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Abstract
The primary objective of the present paper is to offer a philosophical account, first,
as to a significant intellectual transition, which occurred between Confucius and his
successors with regard to shu 恕, and, second, about the divergence between Mencius
and Xunzi, both of which remain under-examined in current studies of the Confucian
Golden Rule. Confucius proposed shu as a highest-order moral principle as well as
“the method of [realizing] ren 仁,” thus conferring enormous weight on this, the
earliest formulation of the Golden Rule in human history. He also expressed a
conviction in the desirable consequences that the practice of this concise precept
would generate. Additionally, this moral principle was expressed with a high degree
of consistency in the Analects. Nonetheless, the original shu formulation of Confucius
quickly faded away, and it was replaced comprehensively with diverse forms of
reformulation in the post-Confucius classics of ancient Confucianism.
Concerning these issues, the present study shows the following: The Golden Rule
in general, including shu, is grounded on the premise of human commonalities. The
so-called imposition-problem, which constitutes the central idea of modernist objections
to the Golden Rule, arises from the transition of the underlying premise from human
commonalities to interpersonal differences during the early modern period, rather than
its inherent defect or incompleteness as a moral principle. Likewise, a drastic transition
in formulating shu occurred between Confucius and his successors according to changes
in the prevailing views on human commonalities. The notable differences between
Mencius and Xunzi in reformulating shu also coincided with a great divergence between
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them in articulating Confucius’ view on human commonalities in the form of the
metaphysical concept of human nature (xing 性)
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1. Introduction
Indisputably, ren 仁 is the single word that best epitomizes the essence of
Confucius’ teachings as a whole. Among the plethora of norms and virtues
found in his teachings, “a man of morality should accord with [ren] at all
times, even in moments of extreme urgency or distress” (Analects 4.5).1 The
only other concept given comparable weight by Confucius is shu 恕, one of
the earliest formulations of the Golden Rule (hereafter, GR) in human history.
Zigong asked, “Is there one teaching that can serve as a guide for one’s
entire life?” The Master answered, “Is it not shu? Do not impose upon
others what you yourself do not desire.”2 (Analects 15.24)

Confucius’ elevation of shu to a supreme position is fully congruent with
his identification of a positive application of shu as “the method of [realizing]
ren” (ren zhi fang 仁之方, Analects 6.28).3 On top of this, he expressed his
conviction in this concise moral precept by stating that “Do not impose upon
others what you yourself do not desire. In this way, you will encounter no
resentment in your public or familial life.”4 (Analects 12.2) Additionally, in
these two separate statements of shu, he employed the identical formulation
“ji suo bu yu 己所不欲, wu shi yu ren 勿施於人.” With respect to consistency,
shu is in striking contrast with ren, which, as widely recognized, he never
described or prescribed with equivalent words. A restatement of shu by Zigong,
one of Confucius’ disciples, is recorded in the Analects, and despite apparent
syntactic differences, it also shows no substantial linguistic divergence from
Confucius’ original formulation. (Analects 5.12)
It is highly intriguing to observe that, despite the exceptional emphasis,
conviction, and consistency placed upon it by Confucius himself, the original
shu formulation faded away quickly and extensively in the subsequent
unfolding of ancient Confucianism. Shu as a term appears widely in the
Zhongyong 中庸, the Mencius, and the Xunzi, suggesting that this concept
1
2
3
4
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played a significant role in the formation of ancient Confucianism. The shu
formulation with minor modifications, however, is found only in the
Zhongyong among the post-Confucius texts of ancient Confucianism, and it
is under the title of zhong-shu 忠恕, instead of shu. Further, it is followed
immediately by a set of reformulations, as follows:
Zhong-shu is not far from the Way. If you would not be willing to have
something imposed upon yourself (shi zhu ji er bu yuan 施諸己而不願), then
do not impose it upon others (yi wu shi yu ren 亦勿施於人). The ways
of a junzi 君子 are four, and I [Confucius] am not yet capable of (wei
neng 未能) even one of them: What you require of (jiu 求) your son, use
in serving your father; . . . what you would require of your subordinate,
use in serving your prince; . . . what you would require of your younger
brother, use in serving your elder brother; . . . what you would require
of your friend, first apply in your treatment of your friend.5

Here, the original formulation is simply juxtaposed with the reformulations,
but the text does not offer any explications as to compatibility, similarities
or differences between them. Zhong-shu herein gets closer to the standard
negative formulation of GR—“Do not do unto others what you do not wish
them do unto you”—than the shu formulation in the Analects, but it seems
a matter of articulation rather than reformulation. Contrastingly, the four
“ways” have been widely identified as positive applications of shu. What
this identification ignores is that they are formulated in a substantially
different format. An analogous set of reformulations, albeit in a more abstract
format, appears in the Great Learning under the title of “xieju” 絜矩 (the
measuring square). As analyzed below, a highly similar set of reformulations
is found in the Xunzi as well. In a word, this set of substantial reformulations
takes the place of the original shu formulation in the post-Confucius texts
of ancient Confucianism.
The Mencius has another substantially distinct form of reformulations
(for example, “Simply taking one’s mind and imposing it upon others” (ju
si xin jia zhu bi 擧斯心加諸彼, Mencius 1A.7), but the text does not contain
the original shu formulation as such. Moreover, the essential syntactic
structure unique to GR in general, including the original shu formulation,
is barely noticeable in Mencius’ reformulations.
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The primary objective of the present paper is to offer a philosophical
account as to this significant intellectual transition which occurred between
Confucius and his successors, as well as about the divergence between them,
particularly between Mencius and Xunzi. These issues remain unexamined in
previous studies of Herbert Fingarette, David Nivison, and P.J. Ivanhoe on
Confucian GR, whose approaches are implicitly based on modern premises
and modernist reinterpretations. To redress the oversights and anachronism in
the previous studies, I place a special focus on analyzing GR in general to
reveal, broadly, its essential characteristics as a normative moral principle as
well as, specifically, its underlying premises, which are critical for constructing
a philosophically solid account of the proposed issues. The present study
thereby demonstrates the correlation between the transition in [re]formulating
shu and the changes in views on human nature. Ultimately, the account thus
constructed also sheds fresh light on the history of ancient Confucianism, in
addition to providing some suggestions for later philosophical studies on
Confucian GR.

2. A Preliminary Analysis of GR in General
Structurally, GR in general is comprised of two parts. The first part says
to examine one’s own wishes directed toward others (that is, “as you wish
others [not] to do unto you”). The second part requires acting upon the others
accordingly (that is, “[you must] do [not] unto others”). For the sake of
convenience, let us call the former ‘the self-examination,’ and the latter ‘the
imperative.’ The conjunction “as” in the formulation corresponds to the
equals sign (“＝”) in a mathematical equation, signifying an equivalence
and/or consistency between the two parts.
GR is designed to apply to certain relationships between two parties.
The formulation does not specify what kinds of relationships are relevant
for application. The relational context is comprised of two unspecified
parties: “you” as the agent and “others” as the recipient[s]. No further
explicit relational qualifications are embedded in this formulation.
The structure of GR, however, implicitly postulates both reciprocity and
unilateralism between “you” and “others.” In the self-examination part,
“others” are agents of action while “you” are the recipient. Reciprocally, the
roles are switched in the imperative. On the other hand, the GR formulation
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as a whole has a unilateral structure. Whereas “others” are agents only within
the parenthesis of what “you wish,” “you” consistently plays the role of agent
in both parts: an agent of wishing and an agent of acting. The formulation
does not explicitly require an agent to take into consideration the wishes and
circumstances of recipients, either. Through a lens of negative interpretation,
GR apparently authorizes an agent to treat others “as” [s]he wishes.
Nevertheless, no warnings are attached. As further discussed below, this
unilateral relational context carries a risk of steering one to impose one’s
personal tastes or standards upon others.
The primary objective of GR is to answer the question of how I ought
to treat others in a relationship.6 In other words, GR is to infer rules of action
pertinent to the relationship in question from its practice (namely, ‘the ruleinference function’). This normative moral principle is a unique formulation
to answer such a question.7 Like a mathematical equation, answering the question
by means of GR consists of striking a balance between the self-examination
and the imperative.
Formally, a primary principle when exercising GR is ‘equivalent
conversion.’ GR is designed to convert one’s own wishes directed toward
others equivalently into self-imposed obligations toward them, and thus guides
one to avoid self-contradiction or arbitrary double standards in treating others.8
Probably, the main reason that GR has universally appealed to moral intuition
also lies in this unique structure. Equivalent conversion in this regard is a
logical and automatic process inherent in the GR formulation itself.
In the practice of GR, on the other hand, equivalent conversion also
implies ‘the consistency-requirement.’ The GR formulation does not include
any other guidelines other than equivalent conversion. It does not allow any
kinds of intervention, including moral judgments, in this conversion process,
either. Otherwise, one is hardly able to strike a balance in this process. In
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For this, see Huang, “A Copper Rule Versus the Golden Rule: A Daoist-Confucian Proposal
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exercising GR, likewise, the self-examination automatically determines the
imperative.9 On this basis, however, GR commands that one ought to
actually act unto others consistently with the rules of action inferred from
the GR practice.
A violation of the consistency-requirement means a self-contradiction,
since the rules of action by means of the GR practice are inferred initially
from one’s ‘own’ wishes. Note once again that in a formal interpretation,
GR’s unilateralism does not lead an agent to take into consideration the
wishes of recipients at all, or the permissibility of his or her wishes from
the recipients’ viewpoint. GR is not a principle of compromise. Applying
GR to a particular relationship indicates that the relationship between agent
and recipient is given and predetermined. If what recipients wish in the
relationship is also predetermined and known to the agent, GR often ends
in a conflict, dilemma, or a matter of choice and compromise. (For example,
let us think, “Serve a piece of pie to a person for dessert, as I wish for
the person who likes ice cream for dessert to serve me a piece of pie after
dinner.”) Instead of providing an answer to the question of how I ought to
treat others, this application spawns a different sort of question, that is,
whether or not I ought to serve a piece of pie to the person.
Evidently, GR as such seems to designate one’s wishes directed toward
others as the sole guideline for determining rules of action for the treatment
of those others. In this light, GR is distinct from its variants. Lex talionis
(“Do unto others what they have done unto you”) instructs an agent to
somehow physically measure what others have done to himself or herself,
and then this measurement predetermines the kind and degree of his or her
retributive action. Contrastingly, the inversed formulation (“Do unto others
what they would have us do unto them”; that is, the “platinum rule”) replaces
the self-examination with the posited demands of the proposed recipients.
To the contrary, GR requires, and authorizes, taking one’s own wishes as
the principal basis for inferring rules of action for treating others. The rules
of action thus inferred must therefore be purely subjective.
This one-directional structure carries, then, a risk of driving one to
impose one’s personal tastes or standards upon others who may have different
wishes, tastes, or standards, and thus bring about undesirable consequences
such as displeasure, harm or discomfort to actual recipients. (For the sake of
convenience, let us call it ‘the imposition-problem.’) It goes beyond the scope
9
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of GR to address the questions of whether or not one should act upon others
in accordance with rules of action thus inferred, or whether or not the
corresponding action would bring about desirable consequences for recipients.
GR simply does not provide any guidelines for these questions. As detailed
below, the imposition-problem is the core problem that modern proponents
of GR strive to address by reinterpreting GR. Nonetheless, this problem is
inherent in the formulation itself, which GR as such cannot avoid. Note that
like two sides of the same coin, this problem derives from the principle of
equivalent conversion and the consistency-requirement, which constitute the
principal functions of GR as a moral principle.

3. Modern Objections and the Premises of Interpersonal
Differences and Human Commonalities
3. 1. Classic Objections
As is suggested by George Bernard Shaw’s (1856-1950) remark “Do not
do unto others as you would that they should do unto you. Their tastes
may not be the same,” objections to GR in the modern period have been
aimed mainly at its inapplicability to relationships involving interpersonal
differences in terms of varied tastes, interests, and even individual human
natures. The “three classic objections,” which Harry J. Gensler singles out
from scores of cases, are as follows:
Objection 1: Different Circumstances: If you’re in different circumstances
from the other person (for example, you have different likes
and dislikes), GR can command bad actions.
Objection 2: X’s flawed desires: If X has flawed desires (about how he
wants to be treated), GR can command bad actions.
Objection 3: Your flawed desires: If you have flawed desires about how
you’re to be treated, GR can command bad actions.10

Objection 2 should be dismissed from the list. Irrespective of moral quality,
as analyzed above, the recipient’s desires do not directly factor into the
GR practice. Rather, this objection is more relevant to the defects of the
inversed formulation.
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Objection 1 shows that GR’s unilateralism may lead an agent to act
against recipients’ specific desires, needs, beliefs and so forth, thus falling
into the imposition-problem. In comparison to the other objections, Objection
1 concerns interpersonal differences in various terms but excludes qualities
that are measurable by objective standards of values, norms, or goods.
Nonetheless, the imposition-problem is inevitable, since it stems from the
GR formulation itself.
Objection 3 is a variant of Objection 1, but it makes more evident its
inherent problem as a principle of moral reasoning. Whereas Objection 1
concerns conflicts of personal standards, the cases of Objection 3 imply
victimizations of recipients by objective standards. Further, it stresses that
one may avail oneself of GR to justify one’s objectively unjustifiable actions,
demonstrating that GR is ineligible for the role of an infallible objective
measure of moral judgment.11 In short, despite variations, all three classic
objections focus on interpersonal differences.
3. 2. Modern Revisionists
From a logical point of view, human relationships in reality are hardly equal
in every respect.12 In other words, GR is logically inevitable from the purview
of the imposition-problem. Modern proponents of GR like Marcus G. Singer
and R. M. Hare strive to tackle this problem by revising or reinterpreting the
GR formulation. Singer reinterprets GR’s consistency-requirement on the ground
of “common” rationality. Specifically, he attributes objections against the
incompatibility of GR with presumed “differences in human nature or tastes,
interests, wishes, needs, and desires” to a critical misunderstanding of GR (“the
particular interpretation”). According to him, this alleged misinterpretation leads
to an intuitively absurd conclusion that “whatever in particular I would have
others do to or for me, I should do to or for others,” which most likely results
in conflicts between the two different claims of agent and recipient. Instead,
the “general interpretation,” which Singer suggests as an alternative, is that
one should “abstract” oneself from any of one’s particular desires and satisfy
11

12

This problem is also relevant to situations when both agent and recipient equally have the
same flawed desires. Suppose “one might wish for another’s cooperation in sin, and be
willing to reciprocate it.” In this case, GR may serve to undermine “many justified social
rules, legal, economic, and other” (Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 379-380. Also see,
Gewirth, “The Golden Rule Rationalized,” 133-134). Nonetheless, let us put this case aside
in the present paper. It is because these types of reciprocal relationships may victimize
third-parties, instead of recipients, which goes beyond the scope of GR.
For this, see Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 379-380.
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the requirements of equivalent conversion at a general level of principles or
standards (such as the rules of mutual respect and reciprocation). In short,
he argues that his alternative interpretation thus makes GR “clearly compatible
with differences in tastes, interests, wishes, needs, and desires.”13
On the premise of rationality, Singers’ ‘general interpretation’ reinterprets
GR in line with “generalizability,” meaning that “one should judge everyone’s
conduct, including one’s own, from the point of view of an ‘impartial rational
spectator.’”14 As the abstraction-requirement implies, the general interpretation
does meet the consistency-requirement by appealing to the premise of human
rationality. However, even granting the argument for now, it still seems that
interests and desires in particular cases would diverge between agent and
recipient, and that this general interpretation cannot provide specific rules
of action in particular cases.15 As Huang Yong rightly points out, the general
interpretation eventually alters GR into an imperative that an agent should
judge and behave simply as an impartial, rational spectator.16 Here, GR is
of little use.17
Despite wide discrepancies in details, a revisionist approach initiated
by Hare also employs a comparable strategy. He addresses the objection that
“no two actual cases would ever be exactly similar” by arguing that “all
we have to do is to imagine an identical case in which the roles [between
agent and recipient] are reversed” (“imaginative role-reversibility”) instead
of dealing with actual differences existing between individuals. Specifically,
imaginative role-reversibility in his framework is to appease “the demand
of universalizability,” but it also guides an agent to “ignore” apparently
unequal elements such as interpersonal differences in a relationship.18
Needless to say, Hare’s imaginative role-reversibility also satisfies the
consistency-requirement, but hypothetically. In practice, the condition “exactly
the same relation” implies a formulation of hypothetical equality between
agent and recipient. Gensler rephrases this condition as a “same-situation clause,”
in the same sense as imagining “if I were in that situation.” Accordingly,
he renders role-reversibility into “switching places” and reformulates GR into
“treat others only as you consent to being treated in the same situation.”19
13
14
15
16
17
18

Singer, “The Golden Rule,” 295-301.
Singer, “The Golden Rule,” 302.
Singer, “The Golden Rule,” 295-303.
Huang, “A Copper Rule Versus the Golden Rule,” 397.
Singer, “The Golden Rule,” 313.
Hare, Freedom and Reason, 106-107.
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By the same token, Thomas Carson also adds the conditions of hypothetical
role-reversibility and appends “in relevantly similar circumstances” to the
original formulation of GR.20
Singer, Hare, Gensler, and Carson all identify the consistency-requirement
as GR’s most essential function at the loss of the rule-inference function.21 In
addition, they intend to reestablish GR on the foundation of rationality and associate
“universalizability” and “generalizability” with the consistency-requirement.
Consistency, in these revisionist interpretations, is clearly elevated as the primary
measure or guide for rationality as well as for “being an ideally rational moral
judge” from the third-party’s point of view.22
To sum up, both Singer’s general interpretation and Hare’s role-reversibility
are conceived to defend GR by making actual interpersonal differences between
agent and recipient hypothetically insignificant. Given the premise of differences
between individuals, the modern revisionists shift the basis of commonality
from the general homogeneity of interests, beliefs, and tastes to rationality in terms
of generalizability and universalizability. Apparently, this rationality-requirement is
least authentic to GR’s original formulation including Confucius’ shu. Nonetheless,
it is also unquestionable that the original formulation is certainly not designed to
promote treating others arbitrarily in accordance with personal desires.
3. 3. The Inherent Commonality-Premise
Concerning GR’s [in]compatibility with interpersonal differences, L. J. Russell
recapitulates it as follows:
It works well enough in a society where interests are relatively homogeneous
and simple. But in a complex society, where there are wide differences
of point of view and taste and need, it suggests too strongly that the individual
has only to consult his own tastes and needs to discover how he ought
to behave toward other people.23

19
20
21

22
23

Gensler, Ethics and the Golden Rule, 1-2 and 13.
Carson, Lying and Deception, 129-153, especially 36 and 38.
Hare, Freedom and Reason, 108-109; Carson, Lying and Deception, 129-132; Gensler, Ethics
and the Golden Rule, 18-22. Wattles characterizes twentieth century discussions on the
golden rule in analytical philosophy with the expression “the golden rule is reduced to a
principle of consistency” (Wattles, The Golden Rule, 122-140).
Carson, Lying and Deception, 129; Hare, Freedom and Reason, 94; and Gensler, Ethics
and the Golden Rule, 14-15.
Russell, “Ideals and Practice,” 109-110.
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Singer straightforwardly rejects the idea that GR must “rest on the belief
that human nature is uniform.” As seen above, he thus reestablishes GR on
the ground of rationality as the essential feature of human commonality,
whereby it is necessary to “abstract” oneself from particular desires and
“make a genuine moral judgment” “from the point of view of an impartial
rational spectator.”24 This suggests that irrespective of its specific definitions,
human commonality in general is an indispensable precondition for a valid
GR practice.
Does this precondition, however, necessarily lead to the limitation,
defect, or “incompleteness” of GR in practice? It is highly probable that
human commonality is an underlying presupposition for original authors of
the GR formulation like Confucius and Jesus. On the other hand, it is hardly
imaginable that the original authors were largely ignorant of interpersonal
differences, which have been recently accused of being the primary cause
of GR’s general incompetence.
Then, what does the term “interpersonal differences” refer to in
relationships? No matter when and where one lives, insofar as relationships
between human beings are concerned, it must point to somewhere between
sheer heterogeneity and complete homogeneity. Concerning the GR practice,
in this vein it also means chances, instead of facts or premises, that one
may encounter, but the odds vary according to given contexts. The more
heterogeneous a society is with respect to values and norms, the higher the
odds are, and the more frequently the GR practice is subject to failure. The
opposite is also true. GR’s fallibility is context-dependent in practice.
It is a different, and more relevant, question, whether or not homogeneous
social environments actually underlay the original authors’ formulation of GR.
If it is true, what roles was GR expected to play? Should it be limited to
“mediating the application of ” “an explicitly defined set of moral guidelines”?25
Then, did they also ignore, dismiss, or minimize the rule-inference function?
Or, on the contrary, was social homogeneity an ideal that they desired to
accomplish, and did they believe GR would contribute to it significantly? How
about Confucius?
Additionally, this set of questions is also closely correlated with views
on commonality and difference. Interpersonal differences are readily associated
with the imposition-problem in an intellectual milieu (rather than an actual
24
25

Singer, “The Golden Rule,” 297-303.
Ivanhoe, “Reweaving the ‘One Thread’ of the Analects,” 24.
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social setting), like, for instance, modern individualism, which presumes respect
for individuality and tolerance for interpersonal differences as basic moral
principles. Accordingly, GR’s incompatibility in this regard matters significantly.
Contrastingly, from the viewpoint of a strong belief in human commonality,
interpersonal differences indicate, more often than not, eccentricity or deviations
from the common grounds, which should be rectified, overcome or suppressed.
In this vein, the distinction between “different circumstances” (Objection 1) and
“flawed desires” (Objections 2 and 3) might be highly vague or thin. Under
this intellectual milieu, recurring undesirable consequences, then, may indicate
the “flawed” nature of the desires of the agent or recipient or both, instead
of the defects of the GR formulation itself, and thus provide them with
opportunities for, for example, self-reflection. GR’s [in]efficiency as a moral
principle depends largely on which premise —commonality or differences—
prevails in interpreting, measuring, and practicing it. It seems that concerns about
interpersonal differences and the imposition-problem are uniquely modern.
3. 4. Anachronism in Previous Studies on the Confucian GR
Confucius’ elevation of shu to supreme status has long been one of the
central issues in Confucian studies. Nonetheless, we have numerous reasons
to revisit this age-old subject. Historically, modern discussions on the
Confucian GR commenced with James Legge, whose ulterior purpose,
however, was to show the superiority of the GR of Jesus over its Confucian
counterpart.26 Feng Youlan then responded to Legge’s disparagement from
a Confucian standpoint.27 Responding to these polemically biased studies,
Herbert Fingarette pioneered a philosophical investigation of Confucius’ shu
in many respects, but he introduced an anachronism as well. Moreover, his
work, in consequence, hindered further exploration of the correlation between
shu and Confucius’ view on human commonality.
Fingarette’s exploration starts from Confucius’ so-called “one-thread” statement.
The Master said, “Shen 參! My Way has one [thread] running through it
[yi yi guan zhi 一以貫之].” Zengzi replied, “Quite so.” The Master went
out. The other disciples asked, “What did he mean?” Zheng replied, “Our
Master’s Way consists simply of zhong 忠 and shu.” (Analects 4.15) 28
26
27
28

Legge, The Chinese Classics: With a Translatoin, Critical and Exegetical Notes,
Prolegomena, and Copious Indexes, 31-34, 49, 110-113.
Feng, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, 43-44.
For translation, Nivison, “Golden Rule Arguments in Chinese Moral Philosophy,” 64 with
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The primary objective of Fingarette’s study is to demonstrate that zhong and
shu “are indeed ‘one thread’—i.e., internally related to form one complex
concept, rather than being independent principles” within the Analects.29 In
doing so, he concentrated on the concept of “analogies” (pi 譬) in the
expression “the ability to draw analogies from what is near at hand” (Analects
6.28) as “a major clue” in explicating Confucius’ shu.30 Note, however, that
he interprets shu principally in line with Hare’s imaginative role-reversibility
instead of the formulation as it is.31
Subsequent studies have also sought to illuminate a possible interrelation
between zhong and shu (in preference to one between shu and human nature)
to “weave,” “reweave,” or “unweave” this “one-thread.” Ultimately, however,
the “one-thread” framework provides them with a way to save Confucius’
shu from modernist objections, which is recapitulated in the following remark
of Fingarette.
A meaning that will conform to my assumption that shu is central to the
Way taught by Confucius, that it is as such necessarily incomplete, that
it can be—and for Confucius is—completed by being fused with zhong.32

As limitations and defects inherent in GR have been revealed in the course
of modern philosophy, it becomes hardly acceptable for them to associate
the supposedly defective original formulation as such with the utmost
authority conferred by Confucius upon shu.
These approaches, however, are far-fetched from the start. In the
Analects, zhong 忠 is a relatively important idea, but it is groundless to treat
zhong on par with shu.33 Nevertheless, David Nivison even converted zhong
into a specific type of role-reversibility, although, as Ivanhoe rightly points
out, “there is not a single passage in the Analects in which the notion [zhong]
is described as a case of imaginatively putting oneself in another’s place.”34
Furthermore, both Nivison and Ivanhoe follow Fingarette’s anachronistic
equation of shu with imaginative role-reversibility.35 Historically, as discussed

29
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35

modification.
Fingarette, “Following the ‘One Thread’ of the Analects,” 376.
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above, imaginative role-reversibility was revived by Hare in the 1960s to
enhance GR’s compatibility, particularly with the modernist premise of
interpersonal differences. As further discussed in the next section, such
personal differences were actually not a salient concern for Confucius.
Additionally, role-reversibility was revived on the basis of rationality, which
is even less relevant to Confucius’ original formulation. Owing to their
groundless confidence in GR as a first-order moral principle, Fingarette and
the Sinologists following him fail to notice that shu was formulated by
Confucius under the premise of human commonalities, which have little to
do with the imposition-problem.

4. Shu and the Commonality-Premise in Confucius’ Thought
Whereas human nature (xing 性 ) formed one of the pivots for constructing
Confucian philosophical traditions at its formative stage, ambiguity
surrounding Confucius’ view on it consequently gave his intellectual
descendants considerable latitude in constructing their own distinctive views,
which resulted in the great divergences on this metaphysical subject. Most
prominently, both Mencius and Xunzi perched their views on diametrically
opposite extremes. Subsequently, this polar divergence spawned more varied
positions in later discussions on human nature.
On the other hand, although the Analects did not present any definite clues,
it led to the emergence of a critical question for later Confucians: which one
of the two extremes, as well as its later variations, had legitimately inherited
and rightly reconstructed the ‘orthodox’ Confucius’ view? Neo-Confucians, and
Zhu Xi in particular, claimed to have discovered an uninterrupted transmission
from Confucius to Mencius, but they undergirded the claim on the basis of an
unprecedented metaphysical system.
The ‘authentic’ view of Confucius, if any, still remains obscure or
ambivalent from our viewpoint. An indisputable fact is that the idea of human
nature is conceivable only under the premise of human commonalities,
although whereas the former as a concept is characteristically metaphysical,
the latter has strong empirical connotations. Therefore, if we can identify the
premise of human commonalities in the Analects, it may signify that despite
great divergences, the later discussions on human nature, particularly those
“Reweaving the ‘One Thread’ of the Analects,” 23-24 and 27-29.
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of Mencius and Xunzi, derived ultimately from Confucius. On the other hand,
there are dozens of statements and descriptions in the Analects that are
indicative of his view on human commonalities, but the lack of consistency
between them hinders us from distinguishing its specific contents.
Concerning this issue, contrastingly, Confucius’ descriptions of shu
deserve special attention, since it is probable that his comprehensive view
is encapsulated in this highly abstract principle, which, as analyzed above,
requires the premise of human commonalities as an essential precondition
for its initial formulation. Conversely, it is also plausible to say that an
in-depth analysis of the shu formulation brings to light his view on human
nature with greater clarity.
It is unquestionable that Confucius formulated shu out of the confidence
that one’s actions, in accordance with the rules inferred from the GR
practice, will bring about desirable consequences to any proposed recipients
rather than falling into the imposition-problem. This can be directly verifiable
from the following statement.
Zhonggong asked about ren. The Master said, “When having left the house,
comport yourself as if you were receiving an important guest, and when
employing the people, behave as if you were overseeing a great sacrifice. Do
not impose upon others what you yourself do not desire. In this way, you
will encounter no resentment in your public or familial life.”36 (Analects 12.2)

This dialogue strongly suggests Confucius’ conviction in shu as a moral
principle. Replying to the question about ren, he prescribed how one should
treat others. The last “no resentment” statement confirms Confucius’ great
confidence in the positive consequences that the shu practice is expected to
bring about in private and public relationships. This interpretation is more
strongly supported by the point that Confucius proposed shu as an answer
to the question about ren.
In the same vein, Confucius associated the shu practice with “the
method of [realizing] ren” as follows:
Zigong said, “Suppose there was one who widely bestowed benefits on the
people and was capable of bringing relief to the multitude. What would you
say? Could he be called humane (ren)?” The Master said, “Why just ren?
Wouldn’t he surely be sheng (聖, a sage)? Even Yao and Shun would find
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this difficult. Now wishing himself to be established, a man of ren establishes
others; and, wishing himself to achieve prominence, he makes others prominent.
The ability to draw analogies from what is near at hand (能近取譬 neng jin
qu pi) can be called the method of [realizing] ren.”37 (Analects 6.28)

The pair of imperatives “Wishing himself to be established, establishes others;
and, wishing himself to achieve prominence, make others prominent” are widely
accepted as a positive application of shu. No noticeable qualifications (or
concerns) are involved in this application, which also implies Confucius’
confidence in the universal applicability of the rules of action thus inferred,
which he identified as “the method of [realizing] ren.” Apparently, shu practiced
at this person-to-person level substantially differs from public actions for the
benefit of all people, but Confucius’ statement also suggests strong similarities
between them with regards to their underlying premises. In terms of recipients,
their identity is not bound explicitly by relational qualifications, and it may
extend to anyone within the reach of one’s actions. In other remarks on shu
and ren as well, Confucius is consistent in this regard. (Analects 5.11; 6.24;
12.22; 17.6). In so doing, however, he shows no concern for taking one’s
personal desires (“wishing”) as the basis for determining one’s actions toward
others (“establishes others” and “makes others prominent”). This avoidance
of addressing interpersonal differences may not be evidence that he simply
could not imagine someone (for example, critical recluses [Analects 18.5; 18.6])
thinking that “wishing himself to be established, establishes others” would be
an undesirable attempt at imposing one’s personal standards upon others.
The expression “the ability to draw analogies from what is near at
hand” (neng jin qu pi 能近取譬) in the quotation above more clearly suggests
that the commonality-premise underlay Confucius’ formulation of shu. As
Fingarette also points out, “pi (analogies) in the Analects is always a
‘comparison’ of likenesses, not differences.”38 Jin (“what is near at hand”)
indicates oneself, specifically, what one personally but sincerely wants,
desires, and believes to be good and right. The expression as a whole means
the ability to extend personal desires, beliefs, and standards to others on the
grounds of a belief in commonalities between oneself and others, which
corresponds to the basic ability (or quality) for practicing shu. The phrase
“the method of [realizing] ren” implies that Confucius’ concerns lay in the
lack of ability or willingness of analogizing oneself to others, rather than
37
38

For translation, Gardner, The Four Books, 23 with modifications.
Fingarette, “Following the ‘One Thread’ of the Analects,” 382.
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undesirable consequences that might be brought about by imposing personal
standards upon others or the “incompleteness” of the shu formulation. As
Feng Youlan states, the Confucian GR is “a principle by which one uses
oneself as a standard to regulate one’s conduct.”39 Likewise, Confucius
accentuated that the practice of ren should begin from recognizing oneself
as the starting point as well as the premise that all humans possess the
potential to achieve it. (Analects 2.1; 4.6; 7.29; 12.1).
Throughout the Analects, Confucius’ premise of commonalities outweighed
considerations for interpersonal differences.
Wealth and social eminence are things that all people desire, and yet unless
they are acquired in the proper way I will not abide them. Poverty and
disgrace are things that all people hate, and yet unless they are avoided
in the proper way I will not despise them. If junzi 君子 abandons ren, how
can he merit the name? Junzi does not go against ren even for the amount
of time required to finish a meal. . . .40 (Analects 4.5)

In short, Confucius contrasted a strong emphasis on the importance of ren with
the question of how to satisfy one’s personal inclinations toward wealth and
social eminence, which are shared with all others, “in the proper way,” instead
of with possible drawbacks arising from differences between individuals.
More clearly and directly, the passage, “By nature [people] are nearly
alike; by practice, [they] become different” (Analects 17.2) attests to
Confucius’ overall belief in human commonality. This therefore also strongly
supports the conjecture that shu was formulated under the premise that a
comprehension of one’s own wants, desires, and feelings would afford “the
best guide to the treatment of others.”41
None of the statements cited above, however, tell us what specifically
Confucius had in mind in presupposing human commonalities. In this regard,
Zigong’s testimony “The Master’s cultural brilliance is something that is
readily heard about, whereas one does not get to hear the Master expounding
upon the subjects of human nature or the Way of Heaven” (Analects 5.13)42
is highly suggestive. Confucius might not feel obliged to substantiate a concept
of human nature beyond a general (therefore vague and ambivalent) viewpoint
39
40
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Feng, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, 43.
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on human commonalities. According to Donald J Munro, the view that there
exist “the common attributes or characteristics with which all men are born”
prevailed among the Confucians as well as the Daoists in early China.43
Overall, the ambiguity surrounding Confucius’ view allowed his followers
to enjoy a large degree of latitude in defining the qualities of human nature,
which led to a great divergence between Mencius and Xunzi. What is important
to note is that, on the other hand, Confucius’ belief in human commonalities
also predetermined later inquires in the direction of articulating his view by
conceptualizing human nature. In the light that GR in general is conceivable
under the premise of commonalities, this also provides an explanation of the
adoptions and adaptations of shu found widely in the post-Confucius texts of
ancient Confucianism.

5. Post-Confucius Reformulations and Human Nature
The commonality-premise forms an essential precondition for the initial
formulation of GR and the validity of its actual practices. This correlation
is also verified in the compatibility between the shu formulation and the view
on human commonalities in Confucius’ thought.
As mentioned in the introduction, whereas the term shu prevailed in
the post-Confucius texts of ancient Confucianism, the original shu formulation
was quickly and extensively replaced with substantial reformulations. This
historical change garners more attention when noticing the exceptional
position that shu takes in the Analects. One is that Confucius presented it
as “one teaching that can serve as a guide for one’s entire life” (Analects
15.24) and thus conferred great weight upon its importance, which is nearly
comparable to ren 仁. The other is consistency in the formulation. Unlike
ren, the shu formulation was reiterated twice by Confucius himself with no
modifications (Analects 12.2 and 15.24) and once by Zigong with no
substantial reformulations (Analects 5.12). This confirms that the syntactic
and semantic constitution of the formulation was explicitly established in the
minds of Confucius and his immediate disciples.
This leads us to the following questions: What caused the drastic change
between Confucius and his successors, which seems to go counter to the
emphasis, conviction, and consistency made by Confucius himself? How are
43
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the later reformulations of shu interrelated with the advents of the definitive
views on human nature and the great divergence between Mencius and
Xunzi? At this moment, let us investigate the correlation and compatibility
between the characteristics of the reformulations and the view on human
nature in the respective thoughts of Mencius and Xunzi.
At one extreme is Mencius’ view on human nature. Throughout the
entire Mencius, shu is alluded to just once.
Mencius said, “The ten thousand things are all already complete in oneself.
To reflect oneself and discover integrity (cheng 誠)—there is no greater
joy than this. In pursuing ren 仁, there is nothing closer than firmly acting
out of shu 恕.” (Mencius 7A.4)44

Like Confucius, Mencius also associated shu with ren, but this passage does
not tell us exactly how he comprehended shu. According to Zhu Xi, the first
clause specifically indicates the perfect immanency of moral human nature.
Suppose, however, that human beings are all born with morally good nature
and that human nature manifests itself above the threshold of human
consciousness under a certain condition. Then, insofar as one is capable of
perceiving the genuine manifestations of inborn morality, what one wishes
from others on this basis is not only always morally permissible for oneself
but also universally acceptable from the third-party’s standpoint.
If this is the case, one does not need to exercise shu to find an answer
to the question of how one should treat others. Rather, one simply ought to
treat others in accordance with one’s genuine wishes. To repeat, a precondition
is that one should be aware of the genuine contents of human nature within
the self before carrying it out. Then, the focus of practice and self-cultivation
must be placed on how to satisfy this precondition and thus gain genuine
practical knowledge from within. In other words, according to this line of
reasoning, insofar as one has the capacity to rightly and clearly perceive
manifestations of human nature, one’s wishes from others are completely free
from the imposition-problem. As discussed above, it is not because this
approach takes the uniformity between agent and recipient in terms of ‘actual’
wishes and desires for granted, but because the imposition-problem within this
perspective indicates the “flawed” natures of wishes and desires.
In this vein, instead of reiterating Confucius’ original formulation, Mencius
transformed Confucius’ shu into various reformulations. What is notable is that
44
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he consistently omitted the process of equivalent conversion embedded in shu.
The directive “simply taking one’s mind and imposing it upon others” (ju si
xin jia zhu bi 擧斯心加諸彼) (Mencius 1A.7) largely reminds us of a critical
diagnosis of GR with respect to the imposition-problem, in the sense that it
encourages one to transfer one’s likes and dislikes to others without restraint,
in a much more direct and unambiguous manner than the original shu
formulation. Accordingly, no concerns about the risks that such an action might
bring harm to recipients are detectable in this directive. Rather, it seems that
his concern lay in the incursion of self-centered motives that may lead one not
to, or be reluctant to, put one’s wishes into action in relation to others. In this
vein, he strongly urged even kings with apparent moral defects to share and
enjoy what they personally wished together with the people (yu min tong le
與民同樂) (Mencius 1B.1 and 4).
Note that Confucius’ original formulation as such does not appear in
the Mencius. Instead, Mencius reformulated it and presented directives such
as “Give them what they want, then they will gather [at your court]; Do
not impose what they dislike [upon them]” (suo yu yu zhi ju zhi 所欲與之聚
之, suo e wu shi er ye 所惡勿施爾也) (Mencius 4A.9). This directive is
particularly close to an altruistic reinterpretation of GR (that is, the inversed
formulation) compared to the original formulation, in the light that it
designates the wishes of recipients as the standards of the practice (also see,
Mencius 7A.17), instead of what “you” yourself [do not] desire (ji suo [bu]
yu 己所[不]欲). In short, Mencius’ strong belief in moral human nature led
him to reinterpret Confucius’ shu into a principle of direct and extensive
transmission of one’s wishes to others, whose reformulation more clearly
discloses its vulnerability to the imposition-problem in practice.
At the other extreme, Xunzi characterized human nature as defined by
self-centered inclinations. According to him, uncontrolled pursuits of inborn
inclinations inevitably lead to conflicts between individuals and eventually to
socio-political chaos. To repeat, GR is designed to countermeasure one’s
self-centered motives, by letting one’s desires directed toward others be
converted equivalently to one’s duties toward those others. Therefore, provided
that one’s wishes could not go beyond the bounds of self-centeredness, one’s
practice of GR could also not avoid self-contradiction, for rules of action thus
inferred would necessarily go counter to those self-interests. In this case, one
would not find any motivation to practice GR at the outset. Then, GR itself
is of little use, unless this line of reasoning presumes other sources of impetus
which are responsible for initial motivations for the GR practice. Here, the
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practice of GR must be counted as a deliberate and premeditated process
against natural inclinations, rather than as a procedure relating to some kind
of spontaneous unfolding of human nature.
Shu appears once in the Xunzi, too, but in a substantial reformulation.
Confucius said: “A junzi 君子 has three standards for shu 恕. Where a
person has a lord whom he is incapable of (buneng 不能) serving yet
requires (jiu 求) his own subjects to serve him, this is contrary to the
requirements of shu. Where a person does not requite [the affections of]
his own parents yet requires (jiu) his son to be filial toward him, this is
contrary to the requirements of shu. Where he has an elder brother whom
he is incapable of respecting yet requires (jiu) his own younger brother
to obey his directives, this is contrary to the requirements of shu. If a shi
士 clearly understands (ming 明) the requirements of shu, then it is possible
for him to correct himself.”45

Like the Mencius, the Xunzi did not include Confucius’ original formulation
either. Instead, Xunzi reinterpreted shu into an ethico-logical self-awareness
in line with the principle of consistency-requirement. It seems that under the
premise of self-centeredness as human commonality, it is inconceivable for
Xunzi to infer rules of action on the basis of personal “wishes” (yu 欲).
In his accounts, personal “wishes” are something that a moral agent should
fight against rather than accommodate for the sake of personal moral
integrity or public socio-political order. In this vein, he replaced the term
“yu” (wish, desire, or want) in Confucius’ original formulation with “jiu”
(require, demand, or pursue), a term that has stronger connotations of
intentionality and deliberateness. He thus underlined self-contradictions that
would occur when one’s requirements which are directed toward others are
inconsistent with the rules of action.
In this vein, Xunzi thus deprived shu of the rule-inference function.
Unlike the original formulation that exists with the least number of
qualifications or specifications, his account takes the three rules of action—
“serve your lord,” “requite the affections of your own parents,” and “respect
your elder brother”—as given and predetermined rather than inferable from
the shu practice. The three rules are presented as objective ethical standards
against which one ought to measure the current states of one’s attitudes
toward others. It is logically reasonable to transform, for example, the third
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requirement into a positive application of shu—“Respect your elder brothers
as you require your own younger brothers to obey your directives”—and infer
from it a generalizable rule of action—“Respect your elder brothers.” Instead,
Xunzi placed more emphasis on whether or not one is capable of (neng)
abiding by the given rules of action in practice and proposed them as the
guidelines for “correcting oneself,” a method of moral self-cultivation. As is
well known, generally speaking, while delegating the authority of legislating
rules of action (li 禮) only to sages, he limited the scope of moral practice
for ordinary people to their deliberate conformity to these given rules. Despite
Confucius’ exceptional emphasis on shu, therefore, he thus had to readjust
the roles of shu in line with his unique view on human commonalities.

6. Concluding Remarks
In 1993, the Parliament of the World’s Religions identified GR as “the
irrevocable, unconditional norm for all areas of life, for families and
communities, for races, nations, and religions.”46 Far earlier than this historic
event, the name “Golden Rule” was bestowed by Christian theologians of 17th
century England upon a short precept, “Do to others as you would have them
do to you” in the New Testament, to newly construct Christian ethics. After
Thomas Hobbes incorporated it into his political theory as the underlying
principle, modern philosophers like David Hume and Immanuel Kant launched
philosophical investigations and then cast strong suspicions on its validity as
a moral principle.47 Its authority as the ‘golden’ rule, however, was not
seriously challenged until the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when the
upheaval of individualism in association with a pluralistic viewpoint, which
argues for the acknowledgement of a diversity of tastes, wishes, and standards,
took place. From a wider historical perspective, however, this challenge is as
recent as the individualism of modernity.
In contrast, Confucius’ shu, the earliest mature formulation of GR in human
history, immediately prompted his self-confessed successors to amend it, despite
the emphasis, conviction, and consistency conferred by Confucius himself upon it.
It is out of the question that the so-called imposition-problem has little to do with
their motivations for amendment. Unlike the explanations proposed by the previous
46
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anachronistic studies of Confucian shu, this problem is unavoidable for GR in
general, because it is inherent in the GR formulation per se. As mentioned above,
however, this problem is the other side of the same coin: it derives from the principle
of equivalent conversion and the consistency-requirement, which constitute the most
essential features of GR as a moral principle. Originally, GR was formulated under
the premise of human commonalities, which modern individualism has repudiated.
The imposition-problem indicates a shift in the underlying premises rather than an
indisputable defect or its “incompleteness” as a moral principle. Likewise, the
replacement of Confucius’ shu with the subsequent substantial reformulations must
be also construed in conjunction with the changes in views on human commonalities.
This leads to further interrelated questions, which we have yet to
investigate. The reformulations found in the Zhongyong, the Great Learning,
and the Xunzi show a considerable affinity between them in terms of relational
configuration. As analyzed above, like GR in general, Confucius’ shu is
comprised of two unspecified parties—“you” as agent and “others” as recipient.
In contrast, these reformulations are embedded in ‘asymmetrical’ relationships
like the cardinal human relations. This difference has little to do with the
changes in views on human nature. Rather, it seems that the reformulations were
constructed to incorporate into the scope of Confucius’ shu the asymmetrical
relationships (particularly, the cardinal human relations), which constituted the
unique socio-political standpoint of ancient Confucianism, and at the same time
which thus made a striking contrast with the egalitarian perspective of Mohism.
Conversely, then, how can we interpret the transition from the
equality-premise embedded in Confucius’ original formulation (that is, the
equal relationship between agent and recipient) to the accommodation of
asymmetry in the later reformulations? More specifically, how is this
egalitarian feature in Confucius’ shu formulation related to his promotion of
ren as the utmost principle in human relationships, which also has strong
egalitarian connotations, in contrast particularly with the concepts of yi 義 and
li 禮, which endorse social discriminations? What does it mean with regard
to the history of ancient Confucianism that this pattern of asymmetrical
reformulations is not found only in the Mencius among the post-Confucius
classics of ancient Confucianism? Let me conclude the current study here, with
the intention that I will deal with these questions in separate papers.
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孔子的黃金率與孟子和荀子的重新解釋
――先秦儒學的“恕”、共同前提與人性
李 定 桓

中文摘要
本文主要目的是爲孔子和他的繼承人之間在“恕”方面發生重大的知識轉變，以及
孟子與荀子的分歧，提供一個哲學說明。但在目前有關儒學黃金率和先秦儒學史的硏究
中，這一問題仍未被充分檢驗。孔子提出了恕是一種最高級的道德原則與“仁之方”。他
對黃金率的最早形成給予了極大的重視。此外，這一道德原則在《論語》中高度一致地表
達出來。儘管如此，原來的表達方式很快就消失了，並且在古代儒家經典中，此原來的
表達方式被各種形式的重新表述全面取代。
關於這些問題，本硏究表明了以下幾點：黃金率一般是以人類共同性爲前提。近
代時期反對黃金率的強加問題出現，不是由於其道德原則的內在缺陷，而是由早期近代
從人類共同性到個人差異的前提轉變。同樣，根據人類共同觀點的變化，孔子和他的繼
承人之間發生了劇烈的轉變。孟子與荀子對恕的觀念也有顯著差異，因爲關於孔子人性
觀，他們之間存在著巨大分歧。
關鍵詞：黃金率，恕，重新解釋，人類共同性的前提，人性，孔子，孟子，荀子

