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SPECIAL THEME

WANG Kai

Xunzi: A Paradigm of Rationalistic Virtue Ethics in
Early Confucianism

Abstract Against the background of modern academic study, this article
consciously uses Aristotle’s virtue ethics as a tool to theoretically analyze
Xunzi’s ethical philosophy. This article tries to briefly analyze the basic structure
of Xunzi’s moral philosophy and to reveal its unique rationalist theoretical
character by exploring the following three topics: “the understanding of human
beings,” “the establishment of a moral foundation,” and “the accomplishment of
virtue in practice.” From the perspective of comparative philosophy, this article
can also be viewed as a model for bringing about communication and synthesis
between two philosophical traditions, namely Confucian ethics and Western
virtue ethics.
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1 Introduction

If we admit that it is generally necessary to work toward communication and
synthesis between two philosophical resources, namely, Confucianism and virtue
ethics, then the basic problem becomes how one leads this communication and
synthesis to a proper and substantial philosophical analysis rather than a general,
sweeping comparison driven by false analogies. To be clear, it is not redundant
to issue this warning. According to Michael Slote (2009 and 2013), it has
become almost commonplace to compare the seemingly virtue-ethical ideas of
Confucius and later Confucians with the thought of Aristotle, but since Aristotle
was totally rationalistic in his thinking and never mentions empathy, a better case
can be made for comparing certain instances and tendencies of Confucian
thought with Western moral sentimentalism and with Hume’s largely virtue-
ethical philosophy in particular. To be brief, what we need is a valid comparison
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that can be made between Confucianism and Western virtue ethics.

In Slote’s opinion, the development of virtue ethics in the West has been
influenced by at least two disparate theoretical traditions, namely, rationalism
represented by Aristotle (384 BC-322 BC) and emotionalism represented by
David Hume (1711-76). But Scholars with a background in Confucianism often
know little about this, therefore they usually compare the ethics of the Confucian
tradition with the rationalist virtue ethics of Aristotle. In Slote’s opinion, this
means of comparison is not appropriate. In his understanding, when compared to
the tradition of rationalist virtue ethics represented by Aristotle, the tradition of
emotionalist virtue ethics represented by Hume represents a preferable object for
comparison with the ethics of Confucianism. Slote’s opinion presented here
should be taken seriously. It warns us of the preparation needed for a genuine
conversation between different ideologies, and it is indispensable for a careful
inquiry into each philosophical tradition. However, this opinion itself should be
analyzed carefully. The historical development of Confucian ethics was in fact
much more diverse than Slote seems to realize. In terms of early Confucianism,
Xunzi (313 BC-238 BC) clearly represents a rationalist orientation, while
Mencius (372 BC-289 BC) represents an emotionalist orientation. Therefore, we
cannot generally claim that either Aristotle’s theory or Hume’s theory is more
suitable for representing Western virtue ethics in a dialogue with Confucian
ethics, since Confucian ethics is equally diverse.

Taking Xunzi’s ethics into a modern academic context, this article uses
Aristotle’s virtue ethics as a tool and a reference for theoretical analysis, thereby
prompting communication and synthesis between the Chinese tradition of
Confucianism and the Western tradition of virtue ethics.

2 Understanding Human Beings

What is a human being? Or taking a more philosophical approach to the question,
what is the nature of a human being? Common understanding and opinions on
this issue provide the necessary ontological foundation for the core of the
construction of moral theory. On this issue, Confucianism particularly
emphasizes the moral dimensions of humans, and regards morality as the
inherent quality that makes us human, an idea that is prominently represented by
the insistence of the Confucians in the post-Confucius age on the tradition of
“distinguishing humans from animals (ren gin zhi bian N&2#).”" As Xunzi
says:

! Confucius once said: “One cannot herd with bird and beasts. If I am not to be a man among
other men, then what am I to be?” (Analects 18.6; Waley 2012, 28). This sentence is the origin
of the Confucian tradition of “distinguishing humans from animals.”
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Water and fire have gi (vital essence) but no life, grass and trees have life but
no consciousness; animals have consciousness but no righteousness; human
beings have ¢i, life, consciousness and righteousness, therefore humans are the
most precious (thing) in the world. (Xunzi 9.16a)

Here, in the progression from vital essence, life, consciousness to righteousness,
we can see that Xunzi borrows from the comparison and definition of both
general and specific attributes to reveal the moral dimension (righteousness) of
human nature (the reason humans are humans). In Xunzi, because of their
morality (righteousness), humans are to be seen as “the most precious thing in
the world.”

Xunzi was not the only one to believe this. In fact, all Confucian scholars
regard morality as the inherent reason that “makes humans humans,” and that is
the basic spirit of the whole Confucian tradition of “distinguishing humans from
animals.” On the other hand, some individual Confucian scholars offer different
interpretations of the same morality that distinguishes humans from animals. For
example, Mencius mainly understands morality in terms of emotion and thinks
that the inherent reason that “humans are human” are the four sprouts (siduan Y
i#).> By contrast, Xunzi emphasizes the rational dimension of morality.

According to Xunzi, what makes humans humans is that “they can make
distinctions.” “Distinction” is “difference” and ‘“discernment.” Here, what is
called difference and discernment does not focus on cognitive competence in the
general sense of epistemology, but rather relates to the recognition and judgment
of what is “right or wrong,” “good or evil,” “just or unjust.” Therefore, according
to Xunzi, “distinction is not greater than one’s duty” and “duty is not greater than
ritual.” Essentially, what is called distinction here is mainly a kind of moral
rationality that seeks knowledge of the good rather than a kind of pure
comprehensive rationality that seeks knowledge for its own sake. The inherent
reason for humans being humans also lies in this.

In his ethical theory, Xunzi holds that practical reason is the essential
characteristic of humanity. Here, a theoretical comparison can be made with
Aristotle, who explains the relationship between activity of the body and that of
the soul with the theory of “material and form.” According to Aristotle, the life

2 All quotes from Xunzi in this article are from the translation by Knoblock (1988).

3 Mencius said: “That in which men differ from brute beasts is a thing very inconsiderable; the
common herds lose it very soon; gentlemen preserve it carefully” (Mencius 4B19; Bloom 2011,
89). However “the inconsiderable difference” is the “benevolence, righteousness, ritual, and
wisdom” “rooted in the heart.” If dispossessed of this, “men are not far away from beasts.”
Also, as he states: “Men aren’t men without the feeling of commiseration, men aren’t men
without the feeling of shame and dislike; men aren’t men without the feeling of modesty and
complaisance, men aren’t men without the feeling of approving and disapproving” (Mencius
2A6; Bloom 2011, 35).
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of the soul is determined by its corresponding rank or class. The lowest form is
the souls of plants (the lowest organism). Moreover, in the animal world, there
are the souls of animals. The souls of plants are a purely physical feature of their
vitality, but the essential feature of an animal soul rests in its voluntary activities
with regard to sensation and space. However, those two can be seen as merely
material for humans—the material to realize the rationality possessed by humans
alone. Rationality is something possessed only by the human soul. Basically,
Aristotle thinks that virtue develops from rationality, which is a natural
disposition of humans. Therefore, the self-realization of human morality rests in
a person seeking the practical ability to perform rational activities. We can say
that Xunzi agrees with this.

3 Establishing a Moral Foundation

As a Confucian scholar, Xunzi demonstrates a strong belief that one can
accomplish perfect virtue in one’s own conduct. Book 23 of Xunzi, “Human
Nature Is Evil,” states: “A man in the street can become a Yu # (one of China’s
very early Sage-Kings). What does this saying mean?” Xunzi goes on to say:

In general what made Yu Yu was his practice of humanity, morality, the
model of law, and rectitude. Since this is so, then in each of these four there
are rational principles that we can know and which we are capable of putting
into practice. That being so, it is clear that the man in the street can become Yu,
since it is possible for every man to understand the substance of human,
morality, the model of law, and rectitude and the ability to master their
instruments. (Xunzi 23.14)

Since Xunzi believes that “a man in the street can become a Yu,” we should
clarify what kinds of abilities and conduct can be used to attain perfect virtue and
get to the moral level of Yu. In Xunzi’s opinion, it is possible for every person to
understand the substance of humaneness, morality, the model of law, and
rectitude; it is also the case that every person has the ability to master their
instruments. This is Xunzi’s position on this issue. When he refers to “substance”
and “instruments,” he is doubtlessly referring to human moral rationality.
Xunzi’s moral philosophy distinguishes between mind (xin (s, the subjective
aspects of human life, i.e., rationality, free will) and nature (xing 14, physical
feelings and desires). As Xunzi states:

The feelings of liking and disliking, of delight and anger, and of sorrow and
joy that are inborn in our nature are called emotions. The emotions being so
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paired, the mind’s choosing between them is called thinking. The mind’s
thinking something and the natural abilities’ acting on it are called conscious
exertion. When thoughts are accumulated and one’s natural abilities have been
practiced so that something is completed, it is called conscious exertion.
(Xunzi 22.1)

If this is so, then conscious exertion comes from the mind, and the “mind” is the
subject of the ability to “think” and “choose,” such that it is the inherent reason
that “conscious exertion” is possible. Obviously, that the “mind” that can “think”
and “choose” represents the rational power of the subject behind conduct.
Therefore, Xunzi’s ethical program can be generalized as follows: guiding the
nature with the mind (yi xin zhi xing VLOVATE).

By saying that “human nature is evil;, any good in humans is acquired by
conscious exertion” (Xunzi 23.1) Xunzi suggests that moral self-perfection is a
process that begins with “conscious exertion” and is developed by cultivation of
“nature.” The inherent reason that human nature “can be cultivated” lies in the
mind. “This includes our xin », ‘heart/mind,” which should play the role of
ruler within the psychophysical system of the human person, directing and
ordering our actions and, over the long term, the reformation of our emotions and
desires, which lead to action” (Stalnaker 2006, 71). As Xunzi states:

Thus, when desires run to excess, our actions do not reach that point because
our mind stops them. If what the mind permits coincides with reason, then
although the desires be numerous, how could there be harm to order?
Although the desires are not strong enough to motivate a person, his actions
may exceed his desires because the mind has ordered them to do so. If what
the mind permits conflicts with what is reasonable, then although the desires
are few, how could it stop at disorder? Thus, order and disorder lie in what the
mind and not with the desires that belong to our essential natures. Although
you may claim to have succeeded in finding the cause of order and disorder, if
you do not seek it where it lies, but instead seek it where it does not lie, then
you will miss the truth. (Xunzi 22.6)

Here, the statement that “order and disorder lie in what the mind permits”
means that the key to self-cultivation is the object of human conduct, where
the mind is the key to moral cultivation. What is meant by the aim of
“cultivating human nature by the mind” is the practice of moral rationality (the
mind) cultivating emotional desires (human nature). Essentially, Xunzi’s moral
foundation consists of rationality rather than emotion. Xunzi finds his moral
foundation in rationality, while Mencius finds his moral foundation in emotion.
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As most of the moral philosophers after Confucius in early Confucianism, Xunzi
and Mencius try to reach a common goal through contrasting approaches.
Basically, in their theoretical orientation to moral philosophy, Mencius
represents the approach of emotionalism, whereas Xunzi represents the approach
of rationalism.

4 Virtue Accomplished through Practice

As we know, Xunzi’s moral philosophy is built on his theory of human nature. In
Xunzi’s opinion, virtue is not a natural gift, but is acquired from the practice of
self-cultivation. Therefore, Xunzi always maintains that “Human nature is evil;
any good in humans is acquired by conscious exertion” (Xunzi 23.1). On the
other hand, as Confucius states, “habits formed in childhood look like they are
inborn and will become routine if one becomes used to them” (Da Dai Liji 48.3).
Once virtue is formed and becomes stable in one’s character, it is “like one’s life
and skin that can’t be changed” (Xunzi 31.2). Thus, in the sense that “habit
becomes one’s nature” we can say that habit is “the second human nature.”
Therefore, for Xunzi there are two aspects of human nature, one is primary
human nature, and the other is virtue acquired by means of cultivation. The
practice of “cultivating one’s nature and starting conscious exertion” is the
process by which primary human nature transforms into “the second human
nature.”

As a theoretical reference, there are also two different layers to the idea of
human nature in Aristotle’s theory. According to Maclntye, there is a
fundamental contrast between man-as-he-happens-to-be and man-as-he-could-
be-realized-his-essential-nature within the teleological scheme of Aristotle. In
terms of Aristotle, MacIntye wrote:

Ethics is the science which enables man to understand how they make the
transition from the former state to the latter. Ethics, therefore in his view,
presupposes some account of potentiality and act, some account of the essence
of man as a rational animal and above all some account of the human telos.
The precepts which enjoin the various virtues and prohibit the vices which are
their counterparts instruct us how to reach our true end. ... The desires and
emotions which we possess are to be put in order and educated by the use of
such precepts and by the cultivation of those habits of action which the study
of ethics prescribes. Reason instructs us both as to what our true end is and as to
how to reach it. We thus have a threefold scheme in which human-nature-as-it-
happens-to-be (human nature in its untutored state) is initially discrepant and
discordant with the precepts of ethics and needs to be transformed by the
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instruction of practical reason and experience into human-nature-as-it-could-
be-realized-its-telos. (MacIntyre 1981, 50-51)

From a philosophical viewpoint, much like Aristotle’ ethics, Xunzi’s moral
theory, which derives its logical starting point from his theory of human nature,
is similarly based on the supposition that “existence precedes essence” and that it
seeks to transform what “should be” into what “is.” To wit: “The effect of
learning on the gentleman is analogous to the changes of the butterfly in its
chrysalis: having undergone change, he emerges altered” (Xunzi 26.18). Likewise,
“Brought to fulfillment, his talents completely realized, continually progressing,
and never reverting to his beginnings, he has indeed undergone transmutation”
(Xunzi 3.9). Regarding the theoretical approach of self-cultivation, and opposing
Mencius who emphasizes “fostering” and “expansion” in moral cultivation,
Xunzi emphasizes “learning” and “accumulation,” and proposes that the “sage is
someone who can accumulate and achieve” (Xunzi 23.11). He also stresses the
fundamental significance of a person’s conduct following rituals (moral
principles) in order to accomplish inner virtue, as can be seen in his remark that
“though the Way is near, if you do not travel along it, you will not reach the end;
though the task is small, if it is not acted upon, it will not be completed” (Xunzi
2.8). As Xunzi states:

A man who accumulates hoeing and plowing will be a farmer. A man who
accumulates chopping and hewing wood will be a carpenter. A man who
accumulates trafficking in and merchandizing goods will be a merchant. A
man who accumulates ritual and moral principles will be a gentleman. No son
of a carpenter fails to continue his father’s trade. The inhabitants of a city or
country are satisfied to practice its peculiarities of custom. Those who live in
Chu have the characteristics of Chu; those who live in Yue have the
characteristics of Yue; and those who live in Xia have the characteristics of
Xia. (Xunzi 8.8)

For Xunzi, a man can become a good farmer by keeping to “hoeing and
plowing,” a good carpenter by keeping to “chopping and hewing,” and a good
merchant by keeping to “trafficking in and merchandizing goods.” The character
of a gentleman can only be achieved by continuous conduct conforming to ritual
and moral principles. In this sense, Xunzi advocates “accumulating good to make
virtue” (Xunzi 1.2).

Here, Xunzi’s assertion reminds us of Aristotle’s metaphor of “playing the
harp.” According to Aristotle, virtue is neither for nor against nature, but is either
accomplished or destroyed by practice (habit). Therefore, as a man can become a
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harpist by playing the harp continually and become an architect by devoting
himself to architecture, a person can only become a good person in the moral
sense by continuously engaging in correct conduct. As stated in his Nicomachean
Ethics: “In a word, then, like states arise from like activities. This is why we
must give a certain character to our activities, since it is on the differences
between them that the resulting states depend. So it is not unimportant how we
are habituated from our early days; indeed it makes a huge difference - or rather
all the difference” (Aristotle 2004, 24).

Generally speaking, the focus and emphasis on the fundamental significance
of practice for moral cultivation is the basic theoretical feature of the moral
theory of rationality. Aristotle promotes this view, as does Xunzi. Xunzi
proposes that in “learning to be a sage ... learning—where should it begin and
where should it end? Its proper method is to start with the recitation of the
classics and conclude with the reading of the Rituals” (Xunzi 1.3). Here, the
method of “starting with the recitation of the classics and concluding with the
reading of the Rituals” is directed solely towards gaining knowledge and
correcting conduct. However, to realize the significance of the notion of working
“first to create a scholar and in the end to create a sage” (Xunzi 1.3), one cannot
remain simply on the cognitive level; rather one must carry them out in practice.
Therefore, Xunzi states:

Not having heard something is not as good as having heard it; having heard it
is not as good as having seen it; having seen it is not as good as knowing it;
knowing it is not as good as putting it into practice. Learning reaches its
terminus when it is fully put into practice. He who puts it into practice
understands. He who understands becomes a sage, the sage takes humanity
and justice as his fundamental principles, is absolutely accurate in regard to
right and wrong, makes his word correspond exactly to his conduct, and does
not miss the mark by even so much as a hair. The only way to account for this
is that he resides in putting his knowledge into practice. He who knows it but
has not put it into practice although he is well grounded in it, will certainly be
reduced to beleaguered straits. One who has neither heard nor seen it, although
by chance his actions should be fitting, will not be humane. (Xunzi 8.8)

The sentence “He who knows it but has not put it into practice, although he is
well grounded in it, will mainly certainly be reduced to beleaguered straits,”
emphasize that the significance of moral recognition rests on moral practice and
not on the theoretical realm. Similarly, “Knowing it is not as good as putting it
into practice” emphasize that virtue can be achieved with persistent moral
practice. Xunzi concludes, “Learning reaches its terminus when it is fully put
into practice” implying that “practice” is the final achievement of “learning.” In a
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word, practice is more important than pure theoretical learning for self-
improvement. We can clearly see the force with which Xunzi emphasizes
“practice” in his moral theory.

5 Conclusion

Last of all, it should be noted, when we regard Xunzi as a representative of virtue
ethics of rationality in early Confucian moral philosophy, that we do not say that
Xunzi ignores the emotions. Emotions play an important role in Xunzi’s ethical
thought. According to Xunzi, as a natural emotion of “all creatures that live
between Heaven and Earth and blood and breath,” the emotion “to love one’s
own kind” is a basic quality of life. Humans would become “stupid provincials
and depraved men” who are “lower even than these birds and beasts,” if they
were to lose their natural emotion. We may discern from such strong assertions
that Xunzi puts a lot of weight on the emotional dimension of his moral theory.
On the other hand, in Xunzi’s opinion the natural emotion of “loving one’s own
kind” is a universal and common dimension of human life as well as that of
“birds and animals,” which do not have moral value themselves. Natural emotion
can become a kind of moral emotion only when it is elevated to the level of
conscious, practical reason. Xunzi expresses this sentiment as “guiding
benevolence with righteousness.” In short, for Xunzi, rationality indeed has a
logical priority over emotion in the establishment of the foundation for morality.
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