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Introduction

This book is concerned with a reconstruction of Xunzi’s (荀子, born around 310 BCE) moral philosophy in a response to the modern belief of self-realization and a concern for oneself.1 Such a modern belief is used as a perspective as well as the background for an understanding of Xunzi’s moral philosophy in the modern world.

I suggest that we should take seriously Xunzi’s claim that “people’s xing (性, nature/native conditions) is bad.”2 By such a claim Xunzi highlights that our xing is originally without an ethical framework and that it has a natural tendency to dominate us, leading us to make bad judgments and consequently behave badly. Thus it is necessary that our xing be transformed by Confucian learning, the center of which is ritual propriety (li 禮).3 However, ritual propriety represents not external constraints on our xing. Rather, ritual propriety is derived from our self-interpretation of our xing and refers to norms that allow us to realize ourselves fully. Ritual propriety represents the Confucian understanding of human goodness, the components of which are the best nourishment of desires and a harmonious communal life. Ritual propriety represents also constitutive norms of human agency and selfhood. Through ritual propriety people achieve an integral self and are in command of their own lives. They are then in control of their desires and feelings and can satisfy desires in such a way that is best for them. Moreover, ritual propriety structures human relationships and makes possible a harmonious communal life. Goods internal to such human relationships and such a communal life constitute to a large extent the overall good of the person. Ritual propriety is normative for a person because only through such a normative framework can the person become a self-directing agent and enjoy a good life. Through such arguments, I suggest that Confucianism has the resources to provide a plausible response to the modern conviction of self-realization and a concern for oneself, a response that is both reasonable for a modern person and yet remains true to Confucianism.

Confucianism is clearly the dominant school within Chinese culture. In the Han dynasty, under the reign of Wudi (武帝), Confucianism gained a privileged position at court.4 Since then, Confucianism generally enjoyed imperial support and affirmation. That is not to say that the “Confucianism” espoused by the elite class of society, including the emperor, officials, and gentry, was a faithful representation and implementation of the ideas of the Confucian school, especially the ideas of Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi. Neither can we deny that there had been powerful challenges to Confucianism from other streams of thought, especially those from Daoism and Buddhism. Nonetheless, it is generally accepted that “Confucianism” as it was believed and practiced had been the founding ideology of imperial China, providing legitimacy to the various political institutions of that time.

However, starting from the nineteenth century, when imperial China faced the challenge of the West to open up China, a crisis for the long-established political institutions and Confucianism began. Initially, when China was defeated in the two Opium Wars, it was thought that the West was superior only in their employment of technology and that China still excelled in cultural values. Gradually, however, after the project of borrowing only Western technology failed, intellectuals in China started to realize that Western excellence in technology was supported by and made possible only because of Western culture and the corresponding social and political institutions. During the May Fourth Movement, after the monarchy had been overthrown, there was a call for the learning of science and democracy from the West. Confucianism, which was deeply integrated in the social and political institutions of imperial China, was blamed as the culprit responsible for China’s backwardness. It was also regarded as an obstacle to the modernization of China, which was thought to be the only way to establish a strong and prosperous China. Nearly one hundred years after the May Fourth Movement, Confucianism today is no longer regarded as a decaying tradition that is more or less irrelevant to modern China.5 On the contrary, with the China’s rise in power, more and more people believe that Confucianism in particular and Chinese culture in general can make distinctive and valuable contributions to the modern world. While there have been continuing efforts to argue for the modern relevance of Confucianism,6 the project of a rearticulation and reconstruction of Confucianism for the modern world is far from finished. The present work aims to be a part of this extensive project.

Before we proceed, it might be helpful to give a brief survey of the present work’s background understanding of the modern world. There are of course different theories of modernity, each with its emphasis on certain aspects of modern life. Still, it is generally thought that there are two broad dimensions of modernity: socioeconomic and cultural dimensions.7 The socioeconomic dimension covers the social, economic, institutional, and technological transformations of modern life. The cultural dimension refers mainly to a modern understanding of the world and also to our self-understanding. These two dimensions are not sharply separated from each other. There are, unsurprisingly, overlaps and interrelations. Nonetheless, the cultural dimension of modernity better captures the “spirit” of the modern world.

When we talk of the modern world, we do not fail to mention the scientific revolution. The advance of science however is not merely a breakthrough in methods of investigating and understanding the natural world. Neither is it enough to include rapid improvement of technology, which undeniably alters the life and society of human beings in a groundbreaking way. Similarly important is a change in the view of the world. The universe, including the natural world on earth, is now generally believed to be like a giant machine, running without an inherent purpose. In other words, nature in itself is viewed as devoid of values—the disenchantment of the world, as it is called by Max Weber.8 Values belong to the human world, no matter what the relationship between values and human beings is understood to be.

On the other hand, there is the rise of humanity and also the rise of “the individual.” Since the universe is no longer believed to contain a purpose, human beings have difficulty in finding their telos through discovering their role in a universal plan. Rather, human beings are called upon to become an active creator of their own fate. We are “free and sovereign artificers,” as described by Pico della Mirandola in the Oration on the Dignity of Man in 1484.9 While human beings as a species are viewed as active artificers, each person is also believed capable of leading a life independent of others’ control. “Have courage to use your reason!” so urged Immanuel Kant, who also stresses this as the motto of the Enlightenment.10 Each person is believed to be able to pursue the good life by the use of reason, independent of the tutelage of tradition and paternalistic guidance. As a competent rational being, each person is in principle able to judge what is right and wrong, what is good and bad. It is thought that each person has the right to live according to his or her own wishes and not by being controlled or directed by external forces. This claim can be illustrated in Isaiah Berlin’s words, “that to be free to choose, and not to be chosen for, is an inalienable ingredient in what makes human beings human.”11 In a similar vein, Gary Gutting points out that modernity at a minimum means a way of thought and life that announces our independence of arbitrary, external authorities and urges us to put ourselves under the control of our own rational faculties.12

We might summarize that on the cultural dimension of modernity, the world is understood as a mechanical world and human beings are believed to be self-directing persons who can use rational faculties to lead their own lives. Of course none of such claims are without dispute. Still, a picture of modernity, even if imprecise, can function as a starting point for further debate.

The ideals of modernity suggest that each person is able to use rational faculties to lead his or her own life. A person might then ask: How should I live? How should I behave in a modern world? The question of how one should live, of course, is not limited to modern times. Any reflective person of any time might likely ask such a question. What is salient of the modern world is that such a question is often asked without a presumption that an answer is readily discoverable in the physical world, that an answer to the question requires rational justification, and most importantly, that it is a question concerned with not just an answer applicable to any human being but more predominantly an answer sensitive to the particular life of the questioner. In other words, such a question, when asked in the modern world, more often than not reflects a concern with one’s own self and the betterment of his or her own life.

As self-conscious beings, humans naturally have a concern for one’s own self and one’s own life. Normally, everyone wants to live a better rather than a worse life, even when a very good life is not always possible. This is likely the case ever since the beginning of human civilization, if not since the appearance of Homo sapiens. What is so distinctive of the modern world is not the omnipresence of such a concern for oneself, but the recognition of the legitimacy of self-concern and self-realization in the form of human rights and other institutions like democracy and social welfare. In my opinion, any system of thought, if it is to remain relevant to the modern world, must provide an answer to the demand of self-realization and such a concern for oneself. There is no exception to Confucianism.

There is a popular image of Confucianism putting emphasis on the group and embracing collectivism at the expense of individualism. While such an image of Confucianism is not totally unjustified, there is another side of Confucianism. In the Analects, Confucius once comments that the person of antiquity learns for one’s own self while his contemporaries learn for others.13 Xunzi, one of the three great Confucians in the pre-Qin period (together with Confucius and Mencius), echoes Confucius’s comment, explaining further that a noble man (junzi 君子) learns so as to beautify and improve himself, while a petty man (xiaoren 小人) uses learning only as a means to please others.14 Learning plays a central role in Confucianism, and an emphasis on studies is also one of the distinguishing features of Confucianism. A stern belief by Confucianism in the intrinsic value of learning for oneself demonstrates a strong commitment to the welfare of each person. Indeed in the Xunzi is recorded a conversation between Confucius and his three disciples.15 Confucius asked the questions of what ren 仁 (humaneness) is and what zhi 智 (wisdom) is. Three disciples gave their answers, and Confucius most loved the answers by his favorite student, Yan Yuan 顏淵, who said that humaneness was self-love while wisdom was self-knowledge.16 Humaneness and wisdom are both among the five cardinal virtues of Confucianism. In fact, humaneness is arguably the single most important virtue of Confucianism. That humaneness might be identified as self-love again signals Confucianism’s approval of or even demand for each person to have a genuine concern for his or her well-being.

Textual evidence such as this contributes to a conviction that Confucianism has the resources to address the modern engagement with self-realization and a concern for oneself. Such a conviction also constitutes the background concern toward which the present work wishes to make a contribution. Instead of working with all the early Confucian texts, this work focuses on the Xunzi. Among early Confucian philosophers, Xunzi has generally been neglected for the past two thousand years. Even though interest in him revived since Qing dynasty and lasts, with varying levels, to present times, Xunzi has never received as much attention as Confucius or Mencius. However, in my opinion he holds the key to a systematic reconstruction of Confucianism. He was the last great Confucian philosopher of Warring States China and left for us written essays on important Confucian ideas. He incorporated ideas from other schools and defended Confucianism against various criticisms. His works thus represent Confucian ideas in a fairly mature form. If we are to provide a Confucian answer to the modern ideal of self-realization, surely Xunzi must not be neglected.

Throughout the book I assume for the sake of convenience there was a historical figure called Xunzi who wrote the text Xunzi. In reality the Xunzi as we have it today first took form as an edition nearly three hundred years after Xunzi’s death. Around 26 BCE Liu Xiang began his work on the imperial collections of books. He collated and compared 322 manuscripts of Xunzi’s writings, eliminated 290 as duplicates, and established the standard text of 32 chapters (pian 篇, also called “books”).17 Toward the end of the Tang dynasty (around 818 CE), Yang Liang wrote the first commentary to the Xunzi and rearranged the order of chapters.18 Minor variations and errors accumulated through various editions and printings. It is likely that the Xunzi in its present form might differ significantly from the work written by the historical Xunzi. Nonetheless, we can perceive from the Xunzi a core of ideas and safely assume that they come from either a single hand or at least a school of thought. Where there are irreconcilable ideas, we might determine whether one should be disqualified or if there is indeed an inconsistency. In the end our major task is to reconstruct a plausible answer from the Xunzi regarding the modern concern of self-realization.

Chapter 1 of the present book investigates Xunzi’s definitions of xing. I suggest that Xunzi gives two definitions of xing that refer not simply to two aspects of our native conditions but also to two different stages of natural conditions of human beings. The first definition of xing refers to the natural endowments of human beings, such as the ability to see through eyes and the ability to hear through ears. Such natural endowments form the basis of natural life development and manifestations and give rise to natural feelings and desires when stimulated. The second definition of xing refers to such natural feelings and desires. They are part of our native conditions because they come into being naturally and without active endeavor on our part. When Xunzi makes his famous claim that “people’s xing is bad,” he intends to highlight the chaotic and destructive tendency of natural desires and feelings, when these are not guided by human understanding.19 In particular natural desires and feelings have a tendency to dominate our heart-mind (xin 心) when we do not exert ourselves, then leading to bad behavior and bad consequences. However, this does not mean that our native conditions are incorrigibly bad. On the contrary, Xunzi, just like all other Confucians, sternly believed in the power of education and culture to transform our native conditions. After being transformed and properly expressed, natural desires and feelings can be a constitutive part of a good life and make a contribution to goodness.

Education and culture, and their embodiment in ritual propriety, represent our active achievement. In Xunzi’s terminology, they are wei 偽 (artifice) and not xing. Neither do they come from our xing. Chapter 2 concerns an explication of Xunzi’s conception of wei. It turns out that Xunzi also gives two definitions of wei and the two definitions form into a two-tier structure. According to the first definition, wei represents our evaluation, deliberation, and judgment of natural feelings and desires and the consequent actions. Wei of the first definition underlines our capacity to reflect upon our xing and act accordingly, thus putting our behavior under our own control. According to the second definition, wei also refers to the accumulation and accomplishment of human actions in the form of norms, culture, and tradition, in particular, the ritual propriety of Confucianism. I suggest that Xunzi’s contrast of xing and wei is meant to draw a contrast between the native conditions that are given to us naturally and are faced by us passively and what we can actively do and achieve as human agents. Xunzi points out it is the latter that should be the central concern of human life. Xunzi believes Confucian education in general and ritual propriety in particular help us to properly practice wei and best live out human potentialities.

As I have hinted before, a contrast between xing and wei does not mean that the two are unrelated or even antagonistic. In fact xing and wei need to be combined to create culture and human flourishing. Chapter 3 is concerned with the transformation of xing through wei and how ritual propriety is generated in the process. I suggest that ritual propriety, as the second-stage wei, is generated from the first-stage wei that consists of human reflection and actions. In this way the chapter also answers a critical challenge to Xunzi: How is it possible for human beings with bad xing to create ritual propriety that is good? Xunzi’s answer is that ritual propriety is neither a development nor a creation from our native conditions. Rather, ritual propriety represents the accumulated result of human reflection and actions. Although human reflection and actions incorporate our native conditions, they represent our active endeavor and do not come into being naturally. Also, human reflection and actions need not be good in themselves, though they can be good and are capable of creating goodness.

Xunzi clearly thinks that ritual propriety is good and is normative for people. However, on what basis can Xunzi make such a claim? What is the justification for Confucian ritual propriety? In particular, why is it reasonable for a person concerned with herself to care about ritual propriety? Chapter 4 reconstructs a Xunzian justification of ritual propriety and, in the process, also gives an answer to why ritual propriety is good for self-realization. I suggest that ritual propriety is good because it represents accumulated practical knowledge for tackling two practical issues faced by human beings: first, how to evaluate and satisfy natural desires and feelings in such a way as to have a good life; second, how to live harmoniously together in a community. I also suggest that ritual propriety represents a normative framework through which we gain a firm command over our desires and our life and become unified subjects leading our own lives. Ritual propriety also enables us to enjoy the internal goodness of human relationships. Ritual propriety can also be seen as the accumulated product of a continuous and ongoing project of self-interpretation of our native conditions and of ourselves. It is through such self-interpretation that we live out a life of evaluative depth and become truly human agents who are in control of life rather than being controlled by life. It is in this sense that ritual propriety is normative for a person who cares about self-realization.

It should also be clear that when I say that ritual propriety and Confucian learning is good for and arguably constitutive of self-realization, I am not committed to an atomistic conception of personhood. I am not suggesting an image of an individual living a narrow life of his or her own, unconnected to other people or the larger community. While Confucianism does value individual character and objects to blind submission to social pressure, it also thinks that a flourishing life requires culture and tradition, community and human relationships. Thus, self-realization through ritual propriety is not self-centered in the sense of being narcissistic or egoistic. A person understandably cares about herself, and she naturally wants to live to her potential and have a flourishing life. Through a reconstruction of Xunzi’s ethical thought, I argue in this book that such self-realization necessarily requires a normative framework through which only a person achieves a unified and self-determined self and a unified life. Confucian ritual propriety provides such a normative framework. The necessity of a normative framework does not mean that self-realization is the actualization of a preexisting and fixed human potentiality. On the one hand, a normative framework is just the necessary but not the sufficient condition of self-realization. Given the particularities of each person and his life, self-realization of a person necessarily carries his own distinctive characteristics. On the other hand, the normative framework itself need not be static and unvarying. Given changes in human circumstances, ritual propriety and its embodied normative framework might require corresponding modifications. Confucianism insists on the importance of becoming fully human (chengren 成人), but humanity in general and the self-realization of each person are and should be the result of a dynamic process of “human becoming.”20


1

Xing and Native Conditions

Within the Chinese tradition, Xunzi has been remembered for his startling proclamation that “people’s xing is bad.”1 However the exact meaning of such a claim and the role it plays in Xunzi’s moral philosophy has been a topic of heated debate among scholars.

Traditionally, it has been thought that Xunzi’s view on people’s xing 性 (nature/native conditions) is in fundamental disagreement with that of Mencius, as Xunzi claims “xing is bad” while Mencius maintains “xing is good.” Such an understanding is reinforced by Xunzi’s criticisms of Mencius in chapter 23 (Xing Is Bad) of the Xunzi. There, when expounding his view on people’s xing, Xunzi takes Mencius as his major opponent and repeatedly claims Mencius is wrong. David E. Soles, while admitting that a few scholars have disagreed with the traditional view that Xunzi and Mencius are in fundamental disagreement, suggests that such a view remains orthodoxy.2 However, it should be pointed out that such a traditional understanding has indeed been challenged by quite a few commentators. For example, A. C. Graham indicates that Xunzi shifts the meaning of xing and that his criticism of Mencius does not really make contact with Mencius’s theory. Graham even suggests if we adopt Mencius’s use of the term xing, Xunzi’s acknowledgment that humans are capable of becoming good amounts to an admittance that people’s xing is good.3 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 opposed to other animals.4 On the other hand, Graham further 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.5 The suggestion that Xunzi’s slogan “xing is bad” is misleading has been echoed by other scholars. Wei Zhengtong 韋政通 suggests that for Xunzi, xing is just like a blank tablet, and the so-called badness in people’s xing comes from desires that develop after birth.6 Tang Junyi 唐君毅 points out that “xing is bad” for Xunzi operates as a comparative statement, merely suggesting that goodness requires wei 偽 (artifice); independent of such a comparison, xing by itself cannot be said to be bad.7 Cua 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 people’s xing.8 Janghee Lee also suggests that Xunzi’s thesis that xing is bad should be taken less literally and be regarded as a calculated rhetorical device to attack Xunzi’s opponents.9 Both Donald Munro and Chad Hansen, following Kanaya Osamu, further suggest that the slogan “xing is bad” is actually incompatible with the other parts of the Xunzi, which stress only the neutrality of people’s xing. Consequently, they suspect the slogan might be a later interpolation.10 Dan Robins conducts a more nuanced analysis of chapter 23 and provides two suggestions: First, the slogan is in many instances indeed an interpolation. Second, although Xunzi once did hold that people’s xing is bad, he later changed his mind.11 Philip J. Ivanhoe, however, suggests that although Xunzi and Mencius share a lot of ground in terms of their ethical philosophies, they do disagree over the character of human xing. Ivanhoe points out that while Mencius believes in our having an innate moral sense, Xunzi insists that we have no innate conception of morality and this is the defining and most critical aspect of Xunzi’s position that xing is bad.12

From the various positions we could extract at least four questions. First, what is the meaning of xing as it is used by Xunzi? Second, what is the meaning of the claim “xing is bad”? Third, what role is played by the claim “xing is bad” in Xunzi’s moral philosophy? Is it incompatible with, unimportant to, or actually essential to his moral philosophy? Fourth, is the claim incompatible with, compatible with, or even complementary to Mencius’s claim that “xing is good”? Since our present concern is with Xunzi’s view on xing, the last question will be tackled only when it helps to clarify Xunzi’s ideas.

It should also be noted that there has been a debate concerning xing and human nature. Roger Ames analyzes Mencius’s conception of xing and suggests that “human nature” is inadequate as a rendering of xing in the Mencius. This is because “human nature” in the Western tradition has been understood as something genetically given, while xing for classical Confucianism is not a given but an accomplished project.13 Irene Bloom, on the other hand, maintains that “human nature” is nonetheless an apt translation of xing. Bloom further suggests the disjuncture of innate and acquired, or the disjuncture of nature and nurture does not apply to Mencius’s text.14 Although Ames and Bloom are concerned chiefly with Mencius, their ideas might be borrowed to shed light on Xunzi’s view of xing. More recently, Dan Robins suggests that the term xing in Warring States texts should not be translated as “nature,” and in particular people’s xing is not a near-equivalent of human nature. For Robins xing refers to the characteristics one has naturally and the way one behaves spontaneously.15 Aaron Stalnaker has made the useful clarification that the talk of “human nature” involves at least four distinct sorts of issues: First, there is the issue of human beings’ physicality and animality, as well as our basic needs and desires. Second, “human nature” is used to suggest what is common to all or most people. Third, “human nature” highlights our distinctive humanity as compared with other animals. Fourth, there is the idea of a natural course of human development.16 Stalnaker further suggests that Xunzi’s account of people’s xing fits better the first and the second aspects than the third, and that Xunzi implicitly rejects the value and centrality of the fourth aspect.17 Nevertheless, we shall inquire how Xunzi’s account of people’s xing helps us to gain an understanding of human beings. Without assuming that xing as used by Xunzi is equivalent to “nature,” we shall see in the following what kind of picture of human beings is presented by Xunzi’s remarks on people’s xing.

Xunzi’s definitions of xing

In chapter 22 (Rectification of Names) of the Xunzi, Xunzi gives a definition for various terms. His definition for xing is as follows: “That by which life is so is called xing. That which is produced out of xing’s harmony, adeptly corresponding to stimuli and responses, and is so of itself without work is called xing.”18 Since my interpretation and translation of the definition varies significantly from that of John Knoblock, Burton Watson, and other Western and Chinese commentators, and since this definition is crucial to our understanding of xing in the Xunzi, it is worthwhile to inspect the original text in greater detail.

First, it should be noted that Xunzi’s definition of xing consists of two parts. Alternatively, we might say Xunzi gives two definitions of xing. What might be the relation between these two parts or two definitions? Our answer to this question will determine to a large extent our understanding of Xunzi’s definitions. Now both Knoblock and Watson take the first part of the definition as referring to what characteristics human beings have at birth.19 Knoblock translates it as: “What characterizes a man from birth is called his ‘nature.’ ”20 Watson translates it as: “That which is as it is from the time of birth is called the nature of man.”21 Quite a few Chinese commentators also have the same view. For example, Li Disheng 李滌生 suggests that in this sentence xing means what is naturally so by birth.22 Graham, on one occasion, translates the sentence without giving further explanation as follows: “That by which the living is as it is is called ‘nature.’ ”23 I agree with Graham’s understanding. I suggest the disagreement with Knoblock and Watson derives from a different understanding of both the character sheng (生) and the phrase suo yi ran (所以然). The character sheng could mean variously “life,” “living,” “growth,” “birth,” or “produce,” depending on the context. It is hard to determine the exact meaning of the character as it stands alone, which is the general case for any Chinese character. So the meaning of suo yi ran is important. I would like to suggest Watson’s translation, “that which is as it is,” captures only the meaning of ran, which means “[being] so.” Knoblock’s translation, though different from that of Watson, reflects a similar understanding. However, suo yi ran is actually a set phrase both in the Xunzi and in other texts of the late Warring States period. Literally, the phrase means “by which it is so.” More loosely it might mean “why it is so,” or just “the cause.” There are only two instances of the phrase in the Xunzi. The other instance appears in chapter 12 (The Way of a Lord). There Xunzi points out a true lord makes the best use of the myriad things of Heaven and Earth without inquiring why they are so. This time Knoblock translates the phrase suo yi ran as “how they came to be as they are.”24 Such a translation is certainly closer to my understanding. We might see more clearly the meaning of the phrase from the instances in other early texts.

For example, in chapter 20 of Lüshi Chunqiu 呂氏春秋 (The Annals of Lü Buwei), a comment is made of the concept of ming 命 (fate). There, fate is identified as that which becomes so (ran) without us knowing why it becomes so (suo yi ran). Here the phrase suo yi ran is contrasted with the term ran. The translation by Knoblock and Jeffrey Riegel runs as follows: “Fate is the way things turn out though we do not know the reason why they do.”25 It is clear from this example that the concept ran is different from the concept suo yi ran.

Also, the phrase suo yi ran is employed six times in the Hanfeizi 韓非子. In every instance it means the cause or reason for something. As a reference we might cite Watson’s translation for one such instance: “And the reason such a state of affairs has come about is that the ruler does not make important decisions on the basis of law, but puts faith in whatever his subordinates do.”26 This time Watson correctly translates the phrase suo yi ran as the reason for something’s being so.

There are still many instances of suo yi ran in early texts. None of them refers to the “being so” of a state of affairs. I hope it is clear by now the phrase suo yi ran in Xunzi’s first definition of xing refers to the reason or cause why sheng becomes so. Yet if that is the case, it is unlikely that sheng means “birth.”27 A more reasonable interpretation is that the term sheng means life or growth. Xing, according to Xunzi’s first definition, then refers to the basis or the underlying cause by which our natural life and its activities become as they are.28

Xunzi’s second definition of xing is just as problematic as the first. Wang Xianqian 王先謙 suggests the first character xing should be sheng.29 It is generally accepted that the graph of xing was a later development and the character itself was originally not different graphically from the character sheng. Fu Sinian 傅斯年 even suggests that not only were the two characters indistinguishable in graphs in the pre-Qin period, their meanings were not sharply differentiated either.30 Scholars have already expressed doubts over Fu’s suggestion.31 In Xunzi’s case it is certainly not an apt characterization. In chapter 22 (Rectification of Names) Xunzi is trying to give definitions for the concept of xing. He must be well aware of the boundary of the concept and its difference from sheng in order to do his job. That point however does not help us to determine whether the first character of the second definition should be xing or sheng. Since the two characters originally might have been written as the same graph and the present xing was changed in a later addition, it could not be ruled out that the editor made a mistake and the character should be sheng instead. Whether the character is xing or sheng can then only be judged by context.

Now Wang’s doubt is not pointless. If xing in the first definition refers not to concrete life characteristics but to their underlying cause and sheng there means life, it is plausible that the first character of the second definition, as a parallel to the first definition, is also sheng and refers to life as well. However, there are two reasons for judging otherwise. First, the structure of similar definitions suggests the definiendum of the first definition forms the subject of the second definition. Following the two definitions of xing, Xunzi also defines neng 能 (capacity) and zhi 知 (understanding). As with xing, Xunzi gives two definitions for each concept. For these two concepts, the subject of the second definition is the term being defined in the first definition. For example, he first defines neng as that which enables human beings to do various things. We might translate this neng as “capacity.” Xunzi then goes on to say when capacity is successfully employed it is also called neng. We might translate the second neng as “capability.” What is noteworthy is that Xunzi uses the character he 合 (correspond) to describe how capacity is being successfully employed: here he means literally “corresponding to,” and the character is used to refer to the fact that capacity is employed in such a way that it corresponds to certain requirements. The same character is also employed in the second definition of zhi and xing. Judging from the examples of neng and zhi, it is reasonable to infer that xing is also the subject of the second definition and that the second definition describes how xing corresponds to certain things. Second, in chapter 23 Xunzi once points out the natural proclivities of human beings such as the liking for beauty by the eyes and the liking for taste by the mouth are produced out of xing. The terms Xunzi uses to describe these natural likings are almost the same as those he employs in the second definition: they become so after stimuli (gan er ziran 感而自然) and they do not wait for work (bu dai shi 不待事).32 It is very likely then that the second definition is used to describe how natural likes and dislikes of human beings are produced out of xing. According to Xunzi then, while the cause of life’s becoming so is called xing, the various natural manifestations of life are also called xing. It seems reasonably clear that the first character of the second definition and thus the grammatical subject of the sentence is xing instead of sheng.

We might now describe Xunzi’s conception of xing in outline. Xing is the underlying cause of natural development and natural occurrences of life. Yet natural life occurrences, including natural faculties, responses, likes and dislikes, are also called xing.33 We might also say the two definitions of xing capture respectively why life turns out to be so (suo yi ran) and how life turns out to be (ran).34 We should keep in mind such a two-tiered structure of xing, for it might be the key to a coherent picture of Xunzi’s ideas of xing.

“People’s xing is bad”

Besides the two definitions, Xunzi also talks about xing in other places. How might we relate his other statements on xing with the two definitions? Xunzi’s most famous idea of xing is his claim that ren zhi xing’e 人之性惡 (people’s xing is bad). And his exposition of this idea is concentrated in chapter 23. As I have mentioned before, some scholars challenge the authenticity of the claim and suggest it is an interpolation. However, it is imperative that we make clear the meaning of the claim “people’s xing is bad” before we make any judgment on its status.

Right at the start of chapter 23 is the assertion “People’s xing is bad; their goodness [comes from] wei.”35 Such an assertion, with certain variations, appears ten times in chapter 23. Now there are several points concerning the assertion of which we should take note. First, the claim “people’s xing is bad” is almost always joined with the claim “their goodness [comes from] wei.” It is likely that the claim “people’s xing is bad” is intended to be an integral part of Xunzi’s idea of human badness and goodness. As such, we should not take the claim out of context and judge it independent of Xunzi’s positive claim about the origin of goodness. Second, the original Chinese term is ren zhi xing 人之性 instead of renxing 人性.36 Actually, throughout the Xunzi the term renxing is never used.37 As a contrast, the term renxing does appear in the Mencius and is used a few times in the discussion of the quality of people’s xing.38 The term ren zhi xing, on the other hand, appears only once in the Mencius. Such a difference between the Xunzi and the Mencius might prove to be significant. It might be a sign of the two thinkers’ difference in not only the understanding of human beings but also in the very concept of people’s xing. For Xunzi, as he adds the character zhi in between the characters ren and xing, xing is emphasized as merely one component of human beings. It is unlikely then “people’s xing” is used to refer to the essence of human beings, as might be the case of “human nature.” Third, when Xunzi says that “goodness [comes from] wei” (善者偽也) he precedes shan 善 (goodness) with the character qi 其 (his/hers/its/theirs), which gives the ambiguous rendering “their/its goodness [comes from] wei.” Now it is not absolutely clear what is referred to by qi. Is it referring to ren 人 (human beings), or is it actually referring to people’s xing? If qi refers to human beings, then Xunzi intends to stress that human goodness comes not from their xing, since it is bad, but from artifice (wei 偽). It is as if Xunzi is making a contrast between two different components of human beings: their xing is bad but their wei can bring about goodness. That Xunzi does not say people’s artifice is good might just be because not every act of artifice is good. On the other hand, if qi refers to people’s xing, the assertion as a whole suggests the interesting point that although people’s xing by itself is bad, it might be turned into good by artifice. Xunzi need not be blatantly incoherent under such an interpretation. What is being asserted is not that people’s xing is bad and good at the same time. Rather, it is asserted that people’s xing is bad and that people’s xing plus artifice can be good. Admittedly, the former interpretation makes better sense, at first appearance at least, and it is adopted by the majority of translators and commentators.39 Now the latter interpretation might be wrong as an understanding of the assertion itself, but it might be right as a more faithful understanding of Xunzi’s overall position. We shall have more to say on this later.

What is Xunzi’s reason for claiming “people’s xing is bad”? Just after the assertion, Xunzi gives the following explication:

Now people’s xing is such that they are born with a liking of benefits. Following this [xing], there will be strife and plunder and no more courtesy or deference. They are born with an abhorrence of harms. Following this [xing], there will be violence and crime and no more loyalty or faithfulness. They are born with desires of eyes and ears, and a liking of beautiful sights and sounds. Following this [xing], there will be indulgence and wantonness, and there will be no more ritual propriety, appropriateness, culture, or ordered pattern. Thus, if people’s xing is accorded with, and people’s feelings followed, necessarily there will arise strife and plunder. This will be accompanied by violation of social distinctions and the upsetting of ordered pattern, resulting in violence. Accordingly, only with the transformation of teachers and standards, guidance of ritual propriety and appropriateness, will people emerge in courtesy and deference. This will be accompanied by culture and ordered pattern, resulting in good order. If we base our observation on this, it is thus clear that people’s xing is bad, their goodness [comes from] wei.40

In this paragraph, Xunzi seems to state merely that human beings are born with the innocuous inclinations of benefit-loving and harm-hating and other natural bodily desires. How might Xunzi infer from the premise that people’s xing has as its contents these seemingly neutral inclinations and desires to the conclusion that people’s xing is bad? Indeed many have challenged Xunzi’s conclusion. As I have mentioned before, Kanaya, Munro, and Hansen think that the arguments in chapter 23 prove only that people’s xing is neutral. It is an overstatement to assert further that people’s xing is bad. Since they think Xunzi is unlikely to be so inconsistent, they suggests the slogan “people’s xing is bad” is actually an interpolation.41

Is it true that the natural inclinations of benefit-loving and harm-hating and other natural desires are really neutral in themselves and should be regarded as neither good nor bad? It is worth inspecting Xunzi’s key argument more closely.

It should be noted that in a sentence like “Now people’s xing is such that they are born with a liking of benefits, following this [xing] (shunshi 順是), there will be strife and plunder and no more courtesy or deference,” the term shunshi (following this) plays an important role. It might be thought that the term itself is clear enough in its meaning: that it simply means an indulgence in our inclinations and desires. It should be noted however the character shun 順 (follow) contains different shades of meaning that bring much complexity to a proper understanding of the term. For the present purpose we could differentiate at least five uses of the character shun in the Xunzi. I am not suggesting these uses are distinct and independent from each other. The intention is rather to bring out the different emphases they indicate.

First, shun can mean “following the direction of” something. Such a meaning is employed in the sentence: “Shouting down (shun 順) the wind does not increase the sonority of the sound, but it is heard more clearly.”42 The importance of this usage lies in its suggestion of actively following an inherent direction. As a further illustration we might compare the character shun with another character, sui 隨, which in general can also be translated as “follow.” If the wind is being sui instead of being shun, the emphasis will be on the fact that someone or something passively follows the wind and goes in whatever direction it blows. Unlike shun, sui does not indicate a particular direction to be followed. It might be that when we shun people’s xing, we are thus following a natural and pregiven course of development. Looked at in this way, people’s xing is seen not as static states but as dynamic tendencies. Second, shun can be used to stress the smoothness of the event or the situation. The clearest example of this usage appears in Xunzi’s praise for “the method of conduct for the whole world,” which he describes as “constantly without impediment” (wu bushun 無不順).43 The emphasis of this usage is on the smooth application or realization of the thing in question. If this shade of meaning is applied to people’s xing, the character shun might refer to the smooth and successful realization of natural inclinations and desires. We might translate the third usage of shun as “conformity.” Such a usage is employed when Xunzi stresses repeatedly the importance of conforming to liyi 禮義 (ritual propriety and appropriateness).44 Seen in this light, when we shun people’s xing, we conform to the demands of natural inclinations and desires. It might even be suggested we thus take natural inclinations and desires as standards of behavior. There is however an interesting complication to this usage. Xunzi suggests if someone conforms only to standards or models implicit in the Odes and the Documents without exaltation of ritual propriety, he could not become a true Confucian.45 The point is not that the Odes and the Documents are unimportant, but that mere conformity to superficial standards without understanding the underlying spirit will not bring about true transformation. It is true that conformity to the Odes and Documents and conformity to people’s xing are not only different but contradictory, yet the lesson is that conformity need not imply true acceptance. It is a crucial question whether shuning people’s xing means mere conformity or means further that we truly accept natural desires and take them as our ends. Fourth, shun might be understood as “submission.” Xunzi says of the sage-kings Yao 堯 and Shun 舜 that they were “persons who were good at teaching and transforming the whole world, when facing the south and governing the whole world, all living people were stirred and moved to come along and yield to them, and to submit to them by being transformed (hua shun zhi 化順之).”46 Here shun is used to underline the fact that all people submit to the sage-kings’ authority. Elsewhere Xunzi points out shun refers to the way that people serve their superiors.47 Such a meaning of shun highlights the hierarchical difference between the party who submits and the party who is being submitted to. It also suggests the senior party has a kind of authority or force to compel the junior party to submit. It might be suggested that when people shun their xing, they are being compelled by the natural force of inborn inclinations and desires to submit. Fifth, shun can have the connotation of “at ease” or “feeling comfortable.” It is said in the Xunzi,

Ritual propriety takes being at ease with people’s heart-mind (shun ren xin 順人心) as their foundation. Therefore those practices that are not [recorded] in the Classic of Ritual propriety but still put people’s heart-mind at ease (shun ren xin 順人心), are all proper ritual propriety.48

It is unlikely that shun in this sentence means either “conformity” or “submission,” for it is a dominant teaching in the Xunzi that we should direct the xin 心 (heart-mind) to follow ritual propriety and appropriateness. A more reasonable interpretation is that ritual propriety is not supposed to be contrary to the heart-mind and its feelings, that is, ritual propriety is not an alien constraint that forces us into conformity. The present meaning of shun is closely related to the second meaning of “smoothness” but is different in its emphasis. When applied to the case of people’s xing, the present meaning suggests we feel at ease with the natural inclinations and desires and have no intention to act against them.

I am not suggesting all five meanings are intended at the same time by the term shunshi. The survey of the different shades of meaning of the character shun is meant to expose two distinct yet related questions. There is first an interpretative question: What is the exact meaning of the term shunshi? The survey suggests this question is more difficult to answer than is normally thought. However this question should not be confused with a question of moral psychology: What is it like for people to shun their xing? The latter question concerns the states of natural inclinations and desires—and their relationship to persons. It is thus distinct from the former semantic question. The two questions are nonetheless related because an answer to one of the questions will inevitably bear on the solution to the other.

We might group the five meanings of the character shun into three sets and make the following observations: The first meaning suggests the natural inclinations and desires have a tendency to complete or realize themselves. When there is shunshi, the tendency is allowed to thrive. The second and the fifth meanings suggest that when there is shunshi, the natural inclinations and desires are realized successfully because we offer no resistance or even delight in their realization. The third and fourth meanings suggest when there is shunshi, the natural inclinations and desires exert their force on us to compel a submission. Consequently we take natural inclinations and desires as standards of behavior and act accordingly. The latter two observations offer seemingly conflicting pictures of shunshi: On the one hand, it is thought that when people shun their xing, they play merely a passive role by offering no resistance and allowing the natural inclinations and desires to realize themselves. On the other hand, it is suggested that people take up a more active role in fulfilling the natural inclinations and desires. Similar ambivalence occurs in commentators’ remarks. For example, Wei Zhengtong, a leading Chinese commentator on Xunzi, explains the term shunshi as “following natural feelings without imposing any constraints.”49 On another occasion, Wei stresses that shunshi is not part of people’s xing but is actually people’s choice as influenced by culture.50 The two explanations offered by Wei need not be incompatible. They do however highlight two different aspects of shunshi. Wei is right in saying that shunshi refers to people’s choice, for without the act of following, natural inclinations and desires would not be realized. Yet shunshi, as the act of following, has a target to follow. In that sense shunshi is dependent on its target, people’s xing. The crucial question then concerns the interplay between people’s xing and the act of following. Is there anything distinctive about people’s following their xing? How might it be different from a leaf’s being carried away by water, from a victim’s following a robber’s demands under threat, or from a person’s following a friend’s advice?

When we say a fallen leaf follows the flow of water, it is not supposed the leaf really acts with an intention to follow the water. In Chinese shun need not imply an action either. It is perfectly alright to say the leaf shuns the flow of water, without implying that the leaf takes an active role in following the water. In such a case the character shun describes not what has been actively done by the fallen leaf. The leaf is simply in a passive state. Shun then emphasizes the event of the leaf being carried away by the flow of water. The active force in such an event is the flow of water. When people shun their xing, are they just as passive as the fallen leaf? We might have the experience of or have observed others being swept off their feet by extreme emotions such as rage. Under such circumstances, they might be prompted by emotion to do something that they, in calmer moments, regret and feel are not actions of their own. It is as if they are carried away by the emotions and lose control of themselves, just like the fallen leaf being swept away by the current. However extreme emotions and strong urges, as suggested by the terms themselves, are exceptions rather than the rule. People’s xing, as it is understood by Xunzi, is mainly comprised of the normal desires for food, warmth, and rest, and also the common inclinations of benefit-loving and harm-hating. As human beings we have certain control upon our own inclinations and desires. We are thus not as passive as a fallen leaf in the water’s current. Yet what sort of active role do we play?

Now imagine two different cases. In one scenario, I am visited by a robber. He seizes all valuables and is ready to leave. He does not want the trouble of opening the door himself. He points his gun at me and orders, “Open the door for me or I will shoot you.” Unwillingly, I follow his order and open the door. He then flees. In another scenario, I am at home with a friend on a hot summer day. My friend feels the air is stagnant. He thinks opening the door might help the air circulate and cool down the house. He suggests his idea to me and I agree with him. I follow his advice and open the door. Wind blows through the house and both of us feel more comfortable. In both cases I follow someone else’s suggestion. But in one case I am under threat and do it unwillingly. In another case I am under no compulsion and do it willingly. Which one might be a more apt description of people’s following their xing? Natural inclinations and desires are part of us and do not pose an external threat. Nonetheless, they might bring about a kind of compulsion. We might not be as blind as in rage, but the object of an immediate desire might loom so large in our mind that we are unable to make proper judgment of its importance. Once our mind is fixated on an immediate desire, we are likely under the urge to satisfy it right now. Considerations against its satisfaction might still be there, but they are not given proper weight. However, if desires do compel, they most often compel not by threat but by lure. An immediate desire presents us with attractions of its satisfaction, and when we do follow it, we, at that particular moment at least, believe in the goods it projects and comply with the desire willingly. Thus in one aspect the act of following desires is not unlike that of following advice: in both cases we are presented with some goods that we consequently agree with. The difference lies in the way the proposed goods are being presented. Ideally, when a piece of advice is offered, the advisee is under no undue influence from the adviser and the advisee can consider the matter thoroughly in order to make his own decision. The attractions of an immediate desire, however, are presented exaggeratedly at the expense of other considerations. Also, under the agitation of an immediate desire, we are unlikely to think clearly.

If the preceding analysis is sound, shunshi has both a passive and an active aspect. When people follow their xing, they are subject passively to the prompting of natural inclinations and desires, but they nonetheless actively comply with these natural inclinations and desires, even if under undue influence of desires.51 Such a description involves three elements: First, it is assumed natural inclinations and desires have a kind of force with them. Second, such a force is believed to be able to influence people’s choices and actions. Third, when people are under undue influence of such a force, they tend to comply with whatever demands are put forward by natural inclinations and desires.

Xunzi does think that desires have a natural tendency to seek satisfaction. However, he also thinks that in normal cases the pursuit of desires are subject to the approval of the person. He points out, “Taking what is desired as obtainable and pursuing it, that is unavoidable for the feelings; thinking it approvable and giving direction for it, that must come from understanding.”52 Such a statement by Xunzi echoes our analysis. The former part of it, that which describes the natural tendency of desires, corresponds to the passive aspect of shunshi, where the prompting of natural inclinations and desires is emphasized. The latter part of it, that which describes the approving and directing role of understanding, corresponds to the active role of shunshi, where the active role of the person is emphasized. Also consistent with my analysis is Xunzi’s admission that our heart-mind can be dominated by natural inclinations and desires. He points out, “People are originally petty men by birth. If they are without teachers and without standards, they will only see things in terms of benefits.”53 In the same paragraph he continues, “If people are without teachers and without standards, then their heart-mind will be just like their mouth and stomach.”54 It should be pointed out these two remarks occur in the same paragraph where Xunzi comments on people’s natural inclinations of benefit-loving and harm-hating and their natural desires for food, warmth, and rest. As such it is reasonable to treat the two remarks as complementary explications of shunshi. If it is right to suggest that shunshi refers to the state under which people are dominated by their natural inclinations and desires, how does such a state help to make sense of the claim that people’s xing is bad?

Xunzi argues that if we follow our xing, necessarily there will be strife, plunder, disorder, and violence. It might appear that these awful states are only the consequences of following people’s xing and are not directly caused by people’s xing. If the act of following is further understood as merely indulgence or lack of restraints,55 we might be led to the picture of a human agent making wrong but nonetheless free choices with his xing. Understood in this way, people’s xing is certainly neutral; any good or bad states are the result of people’s choices. However, if our analysis of the term shunshi is sound, the act of following is not completely free. Rather, shunshi suggests that if nothing is done, there is a natural tendency for the natural inclinations and desires to dominate people and lead them to act badly, as a result of which there are bad consequences. Xunzi is not denying the possibility of free choices. Yet free choices are more fragile than we suppose, and in order to secure our freedom, we need to do something to counter the dominating tendency of our xing.56 The claim “people’s xing is bad” is meant to remind us of such a dominating tendency. Another water analogy might help illustrate the point. Suppose someone shuns the flooding water, that is, does nothing to stop it, and then the flooding water wrecks his house. The person might be accused of doing nothing, but unless the precaution is easy and effective, it is more reasonable to attribute the damage to the flood. The case is similar for people’s xing. Natural inclinations and desires come with motivating power, and if nothing is done, they will lead to bad behavior and bad consequences. Graham suggests, “The desires in their natural state are bad only in the sense of being anarchic.”57 Xunzi would agree that desires in their natural state are without rule or control. Yet for Xunzi this means further that desires have no natural order and would not form any natural harmony. Given that desires are not inert states awaiting human manipulation but come with motivating power and tend to act themselves out, in natural states they would inevitably conflict with each other not only within a person but between persons. As such, natural desires do not bring about intrapersonally a peaceful life or interpersonally a peaceful world. It is in this sense that Xunzi claims “people’s xing is bad.”

Natural desires and moral neutrality

Even if desires by themselves would necessarily lead to strife and disorder, the satisfaction of certain desires seems nonetheless good. How can we deny that food, rest, and warmth are good for us most of the time? It might be thought that while the satisfaction of desires normally contributes to personal welfare, it need not be good morally. Yet perhaps for Xunzi personal interest can also be a part of moral goodness.

At this point we should present Xunzi’s definitions of shan 善 (good) and e 惡 (bad): “What has been called good from the ancient times until the present day and for the whole world is what is correct, reasonable, peaceful, and orderly. What has been called bad is what is partial, perilous, perverse, and disorderly. This is the distinction between good and bad.”58

The terms Xunzi uses for defining good and bad might appear applicable only to states of affairs and not to personal character traits. As such it might be thought that “good” or “bad” are used for the evaluation of the consequences of our actions and not, at least not directly, our character.59 It might be further thought that people’s xing is thus not bad in itself but bad only in the sense of bringing about bad consequences. Although Xunzi does tend to emphasize the bad consequences of following our xing, there is no reason why “good” or “bad” could not be used to describe character traits as well. Actually, immediately following the definition, Xunzi applies zhengli pingzhi 正理平治 (correct, reasonable, peaceful, and orderly) as well as pianxian beiluan 偏險悖亂 (partial, perilous, perverse, and disorderly) directly to people’s xing. Here he says people’s xing is such and such and not merely that situations become such and such because of people’s xing. Also, throughout the Xunzi, these terms are repeatedly used to describe personal qualities and character traits. For example, Xunzi uses pian 偏 (partial), xian 險 (perilous), and luan 亂 (disorderly) to describe a petty man.60 He also uses bei 悖 (perverse) to describe rulers of his time.61 On the other hand, zheng 正 (correct) is used not only for conduct but also for the person himself.62 Li 理 (reasonable) is used for describing the noble man and the sages.63 Ping 平 (peaceful) is used for the heart-mind’s condition when the person is at ease in life.64 Zhi 治 (orderly) is used variously for the regulation of the heart-mind, the feelings, and the five sensory organs.65 It is thus reasonable to take seriously Xunzi’s suggestion that people’s xing itself is bad and to inquire precisely by virtue of what Xunzi thinks that people’s xing is bad.

Nonetheless, our puzzle persists. Is it possible to reconcile the Xunzian claim “people’s xing is bad” with the commonsense perception that satisfaction of desires is normally good? Xunzi does contrast li 利 (benefits) with yi 義 (appropriateness). Xunzi suggests further that appropriateness should be employed to regulate the seeking of benefits, just as artifice is necessary for the embellishment of people’s xing.66 It might be thought that since a parallel is drawn between benefits and people’s xing and since people’s xing is bad, benefits are bad in the same sense, and that is why appropriateness is required to regulate the seeking of benefits. Consequently, it is possible to suggest that even though the satisfaction of desires appears to be good, it is only a kind of benefit and not appropriateness. Thus the satisfaction of desires is not good morally. It is actually bad morally because it disrupts the ethical order. Such a portrait of Xunzi’s position draws a sharp distinction between personal benefits and public morality. It also positions desires as being antagonistic to morality. Xunzi, in fact, does not hold such a bleak picture of human desires, and he does not think that morality and people’s xing are irreconcilable and independent.67 In chapter 19 (Discourse on Ritual Propriety) Xunzi suggests that people’s xing is the raw material or foundation to which artificial embellishments are added and that people’s xing is indispensable for order and flourishing. Xunzi says:

Xing is the original basis and the plain materials. Wei is the grandness and flourishing of culture and ordered pattern. Without xing then wei has nothing to improve upon. Without wei then xing cannot beautify itself. Only after xing and wei have been conjoined is the title of the sage achieved, and the merit of uniting the whole world fulfilled. Hence, it is said: when Heaven and Earth conjoin, the myriad things are born; when the Yin and Yang connect, changes and transformations are produced; when xing and wei conjoin, the whole world is properly ordered.68

Such a statement appears incompatible with the claim “people’s xing is bad.” Wei Zhengtong suggests that natural feelings and desires are neither good nor bad in themselves; the badness of people’s xing refers only to the fact that strife and disorder ensue when there is no regulation of natural feelings and desires.69 Such a view of feelings and desires seems to accord with Xunzi’s ideas that the function of li 禮 (ritual propriety) is to nurture desires and that the function of yue 樂 (music) is to express feelings.70 Ritual propriety and music are central to Xunzi’s vision of moral education. What is nurtured or expressed by moral education seems unlikely to be something bad. Yet is the fact that desires can be nurtured by moral education incompatible with the preceding analysis that desires have inherent motivating power and tend to dominate people’s judgments and choices? If we look more closely at Xunzi’s description of the function of ritual propriety, we find that not only is the motivating power of desires compatible with ritual propriety, but it is actually a crucial reason why ritual propriety is necessary. Xunzi points out:

From what did ritual propriety arise? I say: human beings are born with desires. If what they desire is not obtained, they cannot but seek for it. If there are no measures and limits on their seeking, then they will inevitably fight with each other. Fighting leads to disorder, disorder leads to destitution. The ancient kings disliked such disorder, so they designed ritual propriety and appropriateness to make distinctions, so as to nurture people’s desires, and to provide for their seeking. They saw to it that desires never wanted for goods and goods were never exhausted by desires. Desires and goods were sustained by each other and developed. This is the origin of ritual propriety.71

The necessity of ritual propriety depends precisely on the fact that desires necessarily seek for satisfaction. Since desires have inherent motivating power, if there is no proper measure on their seeking for satisfaction, chaos and disorder ensue. The case is similar for music. Xunzi suggests:

Music is joy, which is unavoidable for people’s feelings. Thus people cannot be without music. … Joy cannot go unexpressed; if [it] is not guided when being expressed, there cannot but be disorder. The ancient kings disliked such disorder, so they instituted the sounds of the Odes and the Hymns to guide its expression.72

People’s feelings must be expressed. If the expression is not in good form, there will be disorder. The claim “people’s xing is bad” is meant to highlight that feelings and desires in their natural state necessarily will be expressed and satisfied in the wrong way. Thus ritual propriety and music are necessary so as to express feelings properly and satisfy desires in a good way. As such, Xunzi’s views on ritual propriety and music are not only consistent with but are actually complementary to the claim “people’s xing is bad.”

On the other hand, we might question if it is right to say that for Xunzi desires in themselves are neither good nor bad. The claim that desires are neither good nor bad might mean that desires are morally neutral, a judgment affirmed by A. S. Cua.73 But malleability of desires need not presuppose moral neutrality. For Xunzi it is enough that desires can be either good or bad, depending on whether they are ethically transformed or not. Someone might argue that if desires are to be capable of being either good or bad, in themselves they must be neither good nor bad. This is not necessarily so. We know that some fish species (for example, Semicossyphus pulcher) are capable of changing sex. If there is no male within a group of fish, the leading female will change into a male fish. Later, if another male joins the group, the original fish might change back into a female fish. That a certain fish is capable of becoming either male or female does not mean that it is neither male nor female. Here we are not drawing a strict analogy between the sex of fish and the evaluative quality of desires, for the two belong to different categories. What the example tries to show is that if a certain feature or aspect is necessary for a certain thing, then the variability of the feature or aspect implies no neutrality. That is, if any desire necessarily has the evaluative aspect and must be either good or bad, then of course the possibility of any desire to be either good or bad does not imply it is neutral. The malleability of gold does not imply in itself that gold has no physical shape, for the physical shape is integral to any physical thing including gold. It might be argued that the analogy does not hold, because features like sex or physical shape admit no neutrality, but the evaluative quality might be good or bad or neutral. It should be admitted that neutrality is plausible for any evaluation. A certain thing might turn out to be beyond the scope of an evaluation, that is, it is simply irrelevant to the evaluation. Desires might be thought to be morally neutral in this sense: desires themselves are not the proper target of moral evaluation, thus they are neither good nor bad. However, the preceding discussion is meant to suggest the situation is not as simple as we suppose. Whether desires are indeed morally neutral should be subject to further examination. It simply begs the question if we assume without argument that desires are neither good nor bad. We cannot draw hasty conclusions that the desires are neutral simply because they are malleable. And actually there are two different questions. One is whether desires are justifiably morally neutral. Another is whether Xunzi thinks desires are morally neutral.

Now we are chiefly concerned with the latter question. As I have indicated, the answer depends largely on whether for Xunzi desires must be either good or bad. We might think that desires in principle could be independent of moral evaluation, that the quality of good or bad is imposed on them from a moral perspective. But it is not at all clear how desires are supposed to be independent of moral evaluation. Now it is uncontroversial that a stone or any natural physical object is in itself independent of moral evaluation. We might think up of a moral scenario in which a stone plays a role. For example, a person uses a stone to hit and hurt another person. Even here, the so-called role of the stone is metaphorical and derivative. The stone is simply an object used by an agent to do something. It seems a stone is amoral or morally neutral in at least two senses: First, it is an object and not an agent; it cannot act but can only be acted upon. As such it could make no moral difference. Second, a full and complete description of a stone need not incur any moral terms. How do desires fare with regard to these two aspects? It might appear that we need not incur any moral terms to describe a desire for food. Yet do we need to describe as well the context of the desire? It certainly makes a big difference whether the desire for food occurs under normal circumstances or in a time of exigency, say, on a desolate island after shipwreck when there is not enough food for all survivors. It might be thought that even in such an emergency the desire for food itself is innocuous and morally neutral. Isn’t it understandable that we desire food when hungry? It makes a difference morally only when we act upon the desire. Yet such a reply presupposes we have a sense of constraint and could put desires under control. What if we adopt Xunzi’s suggestion that in natural states desires would dominate people and lead them into action? Certainly it is of moral significance that a desire for food might lead me to harm other people. Desires then could make a moral difference, and sometimes at least we need to invoke moral terms to give a full and proper description of desires. We should also notice that desires are not at all similar to physical objects such as a stone. A stone exists independent of human beings, but human desires are necessarily states of human beings. At this point, scholars like Wei and Cua might bring forward Xunzi’s suggestion that “order or disorder rests with what is approved by the heart-mind and not with what is desired by the feelings.”74 Given that Xunzi defines goodness and badness in terms of order and disorder, the suggestion amounts to the claim that goodness or badness rests with people’s judgments and not with desires. The claim that goodness or badness does not rest with desires, however, can be interpreted in two different ways: Xunzi might claim that desires do not determine goodness or badness, or he might claim that desires have no bearing at all on goodness or badness. Only if we adopt the latter interpretation can it be suggested that Xunzi thinks desires are morally neutral. The former interpretation, on the other hand, is compatible with our earlier suggestion that desires could dominate people’s judgments and lead them to act badly. Although goodness or badness is not directly determined by desires, desires can nonetheless make a moral difference through their influence on people’s judgments. It should also be noted that desires are not the only component of people’s xing. There are also natural perceptions, natural feelings, and other expressions of natural life. When Xunzi claims people’s xing is bad, he actually presents a picture of human beings, or rather, human agents who are devoid of ethical norms. Desires and feelings are certainly central to such a picture, but all the same they can only be properly understood in relation to such a picture of agency.

Now for Xunzi people are either petty men or non-petty men like the noble men or the sages. By birth all people are petty men, but they could transform themselves into a noble man through Confucian education of ritual propriety. It is not as if people are morally neutral human beings who are consequently and only incidentally evaluated to be good or bad from a moral perspective. Xunzi might be accused of giving too broad a scope to morality, yet Xunzi’s conception of morality might also be different from that of the dominant contemporary understanding. Natural feelings and desires, as states of human beings, are not beyond moral evaluation. Admittedly a certain feeling or a certain desire, under certain circumstances, might be morally neutral in the sense that it makes no moral difference whether the person has or has not the feeling or the desire. However, such moral neutrality is valid only given certain contexts and certain assumptions. Any feeling or desire, even if morally neutral in everyday life, might be morally significant under special circumstances. Also, a certain feeling or desire might be expressed in a bad form or in an improper relation to other feelings and desires. A desire for food is perfectly all right and is likely morally neutral if it occurs in a normal way under normal circumstances. Yet its normality precisely exposes that it is embedded within a larger framework of norms. If a desire for food leads me to seize an old lady’s lunchbox, then certainly I have committed a despicable action. Again, it might be pointed out what is so despicable is not the desire for food itself but the consequent action of seizing food from an old lady. I have suggested earlier that, for Xunzi, natural desires have a tendency to dominate our judgment and lead us to actions. It might be incidental that a desire for food leads to an action of seizure, but given that such a desire naturally asks for immediate satisfaction regardless of circumstances, the resultant action is most probably improper. And the resultant action or its consequences is actually less important than the very fact that in such a situation we are dominated by the desire and are not fully in control of ourselves.

On the other hand, we might doubt whether we should sharply distinguish a desire from an action. It might be wrong to suppose we first have a general and free-standing desire for food and only later that it is channeled into a concrete action of seizure. When I seize the lunchbox from the old lady, my desire might just be a desire for the lunchbox. There might not be a sharp distinction between a general desire for food and its instantiation in the particular desire for the lunchbox. The so-called “a desire for food” might just be our generalization. In reality, every desire takes up a particular form and is embedded in a particular situation. As such, any desire is potentially subject to ethical evaluation. Moreover, a desire for food might be wrong in another way. For example, it might be an expression of an eating disorder that is detrimental not only to my physical health but also my emotional integrity. It is crucial then that the concrete form of a desire and its place in a life are proper. Xunzi suggests there is no natural propriety for either the particular form of a desire or the pattern of desires in life.

Even if a particular feeling or desire might be congenial to morality, it can make a contribution only within an ethical framework. Without an ethical framework, an apparently good desire might give rise to bad consequences. Worse still, it might interact with other desires in such a way as to aggravate disorder. An instant sympathy uninformed by other ethical considerations might lead a bodyguard to save a child in danger in disregard of his duty, resulting in the successful assassination of the president of the country, which in turn leads to a bloody civil war. A person’s sympathy toward an injured spy, coupled with his laziness, might prevent him from reporting to the police the whereabouts of the spy, resulting in a leak of information jeopardizing national security. Or a group of people’s sympathy toward a child in danger might lead them into furious conflicts because they hold different and incompatible opinions on the method of rescue. What these examples show is that a feeling or desire could be good only when they are properly incorporated into an ethical framework.75 They are bad whenever they are outside the ethical framework, no matter whether they are receptive or resistant to moral transformation. Xunzi stresses that in natural states feelings and desires are without an ethical framework. Thus the badness of natural feelings and desires constitutes a major reason for Xunzi’s claim that “people’s xing is bad.”

Goodness and human agency

I hope it is clear by now what the claim “people’s xing is bad” amounts to and why Xunzi is anxious to defend the claim. I have stated earlier that besides the statement “people’s xing is bad,” Xunzi at the same time insists repeatedly “goodness [comes from] wei.” I have also pointed out that Xunzi admits people’s xing is necessary for human flourishing as well. Only when people’s xing is joined with wei is there order for the whole world. I have suggested the claim “people’s xing is bad” is not only compatible with but actually complementary to the admission that both people’s xing and wei are required for human flourishing and order. Precisely because people’s xing by itself brings about no order and flourishing is wei necessary. On the other hand, that people’s xing is bad does not mean it is in direct and complete antagonism with goodness. Although people’s xing is also necessary for order and flourishing, it is not the case that people’s xing is actually neutral. I gave an analysis of the claim “people’s xing is bad” and suggest it can be understood in two ways. Actively speaking, people’s xing has a tendency to dominate people’s judgments and lead them to act badly. Passively speaking, people’s xing is without an ethical framework. Neither aspect precludes the possibility that artifice can make use of people’s xing to bring about order and flourishing. Actually, the two aspects of people’s xing shed light on how such a possibility takes place: briefly, proper artifice imposes an ethical framework on people’s xing and reverses its tendency to dominate by placing people’s xing under the control of judgments. Xunzi calls this hua 化 (transformation) of people’s xing. The exact nature of such a transformation awaits further elaboration. Suffice it to say that Xunzi’s two definitions of xing already leave room for such a transformation. I have stated earlier that the two definitions of xing by Xunzi capture, respectively, the cause of natural life manifestations and natural life manifestations themselves. We might understand the cause of natural life manifestations as life’s underlying force, which in its natural states is channeled into natural life manifestations such as various bodily perceptions, natural feelings, and desires. We shall see in the next chapter that wei in the Xunzi also has two stages. Wei of the first stage represents deliberations over natural feelings and desires and the consequent actions. The accomplishment of deliberations and actions, the results of which are ritual propriety and appropriateness, represents wei of the second stage. It is wei of the second stage that brings about the transformation of people’s xing, which precisely involves the modification of natural life manifestations.

Our schematic outline of the relation of people’s xing and wei shows clearly that any evaluation of people’s xing cannot be understood adequately independent of wei and a larger picture of human agency. As I have stressed before, we should take seriously Xunzi’s complete claim “people’s xing is bad; their goodness [comes from] wei” and judge either people’s xing or wei in such a context. Seen in this light, the first part of the claim, that “people’s xing is bad,” might be unde rstood as Xunzi’s conception of human-beings-as-they-happen-to-be and the latter part, his conception of human-beings-as-they-could-be-if-humanity-is-realized.76 Ritual propriety and appropriateness are necessary so that we can be transformed from the former state to the latter state.

Thus it turns out that any adequate understanding of xing must be embedded within a larger picture of the original human state, the ideal human state, and the process through which we can pass from the former to the latter. In other words, any judgment of xing should be understood only as a part of the corresponding conception of human agency. The purpose of this chapter is fulfilled as long as the claim “people’s xing is bad” can now be seen as a sensible part of Xunzi’s conception of human agency. It is to the topic of agency that we now turn.


2

Wei and Human Agency

I have attempted an explication of Xunzi’s claim that “people’s xing is bad” and suggested that for Xunzi people’s xing is bad in two related senses. First, people’s xing does not come with an ethical framework and would not form through its own resources a naturally harmonious order. Such a chaotic xing, on the other hand, has a natural tendency to dominate the heart-mind (xin 心), leading to bad judgment and bad behavior. However, such a negative appraisal of people’s xing does not exhaust Xunzi’s understanding of xing. Equally significant is Xunzi’s suggestion that people’s xing can be transformed and consequently can contribute to order and human flourishing. Apparently, this aspect of people’s xing cannot be understood independent of wei 偽 (artifice). I have suggested the natural condition of xing might be understood as the original human state, while the ideal human state is the transformation and realization of people’s xing through wei. But what is wei? And how is it different from people’s xing? Also, how could it affect and transform people’s xing?

We will first explore in detail Xunzi’s conception of wei. It turns out that both deliberation and action are essential to Xunzi’s understanding of wei. An explication of the relations among people’s xing, the heart-mind’s deliberation, and actions will further reveal Xunzi’s understanding of human agency. It is through such an account of human agency that Xunzi grounds Confucian ritual propriety. Or so I will argue.

Definitions of wei

It is again in chapter 22 that Xunzi offers his explicit definitions of wei:

Xing’s likes and dislikes, delights and angers, griefs and joys are called feelings. Feelings being so and the heart-mind choosing for them, this is called deliberation. The heart-mind deliberates and capacity moves for it, this is called wei. Deliberations are accumulated and capacity is habituated, only when it is accomplished is this called wei.1

The concept of wei, just like that of people’s xing, zhi 知 (understanding/wise), and neng 能 (capacity/capable), is given two definitions. Again we might wonder how the two definitions are related. In the case of people’s xing, I have suggested the first of Xunzi’s two definitions refers to the underlying cause of natural life manifestations, while the second definition refers to the concrete instances of natural life manifestations. In the case of both zhi and neng, the first definition points out the respective faculty, while the second definition points to their successful realization. In these three cases, the first and the second definitions might be understood to refer, respectively, to potentiality and actuality. It might then be further thought that the same contrast is applicable to the two definitions of wei.2 However, if we consult the text, such an assumption immediately appears implausible. Xunzi makes it clear that wei in the first definition involves deliberation of the heart-mind and the movement of capacity. Now both the deliberation and the movement must be actual and cannot be something potential, otherwise they will not be what they are. Yet the two definitions of wei do seem to have something in common with that of people’s xing, zhi, and neng. I have pointed out that the two definitions of people’s xing form a two-tier structure, and such a structure helps to explain how a transformation of people’s xing is possible. It might be that for the other three concepts, their two definitions constitute as well a two-tier structure. And the structure might be such that the first level is the basis for the second level. The faculty of understanding is the basis upon which knowledge and wisdom become possible, just as capacity is the basis for actual capabilities. Likewise, the underlying cause of our natural life is the basis for the actual natural life manifestations. It is then plausible to postulate further that wei of the second definition is based upon and is derived in a certain way from wei of the first definition. Yet in what way is the first kind of wei the basis and how is the second kind of wei derived from the first? These two questions, of course, can only be answered by a detailed exploration of the text, through which the postulation can also be proven to be valid or not. The postulation, though formal, makes at least two suggestions. First, the two definitions are not parallel but should be understood as forming a hierarchical structure, the details of which await further explication. Second, the first kind of wei, as the basis for the second kind, is on the one hand essential for it yet on the other hand underdetermines its character. That is, the first kind of wei is only one of the determining factors of the second kind of wei and can only partially determine its character. In other words, it is not necessary that the first kind of wei will give rise to the second kind. Other factors also count. Our xing, as an underlying cause, naturally expresses itself in a certain way and leads to people’s xing in the second sense, the natural life manifestations. Yet the underlying force of xing might also be channeled by proper artifice into transformed nature. Transformed nature, no less than the natural life manifestations, is based upon xing as its underlying cause and thus does not really damage our xing.3 Likewise, wei of the second definition might not be the only possible product of the wei of the first definition. If the second kind of wei is of any importance, then the other factors that make it possible are to the same extent vital.

According to Xunzi’s definition, the first kind of wei refers to the movement of capacity as a result of the heart-mind’s deliberation. It is not immediately clear what is meant by the movement (dong 動) of capacity (neng 能). Actually, it might be thought that the character neng here refers not to capacity as a faculty, but it is rather used as an auxiliary verb to indicate that deliberation could give rise to certain movement. A reference to the second definition of wei, however, makes it fairly clear that neng is understood on the same footing as deliberation, and thus the character should refer to a human capacity. There, Xunzi points out two prerequisites of the second kind of wei: that deliberation must be accumulated and that neng must be habituated. The two prerequisites are clearly constructed as parallel to each other. As such the character neng should be a noun and not an auxiliary verb. Also, the sentence structure of the first definition of wei is exactly the same as that of the definition of deliberation. In the latter, the character xin, which is a noun, occurs before wei zhi 為之 (for it/them) and is in the same position as neng in the former. If neng is indeed a noun and refers to a human capacity, what is referred to by its movement?

We might recall that Xunzi defines the faculty neng as “that by which [we are] able and which is in human beings.”4 Right before this definition Xunzi defines the faculty zhi (understanding) as “that by which [we] know and which is in human beings.”5 Zhi allows us to know things. Since neng is usually contrasted with zhi, presumably what are enabled by neng are various doings and actions.6 That is, neng is the general name for the capacity by which we are able to do various things. The movement then refers to the activation of capacity. In other words, when capacity moves, we act out the heart-mind’s deliberation. We might further elaborate this point through other passages in the Xunzi.

Xunzi once points out, “In general people’s movement is such that, [if they] act for rewards and praises, then when confronted with harms and damage [they] will desist.”7 It is clear from this sentence that Xunzi understands people’s movement in terms of what we do. When we dong in a certain way, it is called wei 為 (do/act); when we refrain from doing something, it is called zhi 止 (stop). Xunzi also talks about dong when he discusses how the heart-mind affects our actions. He points out, “Thus, desires surpass it but the movement falls behind, this is stopped by the heart-mind. … Desires fall behind but the movement surpasses it, this is prompted by the heart-mind.”8 Here Xunzi makes the important suggestion that the heart-mind is able to prevent us from acting out the desires and to prompt us into actions without sufficient desires. We will have the chance to discuss this passage further. For the time being, we might make two observations. First, again dong is contrasted with zhi: when the movement is prevented from acting out the desires, this is because it is stopped by the heart-mind. Presumably, if the movement is not stopped, it will accord with the desires and result in corresponding doings. It seems then desires have a natural force regarding our movement. Desires can drive us to do things. If that is not the case, if desires cannot motivate and thus cannot move us into activity, there is presumably nothing for the heart-mind to stop. This vindicates indirectly our early suggestion that desires in particular and people’s xing in general have natural motivating power. Second, the movement is nonetheless under the heart-mind’s control, as long as the heart-mind asserts itself. If the heart-mind stops a movement, it will not act out the desires; if the heart-mind prompts it, the movement can issue in actions even without sufficient desires. Now the heart-mind is also involved in the first kind of wei: the human capacity moves for the sake of the heart-mind’s deliberation. If we are right to suggest that the heart-mind must be active in order to maintain its control over the movement, then the phrase wei zhi (for it/them) is essential to the first definition of wei. The phrase wei zhi emphasizes that the human capacity should move for and because of the heart-mind’s deliberation. If the heart-mind deliberates but the human capacity does not move accordingly, or worse still the human capacity moves for desires that are contrary to the heart-mind’s choice, then, according to the first definition, there is no artifice. It seems then for Xunzi the first kind of wei refers not to any human movement but to a particular type of human action: actions that are guided by the heart-mind.

I have suggested wei 為 can be used to describe the movement of human capacity. A close relation between wei and neng is also revealed in other passages. For example, when Xunzi stresses that the petty man (xiaoren 小人) and the noble man (junzi 君子) have the same endowment in aptitude, xing, understanding and capacity, he points out, “Thus through a thorough investigation of the petty man’s understanding and capacity, it is sufficient to know that he has more than enough to be able to do what the noble man does.”9 Here Xunzi takes understanding and capacity as the basis that enables us to do (wei) various things. Such an enabling relation is also manifest in another passage. When Xunzi explains why people in the street can become a sage like Yu, he points out that people in the street also have the faculty to know (zhi) and to practice (neng) humaneness, appropriateness, standards, and rectitude. Given that humaneness, appropriateness, standards, and rectitude can be known and can be practiced, such a faculty allows people in the street actually to know and practice these virtues, if only they persist in learning and exercise. As such it can be concluded that people in the street can also become a sage like Yu.10 The passage shows clearly that knowing and practicing the virtues are the two essential conditions of acting on the virtues. It might even be suggested that acting on the virtues is nothing other than knowing and practicing the virtues. This might precisely be the underlying assumption for Xunzi’s argument from people’s having the faculty to know and to practice the virtues to their potential to be a sage. For if being a sage is nothing other than acting on the virtues and if acting on the virtues is nothing other than knowing and practicing the virtues, then indeed the fact that people in the street can know and can practice the virtues implies that they can become a sage. If that is the case, then we might make the general suggestion that doing (wei) something just is knowing (zhi) and practicing (neng) that something. The affinity of such a suggestion with the first definition of wei is readily apparent. I have pointed out in the last chapter that understanding (the faculty of zhi) is responsible for directing the natural inclinations and desires. In the present context, the heart-mind’s deliberation is supposed to make a choice for our feelings. It seems reasonable to suggest that the heart-mind’s deliberation is just another expression for understanding’s direction. It might be that wei 偽 (artifice), as a homophone of wei 為 (do/act), is intended by Xunzi to be a word of art signifying a subset of human doings (wei 為): those movements of capacity that are guided by a specific type of knowing that is gained through the deliberation of the heart-mind. Such a conclusion echoes our early observation.

On the other hand, what exactly is the deliberation of the heart-mind? According to Xunzi’s definition, the deliberation refers to the choice the heart-mind makes for the feelings. Yet what sort of choice is it? Also, it might be doubted if qing 情 here indeed means “feelings.” Graham makes an influential suggestion that qing never means “passions” in the pre-Han literature; rather it means “the facts” or “genuine.” Graham explicitly points out that even in the Xunzi it does not mean “passions,” although it is from its usage in the Xunzi that the later meaning of passions developed.11 Some have already expressed doubts over Graham’s suggestion.12 We might recall that Xunzi defines qing as “xing’s likes and dislikes, delights and angers, griefs and joys.” Graham agrees that Xunzi identifies qing with those feelings but insists nonetheless that Xunzi’s intention is to describe those feelings as genuine. If I understand Graham correctly, he thinks Xunzi uses qing to refer to feelings, but qing does not mean “feelings.” That is, feelings are only the reference of qing but do not constitute its sense or meaning.13 Graham need not presume Xunzi already understands the difference between sense and reference, yet it is still doubtful that when Xunzi gives definitions for names, he allows for a divergence between sense and reference. We should especially take note of the function of the term wei zhi 謂之 (is called). As A. S. Cua has suggested, wei zhi is used to point out both the necessary and sufficient conditions for the proper application of a term and as such is used in explaining the meaning of a term.14 The definition of qing occurs among other definitions, all with a structure of X wei zhi Y. It is fairly clear that all other definitions are used to explicate the meaning of the term in question, even though it might also be said that the definitions pick out at the same time the reference of a term. Why should the definition of qing be an exception? It seems reasonable to take Xunzi’s definition seriously and accept that qing means “feelings,” in the present context at least. However, it should be admitted that qing can also mean “the facts,” “the circumstances,” or “genuine.” We are certainly not suggesting that all occurrences of qing in the Xunzi mean “feelings.” Also, in some cases it is admittedly difficult to judge the exact meaning of an instance of qing. Nonetheless, it is important to highlight feelings in the definition of wei, for they play a crucial role in Xunzi’s moral psychology. Also, it might be misleading to suggest feelings are genuine, as if they are more worthy than the artifice that, in Xunzi’s opinion, is necessary for the feelings’ proper expression and realization.

Even if I am wrong about the meaning of qing, it is uncontroversial that the choice the heart-mind makes is concerned with the feelings of likes and dislikes, delight and anger, grief and joy. Yet the nature of such a choice is far from obvious, because the phrase wei zhi ze 為之擇 (chooses for them) is ambiguous. It might be that the heart-mind chooses among the feelings, deciding on certain feelings to be acted on. Or it might be that the target of the choice concerns not the feelings but something else, though the choice is made for the sake of the feelings. Xunzi once points out that since proper standards and suitable ministers are of the utmost importance for a state, the ruler should make a good choice for his state with regard to these two aspects. The phrase Xunzi uses is wei ze 為擇 (chooses for).15 Although the phrase is not identical to the one Xunzi uses in the definition of deliberation, their similarity is unmistakable. Also, grammatically it is common for the object pronoun zhi 之 to be omitted after coverb wei 為. It is likely then that wei zhi ze 為之擇 is used in the same way as wei ze 為擇, that is, it is a choice for the feelings. When Xunzi explains the origin of music, he suggests music is joy, and since it is essential for people’s feelings, the sage-kings instituted the proper sounds of the Odes and the Hymns to direct people’s expression of joy.16 More explicitly, Xunzi points out the feelings of likes and dislikes and their responses of delights and angers must be regulated by proper music so that there is peace and order.17 Also, he points out that through ritual propriety people’s likes and dislikes become tempered and their delight and anger become proper.18 It is clear that Xunzi thinks that only through ritual propriety and music can feelings be properly expressed. It seems reasonable to suggest further that when the heart-mind deliberates, it makes a choice for the feelings, deciding whether and how they should be expressed through ritual propriety and music or be expressed in other ways.

However, does the suggestion that the heart-mind chooses for the feelings rule out the possibility that there is also a choice of the feelings? It might be thought that the heart-mind can only deliberate over the way of expression for the feelings but cannot deliberate upon the feelings themselves. Such a position reminds us the famous saying of David Hume, “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.”19 It is questionable, of course, whether Hume’s passions are equivalent to Xunzi’s feelings (qing 情) and whether Hume’s reason is the same as Xunzi’s deliberation. Still, Hume is relevant in that he provides a plausible interpretation of Xunzi’s position. It might be that for Xunzi, the heart-mind deliberates not to judge directly our natural feelings but only how best to satisfy or express them.

Yet it might be countered that Xunzi does think feelings themselves and not just the way they are expressed can be evaluated and corrected. For example, while insisting people’s xing is bad, Xunzi points out that ritual propriety and appropriateness, standards and measures are necessary in order “to rectify and embellish people’s feelings and xing so as to straighten them out; to tame and transform people’s feelings and xing so as to direct them, such that they are all made to emerge into order and correspond to the Way.”20 It is reasonable to think that rectification, embellishment, transformation, and taming apply directly to feelings and not just the way they are expressed. Yet we might also wonder if there is any clear demarcation between feelings themselves and the way they are expressed. What if a feeling of dislike is not expressed or if it is transformed in such a way as to issue not in an act of aversion but an act of endurance? Xunzi describes a case where someone, although tired from working, dares not go for a rest because he needs to substitute for his father. Xunzi suggests such behavior, even though against our xing and feelings, is possible as a result of the transformation by ritual propriety and appropriateness.21 How are we to interpret such a case? Shall we say that the dislike of tiredness is suppressed or that it is transformed? Shall we say that the dislike of tiredness is overcome by another feeling, say, a love for a father, or that it is perceived in a new way as a result of the recognition that continuing to work is the right thing to do?

I have suggested that the heart-mind’s deliberation is equivalent to understanding’s direction. Understanding’s direction centers on the heart-mind’s approval (ke 可) of our desires. Now the approval of the heart-mind is ambiguous along the same lines as its deliberation. It might be that the heart-mind judges only whether a certain desire should be pursued and how it should be pursued. Yet it is also possible that the heart-mind judges further what desires we should have. And it might also be suggested that the question of what desires we should have is actually not distinct from the question of how we should pursue our desires. It turns out that our present queries are connected with current heated debates on moral psychology and practical reason. Especially relevant is the question of the relation of feelings, desires, and reason, and also the question of the relation of desires, motivation, and action. These questions deserve fuller discussion than can be pursued here, but we shall have more to say in their regard in the next chapter. Currently, we need only to indicate the first definition of wei involves these issues.

We might briefly summarize the first definition of wei. The first kind of wei refers to those human doings that are guided by the heart-mind’s deliberation. The heart-mind’s deliberation refers to the choice we make of and for our natural feelings. More generally, deliberation refers to the reflection we make upon our emotional and dispositional nature. In other words, the first kind of wei consists of human actions that are done as a result of a reflection upon our feelings and desires.

The second definition of wei is relatively straightforward. According to the definition, the second kind of wei is the accomplishment achieved as a result of the accumulation of the heart-mind’s deliberation and the habituation of our capacity. I have suggested that deliberation refers generally to the reflection we make upon our emotional and dispositional nature. Such reflection is practical in the sense that it yields not merely understanding of our xing but also a decision—that is, a choice—of what to do with our xing. The accumulation of deliberation plausibly has two aspects: on the one hand there is a more thorough understanding of our xing, and on the other hand there are more systematic and better decisions concerning our xing. I have also suggested that the movement of our capacity refers to those human doings that are guided by the heart-mind’s deliberation. It is always possible that we do not act according to the heart-mind’s deliberation. The immediate temptation might be so strong that we act against our judgment. Presumably, when capacity has been habituated there is no such discrepancy between judgment and action. We have become accustomed in such a way that our actions conform fully with our deliberation. Potentially, there are two types of faults with the first kind of artifice. We might deliberate wrongly and make a wrong decision. Or we might fail to act out our decision, even though the decision is sound. The second kind of wei then refers to the successful removal of these two types of faults. But what is accomplished as a result? Some suggest the resultant accomplishment is a properly formed character.22 It is likely that when we have achieved the second kind of wei, we have also cultivated a good character. But it is unlikely that the second kind of wei refers to character itself. Xunzi has another term for such character. He calls it “becoming truly human” (成人 chengren). Fortunately, wei is also discussed in chapter 23 (People’s Xing Is Bad) and there lies the answer.

There Xunzi accuses Mencius of a failure to distinguish people’s xing from wei and suggests such confusion leads Mencius to claim erroneously that people’s xing is good. Xunzi explains the distinction as follows:

As a general rule, [people’s] xing is endowed by Heaven; it cannot be learned and cannot be worked upon. Ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced by sages; they are what people can learn to become capable of and what people can work upon to accomplish. That which cannot be learned and cannot be worked upon yet is in human beings is called [people’s] xing. That which [people] can learn to become capable of and can work upon to accomplish and which is in human beings is called wei. This is the distinction between [people’s] xing and wei.23

Also, when Xunzi explains the origin of ritual propriety and appropriateness, he points out that they are produced by the wei of sages and are not born out of people’s xing.

Sages accumulate thoughts and deliberation, habituate wei and practice so as to produce ritual propriety and appropriateness, and then to derive standards and measures. If so, then ritual propriety and appropriateness, standards and measures are produced by the wei of sages and not inherently born out of people’s xing. As regards the eyes’ liking for colors, the ears’ liking for sounds, the mouth’s liking for tastes, the heart-mind’s liking for benefits, and the liking of the bones, flesh, and skin for pleasure and ease, these are all born out of people’s feelings and xing. They are so of themselves when stimulated and do not wait for work in order to be produced. That which cannot be so when stimulated and must wait for work in order to be so is called “produced by wei.” These are the different features between what is born out of [people’s] xing and what is produced by wei.24

It is fairly clear from these two passages that the second kind of wei refers to ritual propriety and appropriateness. In the first passage, Xunzi points out ritual propriety and appropriateness are “what people can learn to become capable of and what people can work upon to accomplish.” Then he goes on to suggest “what [people] can learn to become capable of and what people can work upon to accomplish” is called wei. It is obvious then that ritual propriety and appropriateness are wei. Xunzi gives another formulation in the second passage. This time he suggests that ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced by the wei of sages. He also points out that ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced after the sages “accumulate thoughts and deliberation, habituate wei and practice.” Such a suggestion matches with the second definition of wei, which talks about the accumulation of deliberation and the habituation of capacity. The difference between the two passages is also significant. In the first passage Xunzi suggests ritual propriety and appropriateness are wei, while in the second passage he suggests ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced by the sages’ wei. Such a difference can be comfortably accommodated by our two-tier model of wei: ritual propriety and appropriateness are the second type of wei, and they are produced out of the first type of wei. It is a failure to appreciate the difference between two types of wei that leads some to suppose “produced by wei” should be simply wei.25 Actually a coherent explication of the texts constitutes evidence that the two-tier model of artifice is a better understanding of Xunzi.

From xing to wei

Given that there is such a difference between wei and “produced by wei,” is there a corresponding difference between xing and “born out of xing”? Will it be right to suppose what is “born out of xing” is the natural life manifestations, that which is described in the second definition of people’s xing, while xing here refers to the underlying cause of natural life development and manifestations, that which is described in the first definition? Here we might review the two definitions of people’s xing and see how they are connected with the two types of wei. First it should be noted different examples are used in relation to the two passages. In the second passage, when Xunzi talks about what is “born out of people’s feelings and xing,” he cites the various natural likes of human beings, such as the liking for colors by the eyes and the liking for sounds by the ears. On the other hand, immediately following the first passage, Xunzi uses the examples of the sight of the eyes and the audition of the ears as an illustration of that which “cannot be learned and cannot be worked upon.” While both the eyes and the ears are mentioned in the two places, clearly different aspects of them are being highlighted. Xunzi highlights in one place the natural ability, or the natural reflexive mechanism, of the eyes and the ears; in another place he highlights the natural inclinations or dispositions. It might appear strange that Xunzi ascribes the liking for colors to the eyes and the liking for sounds to the ears. We might think that those natural likes belong not to the biological faculties but to the perceiving self: it is the person who likes the colors and not the eyes. Yet plausibly for Xunzi a person is not distinct from his body and the self is an embodied self. In the end the eyes do not exist independently but are the eyes of the person, and the person can only see the world through the eyes. When Xunzi talks about the liking for colors by the eyes, possibly he wants to emphasize that such a like derives naturally from our ability to see. The same is true of other natural likes. For example, it is because we can hear sounds that we naturally like to hear pleasing sounds. If we are beings who lack audition, we will not have the corresponding disposition. These natural likes are born out of our feelings and xing, and their appearance is such that “they are so of themselves when stimulated and do not wait for works in order to be produced.” Such a description is almost identical to the second definition of people’s xing, where it is described as “produced out of xing’s harmony, adeptly corresponding to stimuli and responses, is so of itself without work.” The sight of the eyes and the audition of the ears also belong to people’s xing, but the phrase used for describing them is “cannot be learned and cannot be worked upon.” With that phrase complete passivity is emphasized. Such an aspect of people’s xing is simply given, about which we can do nothing. That is not quite the case with natural likes. Natural likes are not simply given; they are formed only with certain stimuli. Presumably, there is a natural mechanism through which the natural faculties, when aroused by stimuli, give rise to natural dispositions in the form of various likes and dislikes.

Now Xunzi says only that natural likes do not wait for work in order to be so. It is unclear however whether there is also the possibility that the natural likes could be worked upon. It might be that although natural likes come into being automatically under normal circumstances, the natural mechanism through which they are produced can be interfered with so that no corresponding disposition is formed. Alternatively, natural likes might be so fundamental to our xing that they themselves cannot be eliminated or altered significantly, yet they might be extended or organized in such a way as to give rise to new dispositions. There is yet a third possibility. Natural likes in particular and natural dispositions in general have a tendency to seek for their own satisfaction, but their satisfaction can only be fulfilled by actions. Actions in principle are under the heart-mind’s control. Although natural dispositions have a tendency to dominate the heart-mind, as long as the heart-mind asserts itself, it can put natural dispositions under control and decide what to do for their realization. In this way, the heart-mind provides direction for natural dispositions and can be said to work upon natural dispositions indirectly. These possibilities suggest different interpretations of Xunzi’s moral psychology; however, we do not have direct textual evidence to determine which might be a more faithful understanding of Xunzi’s position.

What Xunzi says explicitly is that “[people’s] xing is something we cannot make but we can transform; accumulation is something we do not have but we can make.”26 It is a central tenet of Xunzi that people’s xing must be transformed, but it is not clear what kind of transformation it is. Xunzi defines transformation as follows: “Where the form is changed but there is no distinction in substance, yet they are deemed different, this is called transformation.”27 Presumably then a transformation of people’s xing changes not its substance but only its form. I have suggested earlier that the two-tier structure of people’s xing leaves room for its transformation. It seems reasonable to suggest further that the first level of people’s xing, the underlying cause of our natural life, including our natural faculties, is regarded by Xunzi as the substance of our xing. The substance of our xing is endowed by Heaven. It is not something we make, but it can be the material from which we derive culture and human flourishing. The second level of people’s xing, the natural life development and manifestations, including our natural dispositions, is regarded by Xunzi as the natural forms of our xing. Although our life will be naturally manifested in such forms, there is no necessity that it must be so expressed. Actually, Xunzi firmly believes that only through ritual propriety and music can our xing be fully expressed. Admittedly, the details of such transformation are not yet clear, but it is at least certain that such transformation is made possible by wei. The first type of wei refers to the choices the heart-mind makes because of natural feelings and the consequent fulfillment of such choices in actions. I have already proposed that the heart-mind’s choices are concerned with the expression of our natural feelings. Transformation of our xing might just be the result of a certain type of choice: that we follow not the natural expression but actualize our feelings in cultured forms.

Accumulation, as an exemplification of wei, is distinguished from people’s xing in that accumulation is made and accomplished by people. Such a distinction can be used to illustrate further the difference between “born out of xing” and “produced by wei.” The two phrases are actually represented by the same term, shengyu 生於, in the original text. Sheng 生, as a verb, means “give birth to” or “produce.” The character yu 於 modifies sheng and points to the origin of sheng: that from which the thing in question shengs. It is noteworthy that Xunzi suggests not just that the ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced by the sages’ wei, but also that they are “not inherently born out of” (fei gu shengyu 非故生於) people’s xing. Xunzi can simply say “not born out of people’s xing.” Does the character gu 故 play any special role here? Maybe by using gu Xunzi intends to highlight at the same time two features of ritual propriety and appropriateness: on the one hand, they are not originally part of our xing, neither will they be born out of our xing automatically. On the other hand, they can nonetheless be produced through wei from our xing, no matter how indirect the process might be. Along the same lines, we might suggest Xunzi intentionally uses shengyu to describe both what is “born out of xing” and what is “produced by wei.” Elsewhere Xunzi says sages “institute (zhi 制) ritual propriety and appropriateness.” Only here does he say sages “produce (sheng 生) ritual propriety and appropriateness.” Probably he likes to point out besides the natural shengyu we still have a man-made shengyu that can be used to supersede the natural process. Yet precisely because the man-made shengyu is something we make and requires work (shi 事), it does not happen naturally and will not come into being automatically. It is necessary to distinguish sharply what is given from what is made by human beings. Only thus is it clear what can be and should be done by us.

We are now in a position to appreciate more fully Xunzi’s fundamental claim “people’s xing is bad; their goodness [comes from] wei.” People’s xing consists of components of two levels. First, there is the substance of our xing, which is endowed by Heaven. Such a substance is the cause of our natural life and includes various natural faculties. Second, the substance when stirred by stimuli will give rise naturally to various natural dispositions. These natural dispositions have a tendency to dominate the heart-mind and lead us to act them out. Since natural dispositions are without an ethical framework and do not form a natural order, activities based on them are necessarily perilous and chaotic. Thus from Xunzi’s point of view people’s xing is bad. Although our xing will naturally be manifested in a certain way, the heart-mind can reflect upon our feelings and guide their realization. Actions guided by the heart-mind’s deliberation are called wei. From such first-level wei it is possible to derive norms for both deliberation and actions. These norms are called ritual propriety and appropriateness, standards and measures. With such norms it is possible to bring about flourishing for all human beings and achieve the utmost goodness.

Admittedly, such an account is still sketchy. In particular, it is far from obvious how the heart-mind’s reflection and the subsequent actions, that is, the first type of wei, can bring about a transformation of our xing. Also, it is not yet clear how ritual propriety and appropriateness can be derived from deliberation and practice. Nonetheless, such an account confirms our earlier suggestion that Xunzi’s claim about people’s xing and wei describes a transformation from initial human states to ideal human states. People’s xing, as our natural state, is bad, but it is also the unavoidable starting point for our pursuit of improvement and flourishing. That is why Xunzi asserts, “Without xing then wei has nothing to improve upon. Without wei then xing cannot beautify itself.”28

Still, we might wonder why Xunzi is so anxious to distinguish wei from people’s xing. Is it true that the difference between wei and people’s xing is simply a matter of definition? Some suggest it is actually more reasonable to include certain functions of wei within people’s xing.29 What might be Xunzi’s response to such a challenge? I would suggest that not only can Xunzi offer a satisfactory explanation, but also that such a distinction is a revolutionary move by Xunzi in response to the problems of his time. Moreover, such a distinction puts Xunzi in closer affinity to the ethical concerns of the modern world. Specifically, his answer to the origin of ritual propriety and appropriateness can be taken as an alternative response to the normative question that inquires what justifies the claims ethical norms make on us.30 We will see in the next two chapters how Xunzi might respond to such a question. But first we should illustrate the distinction between wei and people’s xing in terms of agency.

Human agency: Actions and happenings

What is agency? An agent is simply one who acts. This is an older meaning of the word “agent” that is preserved in moral philosophy and philosophical psychology, and it should be distinguished from the more common usage of “someone who acts on behalf of someone else,” such as “an estate agent” or “a secret agent.”31 The term “agency” is meant to capture the qualities of being an agent. What is so special about an agent, as someone who acts? The common strategy is to draw a distinction between actions and happenings. Actions are thought to be those things people actively do, while happenings are occurrences that merely happen, either to people or just in the world. Admittedly, the distinction is blurry, and it has been pointed out that the verb “to do” is vague.32 Still it seems reasonably clear there is indeed a difference between a happening, such as a fallen leaf being blown up by the wind, and the action of a person picking up a fallen leaf. The difficulty, of course, is to specify the difference. The nature of actions and the explanation of actions are the two central questions for the philosophy of action.33 Different theories have been proposed and debates are heated. We need not go into detail concerning these debates, for our present concern does not require a commitment to a particular account of the nature of actions or of their explanation. What matters for us is that there is a distinction, even if blurred, between actions and happenings and, consequently, that agency is a legitimate concept. We will explicate Xunzi’s distinction of xing and wei in terms of agency and illustrate why such a distinction is essential to his moral philosophy. Only indirectly and partially will we present Xunzi’s understanding of human actions.

Agents act in the world. Thus any conception of agency presupposes a certain conception of the world. Before we illustrate Xunzi’s conception of the world as reflected in his understanding of tian 天 (Heaven), we shall give a brief description of the modern worldview for comparison. As human agents, we might wonder if there are other types of agents in the world and, in particular, if natural processes of the world are actions of mysterious agents. For clarification we might distinguish between two types of happenings. From the perspective of a particular agent, actions are behaviors she actively does while happenings are occurrences that originate not from her but merely happen to her. Yet those happenings can be actions of other agents. For example, when I was walking on a crowded street, my backpack was opened and my wallet stolen. That my wallet was stolen was an unfortunate event that happened to me. Yet such thievery was an action actively done by someone else, the thief. Some happenings, we now believe, are occurrences in and of themselves, not the actions of any agent. The eruption of volcanoes, storms, earthquakes, and other natural phenomena belong to such a category of happenings. Whether life cycles of plants and movements of primitive living organisms are also happenings in this sense is more controversial. Behind such an understanding of happenings is the modern mechanistic view of the universe. According to such a mechanistic view, the whole universe is like a giant machine, running on its own according to physical and chemical laws. All natural events are just the activity of the giant machine loosely called “nature.” They are no longer believed to be the actions of mysterious beings like gods, demons, or monsters. As physical and chemical processes, they are understood to be causal sequences of blind forces. These natural events do not have purpose and are not tending to any end, according to the normal sense of “purpose” and “end.”

Now it is possible, if unusual, to say that the volcano erupts in order to release the stored magma, as if the volcano has a purpose for its eruption. But “purpose” is only used figuratively when applied to natural events. By “purpose” we normally mean the aim of a conscious being. When it is correct to ascribe a certain purpose to a being, we believe that (1) the being is attracted to that certain thing; (2) the being is aware of the attraction of that certain thing for it; (3) the being accepts such an attraction; and (4) the being wants to pursue that certain thing. Iron and steel are strongly attracted to magnets, but we do not suppose iron and steel have a purpose to attach to magnets. Animals are strongly attracted to food when they are hungry. Arguably, they are also aware of the force of the attraction of food on them. While it might be correct to say that they have a desire for food, it seems an overstatement to say also that getting food is a purpose for them. Similarly, we do not identify urges as our purposes. I might have a sudden urge for one more pint of beer and I am fully conscious of such an urge. Yet at the same time, I know I have already had too much to drink and I ask myself to resist the urge. Under such a situation we will not say the urge for beer is my purpose. It is more difficult to give a positive formulation of the acceptance of a certain attraction. But this is not necessary for our present concern. Sometimes we are attracted to something, for example, a work of art, but the attraction does not ask from us any particular exertion. We have appreciation but need not form any particular purpose. Sometimes we are attracted to lofty ideals, such as world peace, and would like to see the ideals realized. But we do not yet have enough determination to pursue the ideals. In such cases, we have a wish but not a purpose. Having a purpose is thus essentially practical. Having a purpose need not involve an immediate action, but we expect certain actions under appropriate conditions. If there is no corresponding action, we can reasonably doubt the authenticity of the purpose. Strictly speaking then, only agents can initiate a purpose.

The modern worldview thus presents a picture of some sentient beings living in a mechanistic universe. Although the world itself moves and changes purposelessly, some sentient beings have purposes and can act accordingly as agents. According to our proposed understanding of “purpose,” most animals do not have purposes. If we understand “goal” loosely as “that which a being tries to bring about,” animals might have goals. Actually, some argue animals can be agents as well.34 We need not concern ourselves with an exact demarcation between agents and non-agents. Our attention is on human agency. It is generally unproblematic that human beings have purposes and can act as agents. We might wonder why human beings have any purpose and why we have certain purposes but not others. Correspondingly, we might also wonder why we do certain actions but not others. We cannot deal with these difficult questions directly. But I think a very general answer would be the one pointed out by Frankfurt: that at the least we should be capable of gaining benefits and suffering harms, and that it is important for us that certain states of affairs obtain while others do not.35

We should make yet another distinction. According to the modern worldview, the universe in itself does not have any purpose. That does not mean the universe must be irrelevant to the formation of our purposes. I am not trying to underline the instrumental value the universe might have for fulfilling our purposes. Undeniably, the universe, including its various natural items, might be utilized by us in order to realize our purposes. The actual states of the world and its possible states are also important for our purposes, for our purposes must take reality and its future possibilities into account. But the universe matters to us in these ways only because we already have certain purposes. However, the mechanistic view of the universe does not by itself imply the universe can only have instrumental value for us. It is at least possible that the universe is constitutive of our purposes in certain ways. Whether this is indeed the case is another question. It might be that when we view the world in a certain way and when we interact with the world in a certain way, we might discover in it a certain pattern that is meaningful for us and provides an answer to our question concerning purposes. We need not suppose such a pattern is there independent of us. It would be enough for the world to play an essential part in the formation of our purposes. An exemplification of such a position is a relational conception of value, which suggests value is not subjective but exists objectively in the valuing relationship between a valuer and the valued object.36 Our presentation is crude and does not do justice to the debate between realism and irrealism of value. Our purpose is just to highlight a distinction that might be useful for the explication of Xunzi’s ideas.

I have explained briefly the concept of agency. I have also sketched the modern mechanistic view of the world, which is the background for our current understanding of human agency. What is Xunzi’s view of the world and how is it related to his understanding of human actions?

Xunzi’s worldview

Right at the start of chapter 17 (Discourse on Heaven) Xunzi points out: “The course of Heaven has constancy. It does not survive because of Yao [the sage-king]; it does not perish because of Jie [the tyrant]. Responding to it with principles, then there is fortune. Responding to it with chaos, then there is misfortune.”37 The central idea of the passage is the constancy (chang 常) of Heaven’s course. Such constancy has two aspects to it. First, Heaven’s course exists or prevails constantly. It does not show itself only when a sage-king rules the world. Even if the world is ruled by a tyrant, Heaven’s course proceeds as it always does. In other words, Heaven does not show any preference for a sage or a tyrant. From such a characterization of Heaven we can only infer that Heaven is neutral on the rulership of the human world. Heaven might still be purposive, though it is simply not concerned with human welfare or sufferings. Second, Heaven’s course yields results in a constant way. Whenever we act according to proper principles, we will get fortunate results. Chaotic behavior, on the other hand, will bring about disaster. It is probable that Xunzi deliberately employs the terms “fortune (ji 吉)” and “misfortune (xiong 凶)” to stress that these are the results of human actions, not rewards or punishments from Heaven. In light of this he rebukes opponents’ belief that Heaven determines people’s fortune or misfortune.

Xunzi goes on to illustrate how adverse climate or even natural disasters will not bring ruin to people if there is good government. On the contrary, if the world is governed badly, then people live a miserable life even if there is no flood or drought. As a conclusion, he says,

Receiving the same seasons as an orderly age, yet catastrophes and calamities are different from an orderly age, [they] cannot blame Heaven for that, [because] their way [of behavior] [makes it] so. Thus [he who] is clear about the distinction between Heaven and man can then be called a “Perfect Man.”38

Some suggest that for Xunzi Heaven and man are not sharply separated, disjoined, or alienated. By the distinction of Heaven and man Xunzi rather means that each has a distinct role to play.39 Such a suggestion seems to be confirmed by Xunzi’s claim that human beings can form a trinity (can 參) with Heaven and Earth. Xunzi points out: “Heaven has its seasons; Earth has its resources; people have their order. This is called ‘capable of a trinity.’ Discarding that by which to form a trinity and wishing for that with which to form a trinity, then there is bewilderment.”40 Xunzi does think that Heaven, Earth, and people, each has to make its contribution to make the formation of a trinity possible. However, we should not overemphasize the importance of forming a trinity. It seems misleading to suggest that forming a trinity with Heaven and Earth is an ultimate concern of Xunzi. Xunzi’s major concern is rather with human transformation through ritual propriety and the consequent achievement of human flourishing. It is beyond reasonable doubt that the emphasis of the passage we have quoted is not on the formation of a trinity but on the proper role for human beings. It is probable that by “forming a trinity with Heaven and Earth” Xunzi merely wants to highlight the potential grandeur of human achievement. At any rate that is likely the case when Xunzi suggests how human beings can through practice and accumulation achieve godlike perceptiveness and form a trinity with Heaven and Earth.41

That Xunzi does not take human beings and Heaven as cooperating partners for a common endeavor is more manifest in other passages.42 For example, in chapter 19 (Discourse on Ritual Propriety) Xunzi points out: “Heaven can give birth to [myriad] things but cannot differentiate between them; Earth can sustain people but cannot order them. The myriad things within the universe and those who belong among living people must wait for sages after whom there are distinctions.”43 It should be noted Xunzi once suggests: “Of differentiation none is greater than distinctions. Of distinctions none is greater than ritual propriety. Of ritual propriety none is greater than [that of] the sage-kings.”44 It is obvious then that ritual propriety, as well as the corresponding differentiation (bian 辨) and distinctions (fen 分), is not derived from Heaven and Earth. As I have mentioned, ritual propriety is created by sages. Actually, without ritual propriety Heaven and Earth are not properly ordered. Xunzi explicitly says, “Without the noble man, then Heaven and Earth are not principled.”45 Now it seems reasonable to suggest that Xunzi does not mean by this sentence that Heaven and Earth are in themselves a chaotic mass. Otherwise he would not say that Heaven’s course has constancy. The constancy of Heaven’s course reflects that Heaven in itself already has certain patterns. If this is so, then when Xunzi underscores that Heaven and Earth are not principled without the noble man, the principles he has in mind cannot be those preexistent natural patterns of Heaven. Such an interpretation is congruent with the passage we quoted at the start of this paragraph. Heaven and Earth and all the myriad things might have some natural patterns, but these patterns are different from the distinctions created by the sages.

Indeed, Xunzi points out: “Now birds and beasts have parents and offspring, but they do not have the affection between father and son. They have males and females, but they do not have the differences between sexes. Thus the way of humans is never without differentiation.”46 This passage is important in that it reveals that differentiation (bian 辨) is not equivalent to just any difference. We might understand differentiation as involving two essential elements: First, there is the recognition of a difference. Second, there is understanding of the significance of such a difference. I am not suggesting these two elements can always be sharply distinguished in practice. Yet they are at least conceptually distinct. In a loose sense, animals can also recognize the difference between males and females. But, in Charles Taylor’s terms, animals merely react to such a difference and do not have reflective awareness of its meaning.47 Human beings, in contrast, not only can recognize a difference but can also know whether and how the difference matters to us. Of course not every difference is significant for us, but when we judge that a certain difference is insignificant, we make the judgment against a framework of significance. Moreover, unlike most animals, our actions are guided by understanding of differences and are not caused directly by those differences. Thus, when we differentiate between father and son, male and female, we mark out not only the difference but also the significance of the difference and further guide our actions with relevant norms. In other words, when the sages differentiate between things, the resulting distinctions actually constitute a framework of significance. Strictly speaking then, whether Heaven and Earth are principled or not, they are so from human perspective and it is significant only for human beings.

The distinction between Heaven and man can then be understood as that between, on the one hand, what is given to us and is merely the case, and on the other hand, what matters to us and what we can achieve. Even if we accept Knoblock’s suggestion that the distinction in question means merely that Heaven and man play different roles, the role each plays is of a vastly different kind. Heaven and man do not share the same project. It is doubtful whether Heaven can ever have a project, but at any rate the projects of human beings are not a concern of Heaven. That Heaven does not have a direct relevance to human value or significance can best be captured by Xunzi’s comment that order or disorder are not determined by Heaven.48 We might recall that Xunzi defines “good” and “bad” in terms of order and disorder. His comment then amounts to the claim that goodness and badness are not determined by Heaven. We need not suppose that Heaven has absolutely nothing to do with goodness or badness. But Heaven and its course can at best be relevant indirectly: Heaven’s constant course limits the possible responses to it and partially determines what might be a proper or improper response. A proper response brings about order and fortune while improper responses yield only disorder.

Machle might be right to insist Heaven in the Xunzi should not be interpreted as Nature in the modern sense, as “an uniformitarian system” bound together by causal laws.49 However, it seems premature for him and Goldin to suggest further that Heaven itself embodies a normative pattern, the Way (dao 道).50 Such an understanding of Heaven might be rightly attributed to Mencius, or even to Confucius, but not to Xunzi. The contrary evidence is conclusive when Xunzi asserts, “The Way is not the Way of Heaven nor the Way of Earth, it is the Way by which people are directed and that which the noble man is practicing.”51 If we put this assertion together with the claim that “the way of humans is never without differentiation” and the claim that Heaven cannot differentiate between things, we have overwhelming evidence that for Xunzi the normative framework of human beings does not derive directly from Heaven. We need not conclude from this that any normative framework can then only be arbitrarily invented by human beings. When the sages create ritual propriety and establish norms, they probably do so based on an objective understanding of human conditions. Given that our native conditions are more or less constant, and also given that we find ourselves in a particular world with its particular operating principles, only certain ways of life are possible for us. Among these possible ways of life, likely only a few will bring about human flourishing. Probably by “the way of humans” Xunzi refers to those essential conditions without which a flourishing human life is impossible. Obviously, these essential conditions and the normative framework they constitute cannot be independent of us, lying by themselves in the world. They are rather derived from the interaction we have with the world and with one another. Xunzi seems right to insist that goodness and badness cannot originate from the world and what automatically happens in it. Goodness and badness must be related in a certain way to us and what we do.

When Xunzi talks about the Heavenly office, he describes it as such:

Not to act, yet there is accomplishment; not to seek, yet it is obtained—this is called the Heavenly job. In such a case, the [Perfect] man, however profound, does not apply his deliberation; he, however great, does not apply his capacity; he, however adept, does not apply his discernment. This is called “not competing with Heaven in its job.”52

The affinity of such a description with the distinction between people’s xing and wei is unmistakable. We might recall that Xunzi defines people’s xing as that which “is so of itself without work.” Also, I have suggested that “work” (shi 事), “do/act” (wei 為), and “movement” (dong 動) are closely related, all referring to human actions. As such, people’s xing might be classified as part of the Heavenly job, which brings about accomplishment without actions. Moreover, wei of the first kind is defined by Xunzi as the process where “the heart-mind deliberates and capacity moves for it.” When Xunzi points out that the Perfect man does not apply his deliberation and capacity to Heaven’s job, he can be understood as saying that the Heavenly job is distinct from wei. The distinction between people’s xing and wei can then be understood as part of the distinction between Heaven and man.

Some scholars have already pointed out that the Xunzi can be seen as a response to naturalism of the late Warring States.53 Such naturalism should not be confused with the moral naturalism of contemporary Western philosophy, which, roughly speaking, understands morality within a naturalistic framework as suggested by natural science. Here, by “naturalism,” an orientation to look for norms of human behavior in the natural realm, or more explicitly from Heaven, is meant. Also, it is beyond dispute that Xunzi was a defender of Confucianism.54 We do not have a definite picture of the state of Confucianism at the time of Xunzi. But it is clear that Xunzi found Mencius’s naturalistic defense of Confucianism unsatisfactory. What, according to Xunzi, is wrong with Mencius’s account?

Graham suggests in fourth-century-BCE China, a group of individualists advocated that the highest principle for human beings was to nurture one’s own life, which was seen as a fulfilment of one’s heavenly endowed native conditions. Yang Zhu 楊朱 has been identified as the representative of such a camp. Graham succinctly formulates their challenge to Confucianism: “But if Heaven is on the side of Yang Zhu, to what authority is a Confucian to appeal?” Mencius provides a solution by suggesting that only through Confucian morality and not through the pursuit of one’s own longevity can a person fulfill his native conditions.55

Chad Hansen reconstructs a refutation of Mencius by Zhuangzi (莊子). According to Hansen, Zhuangzi can be understood as providing a three-part criticism of Mencius.56 First, Mencius is criticized for arbitrarily choosing the heart-mind as the standard of guidance. Since all organs are equally endowed by Heaven, why must we follow the heart-mind to the exclusion of other organs? Second, Mencius is criticized for preferring the Confucian cultivation of the heart-mind without giving proper grounds. Mencius suggests we all have the four sprouts of virtues, which are the heart-mind of compassion, the heart-mind of shame, the heart-mind of respect, and the heart-mind of right and wrong.57 These four aspects of the heart-mind also constitute our essential native conditions, which is to be fully cultivated. However, this is clearly a Confucian interpretation of the heart-mind and our native conditions. If it is simply asserted that the Confucian interpretation captures the true heart-mind and our true nature, then presumably other schools can claim the same thing for their respective interpretations. Finally, Zhuangzi rejects the Mencian claim that we have innate judgments and evaluations. All judgments and evaluations, as shi-fei 是非 attitudes, are acquired and cannot be innate.

Zhuangzi need not deny that we have natural propensities and aversions. We might have natural reactions, but our attitudes to these reactions, that is, our judgments and evaluations of our reactions, cannot be innate.58 Interestingly enough, Hansen’s account of Zhuangzi bears a close affinity to Xunzi’s views. It might not be an accident that Xunzi’s ideas are almost precisely the reverse of Zhuangzi’s criticisms of Mencius. That is, while Zhuangzi employs the criticisms negatively, Xunzi affirms positively that indeed the heart-mind should be our guide, that indeed the Confucian cultivation of the heart-mind is superior and that indeed judgments and evaluations are artifice and not innate. We need not further pursue the relation between Zhuangzi and Xunzi. I aim to establish that Xunzi’s distinction of xing and wei is a potential response to Mencian naturalism. Essential to Xunzi’s response is his insight that humans are reflective beings. We are not machines driven blindly by alien forces. The heart-mind is essential for us because only through the heart-mind and not the other organs can we become self-reflective beings. We can stand back from the immediate circumstances and ask how we should act. As reflective beings we can deliberate, make choices, and act accordingly. We need to distinguish wei from xing because there is a difference between actions according to judgments and “brute reactions.” The distinction is important because we are beings capable of agency.

It will be unfair to Mencius to suggest that he is unaware of the reflective nature of human beings. When asked by a disciple why some people become great persons while others become petty men, Mencius points out it is ultimately because the former kind of people think and realize what is of greater importance.59 Yet Mencius does not seem to have a clear view of the distinctive nature of reflection. Mencius once suggests: “What a man is able to do without having to learn it is what he can truly do; what he knows without having to reflect on it is what he truly knows.”60 Mencius also calls the heart-mind of humaneness and appropriateness our true heart (liangxin 良心).61 Although Mencius does not give an explicit definition of the true heart, he does seem to think that it is something we have without learning. Otherwise, he would not describe the true heart as our “native endowment” (cai 才).62 Likewise, Mencius maintains that all people equally and originally have the four sprouts of virtues that are the four aspects of the heart-mind. As such, Mencius concludes, human xing is good.63 Mencius further makes an analogy between human beings and oats. Oats, if sown at the same time and in the same place and given the same nourishment, will all ripen in the same season. In like manner, human beings, as long as they properly nurture their true heart, will equally become virtuous persons.64 Mencius thus makes no clear distinction between natural development and moral cultivation. Xunzi, understandably, criticizes Mencius for his failure to appreciate the distinction between xing and wei. Xunzi insists moral cultivation cannot be natural and must be a process of artifice. This is so because, on the one hand, moral cultivation is something we actively do and not something that happens to us, and, on the other hand, moral cultivation necessarily involves judgments and evaluations that are reflective and not innate.

Now a more sophisticated interpretation of Mencius might be able to respond to the criticisms by Xunzi and Hansen. But as long as my preceding reading is plausible, we can see why Xunzi is anxious to distinguish wei from xing and insists Confucian ritual propriety can only be defended as the result of wei. But how can Confucian ritual propriety be derived from wei and how can Xunzi defend the necessity of Confucian ritual propriety? These will be the concerns of the next two chapters.


3

Xing, Wei, and the Origin of Ritual Propriety

I have suggested that when Xunzi claims people’s xing is bad, he is referring to the original human state that is chaotic and without an ethical framework. The goodness achieved by wei, on the other hand, refers to the ideal human state that is the full realization of human potential. I have also suggested that the distinction between people’s xing and wei should be understood as the difference between what becomes so by itself and what becomes so only because of human agency. By such a distinction Xunzi intends to highlight that goodness is a human achievement and cannot be the result of natural development. Confucian ritual propriety, as the product of wei, is likewise human construction. That is, ritual propriety is not readily available either in the world or in our xing, waiting for our discovery. Ritual propriety is rather created through human agency. Examined superficially, Xunzi’s suggestion seems to put Confucianism in a perilous position. If Confucian ritual propriety is merely human construction, what special authority do Confucians have? It seems that norms constructed by us in other ways might equally be valid candidates for guidance. Xunzi would be happy to admit that the authority of Confucian ritual propriety must be supported by reasons and should not be based on the mysterious mandate of Heaven. Indeed, Xunzi proposes that “it is of importance for any contention that it can be verified and validated.”1 We will see in this chapter and the next how Xunzi might justify Confucian ritual propriety.

Actually, the reflective nature of human agency implies that norms cannot be natural rules and should not comprise authoritarian custom. When we act we are not caused to move in certain ways by physical or biological forces. Rather, our movement is guided by an implicit or explicit understanding of ourselves and our environment. This is certainly an imprecise characterization of our actions, but my purpose is to stress that any guiding principles for action do not affect our movement as a brute force but gain their influence only through our understanding and acceptance. Even if there are indeed natural rules in the world, they do not move us directly. They must first be perceived by us and then understood and accepted by us as norms. Our acceptance of norms might be an implicit or explicit endorsement, but as an endorsement this acceptance is liable to reflective scrutiny. It is not necessary that we always question the accepted norms, but it is always open to us to reflect upon these norms and search for their justification. Further, a justification of norms need not always be in terms of something external to norms, and it is even conceivable that ultimately certain norms can be justified only by other norms or values and that no norm can be justified in purely non-value terms.2 But even if we cannot go beyond the overall value framework to seek an external grounding, we can ask that to be justified any norm should be shown to be reasonable or worthy of acceptance.3 That norms are liable to such a test of acceptability reveals precisely that human agents are guided by the assumed reasonableness of norms and are not forced into action unreflectively. When we accept certain norms and thus put our actions under their guidance, we do not incorporate norms as if inserting a device that affects us mechanically. Rather, the incorporation happens at the level of understanding. Our understanding is expanded or altered by the acceptance of certain norms, and as a result we perceive and act differently.

If the preceding exposition of norms is correct, then norms cannot be natural existence. When Xunzi insists goodness only comes from wei and that sages create ritual propriety, I claim that he intends to emphasize that values and ritual propriety do not exist independently in the world and cannot act in us without our reflection and understanding. Wei is necessary for values and ritual propriety, because even the mere acceptance of values is already an instance of human artifice. Mencius is right to point out that in order to become a virtuous person we need to nurture some natural inclinations and repress some others. However, Mencius either does not realize or does not make it clear that such choices over natural inclinations cannot be themselves natural inclinations. Any choice or judgment of natural inclinations is a second-order reflection upon our own native conditions and is not another natural inclination. In particular, a certain choice or judgment cannot be justified merely on the ground that it is natural, because this alleged justification requires a mistaken assimilation of such judgment to nature. This is not to say that our native conditions can never be the ground for preferring certain choices or certain kinds of life, just that the line of argument must be more indirect.

I will use an interesting interpretation of Mencius for further illustration. D. C. Lau suggests that “the doctrine that human nature is good amounts to no more than that human beings are moral agents.”4 By this Lau means that naturally human beings are capable of distinguishing right from wrong, and that we have natural motives to approve the right and act accordingly.5 Unfortunately, Lau’s argument hinges on the ambiguity of “right” and “moral.” Arguably, human beings have a tendency to make a distinction between good and bad as well as right and wrong. Whether the activity of making such distinctions is itself natural or not will depend on what we mean by “natural.” Such activity might be widespread among human beings and is likely the result of normal human intellectual development. Yet certainly it is different in kind from the natural inclination of a tree to stretch its leaves toward light. Xunzi would agree that such activity is essential to human beings. Indeed, he pronounces, “Thus the reason why humans are humans is not especially because they are biped and have no fur, but because they have distinctions.”6 Yet Xunzi would insist such activity is artifice. It is because we are not attracted to the right in the same way that leaves are attracted to light. In fact, the right that we are attracted to need not be truly right. Lau’s argument is plausible only if we understand “right” as “what we think as right” and “moral” as “what we take as moral.” Also, we must leave open the possibility that a person might know what moral norms are while intentionally acting against them, though it is true that the person must approve his actions in some way.7 Thus the only possible sense that all human beings are moral agents is that human beings all are engaged with moral values in certain ways, either positively or negatively. In the end we engage with values in different ways because of our judgments, and both the judgments and the consequent actions are artifice and not innate.

Given the distinction between xing and wei, norms can never be justified as a matter of xing but only as a matter of artifice. Now Confucian ritual propriety certainly embodies a set of norms. What might be Xunzi’s justification for Confucian ritual propriety? In order to answer this question, we should inquire in detail into the relation between people’s xing and wei. I have already suggested that people’s xing should be transformed by wei. However, how can wei transform people’s xing? It seems at least two broad models can be conceived. On the one hand, it is possible that people’s xing must be repressed and transformed according to norms external to itself. That is, although people’s xing as material is necessary for acculturation, its general inclinations are antagonistic to cultural and moral norms and must be curbed and transformed. For such a model, the central requirement is to establish norms that are supposed to be external to people’s xing and are required for its transformation. Another model might suggest instead that there is no norm external to people’s xing. The task of wei is only to organize and regulate people’s xing in such a way that it becomes coherent and consistent and can consequently be actualized as fully as possible.

Creation of ritual propriety from wei

Now it seems Xunzi can only agree with the first model. For one thing, he argues that people’s xing is bad and any goodness of human beings comes from wei. It seems natural enough to conclude further that the good generated by wei cannot itself be derived from people’s xing, which is bad. If the bad xing is to be transformed by wei into a beneficial form, the principles of transformation must come from somewhere other than people’s xing. Further, Xunzi explicitly states, “Now people’s xing is inherently without ritual propriety and appropriateness, so that people learn laboriously to seek to have them; people’s xing does not know ritual propriety and appropriateness, so that people think and deliberate to seek to know them.”8 Since ritual propriety and appropriateness are the means to transform and order people’s xing, it seems even clearer that the means of transformation cannot come from people’s xing itself but must be derived from somewhere else. Furthermore, not only are ritual propriety and appropriateness not part of people’s xing, they are even antagonistic to people’s xing. Xunzi points out:

A son’s deference to his father and a younger brother’s deference to his elder brother; a son’s relieving his father of work and a younger brother’s relieving his elder brother—these two kinds of conduct are both contrary to people’s xing and contradict man’s feelings. However, they are the way of the filial son and the pattern and principles of ritual propriety and appropriateness. So that when following people’s xing and feelings one will not show courtesy and deference; showing courtesy and deference then contradicts people’s xing and feelings.9

If Xunzi’s position regarding the relation between people’s xing and wei can only comply with the first model, then several questions ensue. First, if the principles of transformation are external to people’s xing, where are they derived from? Second, if people’s xing is so bad that it is contrary to ritual propriety and appropriateness, how can it be receptive to the transformation of ritual propriety and appropriateness? Third, even if it is established that people’s xing can indeed be transformed by ritual propriety and appropriateness, what might be the motivation for such a transformation? Fourth, even if there is within human beings a motivation for transformation by ritual propriety and appropriateness, how can such a motivation overcome the inherent inclinations of people’s xing, which are contrary to ritual propriety and appropriateness?

Xunzi is aware of the difficulties he might face when asserting people’s xing is bad. He anticipates that someone might ask where ritual propriety and appropriateness come from if people’s xing is bad. He employs the following analogies to provide an answer:

All ritual propriety and appropriateness are born out of the wei of the sage and are not originally born out of people’s xing. Thus, a potter molds clay to make a utensil, but then the utensil is born out of the wei of the potter, not originally born out of people’s xing. Thus, a carpenter carves wood to make a utensil, but then the utensil is born out of the wei of the carpenter, not originally born out of people’s xing. The sage accumulates thoughts and deliberations, habituates himself to wei and practices, and so to produce ritual propriety and appropriateness and develop standards and measures. But then ritual propriety and appropriateness, standards and measures are born out of the wei of the sage, not originally born of people’s xing.10

Our original question is the relation between people’s xing and wei. An apparently conclusive interpretation suggests Xunzi can only assign a passive role to people’s xing: people’s xing is a chaotic mass and must be regulated and ordered by external principles. Presumably, wei employs these principles to impose a proper order upon people’s xing. Xunzi points out in the preceding passage that these principles, ritual propriety and appropriateness, are themselves produced by wei. He draws attention to the fact that a utensil is produced by the artifice of a craftsman and has nothing to do with people’s xing. It is fairly clear that the production of a utensil needs only its material and the corresponding workmanship. But Xunzi suggests further that a similar condition is true of the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness. However, we might wonder what the corresponding material in the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness might be. Xunzi does mention that thoughts and deliberation must be accumulated. Yet one definition of wei is the exercise of human capabilities according to the heart-mind’s deliberation. Deliberation then is just a component of wei. Thoughts, as something similar to deliberation, need not be otherwise. If we take seriously Xunzi’s suggestion that people’s xing plays no part in the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness, then it seems wei is the only element in the process of creation. Either wei is both the material and the workmanship, or wei is so different from utensils that they need no material at all.

In the same paragraph, Xunzi describes the whole process of the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness as follows: “So that the sage transforms xing to develop wei; wei is developed to produce ritual propriety and appropriateness; ritual propriety and appropriateness are produced to institute standards and measures.”11 It seems in the end that people’s xing does play a role in developing wei, for Xunzi seems to suggest that people’s xing must first be transformed so that wei can be developed. Although that might not be a direct role in the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness, it is a role nonetheless. However, if we accept such an interpretation, then the transformation of people’s xing will be the prerequisite of developing wei. But wei in turn is necessary for the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness. Yet how can people’s xing be transformed before ritual propriety and appropriateness are created? It seems Xunzi is caught in a vicious circle.

Maybe what Xunzi describes in this sentence is not a process of three separate stages but a unified process with three different aspects. If this is the correct interpretation, then the transformation of people’s xing is simply a manifestation of the successful creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness through wei. That might suggest a further possibility: in Xunzi’s view, the transformation of people’s xing might not be a separate activity independent of the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness; it might not be the case that ritual propriety and appropriateness are created first, and only later is people’s xing transformed by this ritual propriety and appropriateness. I am not suggesting the implausible position that ritual propriety and appropriateness are finally accomplished only after all human beings, or all members of a community, are transformed in their xing. I am suggesting rather that ritual propriety and appropriateness are partially constituted by their embodiment. The very creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness is their embodiment in the transformed xing, even if only in a few persons. But such a possibility, even if true, seems to aggravate the problem we face: If the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness is embodied in the transformation of xing, how does this process take place? How is it possible that the bad xing can ever be transformed? Or, as suggested by some, how can the sage ever create ritual propriety and appropriateness, if his xing is just as bad as that of others?12

Some see this difficulty as a conclusive rebuttal of the claim that people’s xing is bad.13 They tend to think that people’s xing must already contain at least the seeds of ritual propriety and appropriateness; otherwise their creation by the sage is impossible. This is precisely another argument anticipated by Xunzi. Xunzi points out:

A potter molds clay to produce earthenware, but then how can earthenware and clay be the xing of the potter? A carpenter carves wood to produce a utensil, but then how can the utensil and wood be the xing of the carpenter? The sage’s relation to ritual propriety and appropriateness is such that the sage is molding like a potter to produce them. But then how can ritual propriety and appropriateness, accumulation and wei be the original xing of man?14

This passage is deceptively similar to the one quoted before. We might carelessly think that Xunzi is just repeating the same analogies without making any further argument. I would like to suggest, however, that here Xunzi is trying to clarify a subtle distinction that is not directly touched upon by the previous passage. In the previous passage Xunzi tries to make clear that ritual propriety and appropriateness, just like utensils, are the product of wei and are not born of xing. In the present passage, he is underlining the fact that a utensil is formed from its material through workmanship, that is, wei, and does not belong to the xing of the artisan who makes it. Since a utensil is not related to people’s xing, it surely is not born of people’s xing. Actually, even material is not related to people’s xing, for Xunzi mentions not only “earthenware” or “the utensil,” but “earthenware and clay” or “the utensil and wood.”

However, there seems to be a radical difference between utensils and ritual propriety and appropriateness: utensils are entities distinct from us and so need not be related to people’s xing, but ritual propriety and appropriateness are not independent entities that can exist physically external to human beings.15 They are also essentially “about” human beings, unlike, for example, mathematical rules. How is it possible that they are not related to people’s xing? At a minimum they are the norms used to transform people’s xing. Now probably Xunzi is asserting only that people’s xing plays no part in the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness. Certainly this is the same conclusion as the one reached by the previously quoted passage. But in the present passage Xunzi gives substance to such a conclusion. Here Xunzi is highlighting the creative and independent character of wei. What Xunzi really wants to make clear is that wei in general can work independent of people’s xing. If wei can create a utensil from wood independent of people’s xing, why cannot it create ritual propriety and appropriateness in the same way? Yet another question surfaces again. What is the material for the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness? If we can locate the material in something other than people’s xing, then Xunzi’s formula of wei can happily yield ritual propriety and appropriateness.

Some people might like to suggest that Xunzi actually takes people’s xing to be only a part of human nature: Xunzi’s concept of xing is not equivalent to that of human nature and covers only characteristics a human being has from birth.16 Xunzi, by relegating other characteristics of human beings to wei, can then explain why the sage can create ritual propriety and appropriateness. I need not object to this general picture, but I think adopting it without fuller explanation will obscure the distinctive insights of Xunzi. For one thing, Xunzi is not saying that from characteristics not belonging to people’s xing we can “find” ritual propriety and appropriateness. Ritual propriety and appropriateness must nonetheless be created. So in the end Xunzi’s disagreement with Mencius is not only in words: Xunzi denies that we can readily find “sprouts” of morality from human characteristics.

What then might be the material for the creation of ritual propriety and appropriateness? Maybe in that particular area wei needs no material other than itself. How is that possible? We should be reminded that wei can refer to two different aspects: that of action and that of accumulation. Ritual propriety and appropriateness, as the product of accumulation, might be created from action. Recall Xunzi’s definitions of wei:

Xing’s likes and dislikes, delights and angers, griefs and joys are called feelings. Feelings being so and the heart-mind choosing for them, this is called deliberation. The heart-mind deliberates and capacity moves for it, this is called wei. Deliberations are accumulated and capacity is habituated, after which it is accomplished, this is called wei.17

There is a clear contrast between the first and second definition of wei. One of the key components of the second definition is that deliberations and capacity are already accomplished. There is no similar requirement in the first definition. If we are right to distinguish the first and second definitions of wei into two stages of wei, then it can be further suggested that the first stage refers to the general exercise of wei while the second stage signifies its successful accomplishment. Presumably then wei in the first stage, since it is not yet accomplished, is imperfect or even defective to a greater or lesser extent. Xunzi then might like to suggest the following picture: When confronted with natural feelings, the heart-mind deliberates to make a choice of what to do with our feelings. Capacity is then exercised to carry out the heart-mind’s choice. This process is called wei, since it refers to actions done by us as agents in distinction to natural feelings that are given to us. However, wei at that stage might be imperfect and contain errors. We might deliberate wrongly so as to make a wrong choice, or we might not be able to carry out a right choice, or we might implement the right choice in a wrong way. Probably only through toilsome practice can we master the correct way of deliberation and exercising capacity. Principles and rules are accumulated, and as the results of proper exercise of wei, these are also called wei.

This is certainly a simplified picture, but I want to use it to illustrate the possibility of erroneous wei. There is other textual evidence for my suggestion. Xunzi once points out that there is no difference between the basic aptitude (cai 材) of the noble man and the petty man. Their difference lies in their contrasting ways of utilizing their aptitude to fulfill their desires. As a concluding remark, Xunzi says,

Without exception, the petty man, craning his neck and standing on tiptoes, wishfully comments: “In knowledge, deliberation, aptitude, and xing, inherently [he] has the characteristics to be a virtuous man.” He does not realize that there is no difference in this respect between the noble man and himself. It is rather that the noble man accommodates and settles in the right way, while the petty man accommodates and settles in the wrong way.18

It is clear enough that our xing can be worked upon in a right or a wrong way. Elsewhere, Xunzi points out that “accommodating, settling, habituating, and accustoming, these are used to transform people’s xing.”19 Although Xunzi does not suggest explicitly that “accommodating and settling” is part of wei, it is almost certain that they are, as they cannot be part of people’s xing but are rather the measures employed to transform our xing. Since “accommodating and settling” can go wrong, this suggests strongly that wei in the general sense need not be error free. On the other hand, Xunzi also suggests deliberation can go wrong: “If my deliberation is not clear, then I will not yet be able to settle what is or what is not [of a thing].”20 Since deliberation is a constitutive part of the first stage of wei, this sentence is another piece of evidence that wei can go wrong.

If wei of the first stage can go wrong, we can make better sense of the claim that ritual propriety and appropriateness are created from wei itself. Since wei at the first stage does not yet embody ritual propriety and appropriateness and is far from perfect, it should cover all and any human efforts of coping with people’s xing and the environment we are in. Wei at the first stage thus refers generally to all deliberate human activities. Obviously, we might do better or worse in our activities, and we might fail or succeed in our tasks. Human beings however are distinctive in their excellent capacity of learning from experience and adjusting their behavior accordingly. We might imagine ritual propriety and appropriateness are just the accumulated and tested ways of organizing our native conditions in our particular natural and social environments. In other words, ritual propriety and appropriateness might just be the products of a “trial and error” process of the wei at the first stage. We might compare such an image of ritual propriety and appropriateness with a different picture. Some might insist that wei refers only to the successful embodiment of ritual propriety and appropriateness. Since ritual propriety and appropriateness cannot then be derived from wei, they must have an independent source. Naturally, people will think that either the source is internal, that is, in human beings, or external, that is, in the outside world (whether physical or transcendental).

Mou Zongsan, for example, tends to think in a similar vein. He reasons that since sages cannot fabricate ritual propriety and appropriateness from thin air, they must rely upon a certain foundation. And since Xunzi does not accept an internal foundation, he must rely on an external source. Mou suggests that Xunzi actually appeals to principles of the natural world. Appealing tacitly to a fact-value distinction, Mou concludes that a natural conception of ritual propriety and appropriateness is unviable.21 However, as I have quoted before, Xunzi explicitly claims, “The Way is not the Way of Heaven nor the Way of Earth, it is the Way by which people are directed and that which the noble man is practicing.”22 This is a strong indication that Xunzi does not think that ritual propriety and appropriateness have an origin outside of people and in the world. Xunzi’s emphasis on the creative role of wei suggests instead that he does not accept the internal/external dichotomy. Ritual propriety and appropriateness come neither internally from people’s xing nor externally from a natural order or a transcendental order. They are created or constructed from the interplay of wei, in other words, from various deliberate human activities. What exactly is involved in this process of creation? Is such a claim viable in the end? These questions are the concern of the rest of this chapter and will be explored step by step.

People’s xing at the two stages of wei

According to my proposed reading of the Xunzi, wei at the first stage does not yet embody ritual propriety and appropriateness. Presumably then, wei’s relation to people’s xing might be different at the two stages. For the second stage we might claim that the relation between people’s xing, wei, and ritual propriety and appropriateness is ideally that of embodiment and mutual constitution. For sages at least, their xing has already been transformed by ritual propriety and appropriateness in such a way that their feelings and desires are well attuned with the requirement of ritual propriety and appropriateness. It is not just that they feel and desire in accordance with the requirement of ritual propriety and appropriateness but more accurately that they feel and desire from the perspective of ritual propriety and appropriateness. Xunzi thinks that the requirement of ritual propriety and appropriateness is no other than the appropriate way of feeling and desiring. It is a sign of imperfect cultivation that feelings and desires require strenuous effort to comply with the requirement of ritual propriety and appropriateness.

There is a famous statement by Confucius: “at seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the line.”23 More precisely, Confucius was expressing the pleasure of following freely one’s desires without worrying about transgressing the demands of ritual propriety. This is possible because he had integrated ritual propriety and appropriateness with desires. Similarly, Xunzi points out: “Sages follow their desires and satisfy all their feelings; and all their desires and feelings are well regulated and correspond to principles. What need have they for laborious exertion, endurance, or cautious guarding?”24 Again, the message is that there need be no tension between desires/feelings and ritual propriety. Likewise, wei at that stage is not in stark contrast with xing but simply the proper expression of our native conditions in the form of ritual propriety and appropriateness. Recall Xunzi’s acclamation of the unity of people’s xing and wei:

Xing is the original basis and the plain materials. Wei is the grandness and flourishing of pattern and principles. Without xing then wei has nothing to improve upon. Without wei then xing cannot beautify itself. Only after xing and wei have been conjoined is the title of the sage accomplished, and the merit of uniting the whole world fulfilled. Hence, it is said: when Heaven and Earth conjoin, the myriad things are born; when the Yin and Yang connect, changes and transformations are produced; when xing and wei conjoin, the whole world is properly ordered.25

Since the successful conjunction of people’s xing and wei is accomplished only at the second stage, we might ease the suspicion that Xunzi is inconsistent by maintaining both that people’s xing is bad and that people’s xing must be conjoined with wei to produce order and flourishing. Indeed, Xunzi maintains that people’s xing is bad, but people’s xing is bad only in its original form, when it is not organized by wei. Yet the aim of organization by wei is not to repress people’s xing so as to bring about an order alien to our native conditions. Rather, the organization by wei is to express people’s xing through ritual propriety and appropriateness so that a flourishing life is possible. Of course this is an ideal situation and is supposed to be accomplished only at the second stage of wei. On the other hand, what is the relation between people’s xing and wei at the first stage, when people’s xing has presumably not yet been successfully transformed?

We might expect that people’s xing must go through a toilsome process of regulation before it can finally be transformed. Surprisingly, however, Xunzi claims that desires do not bring about order or disorder. It is worth quoting Xunzi’s important argument at length:

“Having desires” and “lacking desires” belong to different categories like that of life and death and do not [bring about] order or disorder. “Having few desires” and “having many desires” belong to different categories. They are the essence of the feelings and do not [bring about] order or disorder. Desires [arise] without depending on whether they are obtainable or not, but people seek to satisfy their desires by following what is being approved. That desires [arising] without depending on whether they are obtainable or not is what we receive from Heaven. That people seeking to satisfy their desires by following what is being approved is what we receive from the heart-mind. The similar desires we receive from Heaven are controlled by the numerous approvals we receive from the heart-mind. No wonder it is hard to compare the latter with what we receive from Heaven. Life is desired very much by people; death is hated very much by people. However some people give up life and bring about death. It is not that they do not desire life but desire death; it is rather that life is not approved but death approved. Thus, desires surpass it but the movement falls behind; this is stopped by the heart-mind. If what is approved by the heart-mind coincides with principles, then even if desires are many, what harm is this to order? Desires fall behind but the movement surpasses it; this is prompted by the heart-mind. If what is approved by the heart-mind departs from principles, then even if desires are few, how can it stop at disorder? So that order or disorder rests with what is approved by the heart-mind and not with what is desired by the feelings.26

We shall recall that according to Xunzi desires are “the responses of our feelings,” while feelings in turn are “the substance of people’s xing.”27 Elsewhere, Xunzi also points out,

All human beings have something in common: when hungry they desire food; when cold they desire warmth; when tired they desire rest; and they love benefits and hate harms. These are what human beings possess from birth; they are so without waiting for anything and they are the same for Yu [the sage] and Jie [the tyrant].28

When combined with the quoted paragraph, it becomes fairly clear that Xunzi thinks people’s xing itself does not determine order or disorder. The crucial factor is rather the heart-mind’s approval. Actually, the preceding paragraph is not the only occasion where Xunzi expresses such a position. For example, he claims:

In aptitude, xing, cognizance, and capacity, the noble man and the petty man are the same. Loving honor and hating disgrace, loving benefits and hating harms, these are what the noble man shares with the petty man. When it comes to the way they use to pursue them however there is a difference.29

The same thought is also manifest in the following statement:

People live together in relationships. They have the same demands but different ways [of pursuit]; they have the same desires but different understandings. This is their xing. In that both approve things, the wise and the stupid are the same. Yet what they approve is different; this is the distinction between the wise and the stupid.30

Now we might be less surprised if we recall that the material for ritual propriety and appropriateness is not people’s xing but wei itself at the first stage. Thus the position that desires do not bring about order or disorder is congruent with the claim that ritual propriety and appropriateness are created out of wei. Both presuppose people’s xing in itself does not contain standards of evaluation. Standards and measures are rather derived from the heart-mind’s judgments. People are confronted with the same native conditions, but it is our judgment of what to do with our xing that makes a difference. If we accept that ritual propriety and appropriateness are created from wei at the first stage and thus presumably not available as guidance for the same wei, how does wei at the first stage work upon people’s xing? According to what does the heart-mind make its approval, if it does not yet grasp normative principles?

Ritual propriety and the satisfaction of desires

At first sight, Xunzi seems to suggest that the heart-mind has only an instrumental role over the satisfaction of desires. For example, when he discusses the way of making a choice, he seems to think it is only a matter of balancing benefits and harms:

Weighing whether desires should be pursued or aversions avoided: when you find something desirable, you must deliberate if anything detestable is involved in its precondition or consequences; when you find something beneficial, you must deliberate if anything harmful is involved in its precondition or consequences. Only after measuring both aspects and considering fully should you decide on whether it is desirable and so to be pursued or detestable and therefore avoided.31

The following passage might intensify the impression that Xunzi talks about only prudence, not morality:

To proceed by following the Way is like exchanging one for two; how can there be loss? To abandon the Way and make choices within oneself is like exchanging two for one; how can there be gain? Those who exchange desires of a hundred years for the gratification of a moment and act nonetheless do not know the calculation.32

When talking about the origin of ritual propriety, Xunzi states more explicitly that ritual propriety is employed to satisfy people’s desires. It is worth quoting again this important passage:

From what did ritual propriety arise? I say: human beings are born with desires. If what they desire is not obtained, they cannot but seek for it. If there are no measures and limits on their seeking, then they will inevitably fight with each other. Fighting leads to disorder, disorder leads to destitution. The ancient kings hated such disorder, so they designed ritual propriety and appropriateness to make distinctions, so as to nurture people’s desires and to provide for their seeking. They saw to it that desires never wanted for goods and goods were never exhausted by desires. Desires and goods were sustained by each other and developed. This is the origin of ritual propriety.33

Now these passages suggest a reversal of the original picture of the relation between people’s xing and wei. At the beginning of the chapter, I pointed out that there can be two broad models of the relation between people’s xing and wei: either wei can derive normative principles independent of people’s xing and use these principles to restrain and transform people’s xing, or there can be no principle independent of people’s xing and the ultimate function of wei is only to serve people’s xing and bring it to its accomplishment. At first it seems Xunzi cannot agree that there are only principles internal to people’s xing, for he states explicitly that people’s xing originally knows nothing of ritual propriety and appropriateness. But the passages just quoted seem to imply otherwise. For if the origin of ritual propriety lies in the need to nurture people’s desires so that there is no disorder, and following the Way is only a superior approach of satisfying desires, then norms in general have their justification ultimately in the satisfaction of desires. That also means ritual propriety is instrumental and is derived from the formal principle of satisfying desires in a consistent and coherent way.

When discussing the relation between the heart-mind’s approval and desires, David Wong makes a distinction between a weak and a strong sense in which the heart-mind’s approval can override desires. In the weak sense, the heart-mind’s approval overrides only immediate desires. The foundation or reason for the heart-mind’s approval however lies in the agent’s total set of desires over the long term. In the strong sense, the heart-mind’s approval overrides desires totally independent of the agent’s desires, no matter whether immediate or long-term ones. The source of approval comes, perhaps, from the categorical imperatives of the pure practical reason or the perception of independent and irreducible moral properties. Since Xunzi does not allow these two options to be the source of approval, Wong concludes Xunzi can only hold a weak sense of the heart-mind’s approval overriding desires.34

We might examine whether Wong jumps too quickly to the conclusion that for Xunzi the heart-mind’s approval can only override desires in the weak sense. Xunzi suggests that the heart-mind must know the Way (dao 道) if it is to make the right decision.35 Wong would probably argue that the Way ultimately refers to the best satisfaction of each person’s total set of desires. Xunzi might agree that human flourishing is the ultimate standard for the appraisal of desires and consequent actions. But it is certainly controversial whether human flourishing consists in the best satisfaction of the total set of desires. It is likely that different answers to the question of the nature of human flourishing adopt different conceptions of desires. While it seems obvious that things like food and health are good for us independent of our desires, some will maintain that in the end things matter to us only if we care about them. If we understand desires in the broadest sense, as any kind of positive attitudes, then it seems that no judgment can be independent of desires. According to Kant, categorical imperatives apply to us by virtue of our rationality. It might be true that as long as we are rational we will find categorical imperatives binding us. Still, we must in a certain sense care about being rational. This is true even if as human agents we necessarily care about being rational and we cannot care properly without being rational. The active role played by us can be seen from the fact that if we fail to comply with categorical imperatives, it is a failure of us and not a defect of categorical imperatives. Likewise, independent moral properties must be perceived and endorsed, however indirectly, by us. However, if we understand desires in such a broad sense, then the concept of the total set of desires involves everything positive and is thus vacuous. By such a discussion I do not imply there is no interesting question concerning desires and standards of judgment. Much less do I provide an answer to relevant debates. What has been shown is rather the complexity of the issue. It should also be obvious that such a problem in the Xunzi is closely related to contemporary debates over moral psychology, especially those between the Kantian and the Humean approaches to practical reason. I cannot go into detail concerning such debates here. But we should at the least doubt whether there is a clear distinction between the strong sense and the weak sense of the heart-mind’s approval overriding desires.

Wong also remarks that “the weak sense is closer to a means-ends view of the role of practical reason.”36 Given such a conception of the heart-mind’s approval, ritual propriety and appropriateness are taken to be instrumental to the satisfaction of desires. Precisely such a view of ritual propriety and appropriateness gives rise to a criticism by D. C. Lau. Lau points out that if the only reason for following morality is to avoid harms and accrue benefits, how can we expect people to live up to stringent moral demands? He thinks that within the framework of benefit and harm, nothing is more harmful than death. However, Lau suggests, sometimes we are asked by morality to sacrifice our life. How is it possible then for Xunzi to explain why people can still abide by morality in these difficult situations?37 Yet Xunzi does suggest that it is possible to give up one’s life in spite of one’s desires. As we have seen before, he points out, “Life is desired very much by people; death is hated very much by people. However some people give up life and bring about death. It is not that they do not desire life but desire death; it is rather that life is not approved but death approved.”38

First, I need to point out Lau is wrong in supposing that death must be the greatest harm within a framework of benefit and harm. It is not surprising for a terminally ill person to ask for euthanasia because she can no longer bear the sufferings of illness. It is certainly controversial whether euthanasia is morally acceptable, but the person who makes the request is clearly not irrational. Actually, we might all agree that she has a good reason to desire death. The controversy is whether such a reason is overriding. Many think it is, but we need not concern ourselves with a definite answer. I have made my point so long as it is agreed that a desire for death can be a reasonable response to certain harms to a person. However, our counterexample is not directly relevant to Xunzi’s position. For Xunzi is not stating the platitude that sometimes people desire death; he is stating rather that even when people desire life, it is still possible for them to give up life. Lau might want to claim that such a possibility is in fact inconceivable from Xunzi’s general position. Lau might insist if we evaluate actions only within a framework of benefit and harm, and granted further that death is the greatest harm under general circumstances, then at least in such general circumstances Xunzi cannot justify giving up life. Lau’s real criticism is that Xunzi cannot make sense of the authority of morality. Presumably for Xunzi a consideration from the moral point of view is different from a consideration from the perspective of benefit and harm. If Xunzi maintains ultimately that there is only a calculation of benefits and harms, then he cannot possibly justify morality, because moral demands are not only different from demands of pursuing benefits and avoiding harms but are often in direct conflict with those prudential demands. How might Xunzi respond to such a challenge?

We need to inquire if Xunzi indeed maintains that evaluations can only be made within the framework of benefit and harm. Lau states in his essay, “The only reason Xunzi offers for being moral is the avoidance of strife and disorder, which are harmful.” Then he goes straight on to suggest that Xunzi can only argue within the framework of benefit and harm.39 Lau’s judgment that the avoidance of strife and disorder is the only reason Xunzi offers for being moral is probably based on the passage from chapter 19 of the Xunzi, which is quoted earlier.40 In the passage Xunzi suggests that the origin of ritual propriety comes from the necessity of using them to structure people’s desires and seeking so that there is no strife and disorder.

Now it is certainly debatable whether the passage reveals that the avoidance of strife and disorder is the “only” reason. For Xunzi also says that desires are to be nurtured and that seeking is to be satisfied in such a way that “desires and goods were sustained by each other and developed.” Elsewhere Xunzi points out how persistent learning might transform desires and dispositions. A noble man understands the importance of learning. Thus he learns and practices ritual propriety thoroughly. He can then eliminate harms so as to sustain and nurture himself. As a result of such learning and practice he will not have improper desires and will actually love ritual propriety more than the satisfaction of natural desires.41 In both places the development of desires is being emphasized. It is probable that Xunzi intends to suggest that ritual propriety does not satisfy desires as they are naturally but actually “develops” desires in such a way that people can enjoy harmonious and flourishing life together. Such a function of ritual propriety is certainly not just the avoidance of strife and disorder. Besides, even if we grant that Lau is right to suggest that the avoidance of strife and disorder is indeed the only reason for being moral, it is fallacious to come to the conclusion that Xunzi can only argue within the framework of benefit and harm. For one thing, Xunzi does not say that strife and disorder are merely harmful. When Lau states that strife and disorder are harmful, he is implicitly assuming a distinction between harmful and morally wrong. He seems to think that taking something as harmful is making an evaluation only within the framework of benefit and harm and is consequently only a consideration from personal interest that falls short of a moral point of view. However, as I have pointed out before, Xunzi actually defines “bad” in terms of “disorder” and “good” in terms of “order.” We might recall the original definitions: “What has been called good from ancient times until the present day and for the whole world is what is correct, reasonable, peaceful, and orderly. What has been called bad is what is partial, perilous, perverse, and disorderly. This is the distinction between good and bad.”42 Clearly, then, for Xunzi, strife and disorder are not merely harmful but also bad. Even if we uphold a distinction of prudence and morality, the avoidance of strife and disorder is not just a prudential reason but also a moral reason. It is also clear from the passage on the origin of ritual propriety that when the ancient kings hated strife and disorder, they did so not because strife and disorder were harmful to themselves but because they were harmful to people. If I act against a harm to myself, that might well be only an action of prudence, but if I act against a harm to others, that can be an action out of moral consideration. When Xunzi does say disorder is harmful, the term he uses is “the great harm”:

The life of human beings [is such that] they cannot be without a community. If the community is without distinctions, there will then be fighting. Fighting leads to disorder, disorder leads to destitution. So being without distinctions is the great harm of human beings; having distinctions is the fundamental benefit of the whole world.43

Obviously, Xunzi is well aware of the difference between the personal harms one avoids by nature and “the great harm” to people in general. Lau is probably misled by Xunzi’s repeated emphasis that “loving benefits and hating harms” are human beings’ xing. He is indeed right to ask the question of how a being with such natural inclinations alone can come to abide by moral demands, but he is too quick to conclude that Xunzi can provide no answer. Now this question is tantamount to our original question of how ritual propriety and appropriateness can be created out of the interplay of the two stages of wei. The emphasis on the natural inclinations of “loving benefits and hating harms,” however, sheds light on the principles followed by wei at the first stage. Maybe wei at the first stage is just following the principles of “pursuing benefits and avoiding harms.” On the other hand, Xunzi’s rejection of the immediate relation of desires to order or disorder should lead us to rethink the relation between desire satisfaction and the natural inclinations of “loving benefits and hating harms.” Maybe it is too hasty to equate the pursuit of benefits and the avoidance of harms to desire satisfaction. Likewise, it might be too hasty to draw a sharp distinction between prudence and morality as if there is an impassable gap between the two.

The heart-mind’s approval and second-order evaluation

Now if we look more carefully into the text, we realize Xunzi actually makes a distinction between the natural desires for food, warmth, rest, and so on, and the natural inclinations of loving benefits and hating harms. The natural inclinations of loving benefits and hating harms come from the heart-mind, while the natural desires come from the body. He says,

As regarding the eyes’ liking for colors, the ears’ liking for sounds, the mouth’s liking for tastes, the heart-mind’s liking for benefits, and the liking of the bones, flesh, and skin for pleasure and ease, these are all born out of people’s feelings and xing. They are so of themselves when stimulated and do not wait for work in order to be produced.44

Strictly speaking, it might be a bit misleading to call “loving benefits” a natural inclination, as if it is in a completely different category from other natural bodily desires. In fact Xunzi takes it as a kind of desire and ranks it among other bodily desires. So we should, on the one hand, distinguish between the natural desires of the heart-mind and other bodily desires, and, on the other hand, guard against an oversimplification of the mind-body distinction. Nonetheless, it is still appropriate to call “loving benefits and hating harms” natural inclinations, for it will become clear that they actually play a different role from other bodily desires.

Since the natural inclinations of loving benefits and hating harms are different from other bodily desires, it will be wrong to equate desire satisfaction with the pursuit of benefits and avoidance of harms. On the contrary, the difference between them opens up the possibility that the satisfaction of a certain desire might not be a benefit for a person but rather causes him harm. Such a possibility seems to echo Xunzi’s suggestion that we should weigh desirability against detestability, goods against harms, in order to make a final decision.45 Xunzi is clear in his suggestion that what we immediately desire might not be good for us. If we adopt a broader view, we might find what we immediately desire requires or brings about something undesirable. Only by seeing the overall picture can we judge if the thing we immediately desire is something we really want. Although it is possible to call this considered judgment yet another desire, it seems to me more appropriate to call it an evaluation of our desires. I suggest that such an evaluation is the “choice” referred to by Xunzi when he says, “Feelings being so and the heart-mind choosing for them, this is called deliberation.”46 I also suggest that such an evaluation and such a choice is precisely the “approval” by the heart-mind.

Lau does not fully appreciate the critical role played by the heart-mind’s approval. He thinks the corresponding character ke 可 has two different meanings of (1) possible and (2) morally permissible, and he suggests further that Xunzi slides from the claim “we stop seeking a thing once we realize it is impossible” to the claim “we stop seeking a thing once we realize that it is impermissible.” Lau points out it is actually this equivocation of ke that covers up the weakness in Xunzi’s argument.47 Lau does not seem to notice that there is a difference between the situation being possible or permissible and our attitude toward such a situation. As I have quoted before, Xunzi suggests, “In that both approve things, the wise and stupid are the same. Yet what they approve is different, this is the distinction between the wise and stupid.”48 It is fairly clear from this sentence that both ke and suo ke 所可 refer to our attitudes and are not descriptions of either possibility or permissibility of the situation.

I am unable to give a detailed explication of usages of ke in pre-Qin texts here. Suffice it to say that ke could mean either “possible,” “permissible,” or “approved” depending on the context, though the last usage is quite rare in other texts. In the Annals of Lü Buwei, it is said that licentious explanations permit what is impermissible.49 There, ke is used as a verb and plays a similar role to Xunzi’s “approval.” In Zuozhuan 左傳 we find a clear instance of “disapproval.” When a high official of the state of Chu 楚 gave birth to a son, his relative observed that the son would bring ruin to the family in the future and suggested that the son should be killed. The high official declined. The term used there is bu ke 不可.50 There are myriad instances of ke or bu ke 不可 (impossible/impermissible/disapproval) in direct speech in early texts. However, it is difficult to distinguish whether the person himself approves/disapproves the matter in question or simply thinks it permissible/impermissible or possible/impossible. We might conjecture that when people say in direct speech either ke or bu ke, they actually mean both that the matter in question is permissible/impermissible and that they approve/disapprove it because of that. I suggest this is the case with Confucius’s comment on Yan Yuan’s funeral. When Yan Yuan died, the disciples of Confucius intended to give Yan a lavish burial. Confucius objected and said, “Bu ke.”51 It is reasonable to suggest that while Confucius judges that a lavish burial is impermissible, he must himself subscribe to such a judgment and disapprove such a funeral. Indeed, it is natural that we disapprove of what we think impermissible. But of course we might be wrong in our judgments. Xunzi realizes that there can be a disparity between what we think impermissible and what is indeed impermissible. He coins a technical term suo ke and uses it to refer to what we think permissible or possible. Suo ke should then mean “approval” or “endorsement.” Partial evidence for the technicality of suo ke is that among pre-Qin texts, except a dubious instance in the Zhuangzi, only in the Xunzi is suo ke used as a noun phrase.52

It is reasonable to suggest that Xunzi draws a contrast between desires themselves and the evaluation we make of desires. When he says desires do not bring about order or disorder, he is suggesting that our evaluations, the heart-mind’s approvals, determine actions and are the proper target of moral appraisal.

For the time being we should put aside the question of how the heart-mind’s approval can be assessed morally. We need to ask the more general question of how the heart-mind’s approval is ever to be assessed. How do we know if we approve rightly or wrongly? Previously, I have asked what the basis of the heart-mind’s approval is. Now I can say that the heart-mind approves on the basis of its evaluation of “benefits and harms.” So the present question is actually: How do we know if a certain evaluation of “benefits and harms” is right or wrong? Some might invoke Wong’s interpretation of the heart-mind’s approval and suggest that any evaluation of “benefits and harms” can ultimately appeal to only the satisfaction of our total set of desires. Even if we accept such an answer, it is important to note that our present picture is divergent from Wong’s interpretation in a crucial aspect. While Wong thinks that the heart-mind’s approval is used to override desires, our present suggestion is instead that the heart-mind’s approval is an evaluation of our desires. The heart-mind’s approval is not a competitor to desires. It plays a different role from desires and actually plays a different role at a different level in our psychology. Such an interpretation matches Xunzi’s suggestion that desires do not bring about order or disorder. Thus, when Xunzi points out that people can approve death even if they desire to live, he is not suggesting that people can replace the desire for life with the heart-mind’s approval.53 Rather, he is proposing a different picture of the situation: even when a supposedly very strong desire like the desire for life is involved, it cannot bring about an action but must be mediated by the heart-mind’s approval. We can make better sense of Xunzi’s position by tackling another question we raised before: How can Xunzi reconcile the claim that people’s xing is bad with the claim that desires do not bring about order or disorder?

Recall that when Xunzi insists that people’s xing is bad, his major reason is that our natural inclinations and natural desires, if unchecked, will lead to conflict and disorder:

Now people’s xing is such that they are born with a liking of benefits. Following this [xing], there will be strife and plunder and no more courtesy or deference. They are born with an abhorrence of harms. Following this [xing], there will be violence and crime and no more loyalty or faithfulness. They are born with desires of eyes and ears, and a liking of beautiful sights and sounds. Following this [xing], there will be indulgence and wantonness, and there will be no more ritual propriety, appropriateness, culture, or ordered pattern.54

I have already proposed in chapter 1 that there can be an active sense and a passive sense of “following” our xing. In the passive sense, we accept our xing as it is and allow its natural inclinations and natural desires to dominate our life. It is as if we yield to the force of our xing and are carried onward passively in the stream of natural desires. In the active sense, we follow our xing by acting out its inclinations and desires. That is, we are not a passive observer but an agent who adopts natural inclinations and natural desires as ends and who thus seeks actively to accomplish these ends. The difference between the active and the passive sense of “following” people’s xing lies in the role of agency. In the passive sense, agency is at least partially withheld and it is assumed that natural inclinations and natural desires can motivate independent of an agent’s active participation. I offer Harry Frankfurt’s concept of “second-order desire” to illustrate the difference. Our xing gives rise to certain first-order desires. In the active sense, the agent desires to have these first-order desires. She identifies herself with these first-order desires and wants these desires to determine her will. In the passive sense, the agent does not form any particular second-order desire concerning her first-order natural desires. She does not object to these first-order desires, yet neither does she care if these first-order desires are effective in determining her will. She does not concern herself with the desirability of her first-order desires and consequently just pursues whatever she is by chance most inclined to pursue. Frankfurt calls such a person a “rational wanton.”55

It is certainly controversial whether Xunzi has a concept of will, but for our present purpose it is enough to affirm that Xunzi does have a corresponding concept to Frankfurt’s “second-order desire.” This corresponding concept, I suggest, is precisely the heart-mind’s approval. We have already seen that Xunzi makes a distinction between what we seek in the form of desires and what we approve by the heart-mind. Xunzi thinks that as human beings we have similar desires, but the ways we employ to satisfy these desires can differ drastically. He also points out explicitly that this is because we approve our desires differently. We can infer further that “following xing” is just to approve whatever desires we happen to have by nature. However, Xunzi’s picture is different from that suggested by Frankfurt in that it is both active and passive. “Following xing” is active because Xunzi thinks that the heart-mind will necessarily approve in one way or another. That is why Xunzi insists that everyone, petty man or noble man, will approve things. Yet, on the other hand, the heart-mind is passive in that it is dominated by natural desires and approves whatever is presented to it by xing. Xunzi would suggest that we necessarily form second-order approvals, but under certain circumstances, that is, when we “follow” our xing, the second-order approvals are formed blindly and without proper evaluation.

We might note that our present understanding of Xunzi bears an affinity with Christine Korsgaard’s conception of human agency. Korsgaard points out that an animal might be a wanton, because its desire is its will. But she maintains that a person cannot be a wanton like that. She suggests that because of the reflective structure of human consciousness, a person necessarily acts by reason. Even if a person acts on her immediate desires, she is still unlike an animal in that she endorses her actions and takes the immediate desire as the reason for action. Acceptance of the immediate desire effectively determines her will and should be regarded as her second-order volition.56 Actually, Frankfurt admits that having second-order volitions is essential to being a person.57 On the surface, their difference is concerned only with whether someone is a wanton or a person when following whatever immediate desires she has. Yet their different interpretations expose a deeper conflict. The real conflict concerns our understanding of second-order volition. Korsgaard thinks that a second-order volition is a kind of evaluation and reflective endorsement. Frankfurt thinks rather that a second-order volition is a higher-order desire and a kind of identification. Gary Watson points out that a higher-order desire does not have special authority simply by virtue of its higher order. The desirability of first-order desires is rather determined by their worthiness. Second-order volitions are not formed by higher-order desires but are generated by the evaluation of first-order desires.58 Frankfurt does attempt to give a response.59 However, the relevant debate is too complicated to be dealt with here. I need to point out however that the present dispute is closely related to our earlier explication of the strong sense and the weak sense of approval. Here we understand the heart-mind’s approval as a kind of evaluation. We will need to inquire what the basis is of such an evaluation and especially whether the basis ultimately resides in desires.

Desires and their form of expression

If my interpretation of Xunzi is correct, then we can understand why Xunzi claims on the one hand that people’s xing is bad and on the other hand that desires do not bring about order or disorder. Desires do not bring about order or disorder because desires cannot determine actions directly but must be mediated through the heart-mind’s approval. Order or disorder is determined by the way the heart-mind approves. If the heart-mind approves in the right way, there will be order, otherwise there will be disorder. However, people’s xing is nonetheless bad because it has a natural tendency to dominate the heart-mind and leads our approval in the wrong direction. People’s xing by itself is disorganized because any organization must come from wei. Such disorganization has a natural tendency to spill over to the heart-mind’s approval. If we do not make the effort to organize our xing, our heart-mind will naturally be dominated by immediate natural desires and consequently approve wrongly. That is why Xunzi insists that “human beings are originally petty men by birth. If they are without teachers and without standards they will only see things in terms of benefits.”60 That is also why he says, “If human beings are without teachers and without standards, then their heart-mind will be just like their mouth and stomach.”61

We can compare briefly Xunzi’s view with that of Thomas Hobbes. According to Hobbes, human beings in the state of nature will necessarily fight among themselves, and as a result life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”62 It is in the interest of people to convene with one other and form a society by submitting to common authority so that each can pursue his or her own good in a relatively safe way. Although the situation imagined by Hobbes is deceptively similar to that of Xunzi, Hobbes does not think that there is anything wrong inherently with human native conditions. For Hobbes, it is simply a fact that human beings are self-interested and any social arrangements must take account of this fact rather than attempting futilely to change what is unchangeable. Suppose there are only a few human beings living in a world rich in resources; there would probably be no need for them to fight against each other. Human native conditions, in such a world, would no longer be a source of troubles but could blend well with a happy life. Since Hobbes does not think that we need to transform human native conditions, human beings are left with the same natural inclinations and desires even after they are formed into a society through a contract. Thus Hobbes needs the device of Leviathan, the state authority, to ensure that members of the society conform to the regulations they have agreed to in the contract. Some tend to read a similar pattern in Xunzi. They think that for Xunzi the only reason for calling people’s xing bad is the bad consequences it brings about and that the cause of strife and disorder is the lack of resources.63 Evidence of such an interpretation is the following statement by Xunzi: “People desire and dislike the same things, but since desires are many and things relatively few, this scarcity necessarily brings about strife.”64

However, we need to pay attention to the context of this statement. Before the statement, Xunzi points out that people have similar desires but approve them in different ways, and if there is no proper organization of their pursuit of desires, they will indulge in desires. Only because of such a state will things be deficient when compared with desires. After the statement, Xunzi further stresses the importance of setting up proper distinctions (fen 分). Elsewhere, Xunzi points out the grandest distinction is simply ritual propriety.65 He also repeatedly suggests that sages establish distinctions through ritual propriety and appropriateness.66 In other words, it is not mainly the lack of resources but more importantly the lack of ritual propriety and appropriateness that causes chaos and disorder. There are other compelling reasons to doubt that the lack of resources is the major cause of badness. First, Xunzi explicitly argues that the abundance or scantiness of desires do not determine order or disorder. Second, Xunzi criticizes Mohists for caring only about utility and knowing nothing about culture; consequently, there are only benefits in their eyes. We need not inquire if Xunzi’s criticism of Mohism is justified. The point is rather that his criticism shows clearly that he is upholding the Confucian emphasis on culture and cultivation. It is unlikely for such a person to think that badness comes only from the lack of resources. It seems more reasonable to interpret Xunzi as holding that people’s xing is originally disorganized, and since it has the natural tendency to mislead the heart-mind into wrong approvals, it is bad in a fundamental sense. Even if we have unlimited resources so that we no longer need to fight with others to gain satisfaction for our desires, people’s xing as it is, with its disorganized desires, would still prevent us from enjoying a flourishing life.

Thus it is necessary that our original native conditions be transformed. I have already indicated in the last chapter that such a transformation does no damage to our xing. The transformation concerns rather the form of expression of our xing. Since our xing has neither a natural order nor an ethical framework, naturally it will be expressed in a chaotic fashion. Ritual propriety and appropriateness impose cultured forms of expression onto our original native conditions so as to bring about flourishing and goodness. Both chaotic forms and cultured forms of expression must be mediated through our judgment, the heart-mind’s approval in Xunzi’s terminology. In the former case, however, we are overwhelmed by natural desires and judge improperly. Since all desires must be first approved by the heart-mind before they can be pursued in actions, we can reverse the natural process, gain an active control of the heart-mind, and put desires under our command. When Xunzi says that we can “transform xing to develop wei,”67 I claim that he is emphasizing the human capacity of using the heart-mind’s approval to transform our xing.

However, it is still unclear what the basis of the heart-mind’s approval is. At the beginning we asked how wei of the first stage relates to people’s xing. The answer is that at the first-stage wei gives forms to people’s xing through the heart-mind’s approval. Yet, how does the heart-mind approve? I have indicated that the heart-mind approves by following the general principle of “pursuing benefits and avoiding harms.” I have also warned that we should not equate this general principle with desire satisfaction. Although the satisfaction of desires is usually a benefit for us, it is not necessarily so. Now critics such as Wong might like to maintain that even if the satisfaction of a particular desire might not be beneficial for a person, the concept of benefit must ultimately be defined in terms of desires, especially in terms of the total set of desires over the long run. I have already hinted before that the plausibility of such a claim is built upon the ambiguity of the concept of desires. As G. F. Schueler points out, a desire can on the one hand refer to what he calls a “desire proper” or on the other hand to what is merely a “motivational direction.” A “desire proper” is a kind of psychological state with which we are all familiar in everyday life. For example, the desire for water when we are thirsty is a desire proper. In contrast, a motivational direction, for example, is established if I accept the doctor’s advice that since I am ill I should drink a cup of water every two hours or so. Although I have no “desire proper” for water and might actually feel a bit sick of water, I drink a cup of water nonetheless. Simply because I drink the cup of water intentionally, there is a sense in which I “want” or “desire” to drink the cup of water. Schueler provides a simple test to distinguish the two senses of desire: whether it is possible to perform the action in question without having a desire presently involved. If the answer is positive, then the desire is a desire proper, for we can always act against a desire proper. Otherwise, the desire is a desire in the loose, directional sense.68 If the total set of desires covers not only desires proper but also desires in the loose, directional sense, then certainly benefits can only be defined in terms of the total set of desires. But then benefits need not be understood narrowly as referring only to self-interest, as against any altruistic concern. For certainly a person might desire another person’s good, if we use “desire” in the loose, directional sense. Actually Xunzi does mention that human beings have a natural love of their parents:

All creatures living between Heaven and Earth and which have blood and breath necessarily possess awareness. Having awareness, none of them fail to love their own kind. … Thus among creatures of blood and breath, none possess more awareness than human beings; therefore the love of human beings for their parents is not exhausted even till death.69

This point need not be inconsistent with Xunzi’s claim that people’s xing is bad. For one thing, love of this sort is not yet a moral feeling. It is very likely partial and can motivate actions harmful to others. For another thing, love of this sort might be weak when compared with other immediate desires proper. My point is simply that there is room for a concern for others even if human beings have only the natural inclinations of “loving benefits and hating harms.” When the good of others does not conflict with my own good and helping others in specific cases costs minimal effort on my part, I might actually accept that helping others is a benefit for me, for it satisfies my desire to care for others. The strength of Xunzi’s position, however, lies precisely in the fact that even by conceding that much, it is still possible for Xunzi to maintain people’s xing is bad and also that artifice is necessary for goodness. Xunzi might point out first that people’s interests are conflicting most of the time in the natural state before they are organized by ritual propriety and appropriateness, and second that our natural care for others is generally weak and ineffective. So I am not suggesting that people have a natural tendency to include the welfare of others into their pursuit of benefits. Instead Xunzi is of the view that humans as natural beings, when pursuing benefits and avoiding harms, are predominantly occupied with egoistic concerns, especially with the satisfaction of immediate desires. And that is why “benefit” is generally contrasted with “appropriateness.” What I am suggesting is just that care for others can be viewed as a benefit for oneself, not that it is in fact viewed in this way by human beings in their natural states.

Now it becomes apparent that any understanding of “benefits” or “harms” is a judgment of the heart-mind. I am not implying that “benefits” or “harms” are fabricated by the heart-mind, as if they cannot be facts of the world. Whether something or some state of affairs is beneficial for a person might well be a fact of the world, but the person’s understanding of her benefits can only take the form of a judgment. And it is always our understanding of benefits or harms that motivates our actions, never benefits or harms as facts of the world. Xunzi certainly thinks that a person might understand her benefits or harms wrongly. The difference between a noble man and a petty man lies precisely in their different understandings of benefits or harms. They have the same desires but judge differently what is beneficial or harmful. Since there can be a discrepancy between benefits and the understanding of benefits, ritual propriety and appropriateness can play a role of correcting people’s understanding of their benefits. Of course that need not be the only role for ritual propriety and appropriateness. Further, it is another question what the right understanding is. However we answer this question, it is important to realize that any understanding of benefits is a value judgment, and that as a value judgment it is not categorically different from a moral judgment.70

We might say that any understanding of benefits is simply an understanding of what is good for the agent. Generally, it is good to satisfy one’s desires. Yet of course if certain desires are incompatible, we can choose only some of them. I have claimed that desires can be either desires proper or desires in the loose, directional sense. Desires need not refer to only bodily desires but can also include wants, hopes, plans, ideals, and so on. In other words, if we understand desires broadly to include both desires proper and desires in the loose, directional sense, desires can refer to every kind of ends of life. Ultimately then any understanding of benefits depends on an understanding of the good life for the agent. Xunzi will certainly say that the Confucian way of life is the best because a life of ritual propriety and appropriateness allows an individual to live a flourishing life within harmonious relationships with others. The Confucian conception of goodness, however, is the concern of the next chapter.

Xunzi’s justification of ritual propriety is the concern of this and the next chapter. Before proceeding, I might summarize briefly the arguments I have made in this chapter. In this chapter I start with the question of the relation between people’s xing and wei. It turns out that there are also two stages of wei and that the relation between people’s xing and wei is different at the two stages. At the second stage, wei is successfully combined with people’s xing in such a way that a flourishing life is constituted by and constitutive of ritual propriety and appropriateness. That is, a flourishing life is structured by ritual propriety and appropriateness, and ritual propriety and appropriateness are just the expression of a flourishing life in certain forms. In other words, the successful completion of wei lies precisely in its expressing people’s xing to its fullest extent. Wei refers to human endeavor to understand and live out what is given to us as our native conditions. So at the first stage of wei, different attempts are made to interpret our xing and these attempts are revealed in our different ways of pursuing desires. I suggest that these attempts are “choices” made by the heart-mind, the process of which is referred to by Xunzi as “deliberation.” It is then natural to suggest further that they are the heart-mind’s approval. By following the general principle of “pursuing benefits and avoiding harms,” the heart-mind approves the actions we take in life. The way the heart-mind approves depends on our conception of benefits and harms and ultimately on our interpretation of human life. Initially, I suggest that either we regulate our xing by principles the source of which lies beyond people’s xing, or we can have only instrumental principles to satisfy our xing’s demands as they are presented to us. However, gradually it becomes clear that ritual propriety and appropriateness are neither external principles nor principles of only an instrumental character. On the one hand, natural desires are not the ultimate justification of norms and they must be regulated by as well as subordinated to ritual propriety and appropriateness. On the other hand, ritual propriety and appropriateness are not derived from an external source but are just the result of our self-interpretation of our native conditions and human life. They are not instrumental to natural desires because they represent not merely a calculated satisfaction of natural desires but a development and realization of human potentialities. Such a process of interpretative construction will be discussed more fully in the next chapter.71
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Ritual Propriety and the Good Life

I suggest that for Xunzi, norms are neither readily available outside in the world nor embodied in our pregiven native conditions. In other words, neither Heaven (tian 天) nor our xing can be the source of normativity. Norms must be created through human artifice (wei 偽). In the last chapter I have argued that wei is not merely the active process through which ritual propriety is created, but it is also the direct material as well as the end product of such human construction. This is possible because wei is a concept with a two-tier structure. Confucian ritual propriety, as the successful realization of the second-stage wei, is created from the first-stage wei, which refers to human actions in general. Human actions are understood by Xunzi as our deliberate attempts to understand and direct our natural feelings and desires. Confucian ritual propriety simply represents a superior understanding as well as a superior organization of our xing, which makes possible the flourishing of human life. However, what is the basis of an evaluative judgment of human actions and more generally, human life? In what sense is a life organized by Confucian ritual propriety good or even best, thus making Confucian ritual propriety superior? Also, will we be able to infer further that Confucian ritual propriety is consequently normative for a reasonable person, in particular because it is constitutive of his self-realization? In this chapter I will inquire if Xunzi can show the normativity of Confucian ritual propriety to a reasonable modern person who cares about herself and her self-realization.

The self and the good

Wei of the first stage refers generally to all human actions. Human actions are movements initiated by us in accordance with our deliberation. Deliberation refers primarily to our reflections on our own native conditions. Although Xunzi does not mention explicitly that deliberation includes a consideration of the situation we are in, it seems there must be such a consideration. When we deliberate and consequently act out our decisions, we do not think and act in a vacuum. We might think about formal principles or general matters from a more objective perspective, but even when we think from such a perspective, our deliberation is normally for certain particular concerns. When our deliberation is practical, that is, when we think about what to do, we need to take into account, however implicitly, the circumstances we are in and the kind of person we are. The result of practical deliberation is thus necessarily particular: a particular action by a particular person in particular circumstances. In general then, at the first-stage wei, the reflection we make concerns not solely our xing in the abstract but the native conditions of a person or a group of persons in her or their environment.

We might also understand wei of the first stage as human beings’ deliberate effort to cope with our practical problems. Is there anything distinctive about our practical problems and of our effort for solution? Plausibly, animals are also confronted with various practical issues: they need to search for food; they need to evade predators; they need to find a mate and raise up their offspring. We tend to think that animals are more or less controlled by instincts. By this we mean that the activity of many animals is a reflexive response to stimuli. That seems to be true of at least lower animals such as worms and corals. On the other hand, it is now widely accepted that higher animals, especially primates, have a certain level of intelligence. We believe that those higher animals are capable of thinking, however superficial that might be. We also believe that those higher animals have a sense of what they want and might rightly be considered to have desires. Their behavior is then not mechanical processes but sensible responses to their environment and their own need. Still, we feel that there is a difference, even if not fundamental and only gradually realized, between higher animals and human agents. It seems higher animals are largely in the grip of their immediate desires. Their responses might be intelligent, but those responses are dictated by their immediate desires. If they do think, they think only of how to respond to pregiven desires and will not think of desires themselves. Of course human beings might behave like animals, but as Korsgaard points out, even then we have reflective awareness of our desires.1 It is just that in such cases we yield to whatever immediate desires we have. It is possible for us to reflect upon our desires and think of their desirability. In other words, it is possible for us to control our desires and not be controlled by them. Xunzi suggests, on the one hand, that desires we have must first be approved by the heart-mind before bringing about any action, and, on the other hand, that if we simply follow our xing, the heart-mind will be dominated by natural desires and become just like the mouth and stomach. I claim that Xunzi, by such suggestions, affirms the human ability of reflectively endorsing our desires but also warns that such ability might be nullified, though not cancelled, by desires. One peculiarity of the practical situation of humans is that we have a concern for the desirability of our desires. Normally, we act not just to satisfy any given desires, nor necessarily the strongest desire of the moment, but those desires that we think worthwhile to satisfy. It might turn out that we take the strongest desire to be the most worthwhile desire. We might consequently act on the strongest desire. Even then, our action is mediated by our judgment and is structurally different from the movement of an animal that is moved directly by its strongest desire.

The reflective awareness of our desires and the reflective endorsement bring up another practical concern for us: the concern for the self. The reflective awareness of our desires opens up a distance between the self we are and the desires we have. That we can be in control of our desires or be controlled by desires also implies that the self is a subject conceptually distinct from desires. We need not suppose that the self is wholly distinct from desires or can be devoid of desires. Nonetheless, we feel that the self that is I cannot be tantamount to desires that I experience now. What then is a concern for the self? And how is it different from but still related to the concern for our desires? When Berlin talks about positive freedom, he suggests that it is a concern for the source of control of our actions.2 Harry Frankfurt also points out that the question of freedom of the will concerns primarily whether our will effectively determines our actions. Frankfurt further suggests that as persons we have second-order volitions to want certain first-order desires to be our will.3 A concern for the self is then primarily a concern for the role we play in our own life—whether we are our own master or we are controlled by forces alien to us. And whether we are our own master depends heavily on whether we are in control of our desires and actions. That is, whether what we desire is what we really want, and whether we get what we really want, and through this, be the person that we really want to be.

I have suggested that at the first-stage wei, we reflect upon our native conditions in our particular circumstances. I might now suggest further that our reflection concerns not merely how best to achieve our given desires but more importantly what desires we should have and, implicitly at least, what kind of person we want to be. Xunzi uses the term lü 慮 (deliberation) to describe our reflection upon our own xing. He defines lü explicitly as the choice the heart-mind makes of our feelings and desires. I have claimed in the previous chapter that the choice made by the heart-mind should be understood as its approval. I have also pointed out then that a major question concerning the heart-mind’s approval or choice is whether the heart-mind deliberates only instrumentally on the best means to satisfy naturally given desires or the heart-mind also deliberates over desires themselves. Now I suggest that as persons we necessarily reflect upon our desires and deliberate about their desirability. Still, it might be that in the end we do not have independent standards to evaluate our desires. We need to concede at least the possibility that any particular desire can only be evaluated with a reference to other desires. However, what exactly is meant by such a possibility?

In the last chapter I have talked about David Wong’s analysis of the heart-mind’s approval. Wong suggests that the heart-mind’s approval can be understood in a weak sense or in a strong sense. If the heart-mind’s approval is understood in a strong sense, it can override desires totally independent of the person’s desires. If the heart-mind’s approval is understood in a weak sense, it can only override immediate desires according to the person’s total set of desires. Wong suggests further that Xunzi can only hold a weak sense of the heart-mind’s approval. I affirm that when the heart-mind deliberates, it deliberates not merely over the means for the satisfaction of desires but also over desires themselves. Still, if Wong is right, then Xunzi can only understand the deliberation over desires in a weak sense. I have already expressed my doubt over Wong’s judgment. Moreover, I doubt that human flourishing is tantamount to the best satisfaction of the total set of desires.

What is supposed to be the best satisfaction of the total set of desires? We also want to know what human flourishing is. If the best satisfaction of the total set of desires does constitute an answer to the question of human flourishing, we expect that it tells us something substantive about what a good life is. If in the end the notion “the best satisfaction of the total set of desires” can only be validly interpreted as a formal expression of whatever is best for the person whose life it is, then the notion is vacuous. We shall see if the notion can indeed provide a substantive conception of the good life and thus yield a standard of evaluation for particular desires.

Clearly, a good life cannot be totally independent of desire satisfaction, especially if we understand desires broadly to include every kind of positive attitude. However, it is unlikely that a good life is just a life with all desires satisfied. First, it is unlikely that a person’s desires can all be satisfied. Second, even if all her desires can be satisfied, the structure of her desires is still important. That is, the ways her desires are related to one another and the distribution of her desires make a difference to the quality of her life. A certain person might be such that whenever he gets a desire satisfied, immediately he will have another desire to undo what he has done, to destroy what he has achieved or simply act contrarily. Let us suppose that there is no intelligible explanation why his desires form this pattern. Although he might have all desires satisfied, we feel that his life is far from good, if not disastrous. Another person might live a life of four different stages. At first, he lived as a successful thief and had all relevant desires satisfied. Then he converted to a devout priest and desired to preach salvation. Later he became a mercenary and enjoyed killing very much. At last he wandered around as an old explorer and fulfilled his desire to adventure into difficult terrains. Suppose again that there is no intelligible explanation of the transition from one stage to another. We might wonder whether such a fragmented life can ever be good and whether it would be more accurate to describe it as four persons living four different lives. Still, we tend to feel that there must be some explanation for such transitions. Especially if the person remembered what he had done before, it would be a question for himself why he moved from one stage to another. It is our deep-rooted conviction that a human life, even if not necessarily highly unified, must be connected in such a way that it can be intelligibly seen as a life of a certain person. If a life is ever to be evaluated, then it must first be qualified as a life and not a heterogeneous mix of two or more lives. That is, a human life must have a certain minimum structure to be seen as a life. The fact that nearly all human lives satisfy such a minimum condition must not lead us to neglect the importance of the life structure. It is likely that the structure of a life heavily affects its quality. Correspondingly, the person whose life it is must be such that she can intelligibly be seen as more or less the same self from the beginning of the life to its end. In other words, if desires are important for the quality of life, they are so only in relation to the person and her life. I shall have more to say on that. First, we shall see why it is unlikely that all desires of a life can be satisfied.

Often enough our desires are contingently incompatible. I might desire to watch a movie tonight, but I might also desire to prepare for tomorrow morning’s class. Granted that either activity will engage me for the whole evening, I cannot satisfy both desires. Since our time and resources are limited when compared with our desires, we cannot satisfy all desires in our life. Sometimes our desires might be conflicting in themselves. For example, a person might desire both to become a successful politician and to become a hermit. The life of a successful politician requires the person to engage closely with other people and excludes the solitary life of a hermit. We might wonder why such a person has such conflicting desires. It might appear strange to us that a person can hold such contrasting desires. But strangeness in itself does not imply wrongness. Is such a person at fault by holding inherently conflicting desires? If such a person tries to satisfy both desires in action, then he is in intellectual error because he fails to see the obvious fact that the two desires are conflicting. If he is fully aware of their incompatibility but nonetheless acts inconsistently in trying to satisfy both, he is irrational. But can he be wrong in any way for merely having such conflicting desires? This question is related to our original question of the evaluation of desires. If we do not have independent standards to evaluate desires and if a particular desire can only be evaluated with a reference to other desires, then even conflicting desires are not reasonable or unreasonable in themselves. One of the two conflicting desires becomes undesirable only after the person has committed himself to the other desire.4 Before the person makes such a commitment, neither desire is yet undesirable. But even if neither desire is in itself undesirable, is the state of holding both of such conflicting desires undesirable? If we adhere strictly to the assumption that there is no independent evaluation of desires, then such a state can only be undesirable from other desires’ perspective. Maybe the person has a strong desire for psychological peace. Being drawn between two conflicting desires certainly causes psychological upheaval and probably agony; the state of holding conflicting desires is then undesirable under such a consideration. Yet the person might also have a strong desire for settling on an ultimate end of life. Since the ultimate end of life has paramount importance, the person thinks that he must not make a casual decision and must make the best or at least a good choice through careful consideration. Given these considerations, the unsettling conflict between the two desires might be unavoidable. We can easily elaborate on the example and introduce further complications. It is likely that more and more conflicts will surface at different levels. It is obvious that certain conflicts of desires are not due to limitation of time and resources but have more inherent causes. Whether these conflicts are ultimately due to the plurality of values or the plurality of tastes is a question too complicated to be tackled here. It should also be noted that there is not a sharp distinction between contingently incompatible desires and inherently conflicting desires. The distinction between contingency and necessity is likely different at different levels of description. Given the nature of human life and the nature of human politics, the life of a successful politician is conceptually and thus necessarily in conflict with the life of a hermit. But human life and human politics might themselves be viewed as contingent features of contingent beings.

The aforementioned examples are meant to challenge the very concept of the total set of desires. Interpreted superficially, the total set of desires refers to all desires a person has in her life. But if conflicts of desires are frequent and any particular choice of two or more incompatible desires will lead to a different path of life and consequently different sets of potential future desires, what is meant by “all desires of a life”? Should the total set include only actual desires, or it should include as well all hypothetical desires?

If the total set of desires includes only actual desires, then at any particular moment of decision the total set is still undetermined and its content depends largely on the subsequent choices between incompatible desires. Presumably then the undetermined total set of desires cannot be the basis of our choice. It might be suggested that our choice can still be based on a comparison between different total sets of desires that result from different choices. But since it is the total sets of desires that are to be compared, we require yet other standards for the comparison. Also, strictly speaking, any subsequent choice will not be a choice based on the total set of desires but a choice for a particular total set of desires.

On the other hand, the total set of desires might also include all hypothetical desires. But since such a total set will include so many conflicting desires, it does not yield a coherent standard to evaluate a particular desire. Actually, the same problem applies to the total set of only actual desires, for very often actual desires are also in conflict. It turns out that the total set of desires is too problematic to be relied on as the basis for the evaluation of particular desires.

Of course it can be pointed out that it is not the total set of desires itself but the best satisfaction of the total set that suggests a basis for the evaluation of particular desires. This is related to our earlier suggestion that the structure of desires is also important to the quality of life. If the structure of desires is essential even when all desires can be satisfied, then it is even more so when not all desires can be satisfied. Also, we should be reminded that the total set of desires is construed as an alternative basis of evaluation to standards totally independent of desires. I have already shown that the total set of desires in itself is too problematic to be a basis of evaluation. It is then suggested that the basis of evaluation should rather be the best satisfaction of the total set of desires. Presumably, such a model need not have recourse to independent standards of evaluation. Understood in this way, the “best satisfaction” cannot already involve independent substantive evaluative standards.

If we understand the total set of desires as a set of finite and equal members, then the best satisfaction can be construed as a subset with the greatest number of compatible members. However our desires are clearly not equal. We feel that some desires are more important than others. Presumably a desire of greater importance should be given a greater weight when we calculate for the best satisfaction. The subset of the best satisfaction should then consist of coherent desires of the greatest total weight. Yet we might doubt if the weight of different desires can ever be aggregated into a single total weight. Maybe different desires are important in different ways. Even though different combinations of desires and thus different paths of life might still be evaluated as better or worse, the evaluation is probably not made on a single countable scale. A related problem for the present model is how it might measure the varying importance of desires. This problem is closely related to the original question that concerns the evaluation of desires. Already there is a risk of circularity. The best satisfaction of the total set of desires is suggested as a basis for the evaluation of particular desires. But if such a basis already involves a measurement of the importance of desires, then strictly speaking it is not such a basis itself but the measurement that does the job of evaluation. The measurement need not be tantamount to the evaluation. For a certain desire might, in the process of measurement, turn out to be of the greatest importance but be defeated by the joint weight of several other important desires in the process of evaluation. Still, unless we have independent and substantively evaluative measurement of desires, the notion of the best satisfaction of desires is vacuous.

It is highly implausible that desires should be measured by their phenomenological strength, that is, by the intensity of feeling with which we have them. A strong desire in this sense need not be important. A heroin addict might have a very strong desire for a dose of heroin, but normally we think that such a desire is bad for the addict, and worse the stronger it is. It might be suggested that the importance of desires is ultimately determined by the person herself. Whether a certain desire of a person is important and how important it is depend ultimately on the attitude of the person. That is, the importance of a desire is the importance the person whose desire it is attaches to it. However, if we allow that a person might regret her attitude and thus be wrong about her preference of desires, the importance of desires cannot be wholly dependent on the attitude of the person, at least not on the actual attitude. Sometimes we simply change our mind, but other times we feel that we were wrong and not simply different in the past. We might not be absolutely clear about the distinction between these two types of cases, but if we are not having gross misconceptions of ourselves and our life, there is indeed such a distinction. Such a distinction implies that the importance of desires is at least partially independent of our actual attitude. What might then be the ultimate basis of the importance of desires? Granted that we do not appeal to independent substantive values, there seem to be two different but related possibilities. First, the importance of desires might be determined by the attitude we have when we are fully informed. Second, the importance of desires might be determined by our sincere and authentic identification.5

I do not intend to discuss in depth these two important but controversial possibilities. However, I would like to point out that both possibilities diverge from the original model of the best satisfaction in an important sense. It is supposed in the original model that the importance of desires differs merely in degree. All desires are potential contributors to the well-being of the person. It is supposed that the satisfaction of any desire brings about a positive value and is bad only derivatively, when it prevents the satisfaction of another desire or when it detracts the value of other instances of satisfaction. But it is obvious that the importance of desires does not depend on their felt intensity. The importance of desires is rather, in a certain way, a matter of their relation to the person whose desires they are. The introduction of the person as the subject of desires already alters significantly the question we face. Originally, the total set of desires is assumed to be a set of unorganized desires the structure of which is to be determined by the content of the best satisfaction. With the introduction of the person, desires are understood to be in a certain relation to the person and the structure of desires is dependent on an understanding of the person. I am not suggesting that the original model of the best satisfaction does not involve a certain conception of the person. Of course desires are desires of a person and the best satisfaction is supposed to be best for the person. Actually, any notion of human goodness necessarily involves a certain understanding of human beings. I underline the necessity of this background understanding and stress further that a conception of the person is not exhausted by the corresponding conception of desires. As I understand it, the two suggested possibilities put the person back at the center of attention and consider desires from the perspective of the person. Since the importance of desires is determined neither by their actual strength nor the person’s actual preference for them, and also since we assume for the sake of argument that there is no independent and substantive evaluative standard, desires have to be evaluated from other standards internal to the person. I claim that for both possibilities, such internal standards come from an ideal conception of the person. It is fairly straightforward that sincere and authentic identification depends on a conception of the authentic self. It might be a bit surprising that fully informed desires also depend on an ideal conception of the person. What kinds of desires are supposed to be removed by full information? It is generally accepted that desires based on a false identification of objects and desires based on a misunderstanding of the means-ends relationship will be removed by full information.6 Consider an example of the first error: I walk alone in the forest. Suddenly, I see a grizzly bear and desire to run away. Actually, it is just a stone and if I know that, I will no longer have the desire. An example of the second error is as follows: I desire high marks in the coming examination. Instead of studying, I desire to find my lost lucky ring, thinking that it will bring me good luck and a good result. If I realize that the lucky ring has nothing to do with my result, I will no longer have the corresponding desire. However, if my desire to take heroin is based on neither a false identification of the object of my desire nor a misunderstanding of the relevant means-ends relationship, what sort of information will remove this desire, granted that I am not irrational? It seems that the required information can only be a vivid realization of the detrimental effect of the desire on my long-term interest. But my long-term interest is clearly dependent on a true and full understanding of myself. Now the best satisfaction of the total set of desires can also be understood as the best promotion of the long-term interest of the person. But if the long-term interest of the person is defined as the best satisfaction of the total set of desires, then the model is both circular and vacuous. What I am trying to argue is that the model of the best satisfaction cannot yield substantive standards of evaluation independent of an understanding of the person and that such an understanding of the person is not reducible to an understanding of the total set of desires of the person. Rather, an understanding of the total set of desires is dependent on an understanding of the person and her life.7

On the other hand, unless we understand the person as a kind of response-generating machine, the varying importance of desires cannot be merely a matter of degree. I mean by this that as persons we necessarily see our desires and things in general as not merely different in degree but also different in kind. And this is so not merely because there are different kinds of desires as a response to different kinds of situations. More importantly, we see desires as reflective both of varying values and of our varying qualities. Thus desires might be vulgar or holy, base or noble, vicious or moral. That is, as Charles Taylor suggests, we are strong evaluators.8 Taylor uses the metaphor of “depth” to point out that we are beings in possession of qualitative values. I take it that as persons of “depth” we are not selves of a monotonous structure. Desires matter to us not in a single way and not because of a single quality. In most cases, the satisfaction of a certain desire is better or worse for us not primarily because of the strength of the pleasurable or painful sensation it elicits from us. Rather, it is good or bad for us depending on the role it plays in our life and how it relates to us. Again, an understanding of the person and her life is essential to an understanding of her overall good. And only given an understanding of a person’s overall good can we know how her desires are to be best satisfied. Of course what I suggest is just a conceptual relation. In reality we rarely have a clear and explicit understanding of our overall good and yet we need to live and act nonetheless. Even so, when we assess our desires, we do so, implicitly at least, in light of a sense of our good, however obscure it is.

I suggest that if the best satisfaction of the total set of desires does function as a standard to evaluate particular desires, it already involves a conception of the overall good of the person. And such a conception of the overall good depends ultimately on an understanding of the person and her life, which is not reducible to an understanding of her total set of desires. A ruthless bandit might go through certain special experiences and realize the wrongness of his past deeds. Thereafter he might become a charitable person and try his best to help others. If we examine merely his desires and disregard his conversion, we will only find two sets of discordant desires, the relation of which is obscure to us. Without an understanding of the person, including his experiences and conversion, we cannot possibly understand what is good for him.

Earlier I mentioned the possibility that we do not have evaluative standards independent of desires and that a particular desire might only be evaluated with reference to other desires. If the preceding argument is sound, then evaluative standards cannot be totally dependent on desires. Ultimately, desires are to be evaluated based on an understanding of the person and her life, which is not reducible to an understanding of her desires. Likely, evaluative standards are neither totally independent of desires, for an understanding of her desires might be integral to an understanding of the person.

Issues concerning desires are vast and complicated. The preceding discussion does little justice to the complexity of desires and our conceptions of them. Nevertheless, I hope to make clear at least one thing: that even if we do not have evaluative standards totally independent of desires, it does not mean that desires can only be evaluated in a weak sense. When the heart-mind approves or disapproves particular desires, it bases its judgments ultimately not on an understanding of the total set of desires of the person but on an understanding of the “Way of humans” (rendao 人道), which, I will argue, is an understanding of human goodness. I will also argue that Confucian ritual propriety represents just such an understanding of the Way of humans, which is constructed through an interpretation of our xing.

The petty man and the noble man

I have already suggested in the last chapter that a major difference between the noble man and the petty man lies in their different understandings of benefits and harms. As further illustration I offer again an important passage:

People live together in relationships. [They have] the same demands but different ways [of pursuit]; [they have] the same desires but different understandings. This is their xing. In that both approve things, the wise and the stupid are the same. Yet what they approve is different, this is the distinction between the wise and the stupid.9

It is reasonable to identify the wise as the noble man and the stupid as the petty man. As such, I can point out two similarities of the noble and the petty man and also three differences between them. First, the noble man and the petty man have the same demands and the same desires. In a certain sense then, what they want is largely the same. Second, both the noble man and the petty man approve things. I have already suggested that the heart-mind’s approval is equivalent to the evaluation and the choice we make regarding our feelings and desires. In other words, this second point is the same as the suggestion that as persons we necessarily have second-order evaluations of our first-order desires. Yet what the noble man approves is different from that of the petty man. That is, the second-order evaluations they make of first-order desires are different. Xunzi also suggests that the noble man has a different understanding of desires and uses a different way to satisfy his demands. However, the relation among approval (ke 可), understanding (zhi 知), and the way of pursuit (dao 道) is far from obvious.

Recall another passage: “Taking what is desired as obtainable and pursuing it, that is unavoidable for the feelings; thinking it approvable and giving direction for it, that must come from understanding.”10 In this passage, Xunzi suggests that understanding as a faculty has the functions of issuing approval and giving direction (dao 道).11 Does it mean that when Xunzi talks about the different understandings of the noble man and the petty man in the previously quoted passage, he intends to show that their different understandings consist in the different ways of pursuit they use and the different approvals they make? Or should we rather take the different understandings referred to in the previous passage as yet another function of the faculty of understanding and thus on a par with approval and the way of pursuit? Granted that there are actually three different functions by understanding, how are they related to one another? Is it the case that because of their different understandings of desires, the noble man and the petty man approve of differently and consequently use different ways to fulfill their similar demands? Or in fact are there not three different stages but only three aspects of the same practice?

In the same chapter where the previous passage occurs, Xunzi also says, “All people without exception follow what they approve and reject what they disapprove. Understanding that the Way is such that nothing is comparable to it and yet not following the Way, there is no such instance.”12 Elsewhere, Xunzi points out:

Thus it is unallowable that the heart-mind does not understand the Way. If the heart-mind does not understand the Way, [it] would disapprove the Way and approve what is contrary to the Way. … The heart-mind understands the Way, then [it] will approve the Way; approving the Way, then [it] can uphold the Way so as to forbid what is contrary to the Way.13

According to the two passages, understanding the Way (dao 道) will necessarily bring about an approval of the Way. It need not be the case that understanding the Way is antecedent to and also independent of approving the Way. On the contrary, given the necessary connection between the two, they might be mutually constitutive. It seems more likely that Xunzi intends to emphasize the practical implication of understanding the Way. That is, an understanding of the Way will necessarily align our judgments and actions with it. I have already suggested in the last chapter that, according to Xunzi, actions must be mediated by the heart-mind’s approval. The same suggestion can also be used to interpret the sentence “All people without exception follow what they approve, and reject what they disapprove.” In addition, Xunzi suggests that understanding necessarily brings about the corresponding approval, that is, judgment. Implicit in the two quoted passages then is a substantive conception of practical reasoning: an understanding of the matter in question necessarily brings about the corresponding judgment, and the judgment necessarily brings about the corresponding motivation and action. Given such a conception of practical reasoning, we might better appreciate why the noble man differs from the petty man in all his understanding, approval, and pursuit. But what exactly is Xunzi’s conception of understanding and why does such understanding have practical implications? We should not suppose that such a conception of understanding excludes the possibility of the weakness of will, the possibility that someone can freely act against her best judgment. We should especially not impose on Xunzi too easily a sharp contrast between reason and passion. Maybe Xunzi does not see desires distinct from understanding. Maybe understanding is indispensable for the formation and expression of desires.

Now dao as it is used in the two passages stands alone and is not qualified by anything. As such it refers to the overarching normative framework and that is also why we render it with a capital “W” as the “Way.” The ways of pursuit used by the noble man to fulfill his demands are either derived from the Way or are part of that overarching normative framework. Likely, particular approvals made by the noble man are based on the Way in such a way that they are the concrete exemplifications of the understanding of the Way. On the other hand, are there particular understandings that are based on or constitutive of the grand understanding of the Way? Initially, we interpret the different understandings of the noble man and the petty man as different understandings of their similar desires. Such an interpretation is based on the sentence “[They have] the same desires but different understandings.” It is possible that the different understandings referred to in the sentence point not to particular understandings of desires but simply to different understandings of the Way. That is, Xunzi can be understood to suggest that although the noble man and the petty man have the same desires, they have different understandings of the Way; consequently, they approve differently and try to fulfill their demands in different ways. Still we might wonder if a certain understanding of desires is unavoidable. It seems when we approve or disapprove certain desires, necessarily we understand these desires in certain ways and hold certain attitudes of them. If that is the case, how are particular understandings of desires related to the understanding of the Way? Again we are back to the question of what amounts to an understanding of the Way.

Understanding the Way

We shall analyze the understanding of the Way from two perspectives. First, we shall inquire what sort of understanding it is. Second, we shall inquire what the content of the Way is. We do not suppose that the understanding as a process or a state can be fully understood independent of the content of the Way. Rather, we aim to capture different elements of the understanding of the Way so as to present a fuller picture of Xunzi’s conception.

Xunzi points out that we understand the Way through the heart-mind and the heart-mind understands the Way by being empty (xu 虛), unified (yi 壹), and still (jing 靜).14 Xunzi explains first, “People are born with understanding. With understanding there is memory. Memory [refers to] what is stored, yet there is [the state] called emptiness. Not using what has been stored to harm what is to be received is called emptiness.”15 In short, Xunzi suggests that we should not allow what we have known to interfere with what we will acquire. It should be noted that there is actually no equivalent English word for xu. While in English “empty,” “bare,” “blank,” or “void” have more or less a negative connotation, xu can be highly positive in Chinese. Xu need not be seen as lacking in things but can be seen as having the capacity for accomplishment and improvement. It is clear that by being empty the heart-mind is not devoid of anything, much less memory or knowledge. What is being emphasized here is rather the absence of prejudice or bias. In other words, if we are ever to understand the Way, we must not be bound by what we have already known. We should not reject too easily novel or strange ideas and experience. Even if new experience and ideas are seemingly incompatible with what we have already known, it is not necessary that one must be right and the other wrong. Maybe a better understanding is possible that can accommodate both. Even if we are highly sure of what we have already known, new experience and ideas might still transform the existing knowledge and put it better into place in the overall picture of the world, showing better why it is correct. Also, we should not suppose that by understanding Xunzi refers to only factual knowledge, much less propositional knowledge. Actually, Xunzi explicitly points out that all beings with blood and breath have understanding, including birds and beasts.16 “Understanding” then is not a completely satisfactory rendering of zhi 知, which can also be used to refer to awareness. What is it like to be xu (empty) in awareness? I suggest that it is to be sensitive, empathetic, and tolerant. That is, we are not only to be sensitive to changes in situation but must also admit the possibility that we have not been fully aware of our circumstances. We should not be misled by familiarity to think that we have already perceived everything there is in everyday circumstances, and we should not reject too easily other people’s novel perceptions. Also, we should not adhere too firmly to our own point of view but should try to put ourselves in others’ shoes. Likely, when we perceive things from other people’s perspective, we will have not only other views of the situation but might also experience different feelings. Moreover, even if we are convinced that we have a truthful awareness of the situation, we should not discard straightaway others’ opinions. We might still learn something from others’ mistakes by taking their perceptions seriously.

Xunzi explains further,

The heart-mind is born with understanding. With understanding there are differences. Differences [refer to] the various things we understand at the same time. Understanding various things at the same time is [called] duality, yet there is [the state] called unity. Not using [the understanding of] this one to harm [the understanding of] that one is called unity.17

Again, the message is that the understanding of one thing should not interfere with that of other things. But the kind of interference is different in the present case. While the quality of emptiness guards against interference with the acquisition of new understanding, the quality of unity prevents interference with the integration and organization of acquired understanding. Xunzi suggests that although we understand different things, our understanding can nonetheless remain unified. What kind of quality is it? Unity requires not only that various elements are consistent with each other but also that they form into a harmonious whole. That is, different things should be understood in such a way that they fall into a structured and unified picture. Also, unity should not be forced and the understanding of each thing should be given its due. The harm the understanding of one thing brings to that of another thing might then be of two ways: that the former prevents the latter from figuring in the overall picture, or that the former prevents the latter from contributing in due weight to the overall picture. As I have suggested, understanding need not be restricted to factual understanding but can also include emotive understanding and perception in general. Thus unity of understanding refers not merely to unity of knowledge but also to integrity of feelings and perception.

Finally, Xunzi points out: “The heart-mind [is such that] when asleep it dreams, when lax it wanders by itself, when employed it plans. Thus the heart-mind is never without movement, yet there is [the state] called stillness. Not upsetting understanding by dreams and messy disturbance is called stillness.”18 In order to understand the quality of stillness, we need to lay bare its relation to the heart-mind’s movement. In particular we need to answer two related questions: First, does stillness exclude movement? Can the heart-mind be both still and active at the same time, though at different levels? Second, while the quality of stillness is for Xunzi clearly desirable, to what extent is movement undesirable? For example, when Xunzi says that the heart-mind plans when employed, is he talking about something negative, neutral, or positive? As we have seen, both the quality of emptiness and unity refer to a kind of higher-level balancing. What Xunzi stresses is that we should not harm one thing by use of another, and we can through the quality of emptiness or unity give each side its due. Xunzi does say something similar when he talks about the quality of stillness. This time he suggests that stillness allows us to maintain understanding notwithstanding dreams and messy disturbance. Dreams refer to the activity of the heart-mind when we are asleep. Messy disturbance (ju 劇) refers to the activity of the heart-mind when we are not actively in charge of it. When we are not consciously employing the heart-mind, it moves nonetheless, leading to fantasies, imaginations, miscellaneous memories, and so on. When we do employ the heart-mind, the corresponding activity—planning, thinking, or deliberation—is also regarded by Xunzi as the heart-mind’s movement. Presumably, such employed activities of the heart-mind are indispensable to understanding and thus cannot be undesirable. However, dreams, fantasies, imaginations, or miscellaneous memories need not be undesirable in themselves. They are undesirable only when they interfere with understanding. If that is the case, then employed activities of the heart-mind can also be undesirable if they happen to interfere with understanding. Stillness as a quality then means only that the heart-mind is not disturbed by its own movement, not that it is without any activity. Indeed Xunzi admits that the heart-mind cannot be without movement. But by being still, the heart-mind can nonetheless have a clear understanding amid movement. Consequently, movement and stillness cannot be states of the same level. I suggest that while movement refers to whatever activity the heart-mind at any particular moment undergoes, stillness describes the adherence to a holistic and balanced picture of things, the heart-mind’s activities and, more generally, our life and ourselves. When we remain still, we would not be led astray by movement of the heart-mind at a particular moment to forget the overall picture.

It should be clear by now that emptiness, unity, and stillness all describe, from different aspects, the same ideally holistic and balanced state of perception. By being empty, we would be sensitive to new situations and new information. By being unified, we can give each perception its due and fit it into a unified picture. By being still, we can adhere to the overall picture and would not be disturbed by particular movement of the heart-mind. However, such an ideally perceptive state is not tantamount to the state of understanding the Way. It is rather the state through which we can understand the Way. Thus Xunzi points out: “That of not yet getting the Way but is seeking it is called [the state of] emptiness, unity, and stillness.”19 We need not suppose that such an ideally perceptive state is merely an external means to the Way and can be disposed of after we grasp the Way. Such a state might well be constitutive of understanding the Way. It seems unlikely that when we do understand the Way, we can then cease to be perceptive. I propose that by such a sentence Xunzi intends to underline two points. First, it is not enough that we are merely perceptive. We need also to integrate our perception and understanding with actions. Thus Xunzi explicitly states, “Understanding the Way and being perceptive; understanding the Way and putting it into action: such is to embody the Way.”20 This is also to say that understanding the Way is not merely a state of knowing but also a state of acting. Second, while it is important that we are in an ideally perceptive state, it is even more important that we get the Way right. It is when our perception, actions, and the content of the Way are matched with one another that we can be rightly said to be understanding the Way. Such a suggestion implies that the content of the Way is not wholly determined by the heart-mind’s perception when it is empty, unified, and still. Rather, the ideally perceptive state is partially defined by its ability to get the Way right. Indeed I would like to argue that we have other independent criteria for the content of the Way.

What is the Way? I have already pointed out before that the Way is neither the Way of Heaven nor the Way of Earth. It is rather the Way of humans, the Way based on which people live a harmonious and flourishing life. Indeed Xunzi explicitly suggests that the Way is that by which people form into a community. He says: “What is the Way? I say: that which the lord is practicing. Who is the lord? I say: [someone who] can assemble [people into] a community.”21 Xunzi repeatedly stresses that human beings cannot be without community and that distinctions (fen 分) are essential to a community.22 I might quote again what Xunzi says on the relation between the Way of humans and distinctions:

Now birds and beasts have parents and offspring but they do not have the affection between father and son. They have males and females but they do not have the differences between sexes. Thus the Way of humans is never without differentiation. Of differentiation none is greater than distinctions. Of distinctions none is greater than ritual propriety. Of ritual propriety none is greater than [that of] the sage-kings.23

Xunzi also describes in various ways the close relation between the lord (jun 君)/the sage, distinctions, the community, and the Way. He points out: “The lord is someone who is good at assembling [people into] a community.”24 “The lord of people is the kernel by which distinctions are governed.”25 “The sage is the key to the Way.”26 “The sage is the acme of the Way.”27 Moreover, as can be seen from the passage quoted earlier, ritual propriety represents the grandest distinction. Xunzi affirms explicitly that ritual propriety and appropriateness are indispensable for the proper functioning of the community.28 He describes the kind of life regulated by ritual propriety as “living as a community in harmony and unity (qunju heyi 群居合一).” He also says, “Ritual propriety represents the acme of the Way of humans.”29

I hope it is clear by now that for Xunzi, the Way does not represent an external normative order that exists in the world. Neither is the Way to be discovered by the intellect alone. Rather, the Way represents the practical and constitutive norms of our communal life. Xunzi does not suppose that we need to use a special faculty of perception to discover the Way. Actually, he thinks that the perception of the Way is continuous with the perception of commonplace differences. He once used an analogy to illustrate the vast difference between the way of the ancient kings like Yao 堯 and Yu 禹 and the way practiced by the tyrant Jie 桀 and the robber Zhi 跖.

Xunzi asks us to imagine a group of people who have never seen fine food like the meat of pastured and grain-fed animals, rice, and millet. Since they are only acquainted with coarse food such as beans, coarse greens, dregs, and husks, they will take the coarse food as the best. Later a stranger comes to them with fine meat, rice, and millet. Initially, they find such fine food strange, but once they try it, they find the food pleasing to smell, nice to taste, and nutritious to the body. Once they realize the contrast between the coarse food and the fine food, they all choose the fine food and give up the coarse food that they originally enjoyed. Xunzi suggests that the difference between the way of the ancient kings and the way practiced by Jie and Zhi is as big as that between fine food and coarse food. The reason why some people adhere to the erroneous way is because of their ignorance.30

By such an analogy Xunzi does not suggest that there are absolute standards of taste. However he does suggest that we are similar enough in our sense of taste to have a universal preference for fine food over coarse food. That seems to be true. Even though our favorite foods might differ, we do have enough convergence in taste to assert that certain categories of food are good for human beings while others are bad for us. If someone is fond of foul food, we tend to suspect that there is something wrong with him rather than thinking that he merely has different tastes in food. Xunzi suggests that the same is true of ethical values. I do not claim that by such an analogy Xunzi has successfully argued for the objectivity of ethical values. The force of the analogy has to be supplemented by other arguments. Certainly, Xunzi thinks that ethical values are objective. But the content of such ethical values is precisely the subject of our current investigation. And the kind of objectivity of ethical values is likely different from the kind of objectivity of physical facts of the world. The former depends more heavily upon the constitution of our xing and our circumstances. By the analogy Xunzi suggests, first, that we are similar enough to have a preference for a certain kind of communal life, and second, that such a preference is not based on a mysterious sense of value but on everyday experience and judgment of our life.

Also, as I have repeatedly warned, we should not take the ignorance in question as merely a kind of intellectual mistake. As is clear from the analogy, it is not enough that people are presented with two alternatives and told that one is superior. They have to practice the superior alternative and experience the good it brings about before they can truly appreciate its superiority. Such experience is especially important if the person is already in the grip of erroneous practice. It is possible that someone might be so immersed in the erroneous way that he will not perceive a better alternative and will not be persuaded to try an alternative way. Xunzi does admit the possibility that someone might be too bad to be transformed by ritual propriety.31 That such a person cannot be transformed by ritual propriety is not due to any intellectual or other natural disability. Xunzi explicitly asserts that it is possible for everyone to become a sage because every person has the capacity to understand humaneness, appropriateness, standards, and rectitude and also the capacity to put them into practice.32 A petty man can also become a noble man. The fact that a petty man remains so is just because he is not willing to practice the way of the noble man.33 If someone cannot be transformed by ritual propriety, it is because he is not willing to be so transformed. The sort of incapacity involved is a complicated issue and will not be pursued here.34 I just want to make clear that while ignorance of the Way is indeed a lack of understanding, the relevant understanding can only be gained through actual practice. If someone cannot understand the Way, it is because he is not willing even to try the relevant practice.

I suggest that the way of the ancient kings has to be practiced before we can fully experience the good it brings about and be convinced of its superiority. But what sort of good is it? And how can we know that the way of the ancient kings is indeed the Way? I have pointed out that the Way refers to the normative framework based on which we live a unified and harmonious communal life. The way of the ancient kings, as the guiding principles of humaneness and appropriateness, precisely allows us “to live together as a community, to sustain and nurture one another, to safeguard and embellish one another, and to make one another safe and secure.”35 In other words, the way of the ancient kings is indeed the Way if it can bring us a flourishing communal life. It is widely accepted that as a species we are social beings. It is true at least to the extent that we can have a decent human life only by living in a community. Since a communal life is essential to us as human beings, the norms necessary for a communal life are to that extent essential to us as well. But of course there are different kinds of community, many of which are far from satisfactory. And many people live a bad life within a community, very often because of the structural features of the community. The challenge for us is to find out what a flourishing community is and what kind of life is good. In what sense then is the community based on the way of the ancient kings a flourishing one and the life of its members good?

I have already shown that the Way is the Way of humans and that ritual propriety represents the acme of the Way of humans. Ritual propriety can then be understood as the embodiment of the Way. On the other hand, Xunzi suggests that the purpose of ritual propriety is to nurture (yang 養) human desires. It seems right to say that the Way not only makes possible a flourishing community but also brings about the best satisfaction of our desires. But what is the best satisfaction of desires and how is it related to a flourishing community?

Community and the self

When talking about the origin of ritual propriety, Xunzi points out that people are born with desires and inevitably they seek the satisfaction of their desires. Without proper measures and limits, their seeking will lead to fighting, disorder, and destitution. Ritual propriety is instituted by the ancient kings to prevent such a bleak situation of everyone fighting against one another. Ritual propriety imposes distinctions on people’s lives so that their desires can be satisfied and their seeking fulfilled.36 I have already argued in the last chapter that ritual propriety does not satisfy desires as they naturally are. Rather, ritual propriety imposes cultured forms on desires so that we can live a civilized life in a harmonious community. I have also suggested that the cultured forms of ritual propriety are constructed through an interpretative understanding of our xing. But what is the justification for such an interpretative understanding of our xing? Again we are confronted with the questions why the satisfaction of desires through ritual propriety is best and why the community based on ritual propriety is a flourishing one.

Xunzi admits that cooperation is needed to sustain people’s life. This is so because one cannot be good at every skill and cannot assume all roles by oneself. If people live in alienation and do not help one another, there will be destitution. While cooperation and a communal life are essential, distinctions are also required to maintain proper social order.37 If we judge only from this passage, we might think that Xunzi is chiefly concerned with the problem of redistribution. We might think that it is justified to understand distinctions as principles that distribute properly the results of cooperation among social members. Xunzi would not deny that one important function of distinctions is to distribute resources among social members. However, it is unlikely that he would take this as the only function of distinctions. Even less would Xunzi think that the only purpose of the community is to better fulfill its members’ pregiven ends.

We have seen more than once that Xunzi uses examples like the affection between father and son, the division between males and females, as illustration of differentiation (bian 辨), distinctions, and ritual propriety. Xunzi suggests that in contrast to human beings, animals have parents and offspring, males and females, but not the corresponding differentiation. I have argued before that differentiation is not the same as natural differences. Rather, differentiation represents both the recognition of a difference and the understanding of its significance. The community, as an assembly of people ordered by differentiation and distinctions, is not just a structured group but also a group with intrinsic meaning and significance. What does this mean? I have argued before that our xing is originally without a normative framework and that it has a natural tendency to dominate the heart-mind, leading to bad judgments and bad behavior. Consequently, I suggest that our xing is bad in a fundamental sense. I have also indicated that such badness is not primarily due to external factors such as a lack of resources. Even if we have unlimited resources, we cannot live a good life or attain self-realization if our xing is not transformed. Ritual propriety transforms our xing and enables us to live fully as a person. Thus ritual propriety is not merely a regulating mechanism like traffic regulations, which are normative only conditionally and contingently. Ritual propriety represents rather constitutive norms that structure our life and the selves we are. In Xunzi’s eyes, a community is precisely an assembly of people constituted by and constitutive of ritual propriety. It is likely then for Xunzi the community is also constitutive of our life and not merely a better means to satisfy our desires. If I take the community merely as an external means to my pregiven ends, then, granted that I can better fulfill my ends independent of the community, there would be no reason for me either to enter into or stay within the community. But the community, as an assembly with differentiation, cannot be merely an external means. Xunzi would suggest that living outside the community is living without differentiation and thus living like birds and beasts. The kind of life outside the community, if it is at all possible, is fundamentally different from the kind of life within a community. The community does not just better promote the natural biological life into which we are born. The community makes possible and is also constitutive of a new kind of life, the cultural and communal life. Certainly, some people live in solitude as hermits, but very often they maintain a link, however minimal, with other people and the community. Also, these people carry with them the culture and the tradition of the community. Even though they might be physically cut off from the community, mentally and spiritually they are still nurtured by the community. What is so important about the community is then not primarily the physical assembly of people but the embodiment of culture and tradition in the communal life. Differentiation, distinctions, and ritual propriety represent precisely Confucian culture and tradition.

Still, we might inquire in what ways the Confucian cultural and communal life is good for a person. What is it like to be without Confucian ritual propriety? Xunzi thinks that if human beings are without teachers and without standards, then their heart-minds will be just like mouths and stomachs. In other words, if we do not bring our xing under a normative framework, we will be dominated by natural desires and especially by immediate natural desires. Xunzi gives as examples of natural desires the desire for food when hungry, the desire for warmth when cold, the desire for rest when tired, and in general the liking of benefits and the disliking of harms. If we are controlled by natural desires, then our behavior will be dictated by whatever dominant desire we have at a particular moment. For example, when we are hungry, the desire for food might be so strong that it will cause us to obtain food by whatever means, including hurting ourselves and others. A life driven by natural desires will likely be full of hazards and harms, many of which are avoidable through plans and foresight. But even if with improbable luck such a life meets no great harm and gets most immediate desires satisfied, it is still deficient in an important sense. It is not a life commanded and directed by a unified self and to that extent it is not one life as a whole. There might still be some sort of continuity in such a life, and viewed externally, it is a life lived by a particular being. However, although it is a life lived by a particular being, it is not a life of that particular being, a life that is his or her own. When we suggest that a life can be or cannot be a life of one’s own, we subscribe to a certain conception of the subject of the life. We assume that such a being has a self and is an agent who can relate to her life in a certain way. By saying that a life is someone’s own, we do not describe a certain physical relation between one thing and another, such as the fact that certain leaves belong to a particular tree. Rather, we intend to highlight the active role a person plays in her life, that she actively directs her life and lives it according to her plans and projects. When a person is enslaved by another person, his life is largely determined by his owner and to a large extent he cannot live his own life. If a person is enslaved by natural desires, then to a similarly large extent he cannot live his own life. It might be thought that being enslaved by one’s desires is vastly different from being enslaved by another person. Some might even doubt whether we could be enslaved by our desires. It should be admitted that “enslavement” is used figuratively concerning desires, but the harm it brings about need not be less serious. A person might have an eating disorder. He cannot control his desire for food and cannot stop himself from eating. He becomes obese and his health deteriorates. He cannot work, sleep, or even live properly. He hates his desire for food and, to a certain extent, his weakness and himself. His life is ruined and, more seriously, the integrity of the self is undermined. If we want to control and not to be controlled by our desires, then necessarily we need to evaluate our desires by certain standards and regulate our actions by norms.

Xunzi actually thinks that as persons we necessarily form second-order evaluation of our desires, thus he insists that our actions are necessarily mediated by the heart-mind’s approval. As human beings we rarely live like birds and beasts. Indeed Xunzi suggests that there is a difference between the chaotic xing we are born with and the chaotic evaluation we make of our native conditions: “People are originally petty men by birth; additionally they encounter disordered age and acquire disordered customs. This is to redouble pettiness by being petty, begetting disorder by being disordered.”38 I suggest that the disordered customs (luansu 亂俗) mentioned in this passage are the same as the wrong way of “accommodating and settling” (zhucuo 注錯) that the petty man practices. I have already argued in the last chapter that “accommodating and settling” is an exemplification of wei. In other words, the petty man practices erroneous wei and brings even more disorder to his originally chaotic xing. The noble man, although born with the same chaotic xing, accumulates proper deliberation and habituates proper practice so as to form the correct wei and transform his xing. But why is the artifice practiced by the petty man wrong? Xunzi suggests that, first, by such artifice the petty man cannot fulfill his desires and get what he wants, and second, the petty man cannot gain control of his own life and will be enslaved by external things. By contrast, the noble man, through ritual propriety, not only has his desires nurtured, but he also has firm command of himself and his own life. Moreover, the noble man lives a harmonious communal life with others. Xunzi asserts, “Thus if people concentrate on ritual propriety and appropriateness, then they will gain both [from ritual propriety and desires]. If they concentrate on [their] xing and feelings, then they will lose both.”39 I have shown before that for Xunzi, feelings represent the substance of our xing and desires are responses to our feelings. Thus by the statement “concentrate on [their] xing and feelings,” Xunzi is referring to those people who concentrate on desires and take desire satisfaction as their only goal. Xunzi asserts that they will necessarily fail in their goal. Since one function of ritual propriety is to nurture desires, it is obvious that ritual propriety helps us to satisfy desires. However, it is not immediately clear why Xunzi stresses that by adhering to ritual propriety and appropriateness, we will gain both from ritual propriety and desires. If the only function of ritual propriety is to nurture desires, then presumably what we gain from ritual propriety is the same as what we gain from desires. Xunzi’s claim that we gain in two aspects (liangde 兩得) is then misleading. Or is Xunzi indeed justified in claiming that we gain in two aspects? How would he show that the benefit we gain from ritual propriety is actually beyond desire satisfaction?

Actually in the same paragraph where Xunzi makes the previous assertion, he points out:

The noble man not only obtains the nourishment [of desires] but is also fond of the differences. What is meant by “differences”? I say: these refer to the varying stations of the eminent and the humble, the disparity between the elder and the younger, and the apportionment matched with the poor and the rich, the insignificant and the significant.40

Now it is clear that “differences” (bie 別) is just another term for distinctions (fen 分) and differentiation (bian 辨). Actually, Xunzi uses the character bie 別 to describe the differences between males and females, which is then employed as an example for differentiation. I have already suggested that differentiation and distinctions are constitutive norms of the community. By suggesting that the noble man is fond of “differences,” Xunzi maintains that the noble man is fond of the normative framework and its embodiment in a harmonious communal life.

Xunzi stresses that by adhering to ritual propriety and appropriateness, we will gain in two aspects. It is fairly obvious that the two kinds of benefit refer respectively to the nourishment of desires and a harmonious communal life structured by distinctions. I have argued that the community is not an instrumental means to better satisfy our pregiven desires. Rather, the community and its constitutive norms provide a superior structure to our desires and our life so that we can live a good life and also a life of self-realization. A flourishing life provides the best satisfaction of our desires, but it is more than that. We have seen before that the way of the ancient kings enables us “to live together as a community, to sustain and nurture one another, to safeguard and embellish one another, and to make one another safe and secure.” Also, when compared with the chaotic life lived under the tyrant Jie and the robber Zhi, the goodness of such an ideal communal life is readily recognizable. It is not just that we are safe and secure from harm and assault, or that our life is sustained and our desires nurtured, but more importantly that our xing is embellished and thus transformed in such a way that we become safe and secure, sustained and nurtured. That is, as I have quoted before, ritual propriety and appropriateness are necessary in order “to rectify and embellish people’s feelings and xing so as to straighten them out; to tame and transform people’s feelings and xing so as to direct them, such that they are all made to emerge into order and correspond to the Way.”41 In the end, the nourishment of desires is not independent of a harmonious communal life. This is also why Xunzi maintains that the petty man, even though concentrating on desires, fails to satisfy his desires.

Now the petty man does try to satisfy his desires and at times does succeed in satisfying some immediate desires. Why does Xunzi maintain that he nonetheless fails in desire satisfaction? Xunzi calls the satisfaction of immediate desires “the gratification of the moment” (yishi zhi qie 一時之嫌) and contrasts it with “desires of a hundred years” (bainian zhi yu 百年之欲). He points out that it is foolish to exchange the latter for the former.42 However the petty man might be foolish in two different ways. On the one hand, the petty man might simply fail to recognize that “desires of a hundred years” outweigh “the gratification of the moment.” That is, his error is just an error of calculation and comparison. On the other hand, the petty man might be mistaken in taking a certain “gratification of the moment” as good. That is, his error is an error of evaluation. The petty man might err in both ways. But if a certain “gratification of the moment” is not good at all, then the reason why it is outweighed by “desires of a hundred years” is not because it is not as good as the latter. It is because it is not even a legitimate item for comparison. In the first section of this chapter, I have already suggested that some desires, such as the desire to take a dose of heroin, are bad for the person. I have also suggested that desires are judged good or bad from the perspective of the overall good of the person. I claim that it is precisely such a perspective that the petty man fails to adopt. Although the petty man might satisfy certain immediate desires, such “gratification of the moment” might not contribute to his overall well-being. Understood in this way, “desires of a hundred years” need not refer to the total set of desires of the person, which is, as I have argued before, too problematic to be a useful concept. I suggest that the phrase is rather a general term for the overall good of the person. Since the petty man does not have an understanding of his overall good, he cannot evaluate his desires properly and cannot distinguish desires of importance from desires of insignificance. Consequently, even if he might satisfy some immediate desires, he does not succeed in desire satisfaction for the self.

Xunzi points out that if we are properly cultivated, we will have slight regard for external possessions such as wealth and status. Thus the noble man “uses things” (yiwu 役物) while the petty man is “used by things” (yi yu wu 役於物).43 Elsewhere he stresses that it is a distinction between “making the self the servant of things” (yi ji wei wuy i以己為物役) and “valuing the self and making a servant of things” (zhongji yiwu 重己役物).44 That is, the petty man, by concentrating on desires, fails to achieve an understanding of himself and his life. Consequently, he is controlled by immediate desires and loses himself in the pursuit of superficial desires. How can we gain an understanding of ourselves and our life? I suggest that it is through the normative framework exemplified in the culture and tradition of the community. But why can the normative framework help us to gain an understanding of ourselves and our life? It is because the normative framework represents precisely an interpretative understanding of our xing and human goodness. Confucian ritual propriety constitutes just such a normative framework.

Ritual propriety as self-interpretation

I have argued that desires, whether immediate desires or the total set of desires, cannot be the basis of evaluation of human actions and human life. In fact, desires themselves are subject to evaluation. However, it should not be supposed that standards of evaluation must then be totally independent of desires. Rather, standards of evaluation are constructed through an interpretative understanding of ourselves and our life, an essential part of which is an understanding of our desires. I claim that such a viewpoint is precisely what Xunzi means when he maintains on the one hand that people’s xing is bad, thus requiring regulation and cultivation by artifice, and on the other hand that order and flourishing is only possible when people’s xing is combined with artifice, that is, when our xing is embellished and transformed by artifice.

I have argued in the last chapter that Confucian ritual propriety, as the normative framework for our xing, are neither discovered externally in the world nor derived directly from our xing. Confucian ritual propriety is rather constructed from human actions in general, which represent our initial responses to and initial interpretations of our xing. In other words, Confucian ritual propriety is constructed through the interplay between human actions and our xing. Confucian ritual propriety is meant to capture those patterns of behavior that best express and actualize our xing. Yet how can we know what the best expression and realization of our xing is? I suggest that we do not have a more fundamental basis to appeal to. The answer consists in our attempt to understand our xing and ourselves. Such a reply might appear to be highly unsatisfactory, but it cannot be otherwise if the source of normativity lies not in the external world but in ourselves. I suggest that such an endeavor to understand ourselves and what is good for us is the sort of activity Charles Taylor calls “self-interpretation.” Taylor suggests that when we come to questions concerning the most fundamental values, the only basis we have is our deepest inchoate sense of what is important, which we try to bring to light through our interpretation.45 I suggest that we are engaged in just such self-interpretation when we try to understand our xing and structure it through ritual propriety.

Xunzi would say that the Confucian interpretation of our xing is represented in the understanding of the Way of humans. In this chapter I have shown that the Way of humans has two related components. The Way of humans not only allows us to live harmoniously with one another in a unified community but also enables the best nourishment of our desires. I have argued that the best nourishment of desires is neither the gratification of immediate desires nor the satisfaction of the greatest number of desires. The best nourishment of desires is rather best for the person whose desires they are. That is, desires should be satisfied in such a way that they form a part of the best life of the person. Certainly, such a formal formulation of the overall good of the person is without much content. The substantive contents depend on a concrete understanding of the person and her life. We need to know, for example, what sort of person she is, what kind of personality she has, what her past experience is, and what life projects she has. There are however certain essential conditions of a good life and a life of self-realization. First, a person’s life should be such that it is a life of her own. That is, if a life is to be good for a person, it must first be a life actively directed by that person and lived according to her plans and projects. Second, the integrity of the self is thus essential to a person and her life. It is unlikely that we are completely coherent and consistent in our thoughts and actions. Also, we might change in one way or another throughout our life and we might even convert to a new kind of life. Yet our life should be connected in such a way that it is an intelligible whole and that the person going through such a life is an intelligibly unified self. Third, the integrity of the self and the authenticity of one’s life are only possible when the self and the life are structured by a normative framework. It is here that the best nourishment of desires is connected with the harmonious communal life.

As I have argued before, living without distinctions, that is, without norms, is to live like birds and beasts. Now very rarely are human beings born and reared in isolation from a human community.46 Normally, we are able to learn the language and culture of the community and thus function more or less as a human person. Still, if we do not have proper cultivation and do not adopt proper practices and habits, we will not be able to organize our life properly or live harmoniously with others. It has been well argued that the community and its embodied tradition are essential to and constitutive of human selfhood, agency, and practical reasoning.47 Some insist that personal freedom must be respected and the conception of the good embodied in a tradition must not be forced onto an individual. They also maintain that the community and its tradition cannot be the ultimate basis of evaluation and must be subject to critical reflection and evaluation.48 Indeed it is possible that the community and its tradition are wrong at certain points. Actually, significant moral and social improvements have been made through revision or abandonment of traditional views. Slavery and gender inequality are examples. However, such critical evaluation of the community and tradition can only be made by rational members of the community. The case is similar to linguistic competence. Only by being a competent user of a certain language can a person distinguish the right way of using the language from the wrong way. It is also such a competent language user who knows how to extend the current language practice and invent new language uses. Thus we must first be cultivated by tradition and culture to become a rational agent. Only then can we participate in rational evaluation of the community and its tradition. Also, when it comes to questions concerning human goodness, we should not suppose that we are excluded from other social communities in the same way as we are excluded from foreign-language communities. If we are right to believe that we are endowed with the same basic native conditions, we can legitimately hope that we will find some common ground to begin our discussion. Actually, even when we are in a foreign community of which we have no knowledge of the language, we are often able to make limited communication based on gestures and facial expressions. The exclusion then is never complete but only a matter of degree. The issues of relativism and the comparison of cultures, however, are very complicated and will not be further pursued here. The present discussion achieves its purpose as long as it is agreed that cultivation through community and culture enables rather than excludes critical evaluation of norms and rational engagement with other cultures and traditions.

Since the person can only realize her selfhood and agency through the community and its tradition, the best nourishment of desires, which requires active human agency and a unified self, is only possible when the person is cultivated by the community. But the harmonious communal life is also directly constitutive of the overall good of the person. Xunzi points out that the harmonious communal life is such that “[people are] unequal yet equivalent, bent yet even, dissimilar yet uniform. This is called human relationships.”49 He also suggests that “sageliness [refers to] the perfection of [human] relationships.”50 It is clear that human relationships (renlun 人倫) are central features of Confucian communal life. As we have seen from the examples of the affection between father and son, and the differences between males and females, human relationships do not refer to factual interpersonal connections. Instead, human relationships refer to normative relationships that are structured by ritual propriety and appropriateness. It is not just that a father is the parent of his son, nor merely that a father should take care of his son, but more precisely that a father should take care of his son as guided by the virtues of a father and that a son should respect his father in properly pious ways. Yet why is ritual propriety important for human relationships? And how are human relationships good for a person? It is because human relationships are good only when they are structured by ritual propriety. And the goodness of human relationships is only available through sincere participation in those relationships. If there is no love, warmth, trust, respect, faithfulness, and so on, in a marriage, it cannot be good and would only bring suffering and misery. On the other hand, if two people truly love each other and love each other in a proper way, for example, by not being dominating, deceitful, fearful, or jealous, their love will bring them great happiness and it will likely be one of the highest goods for them.

Goods of human relationships are internal goods. Alasdair MacIntyre suggests that internal goods are goods internal to specific practices. An internal good can only be identified and enjoyed in the corresponding practice.51 The pleasure and the particular kind of skills specific to playing football can only be gained by sincere participation in the game. You might get goals by cheating, but you would then also lose the pleasure of playing the game. We have seen before that the petty man is enslaved by things (wu 物). Xunzi would suggest that external goods such as money and status are just external things and a blind pursuit of them will lead to an enslavement of the self. Internal goods, especially internal goods of human relationships, provide more enduring satisfaction to us. That this is so might well be because we are beings with such native conditions. Confucian ritual propriety exemplifies such an understanding of our native conditions. It instructs us to participate in human relationships so that we can enjoy a flourishing life.

If a person of the modern world asks Xunzi why he should follow Confucian ritual propriety, Xunzi would probably answer that Confucian ritual propriety constitutes the normative framework through which we gain an integral self and become an active agent. Xunzi would point out that self-realization as a modern ideal is possible only when we have a firm command of the self. Only when we know who we truly are and what we truly want can we fully realize ourselves. Confucian ritual propriety also represents an understanding of human goodness, which suggests that we can have a good life only by living in harmonious relationships with one another. As human beings we necessarily have a second-level evaluation of our xing. That is, necessarily, we “accommodate and settle” in one way or another. Confucian ritual propriety represents the accumulated practical knowledge of how we should “accommodate and settle” ourselves. Given such an explanation, we can better appreciate why Xunzi insists that Confucian learning is the learning for one’s own self and that the best exemplification of humaneness, the cardinal virtue of Confucianism, is self-love.

I do not claim that I have provided a full and complete justification of Confucian ritual propriety in response to the modern concern of self-realization. It suffices as long as Confucian ritual propriety can now be seen as a plausible and reasonable answer. Also, it is not true that by following Confucian ritual propriety we will never meet any harm. Xunzi points out:

Humaneness, appropriateness, virtues, and just acts are the methods of constant security, but there is no guarantee that it will never incur peril. Corruption, laxity, unlawful acts, and robbery are the methods of constant peril, but there is no guarantee that it will never bring about security. Thus the noble man follows the way of regularity, but the petty man follows the way of exception.52

As James Griffin points out, as human beings we are not beings of omnipotence. The limits of human knowledge mean that arbitrariness and contingency can never be eradicated from our moral life.53 We can only choose “the way of regularity,” knowing that things will go relatively well under normal circumstances. At one particular moment, I might be required by morality to sacrifice my life. Although I do accept the moral demand and am willing for the sacrifice because this is the right thing to do, it is still natural for me to feel a desire for life and have the thought that if circumstances did not give rise to this moral imperative, it would be good to continue to live. This is probably the scenario in Xunzi’s mind when he says, “It is not that they do not desire life but desire death; it is rather that life is not approved but death approved.”54 In one sense, it is in my best interest to sacrifice life because a life without following the demand of morality at that particular moment would be so distorted that it would no longer be the same life for me and would not be worth living. Also, a failure to live up to the demand of morality might be so damaging to the integrity of the self that I lose my identity. My old self is to that extent dead.55 Yet in another sense, it is a genuine sacrifice on my part because if circumstances did not give rise to this moral imperative, I could continue to enjoy my life. Any kind of life involves risk. There is no way to enjoy the benefits of life without accepting the risk. Retreating whenever there is a demand of sacrifice is not leading a better life but living a fragmented life without a unified self. Notwithstanding the possible sacrifice, an ethical life of ritual propriety might still be the best policy for life in an uncertain world.


Conclusion

This book is concerned with a reconstruction of Xunzi’s moral philosophy as a response to the modern concern of self-realization. The concern of self-realization is used as a perspective as well as the background for an understanding of Xunzi’s moral philosophy. Xunzi’s teachings, and more generally that of Confucianism, are clearly concerned with a set of norms called li 禮 (ritual propriety). If Xunzi and Confucianism are to be admitted relevant to the modern world, especially to modern China, a plausible answer is required to the question of why Confucian ritual propriety is normative for a modern person. In particular, a modern person might wonder whether and in what ways Confucian ritual propriety might improve his or her own life and help with his or her self-realization.

I start with an analysis of Xunzi’s conception of xing. I argue that Xunzi’s famous claim “people’s xing is bad” should be understood as involving two claims. First, people’s xing is originally without an ethical framework. Second, people’s xing has a natural tendency to dominate us, leading us to make bad judgments and consequently to behave badly. Although people’s xing is bad, it is not true that it lacks a role in a good human life. On the contrary, Xunzi maintains that a good life is possible only when our xing is successfully transformed. I suggest that the claim “people’s xing is bad” should be joined to its complementary claim “goodness comes from wei” to provide a fuller understanding of human beings. By these two claims Xunzi draws a contrast between the original human state and the ideal human state and suggests that ritual propriety is necessary for us to pass from the former to the latter.

Ritual propriety belongs to wei. However, wei in the Xunzi is a concept with a two-tier structure. Wei of the first stage refers to human actions in general. Xunzi understands human actions as what we actively do under the guidance of the heart-mind’s (xin 心) deliberation and judgments. As such Xunzi draws a sharp contrast between what happens by itself and what we actively do. Wei of the second stage refers to the successful accumulation of deliberation and the successful habituation of human capacity, the result of which are ritual propriety and appropriateness (liyi 禮義). Thus wei of the first stage can be proper or improper, and only proper wei can bring about suitable ritual propriety. Since Xunzi defines people’s xing as what we are born with and what expresses itself naturally without human interference, the distinction between what happens by itself and what we actively do allows Xunzi to insist that ritual propriety, as the constitutive product of wei, can never be the product of our xing. Because of such an understanding of people’s xing by Xunzi, it might not be appropriate to equate people’s xing with human nature in the sense of human essence. I further argue that the distinction between people’s xing and wei is used by Xunzi to underline the claim that Confucian ritual propriety is the product of human agency and not the result of natural development.

If Confucian ritual propriety is the product of human construction, necessarily we need certain materials based on which ritual propriety is created. Some believe that such materials cannot be other than our native conditions. I argue that people’s xing is not directly the material for ritual propriety. Ritual propriety is rather constructed from wei of the first stage. Human actions, as wei of the first stage, are understood by Xunzi as our deliberate attempts to interpret and direct natural feelings and desires. Ritual propriety, as wei of the second stage, represents accumulated practical knowledge of human actions. In other words, ritual propriety represents a normative framework telling us what sort of human actions make the best of our native conditions. However, what is the basis of our judgment that a certain human action fails or succeeds in fulfilling our xing? Also, people’s xing, as the originally chaotic human state, must be transformed so that we can enjoy a good life. Again, what are the standards of transformation? I suggest that ritual propriety, both as the standards of transformation and the standards of evaluation of actions, is not discovered in the external world. Neither is ritual propriety merely an instrumental means for the satisfaction of natural desires. Xunzi points out that as human agents we necessarily form second-order evaluation of our first-order feelings and desires. He calls such second-order evaluation the heart-mind’s approval. I suggest that the heart-mind’s approval is based on the general principle of “loving benefits and hating harms.” Benefits and harms are just what are good and what are bad for us, respectively. Thus the general principle of “loving benefits and hating harms” actually represents our self-understanding of human goodness. Confucian ritual propriety represents a superior understanding of human goodness. On the other hand, while the heart-mind’s approval is concerned with the evaluation of our natural feelings and desires, such evaluation is also a judgment of the form of expression for our xing. When ritual propriety transforms our xing, it does so neither through an imposition of external restrictions nor by a superficial reorganization of fixed desires. Instead, ritual propriety provides cultured forms of expression for our xing in such a way that we live a good life.

Yet what kind of life is good for us? I suggest that Xunzi’s conception of human goodness has two related components: the best nourishment of desires and a harmonious communal life. I argue that desire satisfaction is dependent on the overall good of a person. Only when we understand the overall good of a person can we know the best way of satisfying her desires. Although we cannot know in advance the particular contents of the good life for a particular person, there are certain necessary conditions. I suggest that a life is good for a person only if the life is to a reasonable extent actively directed by the person and lived according to her ends and projects. Also, the person must be such that she remains an intelligibly unified self through her life. I suggest that Confucian ritual propriety represents constitutive norms through which a person achieves an integral self and a unified life. Confucian ritual propriety refers also to constitutive norms of a harmonious communal life. A harmonious community is directly constitutive of the overall good of the person. To a large extent the overall good of the person includes the internal goods of human relationships (renlun 人倫) that are structured by Confucian ritual propriety. In the end Confucian ritual propriety represents the accumulated result of a process of self-interpretation of our xing.

I suggest that it is reasonable for a modern person who is concerned with self-realization to accept the normativity of Confucian ritual propriety. If we are to live a flourishing life, we must first become a reasonable agent. We must also know who we truly are and what we truly want. Confucian ritual propriety tells us in general what human goodness is. Confucian ritual propriety represents as well norms through which we become a reasonable agent, because ritual propriety tells us how to interpret, judge, and express our natural feelings and desires. That is, ritual propriety shows us the way to structure our life so that we are agents in control of our feelings and desires rather than being controlled by them.

Admittedly, what I have presented so far is a highly idealistic picture of Confucian ritual propriety. Confucian ritual propriety has been formulated and employed in many ways to suppress people and distort their native conditions. I tend to believe that these are misinterpretations and misuses of Confucian ritual propriety, distortions that are actually unavoidable for any norms. I am not suggesting that Confucian ritual propriety as it was understood by early masters like Xunzi is perfectly innocuous. I have argued in this book that through a careful reconstruction of Xunzi’s moral philosophy, Confucian ritual propriety can be shown to be justified in its basic structure. By this I mean that Confucian ritual propriety, when understood generally as a normative framework, constitutes a reasonable answer to the normative question. It is reasonable for a modern person to accept such a normative framework because such norms are necessary for and constitutive of human agency and selfhood. Also, I do not mean that Confucian ritual propriety is reasonable in all its particular contents. We might not be able to sharply distinguish particular contents from structure and we might not be certain how far particular contents can be changed without unsettling the structure. Although I cannot argue for it here, I claim that Confucian ritual propriety can still function as a constitutive norm of a modern community when its particular contents are suitably adapted to circumstances of the modern world.

Xunzi’s version of Confucian ritual propriety might be thought to be authoritarian, paternalistic, and hierarchical.1 As such Confucian ritual propriety might be seen as incompatible with the modern ideals of individual freedom and the fundamental equality of people. I have not directly argued against such an image of Xunzi in the book. However, I have argued that Confucian ritual propriety can be justified and thus be backed by rational authority. The authoritarian guise of Xunzi can be dispelled once we understand that he is actually emphasizing the normativity and objectivity of Confucian ritual propriety and that ritual propriety is not an external constraint imposed on our native conditions. Xunzi insists that people’s xing is bad and consequently people must be transformed by ritual propriety. This need not imply that Confucian ritual propriety is paternalistic, that it allows or even requires that people be coerced to be good. On the one hand, Confucian ritual propriety refers to norms constitutive of selfhood and agency. As such it enables rather than limits people’s freedom. On the other hand, we need not suppose that before people are transformed by ritual propriety, they are totally blind to the goodness of ritual propriety and can only be forced to participate in ritual propriety. As we have seen, Xunzi maintains that even a petty man can recognize the plain superiority of the Way of ritual propriety. Such recognition might be superficial, as full understanding is only available through practice, but it might be enough to persuade a person to engage with ritual propriety. It has been suggested that children have non-ethical motives that can be relied upon to persuade them, without force, to engage in ethical conduct. Through such practice they can develop a taste for what is good and admirable and a devotion to morality for its own sake.2 Now the transformation of a petty man by ritual propriety might just be such a process. We have seen that differentiation (bian 辨) and distinctions (fen 分) are essential features of Confucian ritual propriety. This does not mean that Confucian ritual propriety is also essentially hierarchical. I have argued that distinctions represent the reflective awareness of differences and an understanding of their significance for us. As such, distinctions are indispensable for values, norms, and the very possibility of a cultural life.

It is true that Confucian ritual propriety has traditionally been hierarchical. The traditional emphasis on the submission of subjects to the emperor, of son to father, of wife to husband is more a reflection of traditional social beliefs and social circumstances than an expression of the essential structure of Confucian ritual propriety. Xunzi would insist that the petty man submit himself to the noble man, but their relationship should be one of teaching and learning rather than one of subjection and control. While the political order advocated by Xunzi is indeed hierarchical, this is largely due to his historical limitations. Probably, he would not be able to imagine a society where education is available to and affordable for everyone. Xunzi does insist that everyone has the capacity to become a sage. Although he also admits that in reality not everyone becomes a sage, he would probably welcome a society of noble people. Democracy might be beyond Xunzi’s imagination, but he would be able to accept that a group of noble people govern themselves through open discussion and collective deliberation. Even though people might still play different roles in the community, they share the fundamental equality of being a human agent of inherent worth. I have not fully argued for these points. I am suggesting that it is possible to defend Xunzi along these lines.

It has been pointed out that a contemporary reconstruction of Confucianism must suggest ways to accommodate cultural diversity and pluralism.3 Xunzi maintains that ritual propriety represents objective standards for human beings, just like the compasses and squares are the standards of roundness and squareness.4 Such a strong claim for the objectivity of ritual propriety seems to rule out the possibility that a community and its culture might flourish without ritual propriety. Such a claim also seems to conflict with my tacit assumption that there might be other justified normative frameworks. Now li 禮 (ritual propriety) in the Xunzi might be understood as having two different meanings. Li might be used as the general name for objective ethical norms that are essential to human agency and selfhood. But li can also be used to refer to particular rituals, such as funeral rituals. When Xunzi claims that ritual propriety is objective and universally valid, he is certainly referring to ritual propriety as general norms. Particular rituals, especially their particular contents and forms, might vary according to circumstances. Xunzi points out that institutions of the sage-kings are such that different regulations are made for different situations.5 He also suggests, “Should a king appear, surely he would retain some old names but he would also invent new names.”6 For Xunzi names (ming 名) are not just signs or symbols but more importantly normative representations of things. Thus names are directly related to order or disorder and to what is good or bad.7 The fact that Xunzi allows a change in names counts as an important piece of evidence that he would similarly allow for differences in particular rituals. Different communities might develop different cultures and traditions. Consequently, they might have different normative frameworks. Xunzi might allow for cultural diversity, but he would maintain that the core of all normative frameworks should converge on a set of objective and essential ethical norms. The contents of such a set of ethical norms is subject to debate, but its very possibility depends on the similar native conditions we share with one another. Such a set of ethical norms represents our self-understanding of human goodness or, more generally, our conception of humanity.

Similarly, individuals should be allowed to have different life projects. Still people must acquire ethical norms if they are to become reasonable agents who can lead authentic and unified lives. Confucian ritual propriety suggests that human relationships are the embodiment of such ethical norms, and goods internal to such relationships are essential components of human goodness. Harry Frankfurt points out that the two most precious capacities of human beings are that we can reason and that we can love. Still he seems to see these two capacities as more or less independent of each other.8 Xunzi would suggest that there are reasons for us because things matter to us in definite ways, that is, because we love or could love certain things. Xunzi would also suggest that our love, that is, our desires, wants, ends, and ideals, must be expressed through and articulated by rationality.

I make no suggestion that we already have a clear understanding of human goodness. Although we share the same native conditions, our xing is not a set of facts ready for discovery. Due to our nature as reflective beings our xing is partly constituted by our self-interpretation. No wonder issues concerning human goodness are highly controversial. Yet precisely because we share the same native conditions, different self-interpretations can nonetheless be compared and judged better or worse. How such comparison might be conducted will be the concern of further studies. The project of understanding human goodness is immensely difficult, but it is not without hope. And it should be clear by now that Confucianism can be seen as a respectable contributor to a universal discourse on human goodness and self-realization.
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68. G. F. Schueler, Desire: Its Role in Practical Reason and the Explanation of Action (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), 34–35.

69. 凡生乎天地之間者, 有血氣之屬, 必有知; 有知之屬, 莫不愛其類。 … 故有血氣之屬,莫知於人,故人之於其親也,至死無窮。 HKCS19.96.10–13/K19.9b.

70. Here I do not imply there is a fact-value distinction. I only want to emphasize that an understanding of benefits has a similar structure to a moral judgment. Since both are evaluative, I believe that we can usefully proceed from a self-interested perspective to a moral perspective. Such a transition of perspectives will be discussed in the next chapter.

71. My account agrees to a significant degree with Kurtis Hagen’s understanding of Xunzi, an understanding that he labels “constructivism.” However, as far as I am aware, Hagen does not distinguish between the two aspects of people’s xing and between the two stages of wei. Hagen suggests that there are better or worse constructs, depending on natural patterns and propensities and the interests of those who develop constructs. Still, he maintains that we can have progress without teleology and he seems to allow for pluralism in a more pervasive form. I tend to think that our xing places more severe limits on the possible frameworks of norms we can have. I also suggest that all normative frameworks should share a central core of universal and objective norms. Hagen’s views can be found in Kurtis Hagen, “A Critical Review of Ivanhoe on Xunzi,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 27 (2000): 361–373; Kurtis Hagen, “The Concepts of Li and Lei in the Xunzi: Constructive Patterning of Categories,” International Philosophical Quarterly 41 (2001): 183–197; Kurtis Hagen, “Xunzi and the Nature of Confucian Ritual,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 71 (2003): 371–403; Kurtis Hagen, “Sorai and Xunzi on the Construction of the Way,” Asian Philosophy 15 (2005): 117–141; and Kurtis Hagen, The Philosophy of Xunzi: A Reconstruction (Chicago and La Salle: Open Court, 2007).

Chapter 4. Ritual Propriety and the Good Life

1. Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 99.

2. Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Four Essays on Liberty, 131–134.

3. Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 5–20.

4. I do not assume that “undesirable” is interchangeable with “unreasonable.” It is a central question whether reasonableness is equivalent to desirability. I use “undesirable” here because it is not yet clear whether the desire in question can be seen as unreasonable.

5. An example of the first possibility is presented in Michael Smith, The Moral Problem (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994). An example of the second possibility can be found in Frankfurt, The Importance of What We Care About and Necessity, Volition, and Love. It should be noted however that the present discussion diverges from the concerns of Smith and Frankfurt in various ways.

6. These two sorts of errors are originally discussed by Hume. See Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature, 416.

7. The desire theory of well-being has been criticized by several philosophers. For example, Richard B. Brandt, A Theory of the Good and the Right (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1979), chapter 13, especially 246–253; Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1984), especially chapters 6–9; T. M. Scanlon, “Value, Desire, and Quality of Life,” The Difficulty of Tolerance (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003), 169–186.

8. Taylor talks about “strong evaluation” in slightly different ways in various places. See Charles Taylor, “Responsibility for Self,” Free Will, ed. Gary Watson (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1982), 111–126; “What Is Human Agency,” Human Agency and Language, 15–44; Sources of the Self, especially 3–52.

9. 人倫並處, 同求而異道, 同欲而異知, 生也。皆有可也, 知愚同; 所可異也, 知愚分。HKCS10.42.12–13/K10.1. Here the character sheng 生 is read as xing 性. See Wang, Xunzi jijie, 175.

10. 以所欲為可得而求之, 情之所必不免也; 以為可而道之, 知所必出也。HKCS22.111.14–15/K22.5b.

11. The character dao 道 here is used as a verb and has the same meaning as another character dao 導. Thus it should not be confused with dao 道 as a noun, which normally means the “way,” or the “Way.”

12. 凡人莫不從其所可, 而去其所不可。知道之莫之若也而不從道者, 無之有也。HKCS22.111.20/K22.6a.

13. 故心不可以不知道。心不知道, 則不可道而可非道。… 心知道, 然後可道; 可道, 然後能守道以禁非道。HKCS21.103.18–21/K21.5c.

14. HKCS21.103.25/K21.5d.

15. 人生而有知, 知而有志。志也者、臧也, 然而有所謂虛, 不以所已臧害所將受謂之虛。 HKCS21.104.1–2/K21.5d.

16. HKCS9.39.9/K9.16a and HKCS19.96.10/K19.9b.

17. 心生而有知, 知而有異, 異也者、同時兼知之。同時兼知之, 兩也, 然而有所謂一, 不以夫一害彼一謂之壹。HKCS21.104.2–3/K21.5d.

18. 心、臥則夢, 偷則自行, 使之則謀。故心未嘗不動也, 然而有所謂靜, 不以夢劇亂知謂之靜。HKCS21.104.3–4/K21.5d.

19. 未得道而求道者, 謂之虛壹而靜。HKCS21.104.4/K21.5d. Both Knoblock and Watson take zhe 者 as referring to a person and understand wei zhi 謂之 as “telling him/her.” For example, Knoblock translates the sentence as “One who has not yet attained the Way but is seeking it should be told of emptiness, unity, and stillness.” I disagree with them. While wei 謂 can indeed mean “say” or “tell,” in such a meaning it is rarely used with zhi 之, except as the phrase wei zhi yue 謂之曰. Anyway there is no clear instance of such a usage in the Xunzi. Xunzi has already pointed out before that emptiness, unity, and stillness are the means through which the heart-mind understands the Way. It is reasonable to interpret the present sentence as expressing the same idea.

20. 知道、察, 知道, 行, 體道者也。HKCS21.104.6/K21.5d.

21. 道者何也？曰:君之所道也。君者何也？曰:能群也。HKCS12. 59.11/K12.6. Here I follow Wang Niansun’s suggestion (which is also accepted by D. C. Lau) that the second sentence should be “曰: 君之所道也” rather than “曰: 君道也.” See Wang, Xunzi jijie, 237.

22. HKCS9.39.9–18/ K9.16a; HKCS10.42.17–18/ K10.1; HKCS10.43.9–10/K10.4.

23. 夫禽獸有父子而無父子之親, 有牝牡而無男女之別, 故人道莫不有辨。辨莫不於分, 分莫大於禮, 禮莫大於聖王。HKCS5.18.16–18/K5.4.

24. 君也、善群也。HKCS9.39.17/K9.16a.

25. 而人君者, 所以管分之樞要也。HKCS10.43.11/K10.4.

26. 聖人也者、道之管也。HKCS8.31.5/K8.7.

27. 聖人者、道之極也。HKCS19.92.19/K19.2d.

28. HKCS4.17.1–3/K4.12; HKCS9.39.15–16/K9.16a; HKCS19.97.3–5/K19.9c.

29. 禮者、人道之極也。HKCS19.92.15–16/K19.2d.

30. HKCS4.15.17–22/K4.10.

31. HKCS18.87.7–13/K18.6.

32. HKCS23.116.6–15/K23.5a.

33. HKCS23.116.17–19/K23.5b.

34. For a discussion of the issue of incapacity, see, for example, Bernard Williams, “Moral Incapacity,” Making Sense of Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995), 46–55, and Gary Watson, “Volitional Necessity,” Agency and Answerability (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 88–122.

35. 今以夫先王之道, 仁義之統, 以相群居, 以相持養, 以相藩飾, 以相安固邪？HKCS4.15.20/K4.10.

36. HKCS19.90.3–5/K19.1a.

37. HKCS10.42.16–17/K10.1.

38. 人之生固小人, 又以遇亂世、得亂俗, 是以小重小也, 以亂得亂也。HKCS4.15.17/K4.10.

39. 故人一之于禮義,則兩得之矣;一之於情性,則兩喪之矣。 HKCS19.90.17–18/K19.1d.

40. 君子既得其養, 又好其別。曷謂別？曰: 貴賤有等, 長幼有差, 貧富輕重皆有稱者也。HKCS19.90.10–11/K19.1c. It might be suggested that ji 既 in the sentence means “already” and that the sentence should be translated as “When the noble man has already obtained the nourishment.” I am hesitant about such an interpretation, for it tends to suggest that the nourishment of desires has priority over “differences.” If a noble man has to choose, he would surely favor “differences” over desire satisfaction.

41. 以矯飾人之情性而正之, 以擾化人之情性而導之也, 使皆出於怡、合於道者也。HKCS23.113.11–12/K 23.1b.

42. HKCS22.112.5–7/K22.6c.

43. HKCS2.6.12–13/K2.5.

44. HKCS22.112.9–21/K22.6d–e.

45. Charles Taylor, “What Is Human Agency?,” Human Agency and Language (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985), 15–44. Also, Taylor, Sources of the Self, especially 3–52.

46. There are some rare cases where human infants were reared by animals. Usually, those children took on completely the behavior of animals. When they were reintroduced into human society, they normally had difficulty adapting to human life. See, for example, Lucien Mason, Wolf Children and the Wild Boy of Aveyron (London: NLB, 1972), especially 62–80; and Michael Newton, Savage Girls and Wild Boys: A History of Feral Children (London: Faber and Faber, 2002).

47. Some representative works are Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: U of Notre Dame P, 1984), especially chapters 14 and 15; Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1982); and Charles Taylor, “Atomism,” Philosophy and the Human Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985), 187–210.

48. For example, Will Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community and Culture (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989), especially chapter 4.

49. 斬而齊, 枉而順, 不同而一。夫是之謂人倫。HKCS4.17.5–6/K4.12.

50. 聖也者, 盡倫也者。HKCS21.106.21/K21.9.

51. MacIntyre, After Virtue, chapter 14.

52. 仁義德行, 常安之術也, 然而未必不危也; 汙僈突盜, 常危之術也, 然而未必不安也。故君子道其常, 而小人道其怪。HKCS4.15.4–5/K4.8.

53. James Griffin, Value Judgement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), especially 95–97.

54. 非不欲生而欲死也, 不可以生而可以死也。HKCS22.111.8–9/K22.5a.

55. Korsgaard suggests that if morality is ever justified in asking a sacrifice of life from us, it must be because not acting morally is as bad as or worse than death. One possibility is that we thereby lose our identity and are no longer ourselves anymore. See Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 17–18.

Conclusion

1. Lao Siguang 勞思光 explicitly criticizes Xunzi for upholding authoritarianism. He also suggests that for Xunzi ritual propriety is derived from external sources and must be paternalistic. See Lao, Xinbian Zhongguo zhexue shi, 329–344. Such a perception of Xunzi is shared by Mou Zongsan 牟宗三, though Mou is more sympathetic to Xunzi and less explicit in his criticism. Mou also admits that traditional Confucian society was hierarchical. See Mou Zongsan, “Xun xue da lüe 荀學大略,” Mingjia yu Xunzi 名家與荀子 (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1978), 195–277.

2. Randall Curren, “Cultivating the Intellectual and Moral Virtues,” Virtue, Ethics, and Moral Education, ed. David Carr and Jan Steutel (New York and London: Routledge, 1999), 67–81.

3. Robert Neville, Boston Confucianism: Portable Tradition in the Late-Modern World (Albany: State U of New York P, 2000).

4. HKCS11.51.19–20/K11.3; HKCS19.92.15–16/K19.2d.

5. HKCS18.85.19–86.1/K18.4. When Yang Liang 楊倞 comments on the passage, he quotes from Liji 禮記, suggesting that what Xunzi talks about here is the same as the idea that different people have different customs and regulations according to their living circumstances. See Wang, Xunzi jijie, 329.

6. 若有王者起, 必將有循於舊名, 有作於新名。HKCS22.108.9/K22.2a.

7. For a fuller discussion of Xunzi’s understanding of names, see Kurtis Hagen, “Xunzi’s Use of Zhengming: Naming as a Constructive Project,” Asian Philosophy 12 (2002): 35–51.

8. Frankfurt, “On the Necessity of Ideals,” Necessity, Volition, and Love, 108–116.
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