s relationship with powerful people who are often single-minded in their pursuits rather than on more reflective people struggling to treat their abiding deficiencies. But I harbor more than a few suspicions that Mencius simplifies what are the complex web of motivations and causes that generate many human deficiencies. In this, he would not of course be alone. Nor must we fail to ask if the very emphasis on the importance of complex, subtle, and pervasive movements towards deficiencies only manifests a peculiar modern perspective in the West.
Nonetheless, we surely must ask if Mencius, unlike Aquinas, did not adequately pursue the implications of his own emphasis on disposition. If so, he did not face in the way that Aquinas did the circle in which humans seem to be trapped, people employing their dispositions as they choose but having those choices informed by their dispositions. To treat that question adequately, however, we need to turn from what we earlier called a narrow and indirect approach to one that is broad and direct.
Many of the apparently stark difference between Mencius and Aquinas about whether people have major impediments to realizing goodness can be put in an abstract, formulaic way: Mencius thinks human nature is good while Aquinas thinks human nature is corrupted. In the former case people must just activate their naturally good character while in the latter they must overcome their corrupted nature through external empowerment.
This stark a distinction is far too simple for thinkers as deep and refined as are these two. Nonetheless, it does point toward significant matters that my earlier account did not treat adequately, as well as a better way to approach them. That better way involves a focus on the implications of an idea Mencius often uses: the idea that if “you seek it you will get it”. Variations either of that idea or of brethren directly implied by it resound throughout the Mencius. Everything, they say, that human need is within reach if, and Mencius is very clear about this, both the rudimentary material conditions human life needs are present and proper Confucian teachers are near.
This claim about the link between pursuing and obtaining is central to Mencius’s understanding; it is far more than just a hortatory piece of rhetoric. Whatever the caveats and subtle adjustments made by Mencius most sophisticated theoretical treatments of it, the claim’s philosophical and even religious core remains intact. Indeed, the notion is so central to him that it makes plausible and productive the interpretation many neo-Confucian gave of his work. This reading rests on a “discovery model” of human nature, one in which people discover an ever-present reality that defines them.
This model differs basically from Mencius’s more usual developmental or organic model, a model in which human nature is understood as being constituted by capacities that will grow if uninjured and properly nurtured. In a discovery model, in contrast, human nature is understood as a permanent set of dispositions that are obscured. People discover, then, what they truly are by overcoming impediments or defilements, such as errant passions or misguided perceptions, and uncovering a higher reality, a true “Self”.
One may harbor significant doubts that anything like a discovery model was available, or perhaps even conceivable, at the time the Mencius was written. But one must also acknowledge that this neo-Confucian reading surely illuminates parts of the text. Most important here, it also presents a perspective that makes intelligible the various ideas underlying and arising from the notion that by seeking a person will inevitably get what is sought – if only because what is sought is already there (Yearley 1990: 59–60).
An organic model, in contrast, surely was available and conceivable at the time when the Mencius was written, but it provides far less evident intellectual support for a claim about pursuing and obtaining. Links between pursuit and fulfillment, in fact, fit easily into an organic model only if lengthy stretches of time and rigorous forms of cultivation are assumed. Otherwise, the model support only the most voluntaristic strand of Mencius, the strand that, at its most extreme, claims we can reorient ourselves just by refocusing and extending our attention (Yearley 1990: 62–67, 94–95, 110–111). The viability of this strand of the organic model can, of course, be called in question – just as, on other grounds, can the viability of the discovery model.
Most important here, whichever model is the subject the stark differences from Aquinas need to be highlighted in ways I previously did not. Nothing resembling the link between seeking and getting appears in Aquinas’s account. Further, either of Mencius’s perspective resembles perspectives that Aquinas spends considerable time rejecting for both philosophical and religious reasons.
The differences between Mencius and Aquinas’s accounts of failures to be virtuous are, then, clear in each of the three topics treated: the excellences crucial to Aquinas and absent in Mencius; the focus in Aquinas but not in Mencius on subtle, pervasive deficiencies (and thus the role of dispositions); and Mencius’s claims about the links between pursuing and obtaining and Aquinas’s critical judgments on that link whichever of the two models is employed to explicate it.
Whatever may be my problems with Aquinas’ account of these matters – and there are many – I have even deeper disquiets with Mencius’s accounts. Shadowing those disquiets, however, is also the fear that they may be best understood as undigested remnants of my own tradition. If so they are liable to the kind of genealogical analysis that Nietzsche so brilliantly employed on similar topics, as when he questions himself about the ways in which he, too, is still pious (The Gay Science, #344). The implications of such thoughts and fears must remain, however, a topic for another day.

5 Conclusion
Reconsidering the descriptive and normative components of my earlier comparisons of Mencius and Aquinas has reinforced my sense that the strengths of Aquinas’s account were highlighted while his shortcomings and the corresponding strengths in Mencius were all too often missing. This is clear when considering the treatment of their respective ideas about optimal human fulfillment and even clearer when considering their understanding of the relationship between theoretical and literary accounts of that fulfillment. The third subject, their different treatments of people’s failure to attain fulfillment, is more complicated, however, and involves a set of truly vexing issues.
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Footnotes
1My use of references reflects the distinctive characters of this opportunity, and I will only refer to especially relevant passages in the Mencius and in my book—cited in the English version not the Chinese translation (Yearley 1990). No references, then, are given to my own extensive later work on related subjects or to especially relevant works on either the philosophic subjects treated here or the two specific figures.
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1 Introduction
This chapter compares the virtue theories of Mencius (372–289 BCE) and David Hume (1711–1776 CE). This study centers on the fact that both philosophers treat the sentiments as important for explicating virtue, the main topic of their moral philosophies. Mencius, who is concerned with teaching others how to cultivate their virtues, believes that the sentiments are essential for achieving virtue. On the other hand, Hume, who aims to establish an empirical theory of moral evaluation, maintains that the sentiments are crucial for determining virtue. By analyzing their views about the sentiments and virtues, I will show how to understand the similarities and differences between their moral philosophies.
The first section discusses the appropriate framework for comparing the ethics of Mencius and Hume. As I will compare their views on the sentiments and virtues, I suggest that two approaches—epistemic and structural comparisons—are available. An epistemic comparison examines the epistemic characteristics of the sentiments in relation to morality, while a structural comparison explores the structural aspects of their virtue theories, especially those that originate from the general characteristics of sentiment. I argue that a structural comparison enables us to appreciate the parallel structure of the philosophers’ sentiment-based accounts of virtue and deepens our comprehension of Mencius’s views about virtue and its cultivation. The second section discusses Hume’s scientific inquiry on moral evaluation. I argue that Hume’s causation-based understanding of sentiment informs another aspect of Mencius’s philosophy—one’s heart of compassion indicates the fundamental cause in human nature rather than an effect of an aroused sentiment. In the final section, I argue that we can classify Mencius’s and Hume’s virtues based on the intentional objects of virtue-related sentiments: other-regarding and self-regarding virtues. Mencius’s cardinal virtues of Ren and Yi correspond to Hume’s humanity and dignity.

2 Ways to Compare the Ethics of Mencius and Hume
Both Mencius and Hume base their moral systems on sentiment. Mencius believes that all humans have “the heart of compassion” (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心). People would experience such a feeling if they were to see a child about to fall into a well (2A6).1 In “Of Morals,” Book III of A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume argues that the moral distinction of virtue and vice is derived from sentiment and not from reason.2 While Mencius believes that one’s cultivation of ceyin zhi xin causes one’s virtue of Ren 仁 (benevolence) to bloom, Hume believes that one’s benevolent character makes one “agreeable and useful in all the parts of life” (T 3.3.3.3). However, the two philosophers have different philosophical goals. Following the practical goals of Confucius, Mencius encourages others to cultivate their virtues through the recognition of their moral sentiments. Hume’s goal is a scientific investigation into virtue and moral evaluation through an empirical observation of the mind and, most importantly, the sentiments. Given the similarities and differences of Mencius’s and Hume’s moral philosophy, we first need to establish some basic principles for the comparison.
Sometimes the comparison of two philosophers is straight forward. For instance, it is common to compare the ethics of Confucius and Aristotle because philosophers of ancient China and ancient Greece shared a goal to develop “the way to become a good person” (Yu 2007: 2). Both Confucius and Aristotle suggest that the primary method to achieve this goal is the cultivation of virtue: de 德 for Confucius and aretē for Aristotle. Because both share the ethical goal of self-completion, their local differences do not undermine the main reasons of comparison. Instead, the differences stimulate the comparative study.
In contrast, a comparison of the ethics of Mencius and Hume seems more complicated because each philosopher has a different goal. Mencius has the practical goal of instructing moral cultivation; for Hume, a theoretical goal of understanding moral evaluation. Mencius stresses that, when they are properly nourished, the natural “sprouts” in our hearts mature into virtues. Because self-cultivation is required for the cultivation of virtue, Mencius provides practical methods for nurturing the sprouts, such as the method of “extension (tui 推)” (1A7). Hume, who sets aside the issue of self-cultivation, seeks to articulate fundamental principles in our moral evaluation of character traits. Arguing that our sentimental appraisal constitutes the core of our moral evaluation rather than rational thinking, Hume catalogues the virtues from our sympathy-based moral sentiments. The difference between their philosophical goals seems as large as the temporal and geographical gaps between them.
A comparative study of Mencius and Hume requires a conceptual framework applicable to both philosophers. This framework centers on the sentiments that they both take as the foundation of virtue. Yet, this study is well balanced when it explores how sentiment serves the different goals of each philosopher. This exploration helps us better understand their individual commitments regarding virtue. Their accounts of sentiment-based virtues enable two directions for comparison. On one hand, we can focus on sentiment generally and examine the two philosophers’ views about the epistemic characteristics of sentiments and their relation to morality. On the other hand, we can broaden our scope and explore how the theoretical foundation of sentiments influence the philosophers’ construction of their virtue theories. I call each approach an epistemic and a structural comparison.
An example of an epistemic comparison is found in the work of Liu Xiusheng (2003). He has addresses the epistemic possibility of comparison and offers a “naturalist, internalist and realist theory of the foundations of ethics by combining features of Mencius’s and David Hume’s moral teachings” (2). The rich meta-ethical discussions of Humean moral sentimentalism might disclose the epistemic features of Mencius’s sentiment-based virtues. Liu proposes that Mencius’s argument against Gaozi’s position in 6A4 that Ren is internal and Yi external has commonalities with the debate between internalism and externalism about moral judgment and motivation in meta-ethics. Liu interprets Gaozi’s description of Ren as internal because “one is naturally motivated (pleased) to love one’s own brother but not motivated (at least in this case) to love the brother of another” (159). From this interpretation, Liu unearths the contemporary internalist claim that “there is a necessary connection between judgment of Ren and motivation (to love one’s own brother)” (160). Portraying Mencius as an internalist would expand our understanding of the connection between sentiment and motivation in Mencius, though it is dubious whether other textual evidence supports Liu’s assertion about the necessity of motivation from a judgment of Ren.
However, Liu’s pioneering work is too narrowly focused to be a well-balanced comprehensive comparison of Mencius’s and Hume’s moral theories. Liu does not thoroughly address their respective notions of virtue in relation to each philosopher’s goals. Following the contemporary Humean meta-ethical discourse, he delves into the relationship between Mencius’s notion of the sentiments and one’s judgments and motivations.3 Yet, analyzing the connection between sentiments and moral judgment, motivation, facts, and language, is insufficient to represent Mencius’s sentiment-based teaching of moral self-cultivation. The main topic of his discussion is virtues rather than the epistemic characteristics of sentiments, but Liu’s account merely focuses on the latter.
The limits of an epistemic comparison suggest that we consider a structural comparison.
Given that both Mencius and Hume treat sentiments as foundational, their virtue theories would share the same structural features.4 If their sentiment-based virtue theories structurally parallel each other, we can discover “hidden” aspects of each philosopher’s understanding of virtue. For instance, what Mencius would think about the utility of virtue-based actions and how Hume’s would conceive the normativity of self-cultivation. Moreover, a structural comparison would allow for a reciprocal study that “aims at developing an interpretation of each side through comparison,” instead of reinterpreting non-Western philosophy through the lens of Western philosophy (Yu 2007: 3).
A structural comparison of sentiment-based virtues relies on the general characteristics of sentiment rather than on its complicated epistemic features. Its general characteristics are exemplified in assumptions, such as that a sentiment is aroused after perceiving its intentional objects and that a subjective mind feels a sentiment. This structural comparison does not explore the epistemic links embedded in such assumptions but instead explores the structural similarities of their sentiment-based accounts of virtues.5 Two features of sentiment provide a basis for a structural comparison. First, sentiments are the eventual effects of a process that begins with the perceptions of mental objects, situations, feelings, or mental states. Second, sentiments related to virtues have two sorts of intentional objects: our own character traits and those of others. From these features, the sections that follow sketch the parallel structures of Hume’s and Mencius’s accounts of virtue.

3 Mencius’s Cause-Focused Virtue and Hume’s Effect-Based Sentiment
In this section, I argue that Hume’s analysis of sentiment deepens our understanding of Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin. For Hume, sentiments are the observable effects of mental causation. Although various causes arouse sentiments, Hume believes that our empirical observation of such effects reveals important principles of moral evaluation. Hume’s causation-based approach to sentiment raises a fundamental question regarding Mencius’s ceyin zhi xin: Is this heart the cause or the effect in the process of one’s feeling compassion? Before answering this question, let us examine Hume’s causation-based understanding of moral sentiment.
Recall that Hume’s goal is a scientific inquiry into the nature of the mind rather than understanding the significance of moral cultivation. His experimental method treats the mind as natural phenomenon for empirical observation just as Newton’s experimental method did for the phenomena of physical nature. By observing the mental effects, Hume attempts to disclose explanatory principles of human nature, including moral evaluation.6 Hume’s inquiry begins with his claim that mental perceptions are divided into impressions and ideas, which differ in “the degree of force and liveliness” (T 1.1.1.1). Impressions are more forceful perceptions, and ideas are copies, or “faint images” of impressions (ibid.). Furthermore, Hume distinguishes between original impressions and secondary impressions. Original impressions are “impressions of sensation,” such as bodily pains and pleasures, that arise in the soul “without any antecedent perception” (T 1.1.3.1). Secondary impressions, or “impressions of reflexion,” arise either from original impressions or from the ideas that our faculties of memory and imagination recollect (ibid.). Hume’s term for reflective impressions is “the passions,” which involve our emotions and sentiments.
Hume’s classification of perceptions is crucial for his scientific project of moral evaluation. The first question Hume considers is whether morality derives from reason or passions. Because reason is concerned with the relations of ideas, this question is similar to asking whether moral distinctions are made “by means of our ideas or impressions” (T 3.1.1.3).7 Morality influences passions and motivate actions, but reason, which compares faint ideas, is unable to function as such.8 So, morality must derive from vivid impressions, the passions: “morality … is more properly felt” as a passion, or a moral sentiment (T 3.1.2.1).
The structure of Hume’s inquiry elucidates the possible characteristics of sentiments that Mencius attends to. Hume’s arguments rely on general features involved in experiencing the sentiments, rather than on epistemic characteristics of their cognitive and emotive aspects. Hume views sentiments as “the impressions of reflection,” which are “antecedent to their corresponding ideas, but posterior to those of sensation” (T 1.1.3.1). This view suggests a sequence in the arousal of sentiments: First, one perceives an object, which may include actions, situations and events, and then one’s mind generates a mental product. Next, intentional objects produce an original impression through one or more of the senses, and their copies remain as ideas in the mind. Later, our memory and imagination recollect these ideas and associate them with other ideas that result in reflective impressions of passions and sentiments. This mental sequence—from perceiving objects to feeling sentiments—fundamentally involves causation. Regardless of their epistemic characteristics, sentiments are the effects of this mental causation.
Moreover, a complex of causes produces the effect of an aroused sentiment. The specific characteristics of the perceived objects as well as the particular qualities of the mind that perceives jointly influence the arousal of certain sentiments. For instance, one’s pleasure from tasting chocolate is caused by objective elements, particularly the combined taste of sweetness and bitterness, and by subjective elements, such as the particular sensitivities of one’s taste buds and one’s acquired taste preferences. A triadic causal relationship exists between perceived objects, perceiving minds, and effected sentiments. The interaction between the objective and subjective causes explains the complexity of our sentimental responses. People have dramatic differences in their preferences for food, reading, movies, songs, and so forth. Some people feel sentiments of approval toward the objects that induce others’ strong disapproval. However, this range of various preferences does not demonstrate that humans by nature exhibit discrepancies in their moral and aesthetic preferences. Instead, people respond to some objects, such as masterpieces in the arts, with a uniform sentiment of aesthetic approval regardless of their differing abilities of appreciation. Similarly, people show identical sentimental responses to others’ good deeds, wrongdoings, and misfortune.9
In the triadic causal relationship, this uniformity in sentiments as mental effects permits the assumption of internal similarities in the two causes. We can ascribe uniform sentimental approval to the excellent qualities of either aesthetic objects or moral agents and their actions. This claim is true, only if humans by nature have similar epistemic foundations for the uniform response. Humans have the natural potential to feel “the proper sentiment” that ought to arise toward certain objects or situations, and people’s sound feeling of this sentiment demonstrates that their natural potentials are intact in perceiving the moral or aesthetic beauty in objects.10
This structure can be extended to our understanding of virtue. For Hume, virtue is related to feeling a proper sentiment toward a given object. One’s virtue is considered a mental quality that causes others’ sentiments of approval. Virtue presents “a moral beauty” to spectators by causing “an original pleasure” in them (T 3.2.6.4). Conversely, when a moral agent is empirically confirmed to have virtuous character traits, spectators would feel similar approval toward them, given the natural constitution of the mind. However, it is not necessary to speculate what this natural constitution is. Rather, an empirical survey of the observable sentiments is sufficient for a human scientist to abstract the principles of morals. Just as Newton successfully explicated the principles of physical nature by focusing on the effects of natural phenomena, Hume observes the effects of human phenomena to construct a scientific theory about human nature and morality without scrutinizing the natural causes.
Hume’s effect-based scientific approach to morality distinguishes him from the British moral sense theorists who assumed that humans have a natural inclination toward morality. The innate moral sense functions as the fundamental mental cause both for the sentimental approval of objects’ moral qualities and for the motivation to act.11 This view could reject the Hobbesian selfish account of moral motivation yet was still committed to an ontological burden in justifying the moral sense. For Hutcheson, however, this requirement is not so burdensome. He believes that humans, the creations of a benevolent designer, are endowed with a capacity to act with benevolence. This natural moral capacity is pre-established in the constitution of the mind, and functions as the primary cause for acting and feeling benevolence.12 Yet from Hume’s perspective, it is much less scientific to assign an active role to a moral sense grounded in theological commitments. A scientific reconstruction of morality needs no scrutiny into the primary cause of uniform moral sentiments because empirical observations of the effects are sufficient to infer general principles of physical or human nature.13 In short, Hume regards his moral foundation of sentiment as the particular effect in mental causation.14
In contrast to Hume, Mencius is likely to regard ceyin zhi xin as the primary cause of compassion rather than emphasize its characteristics as an emotion. In persuading others to engage voluntarily in moral self-cultivation, it would be more efficient to encourage them to believe that they possess inherent moral causes. Such mental causes would serve not only as the foundation of their moral potentialities but also as the accessible standard of discretion regarding moral practice. The uniform sentiments of “the four sprouts,” despite ordinary interruptions of individual and situational factors, indicate the universal existence of their mental causes (2A6). For these reasons, I believe that Mencius treats the essence of ceyin zhi xin and the other three sprouts as the moral cause in the heart.15
Moreover, the universal causes for moral sentiments can serve as a natural but effective moral standard for self-examination. The role of these moral standards in self-examination would explain why Mencius emphasizes the importance of preserving the primitive heart. Gentlemen are different from ordinary people because they are good at “preserving the heart (cunxin 存心)” (4B28), and “great people (daren 大人)” are those who “do not lose the children’s hearts (chizi zhi xin 赤子之心)” (4B12).16 These passages imply that moral exemplars have cultivated their hearts with vigorous and unimpaired moral sprouts; that the essence of ceyin zhi xin is more suitable as an inherent mental cause for moral sentiments. Understanding Mencius as offering a cause-focused approach to human nature would enrich contemporary scholarship on Mencius by counterbalancing the pervasive effect-based accounts that identify the heart of compassion as an emotion.17
In summary, I have argued that, while Hume constructs a scientific moral theory by observing sentiments as mental effects, Mencius presents a practical methodology of moral cultivation in which sentiments are reliable guides to our hearts’ natural causes. Hence, this cause-focused view of ceyin zhi xin distinguishes its effect, the emotion of compassion (ceyin 惻隱), from the cause, the inherent constitution of the heart (xin 心) in feeling compassion.

4 Mencius’s Ren Yi and Hume’s Benevolence and Pride
Let us now turn our attention to Mencius’s and Hume’s accounts of virtue. I will argue that the accounts’ similar structures derive from the general characteristics of sentiment.
Sentiment arises from the interaction between a perceiving subject and a perceived object. We perceive virtue-related objects and feel moral sentiments toward them. Both philosophers infer the natural constitution of the mind from our similar sentimental responses to objects in the world (e.g., feeling compassion toward a baby in danger or approving excellent artworks). The natural cause of our uniform sentiments provides a guide for understanding the manifested virtues. While Mencius claims that virtues are achieved through our cultivation of the sentimental heart, Hume argues that virtues are determined by our sentimental approval. Both philosophers assume an indispensable relation between virtues and sentiments. This structure makes the features of their virtues depend primarily on the differences in the intentional objects of sentiments. Typically, people consider virtues to be moral character traits that agents possess. On this understanding, one’s virtue-related sentiments take either oneself or others as their objects. Sentiment-based virtues presuppose perception of ourselves and others in certain ways, but we do not simply perceive character traits. To feel sentiments toward character traits, we directly communicate with others’ minds or indirectly perceive their mental states by inferring those states from direct observation of the effects of their actions.
Hume’s account of virtue builds on these general characteristics of sentiments. His definition of virtue—“whatever mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleasing sentiment of approbation”—implies that his catalogue of virtue is classified by the ownership of the mental qualities and the sources of the pleasing sentiment (EPM Appx. 1.10). By the faculty of sympathy, we can directly perceive others’ mental states and feel sentiments of approval or disapproval toward them. Of course, we can feel moral sentiments toward our own mental states. Furthermore, Hume distinguishes spectators’ pleasing sentiment toward character traits into the agreeable feelings derived from the natural constitution of our minds and pleasures through our reflective thinking about their usefulness.18 Because virtue-related sentiment takes one’s self or others as the intentional objects and rely on natural or social sources of pleasure, Hume regards virtues as mental qualities that are “naturally fitted to be useful to others, or to the person himself, or which is agreeable to others, or to the person himself” (T 3.3.1.30).19
Because Mencius’s virtues are also based on moral sentiment, we can assume that their structure parallels the structure of virtues in Hume’s account. For one, we can identify Mencius’s virtues according to Hume’s scheme of virtue-related sentiment, namely as other-regarding and self-regarding virtues.20 Both philosophers regard benevolence as the primary virtue for caring for others and, ultimately, treat benevolence as an indicator of the fulfillment of genuine humaneness. Mencius’s notion of Ren involves not only caring for others as rulers and gentlemen do, but also achieving the general virtue of humanity: “Benevolence is simply being human” (7B16). As for Hume, benevolence is a natural virtue that motivates one to care for others, and evolves into the virtue of humanity, which indicates “a feeling for the happiness of mankind” (EPM I.3).21 Furthermore, that both philosophers appeal to our compassionate feelings toward others implies that they view benevolence as originating from the natural constitution of the human mind.
Our understanding of benevolence is enriched when we consider the spectators’ perspective and inquire into how we assess the virtues of others. Previously, we discussed that Hume determines virtues by sentiments of approval and disapproval, which are derived either directly from the natural mental constitution, or indirectly from the utility of actions motivated by virtues. Hume endorses the principle of utility as a source of virtue. The merit of natural benevolence is in part “arising from its utility” (EPM 7.19). This comment has encouraged some commentators to regard Hume as a precursor of classic hedonistic utilitarianism.22 The theoretical foundation of sentiment in Mencius allows him to embrace the two directions of sentimental moral evaluation. However, Mencius’s endorsement of the utility principle is less clear. Many commentators are reluctant to attribute to Mencius a consequentialist viewpoint because he fervently rejects profit (li 利) as a governing principle (1A1, 6B4). Nonetheless, we should not ignore the actual benefits of Ren. In refuting the profit-based doctrines of Mohism and Yang Zhu, Mencius consistently proclaims profit’s unprofitability and virtue’s prospective lucrativeness. Mencius is convinced of the practical merit of Ren, which is sufficient to “protect the Four Seas” (1A7, 2A6, 4A3). Thus, we can understand Mencius’s endorsement of a virtue principle over profit as an indirect appeal to the utility of virtue: virtue has a tendency to promote the actual goods of human life.
Both Hume and Mencius treat virtue as response-dependent and acknowledge two response-producing sources of agents’ virtues and social benefits.23 Because both philosophers recognize the utility of virtue-driven actions, we might apply to them a utilitarian framework that allows for an objective reconfiguration of their moral theories based on subjective sentiments. However, before applying a utilitarian framework, we should reconsider the end embedded in their considerations of a utility principle.24
For Mencius, who teaches the necessity of moral self-cultivation, the end of utility is directed toward motivating individuals to act on the basis of virtues rather than for the promotion of good consequences, such as public welfare.25 Mencius would not always approve of the promotion of public welfare because it is not necessarily accomplished through the internal motive from virtues.26 Instead, he believes that the utility of virtue should be assessed through internal moral evaluation of peoples’ approvals from the natural moral constitution in their hearts rather than through an external assessment of agent-neutral outcomes.
In contrast, Hume’s virtue theory equally employs the empirical principles of social utility and the natural principle of the constitution of the mind. He adopts both principles in pursuit of his scientific inquiry into the social and natural processes of morality. When we consider these principles simultaneously, we can discover that the natural principle is the ground of the utility principle. The utility of objects depends upon the pleasure they cause in our minds, so our judgment of utility originates from the association of objects and our mental constitution. Given his evaluative foundation of sentiment, Hume identifies a category of virtue that rests solely on the natural principle of pleasure and has no concern for usefulness. We feel a pleasing sentiment toward character traits that are not necessarily useful for us.27 For instance, we can feel natural agreeableness to the courage of an enemy, and so admit mental qualities that are “something mysterious and inexplicable, which conveys an immediate satisfaction to the spectator,” such as “a manner, a grace, an ease, a genteelness, an I-know-not-what” (EPM 8.5). Thus, if we view Hume’s catalogue of virtues exclusively from a utilitarian perspective, we would neglect this structural component of natural virtues, the “qualities immediately agreeable” either to ourselves or to others.28
Although both philosophers are concerned with the consequential benefits of virtue-driven actions, they do not overlook the importance of self-regarding virtues for one’s moral self-esteem. These self-regarding virtues, bound to our natural sentiments toward ourselves, are distinctive features of sentiment-based accounts of virtue. Mencius’s Yi 義 is self-regarding, because its sprout, “the heart of shame and disdain (xiue zhi xin 羞惡之心),” mostly takes the self as its intentional object (2A6, 6A6).29 All humans have this heart that motivates them to “forsake life and select righteousness” (6A10), which renders Yi universally internal to human nature (6A4). The notion of Mencius’s Yi corresponds to Hume’s virtue of well-regulated pride. The passion of pride always takes one’s self as its object, and our “wonderful partiality for ourselves” often makes us feel excessive pride (T 3.3.2.10). However, Hume pays attention to its positive side. Our appropriate regulation of pride makes it a “genuine and hearty pride, or self-esteem,” which is a virtue “essential to the character of a man of honour” (T 3.3.2.10/11).
Mencius’s sentiment-based Yi has a problem comparable to Hume’s demand of regulating subjective pride. Because Yi is grounded in subjective sentiments directed to the self that are less detectable, it is difficult to distinguish between the actions that manifest the actualized internal Yi and those that merely abide by the external principles related to Yi.30 Spectators are often unable to determine whether one’s acting Yi depends on the proper sentiment toward oneself or the other external sources. Because the two actions are alike in appearance, some people like Gaozi may deny Yi’s internality but insist its reliance on the sources external to the heart, such as ages and social ranks.
Mencius uses taste analogies to justify Yi as internal. Empirically, our taste perceptions have two opposing perspectives. On the one hand, individual tastes vary so much that one may claim that we cannot argue about taste.31 On the other hand, taste perceptions are uniform to some extent: the excellent taste of a renowned cuisine can be unanimously praised. Mencius focuses on the uniformity of taste—“Mouths have the same preferences in flavors”—to argue for the universal internality of Yi (6A7). Just as the invariant aesthetic approval of Yi Ya’s excellent dishes attests to the universal preference of our gustatory tastes, our unanimous sentimental approval of the sages justify our heart’s inherent preference for Li 理 and Yi 義. Despite people’s different subjective taste preferences, the sages’ supreme virtue, which involves the actualized internal Yi, arouses their universal sentiment of approval and admiration. These uniform sentimental responses underscore Mencius’s idea that people’s hearts have a natural tendency to resonate with Yi. Because the virtue of Yi derives from this potential, it is internal to human nature. Yet, given Mencius’s goal of teaching moral self-cultivation, he encourages the spectators to transform themselves into moral agents and cultivate this inherent potential to achieve Yi.32
Hume, instead, focuses on the apparent “great variety of Taste” (1987, 226). Because Hume seeks morality in sentiments that arise through individual “moral taste” and variable “sympathy,” he recognizes the necessity of arranging a standard of sentiment-based virtues. He recommends taking up “the steady and general points of view” instead of one’s “peculiar point of view” to survey the characters of other people (T 3.3.1.15, original emphasis). This is the perspective of those who are in the “narrow circle” of the evaluated agent (T 3.3.3.2). Hume believes that, given the shared constitution of the mind, the agent’s long-term acquaintances are qualified to feel the accurate moral sentiment towards the agent’s character traits. However, sentiments felt through aesthetic taste are much more variable than moral sentiment.33 Having no standard of aesthetic taste might undermine the objective foundation of his sentiment-based moral theory.
In his “Of the Standard of Taste,” Hume first argues for the existence of a standard of taste despite its apparent variety by referring to uniform taste. People with different backgrounds can exhibit unanimous sentimental approval of excellent aesthetic objects, such as the poems of Milton and Homer. There is a proper sentiment of approval toward those works. It is likely that those who excellently cultivate their natural taste and its relevant faculties, such as imagination and reason, will feel the proper sentiment with less errors. When judges with highly qualified mental faculties jointly make an aesthetic judgment with their sentiments, their judgment functions as a practically reliable standard of taste. In this way, Hume presents an aesthetic connoisseurship model for a standard of taste, which is found in the “joint verdict” of well-qualified “true critics” (1987, 241).
The path of a true aesthetic critic is identical to that of a moral judge. When such judges take themselves as the objects of sentimental moral assessment, they regulate their passions of pride through the use of reflective thinking to render them appropriate. Just as both philosophers believe that one achieves the general virtue of humanity through continuous practice of benevolence, both assume that one achieves self-regarding virtues through one’s practice of particular Yi and virtue-in-pride.
Hume argues that, when instances of one’s “well-regulated pride” are accumulated through time, one achieves “greatness of mind” (T 3.3.2.13).34 This self-regarding virtue calls to mind Mencius’s flood-like qi (haoran zhi qi 浩然之氣), the strong vital energy that “fills up between heaven and earth” (2A2). Mencius claims that the way to nourish one’s flood-like qi is to accumulate instances of Yi (jiyi 集義) by using the inherent moral standard to evaluate oneself. The flood-like qi is, then, a cosmic honor awarded to those who keep intact their natural, moral selves. The topics—the unperturbed heart (budongxin 不動心), courage, the flood-like qi, and most importantly Yi—of Mencius 2A2 accord well with Hume’s exemplary virtues that are agreeable to ourselves: philosophical tranquility, courage, and greatness of mind.35 All of these states result from one’s control of the passions toward oneself regardless of the influence of others. These virtues are structurally parallel because they are identically founded upon the natural sentiments toward self.
Furthermore, the attention both philosophers pay to self-regarding virtues indicates their individual concepts of human dignity, instantiated either by a sense of pride or Yi-related self-esteem. A Mencian version of human dignity originates from our innate preference for Yi. Insofar as a beggar would refuse food given with contempt, the universal heart for Yi functions as the ground for recognizing self-dignity (6A10). Likewise, Hume’s virtue of noble pride connects “greatness of mind” with “dignity of character” (EPM 7.4). These virtues of Yi and virtue-in-pride exemplify the supreme self-regarding virtues, while Mencius’s flood-like qi and Hume’s greatness of mind encourage us to protect our human dignity.
However, there is one notable difference between Ren Yi and humanity and dignity. For Hume, the socialized sense of humanity protects and restrains our pride-based dignity whereas, for Mencius, our capacity to act against shameful feelings grounds our natural tendency to care for others. Hume assigns benevolence the role of regulating self-directed passions, which tend to partiality and selfishness.36 Mencius argues that if we were to resist the indecent actions from others, as the beggar resists food offered contemptuously, the same heart would motivate us to care for others. This contrast suggests that Hume’s modern catalogue of virtues, established through a social and empirical process, assists people in protecting their dignity, while Mencius’s ancient social order begins with those who cultivate themselves continuously by performing virtues and examining their hearts.
To recap, Mencius and Hume see our uniform moral sentiments as developing or determining the virtues. Moral sentiments take as their intentional objects ourselves or others, and they are aroused directly by perceiving the mental states or indirectly by perceiving the effects of virtue-driven actions. The latter indicates that performing virtue is concerned with promoting beneficial effects, while the uniformity of moral sentiments demonstrates that the human mind is the natural cause of sentiments. Nonetheless, these two conditions make it difficult to consider either philosopher a consequentialist. Virtue-driven actions with no advantage gain spectators’ sentimental approval by activating their natural moral constitution through their sympathy and imagination.37 This structure imposes double duties on us. As moral agents, we ought to cultivate genuine virtue and carry it out by actions and, as moral spectators, we ought to maintain the natural moral standard in our hearts.

5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have examined parallels between the ethics of Mencius and Hume, both of whom base their moral theories on the sentiments. I suggested that the general characteristics of sentiment, particularly as an effect of a mental causation, provides an apt point of comparison to respect the two philosophers’ different theoretical goals. From Hume’s causation-based understanding of sentiment, I interpreted Mencius’s phrase ceyin zhi xin as the cause in the heart that manifests as a compassionate feeling. Moreover, by extending Hume’s classification of virtue from the intentional objects of its sentimental basis, I argued that both philosophers’ virtues can be generally divided into other-regarding virtues (e.g., Ren and benevolence) and self-regarding virtues (e.g., Yi and due pride).
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Footnotes
1I mainly use Van Norden’s translation of the Mencius (Mencius 2008) unless otherwise noted. Also, I use pinyin romanization, such as ceyin zhi xin (the heart of compassion), Ren (benevolence), and Yi (righteousness), to rule out unnecessary associations with the English notions.

 

2Hume concludes: “Morality, therefore, is more properly felt than judg’d of” (T 3.1.2.1). In his Enquiry, Hume discloses the object of his moral inquiry: the “complication of mental qualities,” or “Personal Merit,” of which investigation means “the proper representations of the deformity of vice and beauty of virtue” (EPM 1.10, 1.7).

 

3Liu’s book (Liu 2003) contains five chapters. Two are comparative studies that are revised from earlier publications (Liu 2002a, b). The other three chapters respectively discuss Hume’s views of sympathy and reason, and Mencius’s concepts of Ren and human nature. His epistemic comparison has merit, but the reader anticipates a comprehensive comparative study of the virtue theories of Mencius and Hume. Another good example of epistemic comparison is Gordon B. Mower’s suggestion that Hume’s account of “double relation of impressions and ideas” can provide an account of “how we might understand the extension of that virtue” (Mower 2016, 475). Hume’s analysis of the mind might help us clarify the epistemic process in Mencius’s method for self-cultivation: “Mengzi might make use of Hume’s double relation [between the sprouts of benevolence and approval and disapproval] together with the imaginative feature of sympathy” (481).

 

4Hume’s investigation of sentiment and virtue exemplifies the epistemic and structural directions. For one, Hume explores the epistemic features of sentiment. His moral sentimentalism has influenced contemporary meta-ethical interests in the relationship between sentiment and moral judgment, thoughts, facts, language, knowledge, and the motivation of action. Second, Hume argues that some character traits are called “virtues” not only because they are based on our natural sentiments (e.g., benevolence) but also because they are created through a social process (e.g., justice). Similarly, we call some character traits “virtues” because of their usefulness and others because of their agreeableness. In fact, one can understand Hume’s sentiment-based account of virtues without specific knowledge of how sentiment constitutes moral judgment because his catalogue of virtue is built on the assumption that sentiment begets moral evaluation.

 

5In a recent study, Carey and Vitz pay attention to “intriguing connections between Mencian and Humean moral psychology” and investigate their similar approaches to sympathy-based compassion, familial love, and understanding to reveal the strong similarities in the psychological, social, and cognitive sources of the virtue of humanity of Mencius and Hume (Carey and Vitz 2019, 699). This study is remarkable but implicitly founded upon an epistemic assumption that Mencius is as much concerned with moral psychological analysis of virtues as is Hume. Zhang’s recent comparative study views Mencius’s yi as mainly “related to social norms,” and argues for “its structural resemblance with artificial virtues in Hume” (Zhang 2020, 188–189).

 

6This specific goal of Hume’s “science of MAN” is disclosed in the full title of his Treatise: A Treatise of Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects, published in 1739–40 (T Intro. 4). He considers “the application of experimental philosophy to moral subjects” as the due course of philosophical development, comparable to the transition from Thales to Socrates (T Intro. 7). This project is also represented by the title Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals (1751), a recasting of Treatise Book III “Of Morals.”

 

7Hume argues that because reason is “nothing but the comparing of ideas, and the discovery of their relations,” reason can neither make moral distinctions nor provide moral motivation (T 3.1.1.24).

 

8Hume claims that “first, that reason alone can never be a motive to any action of the will; and secondly, that it can never oppose passion in the direction of the will” (T 3.3.1.1).

 

9Hume is alive to criticism that someone might have no sentiment of aesthetic approval when one encounters, say, the Mona Lisa, or does not experience disgust or indignation at another’s wrong doing. Although he was not concerned with the objection, he could respond with: “though there may be found persons, who give the preference to the former [bad] authors; no one pays attention to such a taste; and we pronounce without scruple the sentiment of these pretended critics to be absurd and ridiculous” (Hume 1987: 231).

 

10Hume regards the perception of virtue as the recognition of “moral beauty” by feeling “the proper sentiment” toward the object of moral beauty (EPM 1.9).

 

11Hutcheson, whose account of moral sense much influenced Hume, claims that by a “moral sense of beauty in actions and affections,” we “perceive virtue or vice, approve and disapprove them in others” (Hutcheson 2004: 9, 89).

 

12Mencius’s sentiment-based account of benevolence parallels Hutcheson’s account. Mancilla identifies four similarities in their notions of benevolence: the notions’ relation to compassion, that they take broad intentional objects, are sensitive to proximity, and require constant cultivation (Mancilla 2013: 57). These similarities, however, seem to be general characteristics of benevolence if it is understood as a sentiment.

 

13For Hume, the significance of the effect-based human science is that “the essence of the mind being equally unknown to us with that of external bodies, it must be equally impossible to form any notion of its powers and qualities otherwise than from careful and exact experiments, and the observation of those particular effects …” (T Intro.8). Regarding moral inquiry, he claims: “It is needless to push our researches so far as to ask, why we have humanity or a fellow-feeling with others. It is sufficient, that this is experienced to be a principle in human nature. We must stop somewhere in our examination of causes; and there are, in every science, some general principles, beyond which we cannot hope to find any principle more general” (EPM 5.17 n.19).

 

14Baille comments that Hume’s moral theory aims “to provide a causal account of moral evaluation without appeal to any sui generis moral sense” (Baillie 2000: 24).

 

15Elsewhere, I argue for this cause-focused view of Mengzi’s ceyin zhi xin (Choi 2019a). If this view sounds plausible, I think that this mental cause is best translated as “the Principle (li 理)” (6A7).

 

16The exact meaning of 4B12 is open to interpretation. Following Zhao Qi, who reads chizi as “children of the ruler,” Van Norden renders the passage as “Great people do not lose the hearts of their ‘children’” (Mencius 2008: 161). Van Norden also regards Zhu Xi’s comment that “the heart of a child is pure unity without artificiality” as originating from “the Buddhist influence on his thought” (ibid.). I agree that Zhu Xi relies too heavily on purity, but this does not mean that Zhao’s reading is acceptable. The “children’s hearts” may indicate their natural preferences for their parents and siblings, without an appeal to purity, as Mencius says elsewhere: “Children carried in the arms all know to love their parents” (7A15, my translation).

 

17Through the lens of contemporary, emotion theories, Myeong-seok Kim regards ceyin zhi xin as one of the “higher cognitive emotions” that contain our concern-based construals (Kim 2010: 407–11). I believe that this mental effect of emotion encompasses cognitive characteristics, as it passes through a complex mental process, including a cognitive stage. However, given Mencius’s conviction that achieving virtue begins with our recognition of ceyin zhi xin (1A7), its essence must function in vigorous moral cultivation, such as motivating benevolent actions, for which a cognitivist view should account (for more details, see Choi 2019a). We can classify other commentators’ views about ceyin zhi xin according to how the commentator locates the core of ceyin zhi xin in this process of feeling compassion. Liu Xiusheng identifies ceyin zhi xin with Hume’s notion of sympathy. However, because sympathy is more concerned with the epistemic function of perceiving others’ mental states, this identification neglects the moral content of ceyin zhi xin. David Wong presents a reflection-focused view. Innate moral feelings are “plastic and indeterminate” emotions, which require ethical reasoning for the “further determination of the intentional object of compassion,” and to produce appropriate moral feelings to the given situations (Wong 2002: 192). His account of ethical reasoning presupposes a causation-based understanding of ceyin zhi xin because it implies that we should discern the multiple causes that influence the process of emotional arousals to seek the most appropriate feeling. In fact, both Wong and Kim implicitly admit the natural infrastructure in the heart causes moral sentiment. In Wong’s claim that “the sort of feeling we currently direct to the child is directable towards the homeless person” it seems that such directability of moral sentiment is supported by the underlying foundation in human nature (Wong 2002: 193, original emphasis). Also, in viewing compassion as a concern-based construal, Kim implies that a concern for others is aroused prior to the construal. I believe that for explicating the reason of our concern we have to grant a natural infrastructure that parallels Hume’s “primary constitution of nature” (T 2.1.7.5).

 

18Just as an object of beauty “by the primary constitution of our nature” is “fitted to give a pleasure and satisfaction to the soul,” one can detect the moral beauty of a character trait by attending to the agreeable feelings aroused through our mental constitution (T 2.1.8.2, original emphasis). Also, we feel pleasure from the useful effects of virtue-driven actions.

 

19This object-based distinction of virtues is identical to Hume’s classification of the indirect passions of pride and love, which take one’s self and others, respectively, as intentional objects (see Book II, “Of the Passions,” of the Treatise). In the Enquiry, sections 5–8, Hume investigates differences in the intentional objects and the sources of pleasure. For example, section 7 is entitled “Of Qualities Immediately Agreeable to Ourselves” (EPM 7).

 

20One may also see similarities between Mencius’s and Hume’s notions of virtue by contrasting them with Plato’s four cardinal virtues. While virtues in Mencius and Hume focus on caring for others and self, Plato’s virtues are excellent states of a universal human soul.

 

21In the Enquiry, Hume distinguishes between general and particular benevolence and identifies general benevolence with sympathy and virtue of humanity (EPM II.n.60).

 

22After this comment, Hume introduces the self-regarding aspect of benevolence (for his remarks on the two main characteristics of benevolence, usefulness and agreeableness, see EPM 2.22 and 3.48). Thus, we cannot reduce his moral theory to utilitarianism, though Selby-Bigge points out that “a more destructive use of ‘utility’ is one of the distinctions made in the Enquiries” (1975: xxvi–xxvii).

 

23Hume argues that “vice and virtue … may be compared to sounds, colours, heat and cold, which … are not qualities in objects, but perceptions in the mind” (T 3.1.1.30). Mencius also vindicates virtues by perceptions, either of one’s own sentiment (2A6) or of spectators’ sentiments (6A7). On the basis of this similarity, Liu claims that “according to Mencius and Hume, moral qualities like secondary qualities are conceptually tied to certain human sensibilities, that is, they are response-dependent” (Liu 2002b: 84).

 

24Hume clarifies that “usefulness is only a tendency to a certain end” (EPM 5.17).

 

25For consequence-based interpretations of Mencius, see Kim (2014, 425–431) and Im (2011, 41–64). Sungmoon Kim argues that Mencius would allow for “moralized interest” from its contribution to public welfare (425), while Manyul Im aims to read Mencius partly as “an objective act-consequentialist” (59). However, I think that moral assessments from people’s sentimental hearts take precedence over public welfare achieved through the promotion of agent-neutral, sociopolitical goods. For instance, providing “a constant livelihood” is morally approvable only when people can achieve and maintain a “constant heart” (1A7, 3A3). Mencian moral evaluation requires satisfying both agents’ virtuous motives and spectators’ sentiment-based moral approval. These are internal conditions.

 

26This consequentialist approach to Mencius hardly explicates the moral difference between the governments of the Hegemon and the True king because the Hegemon may well promote the public welfare enough to make people pleased (7A13).

 

27Hume acknowledges that “no views of utility or of future beneficial consequences enter into this sentiment of approbation” (EPM 7.11).

 

28Driver’s reading of Hume as a “objective consequentialist” hardly accounts for this category of self-regarding virtue (2001: 63). In contrast, the Mencian process of internal moral evaluation offers a virtue ethical assessment of actions’ consequences insofar as they are evaluated through the feasible resonance between the virtues of agents and spectators.

 

29Even when others’ vices arouse one’s feeling of shame and disdain, one seems to empathize with others and regard their vices as one’s own moral failures.

 

30Other-regarding Ren is internal to the heart but its actualization is noticeable by others because they can sympathize with such a virtue and perceive the effects of Ren-based actions.

 

31This view is encapsulated by a Latin proverb, “de gustibus non est disputandum (there is no disputation about taste).”

 

32For more detailed analysis of this chapter 6A7, see Choi 2018.

 

33Hume’s recognition of “great variety of taste” is supported by his following claim that “Men of the most confined knowledge” remark a difference of taste in “the narrow circle of their acquaintance,” of which sentiment would suffice for a standard of virtue toward a member’s characters (Hume 1987: 226–7).

 

34Hume remarks, “whatever we call heroic virtue, and admire under the character of greatness and elevation of mind, is either nothing but a steady and well-establish’d pride and self-esteem, or partakes largely of that passion” (T 3.3.2.13, original emphasis). According to Kate Abramson, this “greatness of mind” is “only a virtue for the virtuous” (Abramson 2002: 326).

 

35I have argued that the topics in Mencius 2A2 converge into the virtue of Yi (Choi 2019b). In his Enquiry, Hume explains greatness of mind, courage, philosophical tranquility, and part of natural benevolence are all based on due pride (EPM 7). Hume’s description of “philosophical tranquility” is worth comparing with Mencius’s notion of unperturbed hearts: “Of the same class of virtues with courage is that undisturbed philosophical tranquility …. Conscious of his own virtue, say the philosophers, the sage elevates himself above every accident of life; and securely placed in the temple of wisdom, looks down on inferior mortals engaged in pursuit of honors, riches, reputation, and every frivolous enjoyment. These pretensions, no doubt, when stretched to the utmost, are by far too magnificent for human nature. They carry, however, a grandeur with them, which seizes the spectator, and strikes him with admiration. And the nearer we can approach in practice to this sublime tranquility and indifference …, the more secure enjoyment shall we attain within ourselves, and the more greatness of mind shall we discover to the world. The philosophical tranquility may, indeed, be considered only as a branch of magnanimity” (EPM 7.16). One difference is that Hume thinks the sages despise ordinary people because they lack wisdom, while Mencius’s sages, because of their excellent Ren, would strive to care for ordinary people.

 

36Hume assigns to benevolence the role of regulating self-directed passions: “Courage and ambition, when not regulated by benevolence, are fit only to make a tyrant and public robber” (T 3.3.3.2). Jacqueline Taylor argues the centrality of humanity in Hume’s virtue theory: “In the modern society that values justice and benevolence, our sense of humanity, and not pride alone, helps us to sustain the importance of human dignity” (Taylor 2015: 152).

 

37This is why Hume admits, “A generous, a brave, a noble deed, performed by an adversary, commands our approbation; while in its consequences it may be acknowledged prejudicial to our particular interest” (EPM 5.8).
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1 Introduction
The philosophical parallels between John Dewey (1859–1952) and Mencius are significant and readily apparent. As Van Norden observes, “Dewey [is] a surprisingly Mencian thinker” in that he has an “almost naïve faith in human nature” (Van Norden 1993: 343). While such faith may be more optimistic and trusting than is typical, it is not based on any naïve conception of what humans are actually like. Indeed, read in conjunction, Dewey and Mencius provide remarkably subtle and (I believe) accurate insights into the operations of human nature, as well as insights into organic development more broadly. One obstacle to reading them “in conjunction,” however, is that Dewey had a less than perfect understanding of Mencius. At least initially, this chapter will be concerned with correcting Dewey’s view.
Revisiting Dewey’s account, however, invites us to correct a rather stubborn inference about Mencius’s teachings: namely, that he understands human nature (xing 性) teleologically. In the Confucian virtue ethics genre especially, it is not uncommon to learn that Mencius embraces a teleological view of organic growth. In reality, there is little textual evidence for this claim while the weight of the classical corpus stands against it. For as central as teleology (and its correlate, species essentialism) are to pre-modern natural philosophies in the West, such concepts rarely factor into early Chinese discussions of organic phenomena. To the contrary, such accounts suggest the opposite: namely, that organic forms evolved naturally into their present states, and that transactions between organisms-and-environments and their resultant behaviors/trajectories remain open-ended and dynamic. Nothing suggests that Mencius’s own background assumptions were radically different.
Correcting Dewey’s Mencius enables us to approach with more nuance the latter’s “developmental” account of human nature—bringing it in line with principles that are more demonstrably operative in early Chinese natural philosophy. This will be done by appealing to contemporary research on the meaning of xing 性 in the Warring States period, to numerous accounts of organic behavior in the early corpus, as well as to the principles of causality and related ideas in the period. Ultimately, my finding is that Dewey and Mencius are rather similar in their respective developmental models—regardless of whether Dewey realized it.

2 Correcting Dewey’s Mencius
Dewey’s private library contained a copy of Lionel Giles’ 1942 translation of the Mencius. A gift from his student, Hu Shih, its title page was inscribed, “I present this new translation of The Book of Mencius, which has for over two thousand years taught the Chinese intelligentsia how to live and act.” Dewey’s interest in Mencius had developed two decades earlier, both before his sojourn in China (1919–1921) and during. While living in China, Dewey befriended Meng Chih, a seventy-second generation descendent to Mencius. He peppered him with questions about the early classics, which Meng could recite from memory. Dewey already knew something about the Mencius. Prior to arriving in China, he supervised Jiang Menglin’s dissertation at Columbia, “The Principles of Education in China,” which included a treatment of the philosopher (Behuniak 2019b: 144, 207, 230). Dewey had, what he felt, was a rudimentary but basically reliable understanding of Mencius’s teachings.
During his lectures on “Ethics” in Beijing, Dewey evokes and decides to weigh in on the early Chinese debate over the “goodness” of human nature. With the Mencius clearly in mind, he reconstructs its positions as follows:
Some Chinese philosophers take the stand that human nature is inherently good, and that humans become evil only through contamination by an evil environment. Others contend that human nature is inherently evil, and that it must be corrected and restrained by imposition of social codes. Still others maintain that human nature is neither good nor evil, but that it is neutral. They compare it with water, which can run to the east or to the west, depending on the topography. Those who support the inherent goodness of human nature disagree with those who hold that it is inherently evil, because it becomes naturally good just as water can naturally run downhill. This is the logical argument in philosophy that bears directly on our consideration of morals. We must know whether, and to what extent we can trust human instinct. If instincts are good, how can we cultivate them; and if they are bad, how can we control them? (Clopton and Ou 1985: 78–79)

The debate to which Dewey refers unfolds initially in the pages of the Mencius and then later in the pages of the Xunzi. It is generally understood that between these two iterations the terms of the debate change. As Graham observes, the treatment in the Xunzi “starts from a conception of human nature quite different from Mencius’s, and for a Western reader much easier to grasp” (Graham 1989: 246). For Xunzi, the inclinations of human nature are distinguished from artifice (wei 偽), i.e. purposeful exertion upon a raw, recalcitrant “nature” the qualities of which are fixed. These qualities, according to Xunzi, are “bad.” Thus, Xunzi likens human nature to a “warped piece of wood that must be steamed and straightened out on a pressing frame” (Knoblock 1994: 151). Such a conception is easier for Western readers to grasp, perhaps, because it is fundamentally dualistic. As Ivanhoe observes, such a “reformation” model is reliant on metaphors of craftsmanship: fixed material vs. manufactured product, whereas Mencius’s “development” model is reliant on metaphors of botanical growth (Ivanhoe 2000: 33). Ascribing to Mencius the view that human nature is “inherently” good does not fit such a model, for it overlooks the historical, process-product dynamic that characterizes such development. An acorn, for instance, is not “inherently” an oak tree. Rather, it has evolved the capacity (cai 才) to become an oak tree given a series of transactions within specific environmental conditions. As we know, the oft-quoted slogan, “Human nature is inherently (ben 本) good,” comes not from the Mencius but from Zhu Xi’s twelfth-century commentary (Van Norden 2007: 28–29). Mencius never claims that human nature is “inherently” (ben) anything. Under the long shadow of Xunzi’s version of the argument, Dewey was not aware of this historical misreading. He ascribes a more essentialist view to Mencius accordingly.
It is surprising that such a misunderstanding has endured for so long, because Mencius makes his own position fairly plain. In Mencius 6A.6, he is presented with three positions on the “goodness” of human nature:	1.
Human nature is neither “good” (shan 善) nor “not good” (bushan 不善).

 

	2.
Human nature “can become good” (keyiweishan 可以為善) or “not good.”

 

	3.
Some people have a “good” nature and others have a “not good” nature.

 



Given these options, Mencius is asked what he means by saying that “human nature is good” (xingshan 性善) and whether or not he thinks the other positions are wrong. Mencius responds as follows: “In terms of our actual responses (qing 情), we can become good. This is what I mean by saying ‘good.’ As for whether or not one becomes not good, this cannot be blamed on one’s raw capacities (cai 才)” (Mencius 6A.6). With this, Mencius affirms the second position but with the added provision that there really are natural, positive, pro-social instincts to be developed in human nature. Mencius stops short of saying that such a nature is “inherently” good because the mere presence of such instincts does not, in fact, determine that outcome—just as the “embryo” (cotyledons, plumule, radical) inside an acorn does not determine that it will become an oak tree (as opposed to, say, a larvae nest).
The manner in which Dewey responds to the Chinese argument suggests that he would have agreed with Mencius had he better understood his position. Dewey writes, “There is a degree of truth in the view which holds that human nature is inherently good,” for “if human nature were absolutely evil, it could not become good even under the influence of the most favorable environment.” Thus, “there has to be a basis upon which human goodness can develop.” Dewey is sympathetic, however, with the other side. “Those who hold that human nature is inherently evil argue that if it were good, there would be no necessity for education,” and the obvious need for education “substantiates their view.” As Dewey sees the matter, once “inherency” is assumed, “both viewpoints have flaws.” The basic problem is that each considers certain instincts to be “good” or “bad” in abstraction from such development. “Instincts are the raw material of education,” Dewey says: “they are neither good nor evil, but can become either, depending on the treatment we accord them.” His point is that moral growth is not about any inherent nature, but rather about “giving positive direction to the instincts so that their operation produces desirable results” (Clopton and Ou 1985: 79–82).
It is important to see how Dewey’s treatment of the debate plays itself out in relation to the original Chinese arguments. He initially presents the controversy in terms consistent with the “reformation” model operative in the Xunzi. The terms of the debate, as he understands it, is whether or not human nature is “inherently” good or bad. Dewey finds both positions to be flawed. His resolution involves adopting a more “developmental” model akin to what one actually finds in the Mencius. Again—Mencius never says that human nature is “inherently” good. As Chen suggests, once we “set aside the explanations of the Song Confucians,” we see that Mencius’s statements on human nature imply only that it is given. “These statements in themselves do not entail that human nature is good” (Chen 2010: 43).

3 Disrupting the Teleological Inference
While Dewey is less willing than Mencius to isolate and promote a specific set of germinal instincts as promisingly “good,” each thinker has a basically developmental approach to moral growth. How such development occurs is where the question of teleology enters. In reconstructing Mencius’s argument, Dewey and others are mistaken when they relate the idea that human nature is inherently good (which is not in the Mencius) to the image of water running downhill (which is). The analogy of water running downhill must be understood squarely within Mencius’s own developmental framework; and that framework needs to be at least recognizable within the larger parameters of Warring States natural philosophy. Only then can one adequately understand what Mencius means when he suggests that human beings are not inherently good but “can become good.”
The enduring legacy of pre-modern Western thought (along with stubborn common sense) compels us here to make the teleological inference. If some organic development is deemed “good” in relation to its nature (xing 性), then we think its trajectory must be conditioned by an “end” (telos) reflective of the “good way for it to be.” According to the Greek-medieval paradigm most commonly evoked, this “end” defines the essential “nature” (phusis) of a thing, which is teleological both in the sense of being end-driven and purposeful. For Aristotle, the development of such a nature “is an end and a for-the-sake-of-which (for whenever a continuous movement has a certain end of its movement, this is a last thing and the for-the-sake-of-which)” (Physics 194a. 26–30). That “for the sake” of which organic development occurs is that which is “good” for the organism by nature (and thus by definition): “for what each thing is when its coming to be has been completed, this we say is the nature of each,” and the “for-the-sake-of which—namely, its end—is best” (Politics 1252b. 31–35). Within such a framework, acorns are, in some sense, “inherently” oak trees, at least to the extent that they are teleologically-driven and normatively constituted to attain that specific end.
For some, the mere fact that Mencius uses botanical and horticultural metaphors is regarded as sufficient evidence that he, like his Greek-medieval counterparts, understood organic development in similar terms. Slingerland, for instance, appeals to the commonsense status of such ideas, maintaining that it is “exceedingly unlikely” that one would find in Mencius (or any early Chinese thinker) “anything like … the idea of Darwinian evolution,” and that “nothing in the Mencius suggests he was not completely at home with biological essentialism and teleology, given his consistent and central use of agricultural and biological metaphors.” Slingerland defends such assertions by observing that to think non-teleologically is “hard” (Slingerland 2019a: 487). The idea, then, is that early Chinese thinkers did not think “hard” enough about the natural world to envision it in evolutionary terms.
This is easily refuted. The early Chinese were plainly capable of thinking about the evolution of species. “The myriad living things are born, each of a distinct type,” we read in the Huainanzi. These are historicized through a compact account of biological evolution. Humans trace their origins back to “Ocean-man.” Hairy animals trace back to horses, and then to dragons. Other dragons serve as the progenitors of turtles, fishes, and birds. Earth’s present biological diversity is accounted for on the basis of hybridization among such primitive types: “The five types mingled seed and flourished outwardly, coming to resemble their [present] forms and proliferations.” While no, this is not a full-blown theory of “decent with modification,” biological evolution is plainly affirmed—so yes, the early Chinese were able to think such “hard” thoughts. As Major notes, the “Earth Topography” chapter from which this account is drawn can be considered as representative of mainstream “expert” views about the natural world in early China. Much of its content is corroborated elsewhere, and much is formed into “self-contained units [that] were probably copied verbatim or nearly so from now-lost sources” (Major et al. 2010: 152, 162, 169–170).
In the Zhuangzi, we find an account of biological evolution that envisions organisms as extensions of their environments. The seeds of things, we are told, have “mysterious initiators” (ji 機). These mysterious life-initiators produce hereditary lineages depending on where they “get” (de 得). If they get into the water, they become Break Vine. If they get to the water’s edge, they become Frog’s Rope. On the slopes, they become Hill Slippers. If manure is introduced, they become Crow’s Feet. These eventually become maggots, then butterflies, insects, snakes, and birds. The saliva of the birds then produces another lineage of bugs (!). These bugs eventually produce the Green Peace plant, which in turn produces leopards, horses, and human beings. “All creatures,” we learn, “come out of the mysterious initiators and go back into them again” (Watson 1968: 195–196).
While the account is fanciful, its implications are not. Today, we understand a great deal more about how organisms become extensions of their environments through adaptation. In early China, the idea was that once a mysterious life-initiator “gets” into some environment it becomes shaped (xing 形) into whatever form such conditions will “have” (you 有). Biotic taxonomies, accordingly, were not morphological but geographical. The Songs, for instance, functioning like a botanical compendium, contains dozens of references to specific types of vegetation. What one finds is a recurrent construction through which plants and trees are organized according to the environments that “have” (you 有) them. The taxonomy is locative. Southern regions “have” trees with curved drooping branches. Their hills “have” mulberry trees, medlar trees, kao trees, and the tai plant. The northern hills “have” willow trees, plum trees, niu trees, and the lai plant. Valleys “have” motherwort—and the list goes on (Behuniak 2019a: 70, 324n.162).
Animals in early China are likewise sorted according to the territories that “have” them. The Shuowen lexicon indexes animal classifiers according to the environments they inhabit. Fish are “water animals,” tigers are “mountain animals,” rats are “crevice animals.” The Huainanzi, similarly, sorts animals according to “Earth Topography.” The rationale is stated: “Earthly regions, each according to its type, produce life” (Major et al. 2010: 160). Throughout the classical corpus, plants and animals are identified with distinct locales. In the Zouzhuan, duckweed is found in banks, serpents are born in marshes, Grackles do not cross certain rivers, and the finest horses are produced in specific regions (Legge 2000, vol. 5: 448, 491, 539, 543, 592, 596, 707, 709). In the Annals of Lü Buwei, we learn of the excellence of the perch in Lake Dongting, the “pearl turtle” of the Li River, and the “flying fish” of the Guan River. The finest ginger? It is from Yangpu. Bamboo shoots? Yueluo. Celery? Yunmeng. Kale? Juqu. Everything that grows is located. Fusang trees grow in the east; lacquer trees grow in the south. Human beings are no exception. People with “weird forearms” live in the west; those with “black-teeth” in the east (Knoblock and Riegel 2000: 310–311, 579–580). The appearance of any living organism outside of its proper region and/or season was regarded as ominous, not unlike the strange unicorn-like creature that famously alarmed Confucius. “Why has it come here?” asks the Master, “Why has it come here?” (Legge 2000 vol. 5: 834).
The continuity between organism-and-environment in early Chinese thought is further established by the express recognition that organisms respond variably in different environments. As we learn in the Zuozhuan, the best horses are those in their native climates (shengqishuitu 生其水土). Those imported from elsewhere behave unpredictably and get confused (Legge 2000, vol. 5: 164, 167–168). As the Documents teaches, dogs and horses whose “natures are not local” (feituxing 非土性) are likewise “strange” and should be returned to their native principalities (Legge 2000, vol. 3: 349). The idea, again, is that organic behavior is covariable with environment, such that “orange trees planted south of the Huai River produce mandarin oranges, whereas those planted north of the river produce bitter-fruited oranges.” Why? As Master Yan explains: “The climate (shuitu 水土) is different” (Jun 2013: 144–145n.28). Human beings, again, are no exception. One rejects a proposed site for a capital if environmental features will lead to inhabitants developing “swollen legs” (Legge 2000, vol. 5: 358–359, 360). The Annals of Lü Buwei compiles a series of organic developments covariable with water quality in specific regions: brackish water leads to baldness, sedimentation leads to swelling, sweet water leads to ruddiness, alkaline water leads to ulcers, bitter water leads to back problems (Knoblock and Riegel 2000: 100). The accuracy of such statements is not the point. The point is that discussions of both organic form and ontogenetic development routinely include environmental conditions—and both form and development are regarded as their coterminous extensions.
This fact, at a minimum, ought to delay the teleological inference. As conventionally understood, teleological development in organisms has nothing substantive to do with environmental conditions. As Lear observes, for Aristotle, “the environment only supplies a backdrop against which an organism acts out the drama of its life. The environment may be benign or hindering, but beyond that it plays no significant role in the development and life of the organism” (Lear 1988: 25). For Aristotle, the “end” (telos) which is the “for-the-sake-of-which” an organism develops is present already at the outset of development. The “end” is at the beginning. “So,” explains Aristotle, “if there is something of this sort that is just what is necessarily present in animals, containing the starting-point and end of their entire nature, it is necessary for it to come to be first—first, insofar as it is capable of causing movement, but, insofar as it is part of the end, along with the whole” (Generation of Animals, 742a.36–742b.2). Accordingly—since the “nature” (phusis) of organic form is always present and complete at the outset, its “end” is fixed ontogenetically, and phylogenetically it shares no history with its environment. As Kolbert observes, “Aristotle wrote a ten-book History of Animals without ever considering the possibility that animals actually had a history” (Kolbert 2014: 23). Thus, as traditionally understood, both teleology and species essentialism belong to a worldview quite different from that described in the early Chinese corpus.

4 Understanding Xing 性 in the Warring States
Understanding xing simply as Aristotelian “nature” (phusis) will always be tempting because it demands very little philosophical effort or imagination. Thinking non-teleologically, as Slingerland suggests, is “hard.” Why not keep it simple? Enough has been said, however, to suggest that teleology and species essentialism are not to be taken for granted in early China. There are, in fact, instances in Warring States literature in which xing most certainly does not refer to anything like the Aristotelian “nature.” Mencius uses the term as a verb to describe how the sages Yao and Shun acquired and exercised their ethical virtues. They xing-ed them (Mencius 7A.30). Zhuangzi relates a story about an expert swimmer who, born on dry land, acquires his xing by spending time in the water (Watson 1968: 204–205). There are also instances in which xing sounds very much like what we normally think of as the “nature” of a thing—but do such instances automatically evoke teleology and species essence?
Mencius does, of course, sometimes discuss xing in a manner that invites such inferences—most notably, when he likens human beings to stands of barley and argues by analogy that it is arbitrary to think that humans do not likewise behave in similarly predictable ways, thus constituting a type (lei 類). “Let barley seeds be sown and covered with soil,” he says, “the ground being the same, and the time of planting the same, it grows rapidly—and in due seasonal course (shi 時), it ripens” (Mencius 6A7). This is true. According to Mencius, the same is true of human development. Allan, however, who has done extensive work on water and plant imagery in early China, disrupts the inference that Mencius’s chosen metaphor implies a teleological worldview akin to what one finds in the Greek-medieval tradition. Her account of xing is carefully formulated and precise. Xing, she explains, evokes “the potential contained by a seed or the first shoots of a seedling to become a fully developed plant.” That is all. She finds no basis upon which to proceed from there to a final “end” (telos) in the process, which as she suggests, “erroneously projects ideas from a transcendent scheme upon the Chinese immanent worldview” (Allan 1997: 108, 135).
Drawing on a wider range of evidence, Allan’s position is better defended than the teleological readings typical of the Confucian virtue ethics oeuvre—which, to my knowledge, has never endeavored to demonstrate how teleology is actually exhibited in early Chinese views of the natural world. Such approaches, as Liu suggests, produce “nothing more than a negative image of Confucianism in the mirror of virtue ethics.” They disregard the fact that Warring States thinkers did not treat xing as an “intrinsic, unchanging nature” akin to what one finds in the Greek-medieval tradition. Rather, as Liu writes, “it was precisely the opposite case for them.” Xing, he explains, was about “growing daily and maturing daily” in a manner that is neither “readymade nor determined,” representing an “imperfective process of perfecting [xing] at every moment” (Liu 2013: 66, 72–73). Such growth—not the telos of Greek-medieval metaphysics—is what botanical metaphors stand for in the Mencius.
Robins further clarifies why xing in this context is not equivalent to “species essence” (natura) in its Greek-medieval sense. His argument rests largely on how the term is used in predication. As he explains, when Warring States writers use xing to attribute characteristics (e.g. “It is the xing of water to be clear,” shuizhixingqing 水之性清), xing is not the subject of predication. Rather, “it is the water and not its xing which is said to be clear, and the point of attributing its clarity to its xing is to say something about how or why it is clear” (Robins 2011: 33). If it is the xing of water to be clear, then this means that water has that particular “way” of behaving under certain circumstances. As the Zhuangzi observes, “It is the xing of water that, if not stirred, then it is clear” (Watson 1968: 169). As Robins argues, “There is no basis in any Warring States text for thinking of the concept of xing as essentially tied to species natures or specific differences” (Robins 2011: 48n.30). In other words, xing does not serve as the equivalent of the Greek-medieval “species essence” upon which natural kinds are then based taxonomically. No such taxonomy exists in early China.
Based on a thing’s xing 性, one can certainly formulate “types” (lei 類). Mencius does so when he designates barley as a “type” based on its tendency to sprout when nourished in the requisite environment. This is how it behaves as a “rule” (ze 則). As Mencius 6A.6 observes, “Nature produces the teeming masses and where there are things there are rules (ze). The firm-hold and steadiness of humankind lies in being fond of such admirable powers (de 德).” For Robins, the function of xing in such instances is precise:
[According] to Warring States texts it is a thing’s xing to have some characteristic just in case the thing has the characteristic naturally, and it is a thing’s xing to behave in some way only if it behaves that way spontaneously. A characteristic is natural in the relevant sense just in case it is either innate or the result of spontaneous development (sheng 生). A development or a way of behaving is spontaneous in the relevant sense just in case it occurs of itself (ziran 自然), without interference. It follows that it can be a thing’s xing to behave some way only if it actually does behave that way when not interfered with (Robins 2011: 32).

Nowhere in such an account are “species essences” necessarily postulated, let alone anything that would underwrite a teleological view of human development akin to those routinely encountered in the Confucian virtue ethics oeuvre.1
Graham took great care in reconstructing the meaning of xing 性 in Warring States texts. The evolving trajectory of his understanding foreshadows the fate of the teleological reading in the field. Succumbing initially to Greek-medieval inferences, Graham claimed that xing could be thought of along “lines rather suggestive of Aristotelian teleology,” and that the term “nature” is a “very close English equivalent.” Ironically, he wavers almost immediately on the latter claim, noting that xing confirms “one’s general impression when groping towards an understanding of early Chinese concepts, that often they tend to be more dynamic than their nearest Western equivalents, and that English translation freezes them into immobility.” By 1991, Graham reverses his view, claiming that the English word “nature” in fact “predisposes us to mistake [xing] for a transcendent origin, which… would also be a transcendent end.” He comes to realize that xing is more accurately conceived “in terms of spontaneous development in a certain direction rather than of its origin or goal.” Accordingly, the maturity (cheng 成) of an organic process is one that involves “the interdependent becoming integral rather than the realization of an end.” Graham thus abandons teleology as he comes to better understand the Chinese term (Graham 1989: 136; Graham 1990: 7–8; Graham 1991: 287–288).
Thanks to new archeological evidence, such readings are increasingly taking hold. Newly recovered texts are shedding considerable light on the meaning of xing 性 in the Warring States period. Perkins demonstrates that such evidence helps us to recognize that xing “does not offer a teleology” in early Confucian discourse because the term is not about “shifting something from potential to actual being but rather channeling an actually existing force into various directions” (Perkins 2010: 19). Liang, also relying on recent archeological evidence, reconstructs the relationship between xing and life/growth (sheng 生) and reaches a similar conclusion. “What the ancients described as xing is not an abstract essence or definition,” he writes, “rather, it is direction, trend, activity, process. It is something dynamic and not static” (Liang and Lambert 2009: 185).
Understanding how xing 性 behaves non-teleologically in the Mencius remains a work in progress. Step one, however, is to better understand the concept. As Robins argues, when we say, “It is the xing of water to run downhill,” it is the water and not its xing that runs downhill. Water behaves in that particular “way” unless it is violated or obstructed. “It is a thing’s xing to have some characteristic just in case the thing has that characteristic naturally, and it is a thing’s xing to behave in some way only if it behaves that way spontaneously” (Robins 2011: 32). This is not teleology, because there is no superordinate “end” that is causally operative. Rather, there is simply water (H20), a compound that has “ways” of behaving spontaneously. How it behaves (e.g. it might freeze, evaporate, boil, etc.) is a function of how conditions shape (xing 形) its activities within existential configurations that have the propensity (shi 勢) to trigger such responses. These responses, in transaction with environing conditions, emerge as the directional order/power (de 德) of the water in its course (dao 道) of development.
Such a reading renders xing 性 consistent with the principles of Warring States natural philosophy generally, and one’s reading of the Mencius should begin with such principles. Scholars such as Van Norden, committed to reading the text alongside Western virtue ethics, sometimes overwrite Warring States concepts with Greek-medieval ones.2 Philosophical nuance suffers as a result. Van Norden suggests, for instance, that water (H2O) in early China enjoyed a “normal, healthy course of development” because thinkers ascribed a xing to it—a rather bizarre position to attribute to the Chinese (Van Norden 2007: 282). It does underscore, however, the inverse challenge of making sense of organic development non-teleologically. Van Norden reads teleology back into non-organic processes like water becoming clear. In fact, one needs to begin with the Warring States premise that xing is not teleological and then make sense of how organic development might exhibit principles that are observed in non-organic phenomena like water. Yes, philosophically this is “harder,” but Chinese thinkers appear to have made the effort and as readers of Mencius we need to do the same.

5 Natural Hermeneutics and Chinese Thought
Reference has been made to “Warring States natural philosophy” in these pages. More needs to be said about this. The phrase is not meant to suggest that there is a single, “early Chinese” way of viewing the natural world. Not unlike the ancient Greek and Indian traditions, the Warring States tradition exhibits a range of assumptions about the natural world—and this includes teleological assumptions. Mozi, for instance, argues that “Heaven’s care” is exhibited in the fact that it provides food on earth perfectly designed for the human race and for the livestock that it needs (Mozi and Johnston 2010: 238–241). Such logic recalls those “innumerable fruits and products, which serve to our satisfaction and enjoyment” cited by Hume’s Cleanthes—an inference that has come to be known as the “Teleological Argument” in the West (Hume and Popkin 1998: 52). At issue, however, is how representative such moments are in early China. Did Mozi make a common observation or was he cutting against the grain? Did such thinking shape the tradition positively, negatively, or not at all? Did his argument disappear alongside prevailing attitudes? Was it too idiosyncratic to be noticed? Sure, the “teleological argument” exists in early China—but did it matter?
The hermeneutical approach taken here requires that, before assuming that a remote figure thinks “just like us,” we must survey the relevant corpus and get a sense for its own inferences and habits of thought. This is neither revolutionary nor (I hope) controversial. Accordingly, when it comes to Mencius’s use of botanical metaphors, effort should be made to consider treatments of organic growth and development in early Chinese writings generally, to determine whether teleological inferences and species essentialism were widespread at the time. Such a method, of course, is imperfect; but at least it relies more on textual evidence than on blind conjecture. This approach, as I understand it, is not inconsistent with what Slingerland calls “naturalistic hermeneutics,” i.e. the assumption that broad-based cognitive similarities should be expected, and that such similarities will determine much about the thought-world of any human group. The difference between my approach and Slingerland’s is that mine grants philosophy more leverage against common sense in this equation. Let me explain.
When Slingerland suggests that it would be “hard” for the Chinese to think about evolution, he is appealing to the empirical fact that teleological and essentialist inferences are universal in early childhood, crossing all cultures, and that they remain stubbornly operative even in adult populations. Thus, it takes counter-intuitive “work” to see the world in more dynamic, open-ended terms. Dewey (and James before him) spent considerable effort coming to understand the relationship between the inheritance of common sense, science, and philosophy—the latter two being responsible, in different ways, for doing the “work” required. This triad—common sense, science, and philosophy—constitutes “culture,” and individual cultures exhibit continuity-and-difference to the degree that their sciences and/or philosophies push inquiry beyond the shared deposit of common sense. Accordingly, as humans, we begin with the same “nature,” but then develop independently amidst differences in “culture.” The idea is perhaps best expressed by Confucius: “Human beings are similar in their natures, but vary with respect to their cultural practices” (Analects 17.2).
Since human development occurs along a nature-culture continuum, parsing it into “Nature/Nurture” is difficult. As a result, gauging the extent of human variation is also difficult. Without a clean look at our baseline similarities, measuring our differences is an imperfect science at best. Therein, perhaps, lies the wisdom of Confucius: he refuses to even to address baseline “human nature” (Analects 5.13). Slingerland takes a stronger stand in locking down human commonalities and restricting cultural variation. As he sees it, “adopting a naturalistic hermeneutic radically shrinks the space of possible cross-cultural variation” (Slingerland 2019b: 312). Everything rides, of course, on what one means by “radical” and “possible.” To my mind, placing the Buddha alongside Descartes results in two “radically” different developments from baseline essentialist intuitions (whatever those may be). Introduce Laozi, Shankara, Democritus, and Spinoza, and the possibilities seem hardly to be “shrinking.” Philosophical reflection and reconstruction (both professional and pedestrian) do have, I believe, much more leverage against common sense than Slingerland allows. Moreover, being philosophical does change how one experiences (and writes about) the world. I maintain that it is completely legitimate to accept such records as evidence that certain assumptions were working, or at least viable, within specific cultures—and we should read them as such.
If philosophy indeed permeates more subtly into culture, then we should expect to see variations among habituated intuitions between cultures—and we do. While it is true that children exhibit teleological predispositions cross-culturally, research also shows that adult Chinese respondents, when not cognitively taxed, endorse scientifically unwarranted teleological statements at a significantly lower rate than their Western counterparts, suggesting that “Chinese culture may attenuate baseline tendencies to be teleological” (Rottman, et al. 2016). According to my reading of the classical corpus, this would be nothing new. While we cannot subject the ancients to cognitive experiments, their writings do refrigerate for us their “cold” cognitions—thoughtful, composed, and unhurried—and these present us with ample evidence that Warring States thinkers were capable of departing from teleology.

6 Warring States Natural Philosophy
Again, there is a no single “early Chinese” way of understanding the world. By studying the classical corpus, however, it is possible to detect prevailing assumptions, patterns of inference, and to recognize fault lines separating “mainstream” ideas from their alternatives. Often, such fault lines cut deeper than so-called “school” affiliations (which are often imagined anyway). Opposition to Legalist-minded tendencies in “Confucianism” and “Daoism,” for instance, are revealing of common attitudes that make other disagreements seem superficial by comparison. Indeed, for disagreements to surface against deeper, shared principles means traction is gained on common sense; and when such principles appear in writings of different styles and purposes, they are likely to be the ones shaping culture. Obviously, the task of reconstructing the underlying principles of Warring States natural philosophy would be a large and complicated one. What is presented here is merely a sketch.
I will focus on the Daodejing, since it contains the most explicit rejection of teleological thinking in the classical corpus. Among its most common phrases is weierbushi 為而不恃: “acting without presumption,” which implies that superordinate ends do not (and should not) direct forms and functions in their natural states (Chapters 2, 10, 51, 77). As Chapter 37 teaches, dao 道 performs its movements without doing anything “for-the-sake” of something else (daochangwuwei 道常無為). This is precisely the opposite of Aristotle’s premise, i.e. that natural activity implies an “end” and a “for-the-sake-of-which” it happens (Physics 194a. 26–28). The difference here is about as plain as any philosophical difference can be. For Aristotle, natural growth has a fixed “end” (telos). For the Daodejing, it does not.
Like the Mencius, the Daodejing relies on botanical observations to make its points—and as Allan shows, “these two texts, although radically different and generally understood as opposed to one another, are nevertheless grounded in the same root metaphor, that is, both philosophers think in concepts that are modeled on images of water and plant life and this is reflected in their philosophical systems” (Allan 1997: 127). Said another way, this is one instance in which relatively superficial (albeit worthy) disagreements are foregrounded against deeper, shared assumptions about organic growth and the natural world. Thus, in coming to understand human development in the Mencius, it is important to understand organic form as presented in the Daodejing. Assumptions about organic form in the two texts philosophically overlap.
Here, Chapter 51 of the Daodejing is important in that it provides a direct and comprehensive account of organic form, one that resonates with our best understanding of xing 性 and dovetails with organism-environment relations observed elsewhere in the corpus. The chapter begins, “Dao 道 produces [living things]. De 德 rears them. Other things shape (xing 形) them. The propensity of circumstances (shi 勢) matures them.” Let us consider these four statements in turn. As we will see, they relate in sequence to items treated under Aristotle’s own four-fold, causal account of things: the “material,” “efficient,” “formal,” and “final.”
When Aristotle considers growth, the “material” cause is the “substratum” that allows for the “continuous occurrence of coming-to-be.” What is actually produced, however, depends on form, which is a kind of “power immersed in matter” (On Generation and Destruction 320a.5, 322a.30). Given the status of form in Aristotle’s system, nothing is really “produced.” Matter ensures only that something-becomes-something-else, while form, as we have seen, contains its beginnings and ends already. What the Daodejing calls “production” (sheng 生) is something quite different. It refers to a coming-to-be-of-something from “nothing” (wu 無). As such, “production” marks the influx of novelty, change, and chance into the world-system. Whether one is Greek, Chinese, or something else, such influx is “mysterious.” In Chapter 1 of the Daodejing, the “mystery upon mystery” that attends spontaneous production is embraced. Aristotle, however, criticizes those like Empedocles who believed that the “parts of animals came to be by chance,” and Democritus who believed that “chance is a cause, but that it is inscrutable… and full of mystery” (Physics 196a.20, 196b.5). In departing from his predecessors, Aristotle ensures that chance has no foothold in his natural philosophy—for “chance is not to be found in things that are by nature” (On the Heavens 289b.25). Meanwhile, in early China, the Daodejing had placed indeterminacy at the center of its philosophy.
Aristotle’s “efficient” cause reflects “the primary source of change or rest” (Physics 194b.30), which in his broader framework implies something prior “in order of generation and of time” serving in the mode of actuality (energia)—i.e. “acting” to produce changes in something else (Metaphysics 1050a.2). It is crucial for Aristotle that each account of change (kinēsis) identifies actuality and potentiality in a linear order of explanation: one thing is “mover,” another is “moved” (Physics 202a.13–202b.29). In Warring States literature, de 德 is understood differently. As change occurs, de amounts to the extension of something’s influence into its surroundings—both through its own kinetic energies, converting potential energies into means for its own power/development, and through its intersection with other processes (natural, political, and cosmic). As such, “potency” (de) is synergetic rather than isolatable or self-contained; and “power” (de) involves interactions between things rather than one thing “acting” in linear fashion on another. De is thus associated with the release of energies generally—not only those that are stored as possibilities within a given thing but also those stored as possibilities in the surrounding world. To suggest that de “rears” organic form means simply that form has the “power” to affect resonance and to further its own growth within an environment (especially in infancy). This has nothing specifically to do with “ends.” As Hall and Ames explain, de “encompasses both participating agency and its effects,” thus suggesting that it is similar to “virtue” (virtus) is the archaic sense of “having inherent virtue or power to produce effects” (Hall and Ames 2003: 60–61).
Into what such effects develop is the question of form. When Aristotle gives the “formal” cause of something, we know that he is describing something that has no history and will never change. “It is evident,” he claims, “that neither does the form—or whatever we ought to call the shape that is in the perceptible thing—come to be, nor is there any process of coming to be of it” (Metaphysics 1033b.3–5). To my knowledge, no such position on “form” exists in the early Chinese corpus. (Of course, I could be wrong). In any case, enough has been said about non-teleological and evolutionary inferences in early China—e.g. “mysterious life-initiators” (ji 機) that “get” (de 得) somewhere, the fish in Lake Dongting, localities that “have” (you 有) their plants, and so on. Clearly, the notion that “other things shape (xing 形)” organic form is well represented in the corpus. When reading the Mencius, it is important to remember that such organism-environment relations are not fixed. When the Documents records that the sage Yu “guided the rivers” and “divided the land,” it was understood that he prepared the environment to produce novel life forms. “The mulberry country,” Legge writes, “was silkworm-ed (sangtu 桑土).” Others have tried to get around such odd English (perhaps, “was supplied with silkworms?”)—but no, the meaning, as Legge insists, “must be rather as I have given” (Legge 2000 vol. 3: 101).
The preceding descriptions of chance production, synergistic power, and environmental formation work together in providing a framework in which the activities and histories of organic forms can be understood. Still missing, however, is the glue that holds it together. Without factoring “efficient” cause into the picture, it remains unclear how the function that Aristotle attributes to “actuality” (energia) is performed in Warring States natural philosophy. What prompts change? What ties organism-and-environment together such that conditions in one produce changes in the other? This is the question of causality, a topic that elicits subtle philosophical reflections in ancient times as well as in modern analytic treatments. Here especially, both science and philosophy struggle against the rather primitive understanding of causality embedded in common sense.
Over the decades, there have been a number of studies of causal assumptions in early Chinese thought and they tend invariably toward “holistic” conclusions.3 As Defoort puts it, “Events [in early China] were not seen as caused by one powerful and preceding event, but as woven in a network of interdependent nodes, a colossal pattern in which things reacted upon each other by a kind of mysterious resonance rather than mechanical impulsion” (Defoort 1997: 167). When Chapter 51 attributes maturation (cheng 成) to the “propensity of circumstances” (shi 勢), the latter represents the kind of ambient force to which Defoort refers—one that, while irreducible to isolatable “agencies,” becomes manifest in discrete “nodes.” Militarist writings in the Warring States period are premised on such thinking. In this tradition, ambient “propensities” (shi) along with the distribution of “mysterious initiators” (ji 機) explain the happening of things. The former is likened to the tensional state of a drawn weapon and the latter to the release of its trigger mechanism. Upon release, a pulse-like “node” (jie 節) of discrete activity occurs. This is likened to the precise timing (shi 時) of a bird descending on her victim when conditions are exactly right (Ames 1993: 114–120).
Jullien traces in detail how the “propensity of things” (shi 勢) operates as a commonly understood principle in early Chinese thought. As he argues, the term indicates a kind of natural, spontaneous efficacy that cannot be easily explained in terms of efficient or final causality. It is instead an efficacy that “results from the very disposition of things.” Its logic, as he sees it, reflects the Chinese “indifference to any notion of a telos, (or) final end for things” (Jullien 1995: 13, 17). Again, the argument here is not that “the Chinese” were incapable of teleological inferences. The argument is that the corpus demonstrates that Chinese thinkers routinely described the world non-teleologically and that principles such as “propensity” (shi) and “dao 道 never acts ‘for-the-sake’ for something (daochangwuwei 道常無為) were important in Warring States texts.4 Within such a framework, whenever a configuration (xing 形) takes shape, there are various workings (ji 機) and the “propensity” (shi) for them to be triggered according to timing (shi 時). Mencius exhibits the same basic understanding of how things work when he discusses sociopolitical change in terms of “propensity” and “timing” (Mencius 2A.2).
“Propensity,” as Jullien observes, does not rely on any superordinate power or agency—but rather, “the situation is itself the source of [the] effect” (Jullien 2004: 17). Thus, what “completes” or “matures” (cheng 成) an organic process is not any single, isolatable “cause,” but rather the entire organism-environment circuit. As Chapter 51 explains: “The myriad living things can only honor dao 道 and prioritize de 德. Honoring dao and prioritizing de are not commands but rather normal for things just as they are (ziran 自然). Hence, dao produces them, and de rears them—grows them, nurtures them, structures them, matures them, nourishes them, and protects them.”5 In Aristotle’s writings, form is what assumes “master control” (kurios) over organic development (Parts of Animals 640b.28). In the Daodejing, when nothing impedes organic development, “priority” (gui 貴) is given to de (or dao). This means that synergy and novelty contribute to the outcome of organic development as things grow. It is a process wherein, to paraphrase Graham, what is “interdependent becomes integral rather than realizing an end.” Thus, where Aristotle assumes teleology,6 the Daodejing removes it. As Chapter 51 concludes: “Things are produced but not beholden. They act but without presumption (bushi 不恃). They grow but without being directed by any guiding force. This is what is referred to as their mysterious de.”

7 Conclusion
At the outset, it was suggested that Dewey would have identified more with Mencius’s position had he understood it better. Again, Mencius never says that human nature is “inherently” good but rather that it has the “capacity” (cai 才) to become good. For Mencius, there is a process of development that stands between the potential “goodness” of human nature and its eventual realization. There are two points to make regarding such development. (1) Assuming that Mencius’s view of “nature” (xing 性) was fairly orthodox, he would have believed that humans exhibited active tendencies that responded predictably under specific conditions—just as water, confronted with an incline, tends to flow downward. (2) Assuming that Mencius’s thinking was largely congruent with Warring States natural philosophy, he would have agreed with Dewey that the “environment” denotes “the specific continuity of the surroundings with [the organism’s] own active tendencies” (Dewey MW 9:15). Considered together, these two points would mean that the primary question posed in the Mencius would be this: “Under what conditions does human nature become good?”
The answer, I submit, consists of a host of concrete, Confucian-sponsored policies outlined in the text: beneficent government, strong families, state-funded education, economic security, fair taxation, agricultural reform, and so on. In Mencius’s mind, it would be as meaningless to speak of the “goodness of human nature” (xingshan 性善) in abstraction from such conditions as it would be to speak of the “oak-ness of an acorn” suspended in outer space. The water analogy has nothing to do with teleology. It assumes instead that water has a spontaneous tendency to behave in certain ways under specific conditions, as the principle of “propensity” (shi 勢) would dictate. Mencius maintains that under the “right” conditions (i.e. positioned on an incline), water flows downwards. By the same token, under the “right” conditions (i.e. in a robust Confucian society), human nature has the tendency to become good. If this does not happen, blame is not to be placed on our actual responses (qing 情) but on whatever conditions prevented our better inclinations from being realized.
When Mencius compares human development to that of barley and designates humans likewise as a “type” (lei 類), this implies neither species essence nor teleology. Again, for Mencius, things behave in certain ways as a “rule” (ze 則)—or as Dewey observes, “concrete things have ways of acting, as many ways of acting as they have points of interaction with other things” (Dewey MW 12: 167). As scholars such as Graham and Hansen have argued, constructing “types” in the Warring States period involves nothing more than fixing observational standards (fa 法) on things (Behuniak 2019a: 104). If barley seeds are uniformly well-sown, then in due course they ripen. Here, Mencius is simply stating a fact. Logically speaking, such a “type” (lei) amounts to a conditional: if-then (just as grammatically, ze is a conditional). Ontologically speaking, for barley to be “well-sown” and thereby ripen to our liking is not a “purposeful” or “teleological” trajectory but a possible one.
Mencius is not using the barley metaphor in a cultural vacuum. In the Annals of Lü Buwei, “Lord Millet” teaches us everything we need to know about growing barley in early China. First, as nearly every page of the book suggests, “timing” (shi 時) is everything. If seasonal ordinances (i.e. government-sponsored programs) are poorly instituted, then outcomes are not desirable. Plant too early, “diseases are common,” and “kernels are lean.” Plant too late, “grain remains light green,” and “only the awns (stiff bristles) are beautiful.” Apply the right “timing” (shi), however, and “grain heads blacken” and “become extremely fragrant and chewy” (Knoblock and Riegel 2000: 666). Again, these are simply observational facts: if-then propositions that obtain as “rules” (ze 則) about the “nature” (xing 性) of barley. There is no built-in “end” (telos) implied here—nothing that determines within itself the “good way for barley to be.” After all, what is wrong with “lean kernels” or “beautiful bristles,” normatively speaking? Obviously, they are not good for our purposes. Knowing the “nature” (xing) of barley, we thus “shape” (xing 形) its growing environment in specific ways and “time” (shi) things so as to produce the results that we desire. Barley, as Mencius would say, has the capacity “to become good.” Human development is the same.
Given the recent popularity of virtue ethics in Western analytic circles, it is not surprising that philosophers trained in this area would be enthusiastic to find in the Mencius an example of Confucian virtue ethics. There are, indeed, numerous connections between Mencius’s teachings and “Western virtue ethics,” broadly understood. Engagement between these traditions is a worthwhile enterprise and should continue. Going forward, however, greater care must be taken to avoid producing, as Liu suggests, “nothing more than a negative image of Confucianism in the mirror of virtue ethics.” Rather than rely on Aristotle’s natural philosophy, Mencius’s teachings on human development need to be understood within their native framework and in accord with the natural philosophy that informs his tradition. If such a natural philosophy has been adequately surveyed here, then it is one in which the mere presence of agricultural metaphors does not automatically suggest that Mencius was “completely at home with biological essentialism and teleology,” as Slingerland maintains. While it may be philosophically “harder” to envision human development without such concepts, the challenge is one posed by the Warring States tradition itself and thus central to understanding the Mencius.
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Footnotes
1The most representative example, perhaps, is Ivanhoe, who sees in the Mencius “a teleological view about the flourishing of human nature expressed in an ideal or paradigmatic model of what it is to be human” (Ivanhoe 2013: 29).

 

2As others have noted, in Van Norden’s work, “All Chinese thinkers are interpreted in terms of Western philosophical doctrines,” which negatively affects his “interpretive precision” (Lau 2015: 523).

 

3Needham, for instance, finds that Chinese causal thinking is “reticular and hierarchically fluctuating,” rather than “singly catenarian and particulate” (Needham 1956: 289). Cheng describes Chinese thinking as “holistic,” “internalistic,” and “organistic” (Cheng 1976: 13). Wu finds mechanistic causality to be “alien to Chinese metaphysics,” which treats events as “organically interrelated,” a “comprehensive continuum” that exhibits a “process of never-ceasing growth” (Wu 1975: 19, 14).

 

4Culture being what it is (namely, something that exhibits continuity), it should not be surprising to learn that research in cognitive psychology suggests that cultural traditions continue to have an influence on how we view the world. As Norenzayan and Nisbett find even today: “East Asian and American causal reasoning differs significantly” (Norenzayan and Nisbett 2000: 132).

 

5Other versions of this chapter omit de 德 here, suggesting that dao 道 is what “rears, grows, nurtures,” and so on. This also makes sense. The chapter states at the outset, however, that de is what “rears” a living thing. I retain the Wang Bi version here.

 

6“We say ‘this-is-for-the-sake-of-that’ whenever there appears to be some ‘end’ toward which the movement proceeds if nothing impedes it.” (Part of Animals, 641b.23).
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T

Tang Junyi 唐君毅

Tang Yu zhidao 唐虞之道 (The Way of Tang [Yao] and Yu [Shun])

Tan Sitong 譚嗣同

Tao Ying 桃應

Taste

Teleology

Ten basic propositions (shishi 十事)

Teng 滕 (statelet)

Theory of human nature

Three-character Scripture (sanzijing 三字經)

ti 體 (body, bodily organs)

tian (天)

tianyu 天與 (heaven-granted mandate)

Triplet

True Monarch (王者)
See also Sage-king

Two roots (erben 二本)


U

Ueda Akinari

Unity (political)

Universal mutual love (jianai 兼愛)

Unmoved heart (budong xin 不動心)

Uprightness (zhi 直)

Utilitarianism


V

Van Norden, Bryan W.

Virtue
ethics
other-regarding
self-regarding

Virtue epistemology


W

Waley, Arthur

Wang Chong 王充

Wang Fuzhi 王夫之

Wang Xianqian 王先謙

Wang Xianshen 王先慎

Wang Yangming 王陽明

Wan Zhang 萬章

Warring States Period 戰國

Watanabe Hiroshi

Water

Water metaphor

wei (為 artifice)

weiwo (為我) “for oneself” or “egoism”

will (zhi 志)

Wisdom (zhi 智)

Wittgenstein, Ludwig

Women (as teacher, as tempter, as moral paradigm)

Wong, David

Wumazi 巫馬子

Wuxing 五行 (Five Conducts)

Wu Yujiang 吳毓江


X

Xia dynasty 夏

Xiang 象

xin 心 (affective mindset)

xin 心 (heart, heart-mind, heart/mind)

xing 性 (human nature)

xing 性 (natural human tendency)

Xing zi ming chu 性自命出

Xu Fuguan 徐復觀

Xunzi 荀子

Xu Shen 許慎

Xu Xing 許行


Y

Yan 燕 (state)

Yang Bojun 楊伯峻

Yangist

yangsheng 養生

Yang Sheng Zhu 養生主

Yang Zebo 楊澤波

Yang Zhu 楊朱

Yan Hui 顔回

Yao 堯

Yearly, Lee

yi 一 (one, oneness, unify)

yi 義 (appropriateness)

yi 義 (righteousness)

yi 意(thought/intention/will)

Yi Yin 伊尹

Yizi/Yizhi 夷子, 夷之

Yoshida Shōin

Yoshinaga Shinjirō

you 憂 (anxious concern)

Yu Cong 語叢

Yuezhengzi 樂正子

Yu, Jiyuan

Yu the Great (dayu 大禹); Yu 禹


Z

Zhang Qianfan 张千帆

Zhang Zai 張載

Zhao Qi 趙岐

Zhen Dexiu 真德秀 (Zhen Xishan 真西山)

zhiren buzhi 治人不治 (“govern people not govern”)

Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤

Zhou dynasty

Zhuangzi 莊子

Zhu Xi 朱熹

Zhu Yuanzhang 朱元璋

Zigong 子弓

Zimo 子莫

Zisi 子思
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