How to Interpret Mencius’ Concept of “Xing” 性?:
The Debate in Western Sinology and
Its Current Significance

HAN Zhenhua
42

Abstract
Two ardent debates over the Mencian theory of human nature were launched by
sinologists in the late nineteenth century, a period of missionary sinology, and in
the late twentieth century, a period of professional sinology. In the first debate, James
Legge articulates the value of the Mencian theory of human nature from Bishop
Butler’s view of conscience. He interprets Mencius’ “goodness of human nature”
as “human nature towards good.” However, Davelle Sheffield criticizes that Mencius
and Legge both deny the grace of God. The second debate focuses on the divergence
between Roger T. Ames’ culturalism and Irene Bloom’s theory of common human
nature. Such divergence is deeply rooted in both sides’ differing attitudes towards
democracy and human rights. Despite different strategies and tactics, the two debates
are closely related to each other in terms of their core concepts, which can be traced
back to the Catholic churches’ different understandings of Mencius’ conception of
human nature over 400 years ago.
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1. Introduction
Developing a mutual understanding of the prevalent thoughts of two different
cultures requires an analogy process, or geyi 格義 in Chinese. Ge 格 means
to compare and to match, and yi 義 indicates the meaning carried by a term
or concept. So literally geyi means “matching the meanings.” Originally, it
was the practice of Chinese Buddhism to borrow phrases from Taoist and other
philosophical texts in order to explain Buddhist ideas, thereby making them
more accessible to Chinese readers. It is “a method or exercise to compare
and match the perceptions and conceptions” in two different cultures so as
to understand them.1 In modern hermeneutics, it is a process of interpretation:
interpreting concepts developed in one culture system by using familiar
concepts from another culture system. The object of such interpretation is to
clarify distinctions, but its process is to seek similarities: in Liangkang Ni’s
words, “Commonness is where it starts from and distinction is what it aims
to arrive at.”2 In terms of similarities and differences between different cultural
systems and ideas, we can make the following juxtaposition: relativism
(emphasizing “differences”) and universalism (emphasizing “similarities”).
While this is true as a neutral description, understanding activities in
daily life or academic thinking is not just knowledge-related. It is also
intertwined with one’s value, beliefs, and emotions, and only in this way can
“understanding” go beyond “knowledge” and carry real “significance.” These
dimensions should be considered when studying the interpretation of classic
philosophical thoughts. It should also be taken into consideration when
exploring idea collisions and the consequent ideological debates in the history
of China-West cultural exchanges. In this paper, such multi-dimensional
views will also be taken into account as I discuss Western sinologists’ debates
on Mencius’ (c. 372-289 BCE) theory of human nature.
Western sinology has a history of over four hundred years: it originated
when Jesuits came to China at the end of the sixteenth century and created
missionary sinology, composed of a mixture of truth and fallacy. Professional
sinology was not officially formed until the turn of the twentieth century,
and today professional sinology is developing extensively. During the course
1
2
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of 400 years, the translation and study of Mengzi 孟子 (Mencius) has always
been one of the main subjects. At the end of the twentieth century, Western
sinologists raised two wide-ranging debates over the understanding of key
concepts in Mengzi. Though superficially representing different interpretations
and understandings of knowledge, these two debates, at their core, were
disputes on values and beliefs. I shall, in the following sections, uncover them
layer by layer.

2. Human Nature, Conscience, and Moral Agency: James Legge’s
Accommodation of Bishop Butler to Mengzi
To talk about the debate at the end of the nineteenth century, I will start
from James Legge’s (1815-1897) translation strategy for Mengzi. Legge was
a missionary in the London Missionary Society and worked as the President
of Ying Wa College for nearly 30 years (1839-1867). As a missionary, he
was the first one to study and translate Chinese classics carefully and
comprehensively. His translation of eight classics of Confucianism and three
classics of Taoism are still regarded as standard versions by Western
sinologists and readers. He was also the first one to win the Prix Stanislas
Julien (1875). After returning to England in 1876, he worked as a sinology
professor in the University of Oxford until he died in 1897.
As a protestant missionary in China, Legge translated Chinese classics
mainly to serve his missionary goal. However, he recognized the value of
China’s ancient civilization and believed that Confucianism, unlike other
Eastern religions such as Buddhism (atheism) and Brahmanism (pantheism),
was no rival of Christianity. Despite his firm belief, it was hard to explain
to Western people.
During the time Legge stayed in China, there were continuous frictions
and conflicts between China and Western countries after the First Opium War
(1839-1842), also known as “The First Anglo-Chinese War” or “Trade War”
among Westerners. At that time, industrialized Britain opened the gates of
China with ships and cannons and China was forced to integrate into the
world trading system in a “semi-feudal and semi-colonial” way. Following
a boom in economic trade was the introduction of Western culture,
Christianity in particular. Compared with the hardships that the earliest
missionaries such as the Jesuit, Dominicans, Franciscans, and other Catholic
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Churches endured when they came to China 150 years earlier, the missionary
affairs after the Opium War were under institutional protection as clearly
indicated in the Sino-British Treaty of Nanjing (1842), which stated that
“Christianity and Catholicism are essentially of goodness and for goodness.
From now on, the missionaries in China and their missionary affairs shall
all be protected.” After this treaty, the Sino-British Tianjin Treaty (1858),
the Sino-French Tianjin Treaty (1858), and the Sino-French Beijing Treaty
(1860) all amplified such protection. Recognizing the great disparity between
the respective strengths of China and the West, Legge prudently defended
the value of Confucian classics as well as the translation works to which
he had paid his lifetime’s efforts. In terms of translating Mengzi, he argued
in favor of Mencian thought by drawing support from the Christian traditions.
2. 1. Finding Similarities between Butler’s and Mencius’ Theories
Legge’s translation of Mengzi was first published in 1861 as the second
volume of The Chinese Classics. After revision, Legge published The Life
and Works of Mencius as recommended reading for general readers in 1875.
In the 121-page-long “Prolegomena” (Introduction to Mengzi), Legge
introduced readers to how the position of Mengzi changed in history, how
Zhao Qi 趙岐 (d. 201) of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220) and others
interpreted it, and Mencius’ life, thoughts, and influence. Legge spoke highly
of him despite his discontent with Mencius’ racial discrimination, lack of
humility, and neglect of original sin. He claimed that Plato, Aristotle, Zeno,
Epicurus, Demosthenes, and other great men of the West were Mencius’
contemporaries; when placed among them, he could look them in the face
and did not need to hide a diminished head.3
Amongst quite a few contrasts between Mencian and Christian doctrines,
the most crucial one might be that Mencius contends that “human nature is
good” while the Christian orthodox insists on “original sin.” “Good human
nature” is the prerequisite and basis for Mencian thought; likewise, “original
sin” is the premise and starting point of Christian doctrines. How could he
ease the sharp conflict between them so that more Westerners would accept
and value Mencian ideology? Legge thought of Bishop Joseph Butler
(1692-1752), an influential eighteenth-century British theologian. Some of his
thoughts were quite similar to Mencius; by using Butler’s theory of human

3
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nature and emphasizing its similarity with Mencius, he could legitimate
Mencius to some extent.
Bishop Butler was a theologian and apologist of the Church of England.
In his Fifteen Sermons Preached at Rolls Chapel (1726), he took the first
three sermons to emphasize the supreme importance of “conscience” in
humanity and advocate the concept of moral agency. Butler viewed human
nature as a holistic system which can be divided into three levels: the lowest
contains passion and affection; the middle is comprised of self-love which
leads to private good, and benevolence which leads to public good; and the
top is conscience (or reflection) which enables people to recognize, define,
and judge whether a certain behavior is rightful, good, or just. With such
reflection, people are able to distinguish between and approve or disapprove
of their own behaviors. “Our nature, i. e. constitution, is adapted to virtue,
as from the idea of a watch it appears, that its nature, i. e. constitution or
system, is adapted to measure time.”4 “From his make, constitution, or
nature, he is, in the strictest and most proper sense, a law to himself. He
hath the rule of right within: what is wanting is only that he honestly attend
to it.”5 That is to say, in doing so, everyone becomes a “moral agent” of
his own; when he is not virtuous, he is violating the law of his own nature.
In Bishop Butler’s opinion, human nature is good; virtue is based on
and complies with human nature. “Man is born to virtue, that it consists
in following nature, and that vice is more contrary to this nature than tortures
or death.”6 Sometimes Butler regarded conscience as the voice of God; but
he never relied on theological authority in terms of what he asserted as the
supremacy, universality, and reliability of conscience. He believed that as
secular knowledge, conscience is self-sufficient. Such a claim was obviously
directed at Thomas Hobbes’ (1588-1679) egocentrism.
Mencius held the view that man is a rational and moral being with
intuitive ability (liangneng 良能) and intuitive knowledge (liangzhi 良知).
His theories of “four sprouts/germs” (siduan 四端),7 “four virtues” (side 四
德), and his criticism of self-abandonment (zibao ziqi 自暴自棄, zishi 自失,
zizei 自賊) can find their counterparts in Butler’s philosophy. The way
4
5
6
7

Butler, Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel, 17.
Butler, Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel, 60.
Butler, Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel, 15.
Particularly, “the heart of compassion” (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心) which is the sprout or germ
of benevolence (ren 仁), and “the heart of approving and disapproving” (shifei zhi xin 是非之
心) which is the sprout or germ of knowledge.
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Mencius deprecated Yang Zhu 楊朱 was very similar to the way Butler
criticized Hobbes. Legge, having realized such great similarities between
Butler and Mencius, used Butler’s theory to support Mencius. What is more,
as Mencius far predated Butler, Legge went so far as to claim that Mencius
outdid Butler in his foresight, saying that “Butler certainly was not indebted
to him for the views which he advocated; but it seems to me that Mencius
had left him nothing to discover.” In addition, Legge comments “to no moral
teacher of Greece or Rome can we appeal for so grand an illustration of
the averment as we find in Mencius.”8 Finally, he concludes by saying that
“up to this point I fail to perceive anything in Mencius’ view of human
nature that is contrary to the teachings of our Christian Scriptures, and that
may not be employed with advantage by the missionary in preaching the
Gospel to the Chinese. It is far from covering what we know to be the whole
duty of man, yet it is defective rather than erroneous.”9
Legge repeatedly cited Butler’s and Mencius’ opinions and emphasized
their similarities. He did so in the prolegomena of his translation of Mengzi.
He also clearly argued, in his paper “Confucianism in Relation to Christianity,”
which he submitted to the 1877 Shanghai Missionary Conference, that he,
unlike many other missionaries, did not consider Mencius’ opinion on the
goodness of human nature “to conflict with Christianity.” Rather, he said that
“Mencius maintains the goodness of human nature, in the same way as Bishop
Butler maintains it in his well-known Sermons.”10 He further pointed out in
The Religions of China (1880) that “[i]n fact, that philosopher (Mencius), born
rather more than two thousand years before Bishop Butler, developed a theory
of human nature in which he anticipated every important point insisted on by
the Christian prelate.”11 All these records vouch for Legge’s preference and
respect for Mencius.
2. 2. Legge and Bishop Butler’s Self-Contradictions
Though he spared no effort to praise the Mencian theory of human nature,
Legge did not forget God. He continued to insist on the perspective of
original sin and held that human nature can never be compatible with Christ’s
divine nature: “However we may strive after our ideal, we do not succeed
8
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in reaching it. The more we grow in the knowledge of Christ, and see in
Him the glory of humanity in its true estate, the greater do we feel our own
distance to be from it, and that of ourselves we cannot attain it.” In contrast,
Mencius lacked the awareness of original sin. He asserted that Yao, Shun,
and Confucius had achieved perfection. However, the assertion that “At
seventy, I would follow what my heart desired, without transgressing what
was right” (Lunyu 論語 2.4) broke Mencius’ conception of Confucius’
perfection: “it proves to be but a brilliant and unsubstantial phantasm of our
philosopher’s own imagining.”12 Mencius even agreed that “All men are
capable of becoming a Yao or a Shun” (Mengzi 6B.2), which, in Legge’s
opinion, was a total exaggeration. In this regard, “Butler had an immense
advantage over Mencius, arising from his knowledge of the truths of
Revelation.”13 In brief, “[Mencius] said very little of what we owe to God.
There is no glow of natural piety in his pages,” and “Mencius’ ideal of human
nature does not embrace duty to God.”14
In such ways, Legge explained his opinions quite paradoxically. On the
one hand, he confirmed Butler’s and Christianity’s absolute superiority in
Revelation; on the other hand, he respected the Mencian theory of innate
goodness a lot more. This contradiction later became the ammunition with
which missionaries criticized and attacked Legge.
As for Butler, he tended to defend revealed religion through Deism (the
latter was somewhat secular) and to eliminate the antagonism between the
natural and the revealed, which pervaded among Deists. However, although
his ultimate concern was Revelation whereby he attempted to prove that it
was revealed truth that endowed Deism with legitimacy, the reasoning method
he applied popularized deistic thinking. Consequently, the theory of revealed
truth was impacted and excluded instead. “[Butler’s] argumentation just made
people believe that the faith of Revelation in Christianity has not been refuted
because of its transcending-reason content. But the necessity of accepting the
Revelation claimed by it was not thus proved; and even when Butler pointed
out that natural religion needed confirmation from the authority of Revelation,
what he required was merely some kind of practical reliability.”15
The result was a twofold loss: Deism was declined as Butler expected,
yet revealed religion was unexpectedly impacted as well. If we see this, we
12
13
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Legge, The Life and Works of Mencius, 68.
Legge, The Life and Works of Mencius, 70.
Legge, The Life and Works of Mencius, 71.
Pannenberg, Jindai deguo xinjiao shenxue wentishi, 35-36.

98

Journal of Confucian Philosophy and Culture Vol. 29 / February 2018

can understand why Butler’s The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed
(1736),16 in which he supported revealed religion and opposed natural religion,
led to later generations’ comprehensive doubt and negation of Christianity.

3. The Objection of Late-Nineteenth-Century Protestant Missionaries
Legge’s accommodation of Bishop Butler’s theories on Mengzi triggered
criticism from other missionaries. At the end of the nineteenth century, the
missionaries in China launched a debate on the Mencian theory of human
nature and Legge’s practice of accommodation. The debate was laid out in
Hu Weiqing’s paper “Zhongxi renxinglun de chongtu: jindai lai hua
chuanjiaoshi yu mengzi xingshanlun” 中西人性論的衝突: 近代來華傳教士與
孟子性善論 (Conflict between Chinese and Western Theories of Human
Nature: Missionaries in Modern China and Mencius’ Innate Goodness in
Human Beings). However, Hu focused only on the debate itself and did not
take the relevant historical context into consideration. Thus, I shall
supplement the debate in this regard.
3. 1. Divergences of Faith: Innate Goodness or Divine Grace
In this debate, the biggest objection raised against Legge was from D. Z.
Sheffield (1841-1913), a missionary who was 26 years younger than Legge
and a member of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.
Hs advocated that “Christianity comes to China, not as a supplement to
Confucianism, but as a substitution for Confucianism. It is a structure that
needs nothing from Confucianism, either for foundation or ornament.” After
meticulous comparison, he reached the view that “Confucianism is essentially
in conflict with Christianity in its teachings with regard to man’s nature at
birth.” Legge countered that putting them together was no different from
mixing honey with poison: honey makes poison sweet but cannot counteract
its toxicity. Therefore, “[T]ruth mixed with error makes it acceptable to the
understanding, but does not prevent its evil influence in the heart.”17

16

17

The last eight volumes of the book was interpreted by Alfred G. Jones (1846-1905) and
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Sheffield’s doubts on Legge converged into one question: whether the
goodness of human nature in Mengzi is in an ideal sense (i.e. it ought to
be) or in an actual sense (i.e. it actually is). Legge argued that “[Mencius]
is speaking of our nature in its ideal, and not as it actually is, ―as we may
ascertain from the study of it that it ought to be, and not as it is made to
become.”18 Said the other way around, “human nature is good” refers to
a kind of tendency. Sheffield, by quoting Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi’s 朱熹
(1130-1200) interpretations, maintained that human nature in Mencian theory
was not “ought to be” but “born with.” He claimed, “There is nothing in
either text or commentary to show that man’s nature is not regarded as
inherently and essentially good.”19 Thus, Mencius’ conception of the
“goodness in human beings” was identified as “goodness” in the sense of
Aristotle’s “essence.” To explain how Legge’s translation was influenced by
his own prejudice, Sheffield picked out two key mistakes in Legge’s
translation and replaced them with his own interpretation. I will compare
their versions with D. C. Lau’s.
(1) Nairuo qiqing, ze keyi weishan yi, nai suowei shan ye. 乃若其情, 則可以
爲善矣, 乃所謂善也. (Mengzi 6A.6)
Legge’s translation: From the feeling proper to it, [we see] that it is
constituted for the practice of what is good. This is what I mean by
saying that [the nature] is good.20
Sheffield’s translation: As to its emotions, it may be regarded as good.
This is what I mean by saying that the nature is good.21
D. C. Lau’s translation: As far as what is genuinely in him is concerned,
a man is capable of becoming good. That is what I mean by good.22
(2) Renxing zhi shan ye, you shui zhi jiuxia ye. Ren wuyou bushan, shui
wuyou byxia. 人性之善也, 猶水之就下也.人無有不善, 水無有不下. (Mengzi
6A.2)
Legge’s translation: The [tendency of] man’s nature to goodness is like
the [tendency of] water to flow downwards. There are none but have
[this tendency to] goodness, [just as] water flows downwards.23
18
19
20
21
22
23
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Sheffield’s translation: The goodness of man’s nature is like the flowing
down of water; there is no man who is not good, there is no water that
does not flow down.24
D. C. Lau’s translation: Human nature is good just as water seeks low
ground. There is no man who is not good; there is no water that does
not flow downwards.25

In the first example, without considering their misunderstanding of qing 情
(actual condition), Legge thought that man’s feelings are constituted “for”
good practice, while Sheffield held that man’s emotions are the external
manifestations of his inherent nature, and therefore if one’s emotions are
good, one’s nature must be “intrinsically” good. In the second example, their
opinions are even more distinct: Legge considered man’s good nature to be
a kind of “tendency” while Sheffield maintained that the goodness of man’s
nature is “essence.” If such goodness is essence, human nature could not
contain evil factors, thereby rendering Mencian theory as antagonistic to the
Christian concepts of original sin and corruption. It was such a possible
ideological heresy that Sheffield criticized.
Within a Chinese context, choosing between “ought to be” and “made
to become” is usually not a serious problem. Sheffield’s “essence” and
Legge’s “tendency” can be perfectly united in the relationship of ti 體
(thing-in-itself) and yong 用 (function). It is common in Chinese logic to
discuss “made to become” by using “ought to be” and vice versa. But within
a Christian context, such a distinction has vital importance.
As articulated before, to demonstrate the similarities between Mencius
and Bishop Butler, Legge used abundant textual evidence. To a certain
degree, his argument and interpretation could stand. But Sheffield, instead
of focusing on the differences and similarities between Mencius and Bishop
Butler, pointed out that Legge neglected some possible consequences of
Mencian theory. If we over-stress goodness and neglect original sin, and
agree that “All men are capable of becoming a Yao or a Shun (or perfect
man),” we would deny the grace of God, without which Christianity would
be redundant. To avoid this risk, Sheffield gave great importance and priority
to revealed religion, supported Christianity, and denied Mencius. From this
position of apology, Sheffield’s argument and interpretation are also proper.

24
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Now let us expand the range of the question. The debate on whether
human nature is good or evil existed not just among ancient Chinese people
or in Chinese ideology, but also in the European context (or even in the
history of Christian thought). In fact, “[I]t is the different views on man’s
free will and the ability to achieve moral perfection that led to fierce
theological controversies, sectarian divisions, religion reforms in Christian
history and the rise of modern humanism.”26 As Mencius talked about
“conscience” (liangxin 良心 and liangzhi) and “innate capacity” (liangneng),
so did European thinkers. The Stoic School, Apostle Paul, Thomas Aquinas,
Bishop Butler, and Immanuel Kant all discussed “conscience” (“synendesis”
in Greek, “conscientia” in Latin, “conscience” in French and English, and
“Gewissen” in German).27 Human nature was a key topic when Chinese and
Western thought met and clashed. Taking into consideration the history of
European religious ideology, it seems that the debate on the Mencian theory
of human nature among missionaries in China was merely an extension of
the debate on Bishop Butler’s Deism among European ideologists. Studying
these debates can help us to find the similarities and differences between
Chinese and Western thought.
3. 2. The Origin of the Debate among Early Missionaries:
The Differences Between Jesuits and Dominicans
In fact, it was not at the end of the nineteenth century that missionaries started
their debate: it was four hundred years ago, when the first group of missionaries
developed different understandings of the Mencian theory of human nature.
At the end of the sixteenth century, Jesuit Matteo Ricci (1552-1610)
wrote Tianzhu shiyi 天主實義 (The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven) in
Chinese.28 In this book, Ricci initiated an encounter between Chinese culture
and Western Christianity through the dialogue between a Western scholar and
a Chinese scholar. He quoted Mencius’ statement that “the nature of human
is different from that of cattle or dog” to illustrate that whether human nature
26
27
28

Zhang, “Jidujiao he rujia sixiang chuantong zhong de renxing wenti zaisi,” 1.
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attacks Buddhist concepts of Heaven and Hell by saying that they were borrowed from
Christianity.”
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is good or bad has nothing to do with the forever-good principle/reason (li
理) of Heaven and that one’s nature is different from the principle of Heaven.
After that, Ricci began to advocate what was similar to the Chinese idea of
“good nature and evil desire” (xingshan qing’e 性善情惡):
The origin of human nature (xing) and dispositions (qing) were all given
by the Lord. Since they are mainly based on discipline/reason (li), they are
loveable and originally good without evil. As for their application/function
(yong), the key is the agent (human) himself. The agent can do loveable
things; the agent can also do detestable things-the agent can behave
differently. Therefore, it is uncertain whether the application of human nature
is good or not, and the reason lies in one’s dispositions. The functioning
of human nature, if without illness, would be thoroughly consistent with the
discipline/reason and so be good. However, the dispositions, acting as hands
and feet of human nature, can fall ill from time to time. Thus we should
not indulge ourselves into desires, and neglect the direction of
discipline/reason. . . . If one’s dispositions fall ill, their functioning will
violate discipline/reason, and what they like and dislike, approve and
disapprove, would hardly be right and accord with their origin. But still,
the origin of human nature is good; this would not change even with all
the illness of dispositions. Human nature could help us to follow discipline
and preserve its innate capacity (liangneng). In this way we could diagnose
and remedy the illness.29

It is notable that Ricci did not directly advocate “original sin” here; instead,
he seemed to be in agreement with Mencian theory. However, after careful
scrutiny of the text, we would find that Ricci’s “human nature and
dispositions are given by the Lord” was actually a Christian doctrine; his
“human nature and dispositions fall ill” was a metaphor for the corruption
of man and “without illness” indicated the state before original sin; his
“reason” (li 理) was God’s “light of reason,” which would be consistently
good. Ricci’s attempt to introduce Christianity to Chinese intellectuals by
using Confucian classics or through highlighting the similarities between
Confucianism and Christianity revealed his method of “accommodation”
when preaching Christianity. As for those contents of Mengzi which were
contrary to Christian doctrines, Ricci declared them incorrect by quoting
other examples in the same text. For example, on Mencius’ “There are three
forms of unfilial conduct of which the worst is to have no descendant,” Ricci
maintained that “I think it is not advancing for Chinese people to consider
29
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him who has no descendants unfilial.” He cited the difference between
Mencius’ “seeking in oneself” and “seeking in the outside world” to argue
that whether one is filial or not has nothing to do with whether he has a
descendant or not.30 In fact, it was not filial piety that Ricci did not agree
on; it was “having no descendant” being listed on top of the unfilial, which
would strike the priority of worshiping God. In a word, Ricci did have a
standard when it came to accepting or rejecting Confucian ideas: he accepted
what was in line with Christian doctrines and rejected what was not.
The Dominican Domingo Fernández Navarrete (1618-1686) adopted a
preaching method opposite to Ricci’s. In his Tratados historicos, politicos,
ethicos, y religiosos de la monarchia de China,31 he vehemently opposed the
Jesuits’ accommodation and assimilation method. He held that Chinese thought,
including Mencius’, was not compatible with Christian beliefs at all. Navarrete
disapproved of the Jesuits searching for and tracing Christianity in ancient
Chinese classics. He maintained that Confucius was an atheist who did not
mention Christian revelation at all. He also tried, based on Mengzi, to prove
that Mencius knew nothing about God. As representatives of Jesuits and
Dominicans, Ricci and Navarrete paved different ways for later Catholic
societies to conduct their missionary objectives: Jesuits chose a circuitous route
by accommodating original Confucian literature, while Catholic societies such
as the Dominicans, Franciscans, and Missions Etrangères de Paris stressed that
Confucianism was essentially independent from Christianity. Therefore, there
was no need to use original Confucianism to preach Christianity and it was
merely a waste of time and energy for the Jesuits to adopt such a method.
In conclusion, seen from a historical perspective, the debate among
Legge, Sheffield, and other missionaries at the end of the nineteenth century
was an extension of early Catholic societies’ arguments on how to understand
the Mencian theory of human nature.

4. Debate among American Sinologists in the Late Twentieth Century
At the end of the twentieth century, American sinologists launched another
debate; Roger T. Ames, Irene Bloom, and other professional sinologists came
into the spotlight. Their debate was highly relevant to the one in the late
nineteenth century. Readers can get details on the debate in Yang Zebo’s
30
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paper,32 in which Professor Yang expatiated the new debate and proposed
his own opinion based on his “moral state of the mind.” Hereby I would
give a brief introduction to the debate and put greater effort into revealing
the immanent correlation and the essence of the two debates.
4. 1. Roger T. Ames: Xing is Not Nature
In his long paper “The Background of the Mencian Theory of Human
Nature” (1967), Angus C. Graham (1919-1991) pointed out that according
to the “Nurture of Life” school, the “xing” of a living thing is understood
to be the way in which it develops from birth to death when uninjured and
adequately nourished.33 Mencius would agree on and supplement this
definition. He claimed that by cultivating qi, one dies old and by cultivating
morality, one becomes a saint, and the two match perfectly well and develop
synchronously. Inspired by Graham’s insights, Ames published “The
Mencian Conception of Ren xing: Does It Mean ‘Human Nature’?” in 1991.
He held that the English term “nature” leans more towards essence and thus
fails to capture the sense of the “ongoing process” in xing.34 If “ren xing”
was translated to “human nature,” some implications would be brought into
Chinese ideology that would alienate, rather than help to understand Chinese
ideology. He also suggested understanding xing as an achievement concept:
What is most important about xing occurs as a consequence of cultivation
and growth . . . For Mencius, an undeveloped human being―someone who
is resolutely uneducated and uncultured―is not in any important sense
“human.” Xing is the signature of participatory and contributory membership
in a culturally informed community. To be without culture is to be less than
human, for a “human being” who acts like an animal is not figuratively,
but literally, a beast. There is a qualitative distinction between the kinds
of people who constitute our society, ranging from “humans” who are not
human at all to the sagacious who in their example redefine and improve
upon humanity itself. This notion of xing then insists that some humans are
considerably more “human” than others.35

With textual proof, Ames supported his ideas very well, but overemphasizing
the contextual difference between Chinese “xing” and English “nature”
32
33
34
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blocked him from seeing the similarities between them. Ames limited
Mencius’ ren xing within ontological contexts as a process or an event and
used John Dewey’s words to explain Mencius. He claimed that “[i]t aims not
to make Mencius become Dewey, nor to interpret Mencius in a ‘Dewey way,’
but to stimulate us to think about Mencius from a different aspect.”36
However, his exclusive position blinded him on some other important aspects
of Mencian thoughts. Moreover, emphasizing the cultural achievements of xing
would inevitably lead to an affirmation of elitism. In fact, Ames did
over-compliment classical Confucianism and the Chinese traditional institution.
4. 2. Irene Bloom: Biological Significance of “xing”
Ames’ statement of the process meaning of xing did not provoke a
counterview, but his statement of the cultural achievement of xing did. Irene
Bloom, in her “Mencian Arguments on Human Nature (jen-hsing),” “Human
Nature and Biological Nature in Mencius,” and “Biology and Culture in the
Mencian View of Human Nature” advocated the “common humanity” in
Mencian theory and cited Western theories on sociobiology to state that
Mencius’ ren xing was the common humanity in a sociobiological sense.
It needs to be emphasized that Bloom’s “biological sense or biology” did
not mean the natural science that studies biological structure, function, origin,
and laws of development, but sociobiology, which studies all social behavior
and has been an important point of progress in Western evolutionary biology
and the modern synthetic theory of evolution in the past few decades. The birth
of sociobiology was marked by Professor Edward O. Wilson of Harvard
University when he published Sociobiology: The New Synthesis in 1975. In this
book, Wilson defined human nature as the law of inheritance in spiritual
development and stated that such a law has an impact on cultural evolution.
Wilson’s opinion exerted great influence on Bloom and other sinologists.
Sociobiology emphasizes that human, as a “biotype,” has the common law
of inheritance. Mencius’ xing was exactly a common and universal humanity,
which can be proved by the frequent usage of “All men have. . .” (ren jie
you 人皆有. . .) in Mengzi. Thus, Bloom reaffirmed at the end of her “Mencian
Arguments on Human Nature (jen-hsing)” that:
However one may choose to interpret Mencius’ statement in 7A:4 that “All
things are complete in us” (wan-wu chieh pei yü wo i 萬物皆備於我矣),
36
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it must be apparent that the moral imagination that yields this awareness
is of a sort that tends more to the connectedness among living things than
to their distinctness. In respect to human beings, Mencius never denies that
people develop differently, but the burden of his argument is that
recognition of diversity must never be allowed to obscure the common
humanity that human beings share because in the end, as in the beginning,
it is what is shared that is most profound.37

In the debate, Ames’ student James Behuniak Jr. enriched and extended
Ames’ thoughts in Mencius on Becoming Human. Donald J. Munro, in
contrast, stood on Bloom’s side and declared, in his “Mencius and an Ethics
of the New Century,”38 “The Biological Basis of Confucian Ethics,”39 and
a few other papers that Wilson’s theory of sociobiology is an unignorable
theory in the twenty-first century and can well prove the Mencian theory
of human nature. In his opinion, Mencius’ argument on common humanity,
empirical method of proof, emphasis on emotions, emphasis on blood ties
and kinship among families and relatives, and assessment of the heart and
mind are all within the scope of sociobiology. So long as the thoughts of
tian 天 (heaven) are sublated and replaced by a sociobiological perspective,
Mencius ethical thoughts can shine again in the new century.
In a Chinese context, theories of any kind of biology, when combined
with Mencian human nature, would be considered incompatible or as variants
of Darwinism. However, Bloom adopted sociobiological perspectives not just
for epistemological convenience but for deeper meaning. She held that
Mencian thoughts on human nature were conceived in a series of debates in
which “Mencius was ‘compelled’ to engage.” Likewise, Bloom was
“compelled” to debate with Ames. Then, what was the essence of their debate?
4. 3. Different Values: Universalistic Freedom, Human Rights versus
Relativism and Communitarianism
Bloom disagreed with Ames partly because they had opposing academic
standpoints: Bloom was with universalism and sociobiology while Ames was
with culturalism. However, their debate was not just about philosophy, but
about human rights and the politics of the 1990s. In the post-Cold War era,
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the cold relationship between the USA and the Soviet Union still overshadowed
international relations and ideologies, with the focus on issues such as “conflict
of civilizations,” democracy, and human rights. Meanwhile, as Western
economic growth slowed down, Asia’s rapid and sustained economic growth
and practice of democracy had become a new background against which Eastern
and Western cultures, politics, and economy encountered each other. Chinese
political scholars and Western sinologists cast their attention to questions such
as whether democracy and human rights are universalistic or relativistic, and
whether traditional Confucianism, including Mencian thought, are compatible
with modern freedom, democracy, and human rights.
Ames was not satisfied with the model of Western liberal democracy;
instead, he thought that China should develop a model that followed Chinese
traditional communitarian democracy. The conception of human nature is an
important foundation of human rights and political constitution. Compared with
the essential and transcendental views on human nature that prevail in the West,
Chinese classical Confucians considered human nature as a process and individual
cultural event. Ames thought that Westerners’ understandings of human nature
laid the foundation for Western liberal democracy while Chinese classical
Confucians’ understandings indicated a different democracy: communitarian
democracy, based on which elite governance prevailed in traditional Chinese
societies. However, such viewpoints indulged the theories of Chinese or Asian
uniqueness, which describe the differences between China and the West and try
to explain the differences from the perspectives of philosophy, tradition, and
customs. However, it did not figure out a clear and reliable plan that could
replace liberal democracy. Because of the strong sense of contextualism and
cultural conservatism, Ames’ thoughts were considered as cultural relativism and
a sort of academic laziness.
Ames and Bloom’s dispute began at a dialogue on human rights in the
Annual Conference on China Studies in 1991.40 Bloom tended to seek
similarities between Mencian thought and Western human rights on the
premise of universalism; because sociobiology contains the perspective of
universalism, Bloom considered it a “tenon” joint with Mencian thought.
The German sinologist Heiner Roetz was also on Bloom’s side in terms
of democracy and human rights. In order to illustrate how Mengzi was accepted
and interpreted in China, Japan, Europe, and America, Roetz co-hosted a
40
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program, Das Buch Mengzi im Kontext der Menschenrechtsfrage: Marksteine der
Rezeption des Textes in China, Japan und im Western, with Prof. Wolfgang
Ommerborn, a colleague of his at Ruhr University Bochum, and Prof. Gregor
Paul in Karlscruhe University. Roetz stressed that much of Mencian thought was
relevant to the current discussions on human rights, like the individual values
demonstrated in “every man has in him that which is exalted” (renren you gui
yu jizhe 人人有貴於己者), the high valuation of human life, the prerequisite of
self and above all the moral autonomy, benevolent government, the justification
of resistance against tyranny and even killing the tyrant, and the doctrine of the
people (min 民) as the basis of a state. Roetz and his companions disagreed with
Ames’ idea that “[C]onfucianism is all about ‘self in relations’” and denoted the
Confucian conception of self as the concept of social individualism. They also
disagreed with Ames and Rosemont’s cultural relativism and pragmatism. They
suggested that Confucianism, especially the Mencian theory of morality, be
understood from a historical perspective as well as the perspective of the
universalism of human rights. In this respect, Irene Bloom was their homologue.
Topics on democracy and human rights often relate to universalism and
particularism/relativism in studies of intellectual history. Despite the risk of
over-simplifying, we can roughly categorize Roetz and Bloom as the
representatives of universalism and Ames and Rosemont as representatives
of relativism. Bloom and Ames’ debate―whether the Mencian theory of ren
xing is cultural or biological, was actually the extension of their disagreement
on the issues of democracy and human rights. In other words, what lay behind
their debate on human nature was actually differences between universalistic
liberal democracy, human rights, and relative communitarian democracy.

5. Conclusion
The debates at the end of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries focused on
very similar points: Legge interpreted the Mencian idea that “[t]he goodness
of man’s nature is like the flowing down of water” as a kind of “tendency,”
which is similar to the notion of process philosophy. Sheffield’s articulation
that “human nature is good” was a form of essentialism. However, as he
feared that Mencian theory would shock the theory of God’s grace, he
unreservedly criticized it.
One hundred years later, Roger Ames, taking an anti-essentialism
position, argued that Mencian theory is not essentialism and can provide
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theoretical support for communitarian democracy in China or even in Asia
and the whole world. From James Legge’s prudent defense of Mencian
theory to Ames’ argumentation from the perspective of process philosophy
and John Dewey’s “The Democracy of the Dead,” and from Sheffield’s
criticism of Mencian thought to Irene Bloom’s affirmation, Western
sinologists’ attitudes towards Confucianism experienced profound changes.
Though China and the West are geographically different, they still share
many similarities and commonalities. Accepting Mengzi is not just regarded
as an expansion of Western knowledge, or as Edward Said (1935-2003) said,
as the result of the projection of western “Orientalism”: it is also the result
of cultural exchange between China and the West in modern times. Cultural
exchange has shortened the geographical distance between China and the
West, blending their thoughts together and making them a constructive force
in each other’s ideological and cultural development. Today, such exchange
is getting closer and more frequent than ever before. Western sinology and
China’s study of ancient civilization are enjoying greater consensus and
interactions. They are gradually becoming two important parts of the whole
“China Studies.” In this sense, Western sinologists’ studies on Mengzi and
the debates focusing on the Mencian theory of human nature are not
irrelevant to China. Such studies and debates enable Chinese scholars to
expand their vision and enrich their understanding and research on Western
learning as well as their understanding of Mencius and his thoughts. In
addition, by learning from Western sinologists’ central issues of their times,
we can improve our theoretical reflection and research methodology.
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如何詮釋孟子的“性”概念
―― 西方漢學界的兩場論戰及其當下意義
韓 振 華

中文摘要
19世紀末的傳教士漢學時代和20世紀末的專業漢學時代，漢學家們圍繞《孟子》的
人性論展開了兩場針鋒相對的論爭。在第一場論爭中，理雅各借道巴特勒主教的良心論
來說明孟子性善論的價值，並將孟子的“性善”解釋成“性向善”，但謝衛樓卻抨擊孟子和
理雅各雙雙否棄了上帝恩典。第二場論爭的焦點在於安樂哲的文化主義與華靄仁的共同
人性論之間的分歧，而產生這種分歧的深層原因則是辯論雙方對於民主和人權的不同態
度。兩場論爭儘管表現形態各異，但論爭的核心觀念卻高度相關，在理論脈絡上可以追
溯至四百多年前天主教各修會理解《孟子》人性論的不同態度。
關鍵詞：孟子，性善論，良心，上帝恩典，過程哲學，社會生物學

