Front. Philos. China 2013, 8(1): 4-21
DOI 10.3868/5030-002-013-0002-9

SPECIAL THEME

CHEN Lai

The Basic Character of the Virtue Theory of Mencius’
Philosophy and Its Significance in Classical Confucianism

Abstract Mencius takes humaneness as the primary moral idea, and makes
new annotations to some classical Confucian moral ideas, such as rightness,
courtesy and intelligence. The main traditional topic of virtue has, in Mencius,
been transformed gradually form virtuous conduct to virtue. The four minds-four
virtues theory of Mencius marks the formation of virtue ethics in classical
Confucianism.
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1 Introduction

Compared with Confucius, Mencius’ thoughts on the subject of ethics extend
further into political domains. For example, the basic Confucian moral conduct
of humaneness (ren {~) in its original and primary sense is a concept of moral
conduct. As Confucian thought develops, Mencius starts to emphasis the
significance of humane governance to a much greater degree. As is widely
known, at the theoretical core of Confucian thoughts on morality are the two
basic concepts of humaneness and courtesy (/i fL), whereas at the theoretical
core of Mencian thoughts on morality are the two basic concepts of humaneness
and rightness (yi ). As far as Mencius is concerned, the basic meaning of the
concepts of humaneness and rightness definitely relate to the act of political
governance, however, their significance to virtuous conduct cannot be ignored
either. Admittedly, both Mencius and Confucius develop Confucian thoughts on
morality towards a similar direction. However, it is possible to find new aspects
to Mencius’ moral theory, for example, unlike Confucius, Mencius pays greater
attention to virtue itself, rather than moral behavior, and it is precisely this that
makes it possible for us to study the moral theory of Mencius from the perspective
of virtue ethics.
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2 Humaneness and Family Intimacy

According to Mencius, “to be affectionate toward those close to one—this is
humaneness, to have respect for elders—this is rightness” (Mencius 7A15). As
regards the sense of categories of virtue, “to be affectionate toward those close to
one” belongs to humaneness, but humaneness is not limited to this alone.
Similarly, “to have respect for elders” belongs to rightness, but is not limited to
rightness alone. Humaneness and rightness have the general connotation of moral
behavior, referring to a wide range of content. Humaneness, originating from the
basic meaning of loving one’s parents, also extends to common friendships.
However, “to have respect for elders” belonging to rightness in the original
sense does not necessarily include limitations within family ethics. The historical
origin of “respect for elders” applies to respect for elders beyond family
members. This generalization of rightness brings with it an inclusion covering
attitudes towards elders beyond family relationships. According to Mencius,

... the most authentic expression of humaneness is serving one’s parents; and
the most authentic expression of rightness is following one’s older brother;
the most authentic expression of intelligence is knowing these two things and
not departing from them; the most authentic expression of courtesy is
regulating and adorning these two ... (Mencius 4A27, with slight revisions)

This shows that rightness is a virtue and that it is not merely a personal sentiment,
but rather the practice of such sentiments. Rightness is not only the sentiment of
extending respect to elders, but the practice of such sentiments, for instance
following a brother, means behavior which follows the exemplar of the
brother. Obviously, rightness is both a virtue and also a form of moral behavior.
Mencius’ statement also means that his more mature approach to humaneness
and rightness includes two aspects. On the one hand, he stresses that the conduct
of serving parents and following brothers are the primary or the basic meaning of
rightness, marking the most fundamental component of such practice. Serving
parents is an instance of humaneness and following a brother is an instance of
rightness; these are general principles applicable to many situations and a variety
of specific examples.

Following Mencius, the two virtues of humaneness and rightness are the center
of the four main virtues, while the other two virtues work in service of manifesting

' All translations of Mencius in this paper are taken from Bloom (2009).
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humaneness and rightness. Mencius emphasizes an intelligent, thoughtful
understanding of rightness. Courtesy is the regulation and modification of the
practice of humaneness and rightness in the normative sense.

Mencius expresses the characteristics of Confucian family ethics from the
perspective of family intimacy using humaneness. He says:

“...The resentment in the ‘Xiaopan’ is an aspect of the intimacy one feels
with one’s parents, and intimacy with one’s parents is humanness (ren). How
narrow-minded Old Gao was in his interpretation of poetry.”

“Why is there no resentment expressed in the ‘Kaifeng’?”

“In the ‘Kaifeng,’ the fault of the parent was small, while in the ‘Xiaopan’ the
fault of the parent was great. When one is not resentful, despite the fact that a
parent’s fault is small, an unwarranted obstacle is also not filial. Confucius
said, ‘Shun was consummately filial, yet at the age of fifty he still longed for
his parents.”” (Mencius 6B3)

Here again, Mencius makes observations about the close links between loving
one’s parents and humaneness. The relationship with family members who do
evil being one of estrangement, when others love the evildoer without resentment,
making complaints when family members do wrong, pointing to what conduct
means when it reflects deep love to their loved ones. This statement is a
commentary on the poetry of “Xiaopan” /p7+ and “Kaifeng” X in The Book
of Songs (Shijing F4), and it may not have universal significance. But in any
case, loving one’s parents is humaneness, this highlights the meaning of “loving
one’s parents” as contained in humaneness, which also means that it
fundamentally has the sense of humaneness.

According to Mencius, it is an expression of humaneness to bury one’s parents
and to be unable to bear any damage to the bodies of one’s parents. This is also a
difference between the Confucian and Mohist schools. Mohists advocate loving
equally, but they ignore love to family members and violate human nature. In
contrast, Confucian virtues, based on love of family members, anticipate loving
others by the extension of family intimacy, as is described below:

Wan Zhang asked, “Xiang took as his daily occupation the cause of
murdering Shun. Why, then, was it that Shun, upon becoming Son of Heaven,
banished him?” Mencius said, “He enfeoffed him. Some referred to this as
banishing him.” Wan Zhang said, “Shun sent the minister of works to
Youzhou and banished Huan Dou to Mount Chung. He put the Sanmiao to
death in Sanwei and imprisoned Kun on Mount Yu. When he responded thus
to the crimes of these four, everyone in the world was in agreement. He had
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cut off those who were not humane. Yet Xiang, who was the most inhumane
among them, was enfeoffed at Youbi. What crime had the people of Youbi
committed? How could a humane person have done this? In the case of other
people, he punished them, but when it came to his brother, he enfeoffed him.”
[Mencius said,] “A humane man does not store up anger against his brother,
nor harbor grievances against him. He simply loves him, that is all. Loving
him, he desires him to be honored; loving him, he desires him to be wealthy.
His enfeoffment at Youbi was to make Xiang wealthy and honored. If, while
Shun himself was sovereign, his brother remained a common man, could he
be said to have loved him? ” (Mencius 5A3)

In the book of Mencius, there are many stories used to advance arguments, which
is very different from The Analects. Here the story is of Shun’s brother, Xiang, a
heartless person who made repeated attempts on Shun’s life. However, after Shun
became emperor, Xiang was not executed or exiled, but rather knighted as the
governor of Youbi. Mencius’ students claimed that Shun killed or exiled four
others inhumanely, so that people all over the world would endorse him totally
wholeheartedly. Why does Shun not only not punish the most heartless individual,
but go as far as to let him become the monarch of a small country? Is a humane
man someone who is somehow at odds with the principles of treating others and
his own younger brother well? Is favoritism a behavior? Was this action
determined by private interest and disobedience of the law? Is this unjust?
Mencius defends Shun by saying that the humane man does not hate his brother,
but rather only acts with intimate feelings towards his brother. Although Xiang’s
behaviors are far from humane, Shun still hopes he can enjoy a better life
because his feeling of brotherly love, so he knighted him, giving him the position
in Youbi, and allowing him to enjoy wealth as a monarch. This does not allow
him to manage state affairs, nor threaten the people. Shun’s method of handling
this case might not be praised in modern society, but in ancient Chinese society
more than 2,000 years ago, it yet shows the virtue of humaneness in a character
such as Shun, who does not care about any injuries caused by his loved ones to
his own person. Shun deviated from the norms of loving his family members and
at the same time takes the interests of his people into account. He describes the
moral behavior of the benevolent person as “brotherly love,” which clearly
explains the significance of such affection.

Mencius says, “It has never happened that one given to humaneness abandons
his parents, nor that one given to rightness subordinates the interests of his lord.
Let the King speak only of humaneness and rightness. What need has he to speak
of profit?” (Mencius 1A1). According to this statement, leaving one’s family
members is contrary to humaneness; putting the personal interest above the
interest of one’s lord is the contrary to rightness. It is impossible for a humane
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person to ignore their parents; it is also impossible for a rightful person to ignore
the monarch. This represents a clear emphasis on direct links between
humaneness and “loving one’s parents,” as well as rightness and “respecting the
elders,” as is borne out in Mencius’ remark that:

The responses of the mouth to flavors, of the eye to colors, of the ear to
sounds, of the nose to fragrances, and of the four limbs to comfort are our
nature. But there is destiny in them, and the noble person does not call them
“nature.” Humaneness between parent and child, rightness between ruler and
minister, propriety between guest and host, wisdom for the worthy, and the
Way of Heaven for the sage are destiny. But our nature is in them, and the
noble person does not call them “destiny.” (Mencius 7B24)

According to Mencius, the relationship between father and son is an instance of
humaneness. Here, humaneness is moral conduct in the father-son relationship,
but it is not the only moral behavior within the parent-child relationship. As with
the examples cited earlier, the love between elder and younger brother is also an
example of humaneness in moral conduct, feeling intimacy in the relationship
between a child and its parents constitutes humaneness in moral conduct—all of
the love in kinship belong to the category of humaneness. It is evident that in a
family, although the content of “loving one’s parents” supervenes upon filial
piety in many respects, humaneness is a moral concept in a wider context.

As for rightness, this is exhibited in the example of the monarch and his
subjects as previously defined, particularly in moral conduct, which deals with
the relation of the monarch and his subjects, or more precisely, the moral conduct
of the minister serving the monarch. In fact, according to what was previously
mentioned, rightness is the respect to one’s elders and the nobility, which
includes individuals senior both in age and rank, both within and outside of the
family. Generally speaking, individuals senior both in age and rank outside of
one’s family fall within the monarch-subject relationship, that is, the attitude with
which a subject serves the monarch. The beginnings of humaneness, rightness,
courtesy and intelligence (zhi #4) are regarded as the four main virtues, in which
courtesy is the virtue exhibited in affairs between host and guest, intelligence is
the ability to recognize a good person. They are in “human nature,” meaning that
these four virtues are a priori, instead of coming from the external world, which
is a development significantly different from Confucius’ moral theory.

However, moral conduct defined as “respect to those senior in age and rank”
differs from the theory of the four minds-four virtues expounded upon by
Mencius. According to the four minds-four virtues theory, shame and repulsion
are the basis of rightness, and so the claim that “shame and repulsion are
rightness” is different from “respect to elders is rightness.” There is the same
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difficulty in the discussion on courtesy, where here courtesy is a moral virtue
which deals with the relations between host and guest. However, in the theory of
four minds, the basis for courtesy is stressed in terms of respect’s emotional
quality (or in terms of the heart). Figuring out the best way of dealing with these
contradictions in Mencius’ thinking requires more careful study and analysis.

3 Humaneness and Loving Other People

The original meaning of humaneness should be love of one’s parents and love of
one’s family, but in the development of Confucian culture, humaneness has
gradually become more of a universal love. Confucius clearly establishes that the
meaning of “humaneness” is to “love others,” expanding family love into
universal love. Mencius inherits this idea. The statement “loving one’s parents”
in this theory refers to one form of humaneness, while the notion that “the
benevolent man loves the people” focuses on the ethical connotation of
humaneness.

On the contrary, a person who cannot extend love from family members to
those to whom they are not related, which is to say a person who cannot love
family members and the people whom they should love, is not humane. For
example, King Hui of Liang cannot love his people, even worse, his torture of
the people shows that he cannot love his fellows, as he drives them to the
battlefield to die, all of which is inhumane. The argument is that “the humane
begin with what they love and proceed to what they are not required to love,”
though it is not necessary to include this in the definition of humaneness,
although it does express the spirit and features of humaneness to a certain extent,
as well as expressing the internal relationship between love and humaneness as
understood by Mencius. Consider the following remark of Mencius:

That whereby the noble person differs from others is that he preserves his
mind. The noble person preserves his mind through humanness, and preserves
his mind through courtesy. One who is humane loves other people; one who
possesses courtesy respects other people. One who loves others is always
loved by them; one who respects others is always respected by them.
(Mencius 4B28)

According to Mencius, preserving humaneness in the mind means that the person
who preserves their mind with humaneness is humane. Hence we say “one who
is humane loves other people.” We do not call a person who keeps courtesy in
their heart “courteous,” rather we simply call them ““a person acting courteously.”
It is clear that courtesy is not a virtue, but rather “acting with courtesy” is a virtue.
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This shows that courtesy both as moral behavior and as a virtue are both manifest
in Mencius’ words, whilst he prefers to retain humaneness and courtesy as the
main virtues.

We cite examples of “showing respect to elders is rightness.” If the respect to
one’s elders is rightful moral conduct, in comparison with “the people who
courteously give respect to other people.” What is the difference between
rightness and courtesy, both of them being part of respectful moral conduct? It
should be said that acting with courtesy embodies the emotion according to the
courtesy to a greater degree; while respect indicates equality between guest and
host and not necessarily the admiration or worship of one for the other.
Admiration has the special meaning of worshipping a person of greater status;
rightness is giving respect to those in a higher position than oneself. Therefore,
we can say that “courtesy” is respect in a broad sense and that “rightness” is a
particular form of respect. Before Mencius, “courtesy” was not counted as a
virtue; hence people classified the spirit of respect under the category of
rightness, just as Mencius’ remarks, that in one’s early years, respect to one’s
elders is rightness.

To begin with, Mencius regards courtesy as a virtue which would later come to
embody respect. Therefore rightness as a virtue embodies the emotions of shame
and repulsion and no longer defines respect to elders as a virtue. In fact, in the
Spring and Autumn period (770476 BC) and other periods there are many
virtues such as obedience related to respect. Moreover, feelings such as love and
respect are highlighted in ancient times, as can be seen in the “Tianzi” KT
Chapter of The Book of Filial Piety (Xiaojing Z%): “The Emperor who loves
(ai %) his own parents would not presume to hate the parents of others; he who
respects (jing) his own parents would not presume to be rude to the parents of
others. With love and respect being fully expressed in this service to parents,
such conduct will educate and transform (dejiao) the common people, serving as
an exemplary in all corners of the world.”?> Mencius uniquely combines
humaneness with rightness and regards courtesy as a virtue, and interprets the
meaning of rightness in a new sense, as the following passage makes clear:

There is nothing that the wise do not know, but what is urgent for them is
confronting what is fundamental. There is no one whom the humane do not
love, but what is fundamental for them is earnestly caring for the worthy.
Even in the cases of Yao and Shun, their wisdom did not extend to everything,
but they earnestly attended first to what was fundamental. The humaneness of
Yao and Shun did not involve loving every person, but they earnestly cared
for the worthy. (Mencius 7A46)

2 Translation from Henry and Ames (2009, 106).
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According to Mencius, the most basic manifestation of humaneness is to love
and to serve one’s parents, but in the era of Mencius, “one who is humane loves
other people.” The Confucian consensus regarding humaneness goes beyond dear
affection among family members in the moral conduct of love. During Mencius’
time, humaneness in practice is a priority that society prescribes for the good
person. Therefore, it is a priority to be in the company of good people that makes
up the practice of humaneness. Appreciating people is a matter of intelligence,
and here it should be especially stressed that appreciating good people comes
first in a manner consistent with what is said in the “Wuxing” F#.4T Chapter as
regards good behavior, namely the need “to visit the intelligent is enlightened; to
visit and appreciate them, is intelligence, also” (16™ Slip, “Wuxing,” Guodian
Chujian; see Li 2007, 102). This is consistent with the term previously discussed
that is “learning from the sage.” This regards intelligence and humaneness as the
main virtues, as is clear in the below quotation:

The noble person loves living things without being humane toward them and
is humane toward the people without being affectionate toward them. That he
is affectionate toward his family is what allows him to be humane toward the
people and loving toward creatures. (Mencius 7A45)

Regarding intimacy, humaneness, and love, although they are all sensibilities,
the question may be asked whether there are any actual differences between them.
Therefore, Mencius tries to define them respectively as intimacy, which
corresponds to the sensibility toward family members; humaneness toward the
people and love toward all things. This demonstrates that humaneness is
specifically directed at people in general, and this in turn means that humaneness
is not the exclusive affection of kinship. Rather it can be an interpersonal,
fraternal attitude going beyond kinship. Here, humaneness is specifically directed
at human brotherhood, not in terms of the “cherishing of things,” There is a
difference between loving humanity and cherishing things. Intimacy, humaneness
and love are sentiments, rather than the features contained in character. It is
obvious that, the ancient Confucians did not distinguish between virtue, moral
conduct and sensibility, as all of them are contained within the broader category
of virtue.

4 Humaneness and Rightnhess

In the second section, I focused on the notions of humaneness and rightness as
ethical categories in part of a broader discussion of the quote, “to be affectionate
toward those close to one—this is humaneness, to have respect for elders—this is
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rightness.” As we can see here, Mencius sometimes uses these two terms,
“humaneness” and “rightness” in combination, as is done in this chapter.
Certainly, humaneness is the most important part of moral behavior in Mencius’
theory, as is indicated in the two passages below:

One who is humane will be distinguished; one who is inhumane will be
disgraced. Now, to dislike disgrace yet abide in inhumanity is like disliking
dampness yet abiding in a low place. If one dislikes disgrace, there is nothing
better than to honor Virtue and to esteem men of service, giving positions to
the worthy and office to the capable. (Mencius 2A4)

The way the three dynasties gained the empire was through humanness, and
the way they lost the empire was through not being humane. So it is in the
flourishing or decline of states, and in their preservation or loss. If the Son of
Heaven is not humane, he will be unable to protect all within the four seas. If
a feudal lord is not humane, he will be unable to protect the altars of the soil
and grain. If a high officer is not humane, he will be unable to protect the
ancestral temple and if an ordinary person is not humane, he will be unable to
protect his four limbs. Now, to dislike death and ruin yet to take pleasure in
not being humane is like disliking drunkenness and yet forcing oneself to
drink to excess. (Mencius 4A3)

In these two passages, humaneness and inhumanness do not refer only to
virtue, rather they mainly refer to moral behavior. These passages talk about
emperors and princes who are anything but benevolent in their conduct.
Nevertheless, humaneness is the most important ethical category for Mencius,
which is totally consistent with Confucius.

However, there is a huge difference between Confucius and Mencius, namely
that Confucius stresses humaneness and courtesy equally, never mentioning
humaneness and rightness together. Meanwhile, Mencius often refers to
humaneness and rightness together, and the importance of these notions in
Mencius’ thinking is much greater than is the case with Confucius, where
rightness becomes the second most important moral behavior below humaneness.
This can be seen in the passage below:

With those who do violence to themselves, one cannot speak, nor can one
interact with those who throw themselves away. To deny propriety and
rightness in one’s speech is what is called “doing violence to oneself.” To say,
“I am unable to abide in humaneness or to follow rightness” is what is called
“throwing oneself away.” For human beings, humaneness is peaceful
dwelling, and rightness is the correct path. To abandon the peaceful dwelling
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and not abide in it and to reject the right road and not follow it —how
lamentable! (Mencius 4A10)

Humaneness is the home to which the spirit returns; it is where the spirit
resides. Therefore there is the expression “peaceful dwelling.” Rightness is the
principle of action or behavior; action means “the correct path,” so it is said that
we are guided by rightness. The difference between “dwelling” and the “correct
path” seems to be that “dwelling” starts from within, while the “correct path” is
taking action following an external path. At this point, early Confucian thought
holds that humaneness is within our nature and that rightness is external to our
nature. Although Mencius opposed the idea of rightness being external, this
theory nonetheless had an impact on his ideas. In view of the theory of virtue,
humaneness here is the internalization of virtue, while rightness remains the
principle of conduct, as is expressed below:

Humaneness is the human mind. Rightness is the human path. To quit the
path and not follow it, to abandon this mind and not know enough to seek it,
is indeed lamentable. If a man has chickens and dogs that become lost, he
knows enough to seek them. But when he has lost his mind, he does not know
enough to seek it. The way of learning is none other than this: to seek for the
lost mind. (Mencius 6A11)

Mencius repeatedly emphasizes that rightness is the path, which shows that it
is a principle of behavior, and as such it is objective. Humaneness is the virtue
that sprouts from inner nature, and as such it is subjective. Rightness is not a
virtue here, but rather a principle. It is noteworthy that humaneness refers to how
humans reside on earth, and Mencius criticizes those who do not know
humaneness as “wasting the luxury of lodging by not living in it.” In the former
example, humaneness is the essential character of a person, while in the latter
case, Mencius criticizes those who do not understand humaneness as
“abandoning their heart and not seeking their own identity.” The two criticisms
mentioned here are different. In short, the difference between humaneness and
rightness for Mencius is highlighted by the difference between the inner sprout of
nature and performance in action. The difference between humaneness and
rightness mainly means that the former belongs to inner virtues, while the latter
is the rightness of actions performed in the outer world.

Rightness refers not only to virtue, but also to moral behavior. In short,
humaneness is the principle of love, while rightness is the principle of justice.
This is described below:

The King’s son Dian asked, “What is the work of a scholar?”



14 CHEN Lai

Mencius said, “To exalt his intention.”

“What do you mean by his intention?”

“Being committed to humaneness and rightness, that is all. To put one
innocent person to death contravenes humaneness. To take what is not one’s
own contravenes rightness. Where does he dwell? He dwells in humaneness.
Where is his path? His path is rightness. In dwelling in humaneness and
following the path of rightness the work of the great man is complete.”
(Mencius TA33)

Killing an innocent man violates the principle of humaneness, so it is called
inhumane. Taking things that do not belong to one violates the principles of
rightness, so it is called “not right.” There is no difference between “dwelling in
humaneness” (juren #1~) and “following the path of rightness” (youyi H X) in
terms of the principles of humaneness.

In fact, Mencius often refers to rightness and humaneness together, but seldom
explains the independent meaning of rightness as a virtue. The following passage
displays this clearly:

All human beings have that which they cannot bear. Getting this attitude to
reach to what they can bear is humaneness. All human beings have that which
they will not do. Getting this attitude to reach to that which they will do is
rightness. When human beings are able to bring to fulfillment the mind that
desires not to harm others, their humaneness is inexhaustible, and when they
are able to bring to fulfillment the mind that refuses to break through or jump
over a wall, their rightness is inexhaustible. (Mencius 7B31)

People often do not have the heart to hurt others, which is humaneness. Different
people have different boundaries of behavior. For example, what is shameful for
one person, might fall within the bounds of rightfulness for another. When
outside of this boundary, the stronger emotion of shame may be felt, and the
performance of right acts is necessary. If humaneness acts out of repulsion and
rightness acts out of shame, then rightness is no longer a principle of behavior,
but of the heart. This understanding of humaneness in terms of the heart casts
rightness in terms of virtue.

Rightness is a more complex ethical category than the three individual
descriptions given above, such as, “to have respect for elders,” “the feeling of
shame or aversion,” and “following the path of rightness.” As can be clearly seen
in the theory of “loving one’s parents and respecting one’s elders,” rightness is
the respect of one’s elders grounded in family history and extending to the
respect of elders beyond family relationships. Respecting one’s elders is different
from rightness being the heart of shame and repulsion. Feelings springing from
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within, as we have mentioned earlier, in the notion that “the shame and repulsion
against wrong behavior is rightness,” the heart of shame and repulsion is the
boundary of moral perception, which is the boundary for the moral insight into
what one should do and what one should not. Therefore, Mencius often uses the
example of “digging a hole in a wall (in order to steal)” to illustrate the meaning
of rightness and what is not right. In this sense, shame refers to the inherent
rejection of immoral behavior. In fact, in the theory of four features, four minds
and four virtues theory, the depiction of the emotions of shame and repulsion is
most noteworthy, because Mencius takes the virtues of humaneness and rightness
quite seriously.

As is the case with the former analysis, “to have respect for elders” belongs to
the virtue of rightness, “Respecting other people” is consistent with the virtue of
courtesy, as such that the difference between the two of them is that courtesy
refers to the broad sense of respect as an emotion, while rightness refers
specifically to the sense of respect to people irrespective of status. Before
Mencius, “courtesy” was not a virtue, so the spirit of respect was taken to rest in
the performance of rightness. Mencius classifies courtesy as a virtue and defines
respect as an emotion in so far as the virtue of rightness would embody the
emotion of shame and repulsion specifically (It might be possible that Mencius
defines rightness as the emotion of shame and repulsion at first, and later depicts
courtesy including respect). In any case, the idea that “the heart of respect is
courtesy” is consistent with the early spirit of Confucianism, which claims that
respect is the main component of courtesy, as is said in The Book of Rites (Liji 4L
). There is an example in The Book of Rites claiming that the main component
of courtesy is respect and self-effacement. However, if we review this concept in
The Analects, Confucius emphasizes respect and only one example of being
“self-effacing to be king,” there are no other examples referring to
self-effacement. It is obvious that defining courtesy as respect is the consensus of
Confucians and other thinkers in his era. Mencius inherits this idea, as seen
where he illustrates courtesy in terms of respect. But the content of respect or
courtesy deals with the spirit of courtesy itself instead of defining courtesy as the
heart of respect. The notion of courtesy as a behavioral norm becomes a standard
for moral judgment in the Spring and Autumn period. Mencius combines
courtesy with a respectful heart (effacement of the self being different from
respect towards others), bringing about an important change in the development
of this theory. On this basis, courtesy developed into a virtue appearing as one of
the major ethical categories starting from the Han dynasty.

Zhu Bokun “K{AE points out that there are many examples in The Analects
referring to rightness, but there is no clear explanation of what it is. Specifically,
“In terms of the morality of people, rightness is consciousness of obedience,
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abiding by the hierarchy ... rightness also refers to the sentiments of wishing to
obey the hierarchical order” (Zhu 1984, 49). Zhu’s view is based on the
description in The Analects, of “acting with rightness for courtesy” (Analects
15.18, the original term is “to do it for courtesy,” where the “it” refers to
rightness), and the notion that “rightness comes from courtesy” from the Zuo
Qiuming Edition of the Spring and Autumn Annals (Zuozhuan 7A%) defines
rightness as the spirit of courtesy. In that case, rightness is the main idea of
courtesy and not a matter of subjective consciousness. In fact, there are many
examples in The Analects referring to moral rightness, such as the remarks that
“it is unjust to do nothing when one faces the just deed” (Analects 2.24);
“thinking about rightness when faced with the profit” (Analects 14.12);
“becoming rich through unjust methods is meaningless for me” (4nalects 7.16);
“the gentle man differs from others by his rightness” (4nalects 4.16). In some
places, rightness also involves awareness of obligation. Confucius said, “The
gentleman regards rightness as one’s nature, then practices it with courtesy,
expresses it with a self-effacing attitude, accomplishes it with honesty. Isn’t this a
gentleman?” (Analects 15.18). “A gentleman regards rightness as the first
principle” (Analects 17.23). We can see from these examples that although
Confucius attaches great importance to rightness, the concept of rightness here
does not mean moral rightness, but rightness in terms of deontology, or justice. It
is not necessary to discuss it in terms of an ethical theory of virtue.

This view regards humaneness as human nature. In view of the theory of virtue,
a single virtue taken on its own is not enough to make someone a good person,
when a person with loyalty, courage or intelligence may yet follow an evil leader,
despite there being no doubt that the person in question is virtuous in terms of
their loyalty or bravery or intelligence. In any case, it is certain that this person
could not be considered good. An evil leader may possess firmness, calmness,
generosity and other such virtues, whilst the leader’s overall character is not
good. A brave person may be arrogant, a wise person may be lazy, a loyal person
may be stupid, and so on. In such a situation, can having one kind of virtue and
lacking another help in certifying one as a good person? Humaneness can do
precisely that. Humaneness is the essential virtue of a good person, the most
important ethical virtue to being a good person. This is the significance of the
idea that “humaneness refers to the people” in view of the ethical theory of
virtue.

5 The Theory of Four Minds-Four Virtues

In early Confucian theory, thinkers like Gaozi claim that humaneness springs
from an internal source, “from human nature” and that rightness comes from the
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external world, that is, humane conduct is an outgrowth of inherent traits, and
hence moral or humane conduct comes from the virtue of humaneness. The
practice of rightness conforms to social principles, so rightness is moral behavior
but not a virtue. Mencius pays attention to the great importance of the
internalization of virtue, so he advocates that humaneness, rightness, courtesy
and intelligence all are virtues and that they can be “performed” as virtues. The
previous example shows this, where Mencius affirms that the emotion of “loving
one’s parents” and “respecting one’s elders” are immanent features of human
nature, and that humaneness and rightness are therefore inherent virtues. As a
result, he disagrees with the idea of Gaozi who argues that humaneness is an
internal virtue while rightness is an external behavior, as depicted below:

The mind’s feeling of pity and compassion is the sprout of humaneness; the
mind’s feeling of shame and aversion is the sprout of rightness; the mind’s
feelings of feelings of modesty and compliance is the sprout of propriety; and
the mind’s sense of right and wrong is the sprout of wisdom. Human beings
have these four sprouts just as they have limbs. For one to have these four
sprouts and yet say of oneself that one is unable to fulfill them is to injure
oneself... (Mencius 2A6)

Compared with Confucius, Mencius emphasized not only the four virtues,
humaneness, rightness, courtesy and intelligence as the four main virtues, but
more importantly, Mencius internalizes humaneness and transfers it to the status
of a virtue, regarding it as the immanent and inherent virtue of the mind,
suggesting that a compassionate mind is the start and foundation of humaneness,
which is why it is called a “sprout.” To extend the range of one’s compassion is
the perfection of humaneness. This demonstration of compassion is not the total
representation of the virtue of humaneness. Mencius says,

One’s natural tendencies enable one to do good; this is what I mean by human
nature being good. When one does what is not good, it is not the fault of one’s
native capacities. The mind of pity and commiseration is possessed by all
human beings; the mind of shame and dislike is possessed by all human
beings; the mind of respectfulness and reverence is possessed by all human
beings; and the mind that knows right and wrong is possessed by all human
beings. The mind of pity and commiseration is humaneness; the mind of
shame and dislike is rightness; the mind of respectfulness and reverence is
propriety; and the mind that knows right and wrong is wisdom. (Mencius 6A6)

Here the notion that “commiseration is humaneness” does not reject the
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explanation given in Mencius 2A6. The idea that “compassion is the sprout of
humaneness” mentioned in Mencius 2A6 emphasizes that compassion to babies
is the starting point of humaneness, instead of being its completion. This claims
that emotions of shame and repulsion, self-effacement and the cognition of right
and wrong, are all a matter of the “performance” of the virtue of intelligence and
are immanent and inherent, but influenced by the external world. Inherent virtue
is the source of goodness, as described below by Mencius:

The noble person has as his nature humaneness, rightness, decorum and
wisdom, which, being rooted in his heart, grow apparent in the brightness of
his countenance and the suppleness of his back and spread to his four limbs,
in which are displayed a wordless illustration. (Mencius 6A21)

Sentiments of humaneness, rightness, courtesy and intelligence are virtues and as
such they are rooted in the immanent mind, such that the performance of these
virtues corresponds with the expressions of the face and the body. This is also a
prevailing view within early Confucianism, for example “the virtues run across
inner shoots, then find expression as outgrowths” (Sun 1989, 563).

In the four minds-four virtues theory mentioned above, the view of the ethical
theory of virtue illustrated by humaneness is in accord with the theories before
Mencius. Yet, some remarks on rightness, courtesy and intelligence are novel in
comparison with the theories before Mencius. For example, in the idea that “the
mind of shame and dislike is rightness,” the mind of shame and dislike signifies
the boundary of moral perception, which is the boundary of what one should and
should not do. Shame and dislike are the feeling of being ashamed, or the
emotion of repulsion within human nature. There are no precedents to illustrate
rightness as the mind of shame and dislike. The mind of respectfulness and
reverence is propriety/courtesy. But ancient people regarded courtesy as a
normative state. However, courtesy is not regarded as a quality of a respectful
mind. Of course, compared with Zisi and other thinkers in that era, Mencius
describes intelligence in terms of the standard of right and wrong and develops
this concept. The concept of intelligence is quite important in Zisi’s theory, but
Zisi pays more attention to distinguishing good and bad persons (Chen 2007),
while Mencius stresses distinguishing right and wrong by moral standards.

In any case, the theory of four immanent virtues takes humaneness, rightness,
courtesy and intelligence as virtues instead of moral behaviors, which represents
a significant phase in the process of internalization in the development of moral
theory. This, however, does not mean that Mencius takes humaneness, rightness,
courtesy and intelligence only as virtues and no longer sees them as moral
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behaviors.

As one part of the inherent four virtues theory, the idea of four sprouts implies
some other aspects of Mencius’ moral philosophy, such as commiseration and the
mind of shame and dislike, which obviously can be classified within the
sentiments. Hence, the four-sprout theory is not only connected with the
four-virtue theory, but also calls attention to the problem of the relationship
between sentiment and virtue. Among the four virtues, compassion is the most
important element. Commiseration, which is characterized by “a mind that
cannot bear to see the sufferings of others,” plays an important role in Mencius’
thought. Later, the virtues of humaneness and commiseration are criticized by the
Legalist, Han Feizi. Commiseration comprises the emotional sentiments of
sympathy within imminent feelings of human beings and not as utilitarian and
selfish matters. Commiseration is not only the originator behind the performance
of the virtue of humaneness, but it is also wherein the human nature lies.
Mencius does not discuss the relationship between sentiments and virtue in depth;
rather it is discussed in terms of the idea of the destiny of Heaven.

This theory of virtue is based on human nature as being the more explicit
foundation in terms of the innate goodness of human nature. On the one hand,
Mencius classifies humaneness, rightness, courtesy and intelligence as belonging
to the spirit of compassion, the spirit of shame and repulsion, the spirit of respect
(we will discuss the spirit of self-effacement at a later point), and the spirit which
distinguishes right and wrong. In the pre-Mencius era, rightness had been
regarded as an external principle and courtesy had been regarded as an external
rule. On the other hand, Mencius recognizes that the mind of commiseration, the
mind of shame and repulsion, the mind of respect, the mind to distinguish
between right and wrong is like a pre-given a priori moral conscience. They do
not come from habits and experience, but rather are immanent features in human
nature. Therefore, if humaneness, rightness, courtesy and intelligence are virtues,
then they are natural characters of the mind. Virtue is a gift, a priori, rather than
something derived from experience and habits. From this perspective, virtues
become the main character of human nature; they are innate. However, we can
still raise the question, is it true that the theory of innate goodness of human
nature claims that people are born with these virtues? If not, how could one
obtain these virtues and act upon them? What is the relationship between these
virtues and human nature? Of course, if we review the later thoughts of Xunzi as
an example, a theory of virtue is not necessarily connected with the theory of the
innate goodness of human nature. Theories of virtue co-exist with theories of an
inherently evil human nature. It would appear that the Confucian theory of virtue
itself does not necessarily require a particular theory of human nature as a basis,
at least among the views from the pre-Qin era.
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6 Conclusion

In conclusion, Mencius takes humaneness as the primary moral idea, which is
inherited from the thought of Confucians, whilst he makes new annotations to
some classical Confucian moral ideas, such as rightness, courtesy, and intelligence.
Under the influence of Zisi, Mencius takes humaneness, rightness, courtesy, and
intelligence as the four main virtues, and he especially emphasizes the idea of
inherent virtues, attributing these quantities as inherent transcendental moral
ideas. According to Mencius, the four virtues are not only virtuous conduct but
also refer to inherent virtues. The main, traditional virtuous quantities have been
transformed gradually from virtuous conduct into virtues in Mencius’ thoughts in
order to make the distinction clear. Compared to Confucius, Mencius developed
classical Confucian moral thoughts in a quite different direction. As a rigorous
philosophical paradigm in the post-Confucius era, Mencius’ theory of the four
main virtues was much more reasonable than the theory of Wuxing of Zisi. By
studying the moral thoughts of Mencius, we learn that classical Confucian moral
concepts usually contain several complex kinds of meanings, such as virtue,
virtuous conduct, and principles. Thus in classical Confucianism these issues
cannot be interpreted only in terms of virtues. It is not entirely correct to describe
Confucian moral concepts in terms of virtue ethics alone. In Confucian moral
thinking, there is no rupture between inherent virtues and practical virtuous
conduct. In other words, what I ought to do and what kind of person I ought to be
is really one and the same thing. The philosophical resources of classical
Confucian moral thinking can contribute to discussions of contemporary ethical
problems.
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