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Abstract  Ever since Han Fei proposed that “Confucianism has divided into 
eight schools,” the divisions among Confucius’ followers have been a 
complicated puzzle in Chinese academic history. After the demise of Confucius, 
two schools, Xihe 西河 School and Zhusi 洙泗 School, founded by Zixia and 
Zengzi respectively, had the biggest influence. Inheriting and developing 
Confucianism, these two schools each had their own unique insights. If we 
compare their thoughts, the development of early Confucianism can be found has 
two different approaches: (1) Zixia attached great importance to study. He practiced 
Confucianism by means of learning comprehensively and belonged to the school of 
knowledge seeking. On the other hand, Zengzi valued one’s perfect inner 
personality. He paid much more attention to searching inwardly, and honored 
“morality” at all times. (2) Zixia paid special attention to the ritual system, 
emphasizing the external ritual specifications of human behavior, and advocating 
cultivating one’s morality from outside to inside. Zengzi maintained cultivating 
one’s morality from inside to outside, especially through self- reflection. (3) Zixia 
emphasized self-cultivating and being harmonious to others, therefore he focused 
on external achievements, while Zengzi paid more attention to moral integrity. (4) 
While Zixia rarely discussed filial piety, Zengzi regarded filial piety as the most 
important virtue. Since filial piety is applicable universally, Zengzi’s philosophy is 
a filial piety-rooted philosophy. Broadly speaking, Zengzi and Zixia’s main 
difference lies in their different approaches to learning. Despite these differences, 
as firm Confucians they are “the same in Dao and different in methods.” 
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1  Introduction 

Ever since Han Fei proposed that, “Confucianism has divided into eight schools,” 
the division among Confucius’ followers has been a complicated puzzle in 
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Chinese academic history. After the demise of Confucius, two schools, Xihe 西
河 School and Zhusi 洙泗 School, founded by Zixia and Zengzi respectively, had 
the biggest influence. Modern scholars have made different divisions among all 
Confucius’ followers. Jiang Guanghui divided them into a classics-transmitting 
school, a Dao-spreading school, a practice school, and a performance school 
(Jiang 2000, p. 15). Yan Binggang divided them into three schools: Confucianism 
of Dao-spreading; Confucianism of classics-transmitting; and Confucianism of 
politics (Yan 2005, p. 136). These scholars’ divisions are reasonable according to 
the grounds of their arguments, but the schools that can best represent the 
developing track of Confucianism after Confucius died are Zixia and Zengzi.  

Confucius’ thought continued to mature during the later years of his life. As 
later disciples, Zixia and Zengzi, both were able to grasp the full flowering of 
Confucius’ thought. There were initial similarities between them. They were 
close in age, both born poor, strong in mind, and neither could be moved by the 
enticement of personal gain. One history book has written, 

 
Zixia’s family was very poor, and dressed in short clothes. People asked, 
“Why not go to serve as an official?” He answered, “If the Duke is imperious, 
I do not want to be the liegeman; If the senior official is imperious, I do not 
want to see him again” (“Da Lüe” in Xunzi). 

Zengzi wore old garments while plowing his fields, and the Duke of Lu will 
sent Zengzi a land. The messenger said, “These are gifts from our Duke to 
ameliorate your clothes.” Zengzi did not accept. The messenger came back 
again, and was refused again. The messenger told him, “Since you are not 
begging from others, these gifts are offered by others, why not accept?” 
Zengzi answered, “I heard that if you get something from a certain man, you 
will be afraid of him; And people who give others something, he will think he 
should be superior to others. Even if you grant me so much and do not look 
down upon me, can I fear nothing?” Zengzi did not accept eventually. (“Li 
Jie” in Shuo Yuan) 

   
Both of them are of resolute and valorous personality, “Meng Shishe and Zengzi 
were alike in character, Bei Gongyou and Zixia were alike in character too. Both 
of them were brave, and I do not know who was better” (“Gongsun Chou” in 
Mencius). Only in this way could they stick to their academic thinking and not go 
adrift. Because they were similar in character, it makes sense that they became 
close friends, and many classic accounts have recorded their friendship. After 
Confucius died, they started their respective teaching careers and formed their 
own school as Xihe School and Zhusi School, each of which made great 
contributions to the spread of Confucian culture. “From the perspective in 
inheriting and transmitting Confucius’ thought, Zengzi and Zixia can be said the 



On the Academic Differences between Xihe School and Zhusi School 
 

57 

two persons with the greatest impact among all the Confucius’ disciples” (Gao 
1989, p. 309). Although they maintained a good personal friendship, “Men of 
noble character seek harmony without uniformity,” and they each pursued their 
own intellectual path. Confucius’ thoughts are profound, and different people can 
see different merits in them. Zengzi and Zixia each had their own unique insights 
into Confucianism, and they both inherited and developed Confucian thinking. 
By comparing Zengzi’s and Zixia’s thoughts, we can see the development of 
early Confucianism in two different approaches. 

2  The Difference between “Knowledge Seeking” and 
“Morality Honoring” 

Among all Confucius’ disciples, Zixia focused the most on study, saying, “He, 
who from day to day recognizes what he has not yet, and from month to month 
does not forget what he has attained to, may be said indeed to love to learn” 
(“Zizhang” in The Analects). He stressed that learning is a cumulative process 
which needs daily practice. Zixia’s viewpoint is consistent with Confucius’ in 
that he promotes “going over the old so as to find out what is new” (Ibid.), and 
“learning hard and believing it is too late to study tomorrow, as if feared one’s 
lost” (Ibid., “Taibo”). Why should we learn? Zixia proposed that only after we 
study hard can we protect our country and the populace. 

 
Duke Ai of Lu asked Zixia, “Can’t we protect our country and the populace 
only after we study hard?” Zixia answered, “I have never seen a person can 
protect his country and the populace without study.” Duke Ai asked again, 
“then how did such kind of great man as the memorial five sovereigns have 
their teachers?” Zixia answered, “I heard that emperor Huangdi had learned 
from Datian, Zhuanxu learned from Lutu, emperor Diku from Chi Songzi, Yao 
from Wucheng Zifu, Shun from Yinshou, Yu from Xi Wangguo, Tang from 
Dai Zixiang, King Wen from Xichou Zisi, King Wu from Jiang Shang, Duke 
Zhou from Guoshu, Confucius from Laodan. If these eleven sages had not met 
their teachers, they would not make so great accomplishments, and their 
names would not be spread to the later generations.”1 

 
Zixia listed these eleven sages to prove that they had completed great 
achievements only after hard study. If they had not met their teachers and 
concentrated on their studies, these saints never would have become well-known 
                                                               
1 These words are recorded in Hanshi Waizhua 韩诗外传 (Unofficial Biography of the Book 
of Odes by Han Ying), Vol. 5, meanwhile there are the similar records in “Zashi” of Xinxu 新
序 (The New Preface) but there is a slight discrepancy in words. 
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all around the world.  
How is learning accomplished? Zixia put forward the following claim: “To 

study extensively, to be steadfast in one’s purpose, to inquire earnestly, and to 
reflect on what is at hand, then humanity consists in these” (Ibid., “Zizhang”). 
Zixia’s four requirements in the process of learning are displayed clearly and 
precisely in this sentence, namely “to study extensively,” “to be steadfast in one’s 
purpose,” “to inquire earnestly,” and “to reflect on what is at hand.” Here, “to 
study extensively” means “to study comprehensively and remember firmly” (Liu 
1990, p. 740). It means that one should study a wide variety of knowledge to 
develop one’s own opinions. “To be steadfast in one’s purpose” means one 
should stick to one’s opinion, and not drift with the current. “To inquire earnestly 
is to ask the question that he do not understand eagerly” (Ibid.), namely to 
consult others about what he does not know. “To reflect on what is at hand. If he 
asks something that he has not studied, thinks far away from what he can reach, 
he is not proficient in his studies and does not fully understand what he had 
thought” (Ibid.). That is, “Zixia’s learning is wide in scope, asking eagerly and 
thinking closely in method, sticking to one’s aspiration in mentality” (Gao 1989, 
p. 310). The claim that “humanity consists in these” is the finishing touch, which 
points out that it is humanity that runs though one’s learning process. Humanity 
is the criterion that one should always insist on.  

The ultimate goal of Zixia’s learning is to achieve the state of “Dao.” “A 
hundred workers pour into the bazaar to accomplish their work, and the superior 
man studies hard to achieve the Dao” (“Zizhang” in The Analects). Dao here has 
two layers of meaning, (1) one should reach his high realm by internal personal 
cultivation; and (2) one should establish one’s cause and contribution externally. 
These are “the Dao of internal sage and external king,” which Confucius said is 
achieved when one, “ascends through learning” (Ibid., “Xian Wen”). Zixia 
advocated that one should start with learning, although he did not support 
learning just for learning’s sake. If a person reached the state of “Dao,” even he 
did not study scholastic knowledge, Zixia believes he has already “learned.” “If a 
person can respect sages and look down upon beauty, try his best to serve his 
parents at home, work for his monarch conscientiously, pay attention to his 
honesty after promising in making friends with other people, though he did not 
study, I still say he has knowledge” (Ibid., “Xue Er”). Thus, Zixia’s learning not 
only referred to book learning, but emphasized personal practice, including filial 
piety to one’s parents, faith in one’s monarch and honesty toward one’s friends. 
This recalls what was written in chapter “Lu Yu” in Guo Yu, “Shang has heard ‘it 
is unfortunate for a woman in ancient times if she can not meet her mother-in-law 
after marriage’, and if a woman wants to be a good wife, she must study from her 
mother-in-law.” Studying one’s mother-in-law was of course not gaining 
knowledge from Confucian classics, but Zixia considered this a way of learning 



On the Academic Differences between Xihe School and Zhusi School 
 

59 

manners in dealing with people. Confucius said, “The superior man neither seek 
fulfillment of his appetite nor comfort in his lodging. He is diligent in his duties 
and careful in his speech. He associates with men of moral principles and thereby 
realizes himself. Such a person may be said to love learning” (Ibid.), which is 
linked in meaning to the two paragraphs quoted above. Confucius proposed, 
“Young men should be filial when at home and respectful to their elders when 
away from home. They should be earnest and faithful. They should love all 
extensively and be intimate with men of humanity. When they have any energy to 
spare after the performance of moral duties, they should use it to study literature 
and the arts” (Ibid.). Confucius thought one should first fulfill his moral duties 
such as filial piety, respect, faith, and benevolence, and only then continue to 
learn knowledge from books. Therefore, Zixia’s statement, “though he did not 
study, I still say he has knowledge,” and Confucius’ view of study support each 
other. Zixia emphasized learning and took extensive learning as the means to 
reach Dao, carrying out Confucianism in practice. 

It is Zixia’s fondness for learning that makes him famous for being literate 
among Confucian disciples: “As for the subject of literature, there are Ziyou 子
游 and Zixia as the representatives” (Ibid., “Xian Jin”). In accordance with Yang 
Bojun’s explanation, “literature, refers to the ancient documents, namely the books 
as Shijing 诗经 (Book of Odes), Shangshu 尚书 (Book of History), and Yijing 易
经 (Book of Changes), etc. passed down by Confucius” (Yang 1980, p. 110). The 
“Biography of Xufang” in Hou Hanshu 后汉书 says: “Book of Odes, Book of 
History, Book of Rites, and Book of Music were settled by Confucius, and it is 
Zixia who began to elucidate by chapters and sentences.” Hong Mai of Song 
dynasty summarized Zixia’s study of the classics in the entry, “Zixia Jingxue” of 
his work, Rong Zhai Sui Bi 容斋随笔:  

 
It is only Zixia who had books related to Confucian classics handing down 
among all Confucius’ disciples. Though we can not believe all the biography 
and those miscellaneous words, most important of all is that he is different 
from others. He has commentaries on classics like the Book of Changes and 
the preface to the Book of Odes. As for the learning of the Book of Odes 
transmitted by Mao, there is a version that Zixia taught Gao Xingzi, after four 
generations’ preaching down, it came to Mao Chang; there is another version 
that Zixia taught Zeng Shen, after five generations’ preaching down, it came 
to Mao Heng. As for the Book of Rites, there is one article named “Mourning” 
in the Book of Rites, and some later Confucians as Ma Rong, Wang Su, etc., 
insisted that it was written by Zixia. As for the Chunqiu 春秋 (Spring and 
Autumn Annals), though Zixia said he “could not make any commentary 
words to it,” he must have engaged in the research work about it. Gong 
Yanggao actually received the Book of Odes from Zixia. As for the person Gu 
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Liangchi, the book Fengsutong 风俗通 (General Knowledge of Customs) 
regards him as the disciple of Zixia. As for The Analects, Zheng Kangcheng 
thought it was composed by Zhonggong and Zixia, etc. Xu Fang in Later Han 
dynasty submitted a written statement to the king and said: “the Book of Odes, 
the Book of History, the Book of Rites, and the Book of Music were set by 
Confucius, and it is Zixia who began to elucidate by chapters and sentences.” 
Here is the evidence. 

 
Zixia made great contributions on spreading the Confucian classics. Some 
scholars classified him as part of the “classics-spreading school,” or 
“Confucianism of classics-spreading.”  

Zengzi also thought that the superior man should study hard and learn 
extensively. There are four passages discussing learning by Zengzi in “Zengzi 
Lishi” of Da Dai Li Ji 大戴礼记 (Book of Rites by the Elder Dai) 

 
(1) “The superior man is afraid of that he does not learn comprehensively 
when studying. After he studies extensively, he fears that he does not practice 
it. After practicing, he fears that he can not understand. After understanding 
what he has learned, he fears that he can not carry it out. Most important of all 
is he can give precedence to others when executing it. So the purpose of the 
superior man’s learning is just up to these five fearfulnesses.” (2) “The 
superior man knows much and can make a wise choice from it, he studies 
extensively and can practice it.” (3) “Wise enough but crack himself up makes 
one difficult to get along with, studying comprehensively but has no way to 
solve the problems facing him, learning extensively but no practical action, 
and the superior man will not associate with him.” (4) “The superior man 
studies extensively and grasps it firmly, he executes it steadily with few words. 
Namely, the superior man will be prior to others in action and let others say 
first in talking, and the superior man will keep virtue all his life fearfully.”  

 
After careful analysis of the four segments quoted above, we find there is no 
specific discussion about the importance of learning extensively, but extensive 
learning is presupposed as a necessary condition when discussing other 
propositions. Extensive knowledge is only a part of Zengzi’s ideal personality. 
This is simply inherited from Confucius’ thoughts and there is no development, 
therefore it can not take an important position in Zengzi’s thought. The learning 
spoken of by Zengzi takes “righteousness” as the criterion:  

 
A person can be said studious when he comes to righteousness… The superior 
man likes studying daily and practicing it timely, he never shirks when facing 
the difficulties and never follows when faces something easy, and the only 
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criterion lies in the righteousness. The superior man starts to work in the early 
morning, and to rethink profoundly in the evening. He can stick to this virtue 
until his death. We may say as well that he can stick to his undertaking 
(“Zengzi Lishi” of Book of Rites). 

 
Zengzi’s sticking to his undertaking needs to “start to work in the early morning, 
and to rethink profoundly in the evening.” To rethink profoundly in the evening 
is consistent with the sentence, “every day I examine myself on three points.” 
Zengzi’s final foothold is still reflection: He reflected on whether his behavior 
conformed to Confucian moral requirements. Zengzi paid attention to the perfect 
inner personality, emphasizing the inward searching and honoring morality 
everywhere. 
  Zhong Yong 中庸 (Doctrine of the Mean) reads, “Thus the superior man 
honors morality and seeks learning.” Regarding this, Zhu Xi noted, “We should 
honor morality, that is why we can keep our mind and reach the metaphysical 
body of Dao. We seek knowledge, that why we can learn something and know 
the details of the metaphysical body of Dao. These two points are the main 
aspects to cultivate one’s virtue and condense Dao” (Zhu 1980, p. 35). He said in 
the “Da Xiang Pingfu Shu” 答项平父书, “Among all the teaching methods, there 
are only two things as honoring morality and seeking learning that we should 
stress ever since Zisi. Now what Lu Zijing has said belongs to the category of 
honoring morality, and what I have said usually is mainly about seeking 
learning” (Zhu, p. 536). Zhu Xi said he had paid much attention to seeking 
knowledge while Lu Jiuyuan placed more stress on honoring morality. Zhang Zai 
put forward “the knowledge of virtue” and “the knowledge of what one sees and 
hears” in his epistemology, two categories which are similar in meaning to Zhu 
Xi’s two concepts. It is also reflective of a common problem in the history of 
thought, namely the conflict between intellectualism and anti-intellectualism. 
Actually this kind of division did not appear “ever since Zisi,” but the difference 
was apparent since Zengzi and Zixia’s time. Zixia paid attention to extensive 
learning, especially the learning of the six classics of Confucianism. He 
suggested that “the superior man study hard to reach the state of Dao,” making 
learning the main approach to reach Dao. Obviously, Zixia belongs to the school 
of seeking knowledge. Although Zengzi did not exclude studying, and thought 
that extensive learning is very important, he believed that it was most important 
to cultivate one’s morality from moral righteousness. He placed the most weight 
on self-reflection, therefore Zengzi belongs to the school of “honoring the 
morality.” Zixia and Zengzi pioneered the different approaches of “honoring 
morality” and “seeking knowledge” in Confucianism, which had a great 
influence on later generations. The dispute between Zhu Xi and Lu Jiuyuan in 
essence was about their different choices regarding the two methods of 
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cultivation championed by Zixia and Zengzi.  

3  The Difference in Cultivating One’s Morality 

The basic content of Confucianism is benevolence (humanity) and propriety. 
Benevolence is the intrinsic moral emotion while propriety is the external 
behavior standard. Both of them supplement each other, and Confucius did not 
mention which one was more important and should come first. However, it 
became an unavoidable topic among Confucius’ disciples. Should people learn 
and practice external propriety and then internalize it gradually into benevolence, 
or should they change the intrinsic morality into external propriety? That is the 
question. 
  Liang Qichao thought that Confucius’ disciples had divided into two schools 
after Confucius died. One school, represented by Youruo, Zixia, Ziyou and 
Zizhang, paid more attention to the exterior decrees, regulations and documents. 
Another school, represented by Zengzi, Zisi and Mencius, stressed self-reflection 
to cultivate one’s morality (Liang 2003, pp. 122–123). Decrees and regulations 
refer to laws, propriety and music, the political system, valuable documents, and 
the successive legacy of past dynasties. Besides the six Confucian classics, Zixia 
also paid special attention to the ritual system and emphasized the restrictive role 
of the external specifications of propriety on human behavior. Zixia once said: 
“The superior man worships without loss, respects others according to propriety” 
(“Yanyuan” in The Analects). The superior man is respectful to others in social 
intercourse and deals with social things according to the regulations of propriety. 
There are many records about how Zixia learned propriety from Confucius, such 
as when Zixia asked Confucius such questions as: “I don not know whether it 
conforms to propriety for a man when he stops crying after three years’ mourning, 
and never shrinks back when meets the war” (“Zengzi Wen” in Book of Rites). 
And “what on earth is propriety?” (“Zixia Wen” in Kongzi Jiayu 孔子家语). To 
the verse “the smile makes the lady more beautiful, her comely eyes glances back 
prettily, the white powdery bottom makes the picture more gorgeous.” Zixia put 
forward the view that “propriety forms after learning” and was praised by 
Confucius for this (“Ba Yi” in The Analects). Because Zixia understood and 
stressed propriety, many people came to Zixia to consult about propriety. For 
example, after Gong Shumu’s brother died, he asked Zixia how to do the funeral 
service according to propriety, since they were brothers of the same mother but 
different fathers. Ziyou ridiculed Zixia and said: “The disciples of Zixia are only 
suitable for such minor things as sprinkling water and sweeping the floor, some 
social intercourses and the propriety of advancing and regressing (Ibid., 
“Zizhang”). The phrase, “Sprinkling water and sweeping the floor, some social 
intercourses and the propriety of advancing and regressing,” refers to 
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“sweeping the floor of the hall and room, making social intercourse with the 
guests, and the propriety of advancing and regressing in impressive and 
dignified manner” (Cheng 1980, p. 319). Ziyou’s comment shows that “Ziyou 
stressed the significance of the propriety, but Zixia believed that the ceremony’s 
form and the implication for propriety were the same in importance” (Ge 2001, 
p. 97). Zixia also spoke about benevolence. When Fan Chi asked what 
benevolence is, Confucius answered him “to love man, to know man. Employ the 
upright and put aside all the crooked; in this way the crooked can be made to be 
upright.” Fanchi was still not clear, so Zixia made a further explanation and said, 
“Shun, being in possession of the kingdom, selected from among all the people, 
and employed Gaoyao 皋陶 which all who were devoid of virtue disappeared. 
Tang, being in possession of the kingdom, selected from among all the people, 
and employed Yiyin 伊尹, who were devoid of virtue disappeared” (“Yanyuan” 
in The Analects). The thesis, “to study extensively, to be steadfast in one’s 
purpose, to inquire earnestly, and to reflect on what is at hand—humanity 
consists in these” (Ibid., “Zizhang”), also comes from Zixia. Overall, Zixia 
discussed benevolence much less than ceremony. Zixia stressed the training of 
the rites, and thought one could reach the utmost of Dao gradually through the 
practice of propriety. Just like the life-giving spring breeze and rain which can 
moisten everything silently, the external rules become internalized in the heart by 
degrees. In the specific practice of Confucianism, he never nitpicks, and does not 
deny one’s great performance for his minor faults. He advocated that “one should 
adhere to the principles when facing the cardinal issues of right and wrong, but 
can deal with the petty things flexibly” (Ibid.). But one must be frank, and if he 
has done something wrong he should admit his mistake. Covering up one’s errors 
is what a base person does. “If an inferior man has made mistakes, he will try to 
conceal it” (Ibid.). 

Zengzi himself can hold fast to propriety, including every act and every move. 
Even when he was seriously ill and dying, he still insisted on removing the 
bamboo mat, because the bamboo mat was sent by minister Jishi, and only a 
minister was qualified to use it. Zengzi did not reach the rank, so it was against 
propriety if he used it. And as the result, he died before the removal of the new 
one. He once said, “The practice is to practice propriety. And propriety is 
respectful to the honorable man, filial to the old, kind to the kids, friendly to 
those young, and beneficial to those poor. This is propriety, we practice it 
according to virtue, and our standpoint is righteousness” (“Zengzi Zhiyan” in 
Book of Rites). Zengzi stressed propriety, and paid more attention to inner moral 
sentiments when carrying out propriety. Propriety is the inevitable result as the 
externalization of one’s moral cultivation. Zengzi’s learning was based on the 
cultivation of one’s morality. He developed Confucian thoughts and carried 
forward moral cultivation to nourish the heart, which is a great contribution. 
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The main way of Zengzi’s nourishing the heart is through self-reflection. He 
said, “Every day I examine myself on three points: Whether in counseling others 
I have not been loyal; whether in intercourse with my friends I have not been 
faithful; and whether I have not repeated again and again and practiced the 
instructions of my teacher” (“Xue Er” in The Analects), and “Therefore the 
superior man would forget to eat in the daytime and forget to sleep at night when 
he reflects on benevolence and righteousness. He starts to work in the early 
morning and reflects on at nightfall, he continues until his death, and we may say 
that he can stick to his undertaking” (“Zengzi Zhiyan” in Book of Rites by the 
Elder Dai). Zengzi thought that the superior man should self-reflect when he is 
considering benevolence and righteousness. One should examine himself days 
and nights, and only in this way can he realize Zengzi’s ideal goal, namely Dao. 
In Book of Rites by the Elder Dai we can read Zengzi’s words, “one should start 
to work in the early morning and reflect on at nightfall.” With self-reflection, one 
can examine oneself often. Zengzi was so concerned with morality that he 
trembled as if he was facing the deep abyss and skating on thin ice in daily life. 
He was always in a cautious state and working on self-reflection and seeking 
inwardly. The pursuit of benevolence and righteousness reveals naturally that the 
inner heart tends to goodness.  

Zengzi was regarded as the writer of Daxue 大学 (The Great Learning) since 
the Song and Ming dynasties, though this is controversial for there is no definite 
evidence. But when the bamboo slips of kingdom Chu were found at Guo Dian, 
the thought of Zisi and Mencius school appeared again in the world, so scholars 
can thus investigate the authorship and age of The Great Learning. After a lot of 
textual research, some scholars believe that “The Great Learning was written 
down earlier, maybe it was from Zengzi or Zengzi’s disciples’ hand” (Liang 2000, 
p. 95), which is a reasonable statement. The bamboo slips “Wu Xing 五行” reads: 
“The superior man can keep self-supervision when he is in privacy. The superior 
man does good works and can carry something through to the end,” which comes 
down in one continuous line with Zengzi’s thought of self-restraint. The 
Confucian Lu Jiuyuan in Song dynasty once pointed out that, “Among all the 
disciples of Confucius, there were only Yanhui and Zengzi who stressed on 
propagating doctrines of the ancient sages, and he did not hear others. It is 
probably that Yanhui and Zengzi started from the inner hearts, and the others just 
on internalization from outside. The learning handed down nowadays is the latter 
by Zixia and Zizhang. And the learning propagated by Zengzi was abandoned 
eventually after Mencius” (Liu 1992, p. 33). Lu Jiuyuan regarded Yanhui and 
Zengzi as the same learning school because their cultivating way was “to 
complete oneself from inside.” Here “the thing inside” refers to our human heart. 
He thought that the cultivating way of Zixia and Zizhang school was 
“internalization from outside.” The thing outside refers to the criterion of conduct, 
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namely propriety. In short, Zixia insisted that the way to cultivate one’s morality 
is from outside to inside, while Zengzi was just the reverse. In fact, whether it is 
the division of “seeking knowledge” and “honoring the morality,” or the different 
ways in cultivating one’s morality, it just shows their different choices in how to 
realize the Confucian “sage,” and there is no discrimination between them.  

4  The Difference between Cultivating Oneself and Giving 
the Common People Security and Peace 

There is a dialogue about the superior man between Zilu and Confucius in The 
Analects:  

 
Zilu asked about the superior man. Confucius said: “The superior man is one 
who cultivates himself with seriousness (jing).” Zilu said, “Is that all?” 
Confucius said, “He cultivates himself so as to give the common people 
security and peace.” Zilu said, “Is that all?” Confucius said, “He cultivates 
himself so as to give all people security and peace. To cultivates oneself so as to 
give all people security and peace, even Yao and Shun found it difficult to do.”  

 
In Confucius’ mind, the superior man starts from “cultivating himself,” and then 
tries “to give the common people security and peace.” Mencius further developed 
this to “cultivating oneself when he is frustrated, and benefiting all people when 
he achieves his ambition” (“Jinxin Shang” in Mencius). Confucianism is about 
the way of cultivating oneself and governing people. Zixia and Zengzi lived in 
the time between Confucius and Mencius and they emphasized different aspects 
along this development.  

Zixia’s thought includes two aspects of cultivating oneself and governing 
people. He stressed the study of the Six Traditional Classics in cultivating one’s 
morality, and emphasized the external ruling function of propriety in regulating 
one’s behavior. “Study extensively about the literature, and constrain oneself 
according to propriety, and there will be no rebellion” (“Yong Ye” in The 
Analects). The person fostered this way will not rebel, and will become obedient. 
The Confucian scholars taught by Zixia were good at propriety and literature, 
and most important of all, they were talented in governing the country. They 
were able to practice their political ideals when they became officials. Zixia paid 
attention to outer achievements. He supported his disciples to serve as officials so 
they could thereby achieve the goal of defending the country and giving all 
people security and peace. Zixia once said, “A man who has energy to spare after 
studying should serve his state. A man who has energy to spare after serving his 
state should study” (Ibid., “Zizhang”). He means that when an official has energy 
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to spare, he should study the former saints’ admonitions, and when one has 
energy to spare after studying, he should be an official. Zixia once was the chief 
executive of Ju Fu. He consulted Confucius about the way of administration, 
namely how to become “a qualified official in serving his state.2 To administer 
the country, Zixia proposed the precondition “faith” in ruling. The ruler and 
common people should trust each other first, then it is possible for political 
orders carried out and good advice accepted favorably. “The superior man, 
having obtained their confidence, may then impose labors on his people. If he 
have not gained their confidence, they will think that he is oppressing them. 
Having obtained the confidence of his prince, one may then remonstrate with 
him. If he has not gained his confidence, the prince will think that he is vilifying 
him” (Ibid.). This means that the officials should first get the trust from the 
common people, and then they can arouse the masses to work. Otherwise, the 
common people will think that their ruler is torturing them. As a servant, the 
minister should advise the ruler after having gained the ruler’s trust; otherwise 
the monarch will think that he is being slandered.  

After Confucius died, Zixia went back to the kingdom of Wei to recruit 
students and give lectures, and founded Xihe School. Zixia had a lot of disciples, 
many of whom made great achievements in politics, and the disciple Li Kui 李悝 
became the prime minister of Wei. The most unique disciple was Wei Wenhou. 
Zixia was the teacher of Wei Wenhou 魏文侯, and he wanted to achieve his 
political purpose by affecting the supreme ruler. Si Maqian called him “the 
teacher of the King” (“Rulin Liezhuan” in Shi Ji 史记 [Records of the Grand 
Historians]). “Yue Ji” chapter in Boor of Rites recorded the discussion between 
Zixia and Wei Wenhou about music theory. Wei Wenhou said he was tireless 
when listening to the local contemporary music in kingdom Zheng and kingdom 
Wei, and was sleepy while listening to the ancient music. Zixia improved the 
occasion by distinguishing between “sound” and “music.” He said, “only the 
moral sound can be called music.” He explained specifically the educational role 
of propriety and music, such as “the later generations have the order between 
honor and humbleness, the older and the younger,” and, “frugality can stimulate 
one’s ambition.” He emphasized the model role of the ruler in saying, “if the 
monarch likes something, the ministers will follow him.” Wei Wenhou was 
deeply influenced by Zixia and was very diligent in study. “Rulin Liezhuan” in 
Shi Ji records: “Wei Wenhou was studious at that time.” The “Yiwen Zhi” of Han 
Shu 汉书 (The History Book of the Han Dynasty) reads: “Among all the six 
monarchs in six kingdoms, Wei Wenhou is the most studious.” Wei Wenhou was 
also famous for his knowledge of propriety, for example he received Duan 
                                                               
2 See “Kongzi Xian Ju” in Book of Rites, “Lun Li” in “Kongzi Jiayu,” and the article “Min Zhi 
Fu Mu” 民之父母 in Shanghai Bowuguancang Zhanguo Chu Zhushu 上海博物馆藏战国竹书.  
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Ganmu and Tian Zifang with courtesy many times. Because Wei Wenhou was 
courteous to the wise and condescending to scholars, this brought harmony and 
peace to the kingdom of Wei, thereby making the kingdom Qin abandon its 
covetousness. “The monarch of Wei can receive the sages with courtesy, all the 
countrymen said he was humane. The kingdom was in harmony, therefore it 
cannot be coveted” (“Wei Shijia” in Shi Ji). Among all the rulers during the 
Warring States period, Wei Wenhou was the first one to make reforms and have 
great success. Wei Kingdom changed from a small weak kingdom beaten 
everywhere into a powerful nation—kingdom Han and kingdom Zhao had to “go 
to Wei as the tributary” (“Wei Ce” in Zhanguo Ce). Although Zixia was not an 
official directly, he could influence political matters, and was called “the Xihe 
School with direct connection with the real politics” (Yao 1981, p. 343). Scholars 
note that, “This school paid more attention to the cooperation with the rulers, and 
different from the school of Zisi and Mencius’ spirit to protest and criticize” (Jiang 
2003, p. 170). In the article “Duke Lumu asked Zisi,” Zisi proposed that “one 
who constantly says his monarch is in error can be called a loyal minister” 
(Guodian 1998, p. 141), which shows Zisi’s dauntless spirit. Judging from the 
inherited pedigree, the school of Zisi and Mencius was passed down from Zengzi. 
Their dauntless spirit originated in what Zengzi had emphasized about 
“cultivating oneself,” and they refused to stoop.  

Compared with Zixia, Zengzi showed indifference to external achievements. 
Although he also proposed “to govern a state by filial piety,” generally he was 
less involved in politics. His achievements were not outstanding and he practiced 
little. Zengzi’s once being an official was recorded in the Hamshi Waizhuan 韩诗

外传 (Unofficial Biograph of the Book of Odes by Han Ying).3 Volume one 
records that when Zengzi’s parents were living, in order to support his parents 
Zengzi went to kingdom Ju to be a low-ranked official with the salary of “three 
caldrons of grain.” Zengzi kept a teacher-and-friend relationship with Jishi who 
was in power in the kingdom of Lu, but actually he had little influence on the 
kingdom’s politics. He paid more attention to perfecting moral personality, and 
advocated training people to be kind through moral introspection, as opposed to 
Zixia’s Xihe School which cultivated obedient people. These differences in the 
aims of education reflect their different political ideas. Zengzi founded Zhusi 
School and many disciples followed him too. Among these disciples, Zisi and 
Zeng Shen were well-known. Although they also talked about politics and 
participated in the political activities of Lu, they did not take senior positions and 
could not make great achievements. “By contrast, Zhusi School would be more 
                                                               
3 “Yuyan·Zapian” of Zhuangzi recorded that “Zengzi was the official again and his mood 
changed much.” Perhaps Zengzi had been official for the second time, but it cannot be 
researched textually. 
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overshadowed. Zhusi School paid much more attention to cultivating one’s mind 
and improving one’s character, stressed the spirit of “self-reflection” and 
searching inwardly. This school was not moved by the reform wave, but rather 
focused on personal self-perfection, and eventually made little contribution in 
politics” (Wang 1998, p. 170). The common features of Zengzi, Zisi and Mencius 
are that they all focused on personal standards and family-centered personal 
cultivation. This philosophical idea runs through Zengzi’s “cultivation of one’s 
inner heart,” and Zisi’s and Mencius’ wu xing 五行 (five elements) theory. As 
the old saying goes, “There are three immortalities of human life.” To be specific, 
“The most important for a man is to cultivate one’s virtue, secondly is to make 
great contributions, and thirdly is to achieve glory by writing.” In this sense, 
Zengzi focused on moral cultivation while Zixia laid particular emphasis on 
making external contributions.  

5  The Different Understandings to Filial Piety 

Zengzi was famous for his filial piety in serving his parents, and was regarded as 
the example of the utmost filiality. “When Zengzi supported and waited upon his 
father, Zeng Xi, he would prepare wine and meat every meal. When he went to 
withdraw his father’s bowl and chopsticks, he would ask for instructions to 
whom should the leftover be given. If his father asked him whether there was 
some to spare, he would answer ‘yes’” (“Li Lou” in Mencius). Zengzi developed 
a school of his own through his utmost filial behavior, and his filial piety to his 
father was recorded in many historical books. Zengzi kept a kind of religious 
mentality towards filial piety, and established a filial piety-centered theoretical 
framework, including all sorts of specific virtues. “Zengzi Daxiao” (“The Great 
Filial Zengzi”) chapter in Book of Rites reads: “It is unfilial for a person when he 
is not grave at home, not loyal in serving his monarch, not respectful in front of 
the officials, not honest in making friends, and not brave in the battle.” He 
thought that living at home gravely, serving one’s monarch with loyalty, facing 
one’s official with respect, making friends with honesty, and going to war 
bravely were all the practice of filial piety, and he kept filial piety running though 
his daily life. Zengzi’s thought was rooted in filial piety, and he took filial piety 
as the key point in cultivating himself. He realized such moral virtues as 
benevolence, righteousness, propriety, loyalty, and honesty, etc. by practicing 
filial piety. Shi Ji thought that Zengzi wrote Xiao Jing 孝经 (The Classic of 
Filial Piety), claiming, “Confucius thought Zengzi could fully understand filial 
piety, therefore he taught Zengzi knowledge, and Zengzi composed Xiao Jing” 
(“Zhongni Dizi Liezhuan” in Shi Ji). But Han Shu says it was Confucius who 
wrote Xiao Jing. “Yiwen Zhi” chapter in Han Shu reads, “Xiao Jing was the book 
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Confucius used to teach Zengzi filial duty.” Although there is doubt about the 
author of Xiao Jing, no one has ever denied the fact that Zengzi played a crucial 
role in writing the classics. Zengzi even raised filial piety to its highest point, 
“Filial piety is the standard to regulate the affairs of the world. If we put it into the 
world, it can fill the world to the full; if we put it into the four seas, it is valid there; 
There is no difference between the day and the night in practicing it. Namely, filial 
piety is universally applicable (“Zengzi Daxiao” in Book of Rites by the Elder Dai). 
Zengzi took filial piety as something most important which was applicable 
universally, so Zengzi’s thought is a kind of filial piety-centered philosophy.  

Zengzi stressed the practice of filial piety, and his theoretical foothold lay in 
the parent-child relationship at home. Zixia was different from Zengzi, although 
Zixia also advocated filial piety. It is recorded that “Zixia asked Confucius about 
filial piety” (“Wei Zheng” in The Analects), but filial piety in Zixia’s thought 
system did not occupy an important position, and Zixia did not make any special 
developments in the theory of the filial piety.  

The sadness from the death of his son made Zixia lose his eyesight. Zengzi 
made a special trip to see Zixia which showed that they two had a good personal 
friendship. However, Zengzi’s blaming Zixia reflected their different viewpoints.  

 
Zixia’s son died, the sadness made him lose his eyesight. Zengzi went to 
console Zixia and said, “I have heard that one should cry for his friend’s 
losing eyesight.” Zengzi cried. Zixia also cried, “It is the mandate of heaven, 
it is not my fault!” Zengzi became angry and said, “Shang, how can you say it 
is not your fault? You and me learned from Confucius between Zhu 洙 river 
and Si 泗 river. But you retired back to Xihe which makes people here 
suspect that you are Confucius, it is your first fault; You had no special deeds 
spreading in the community when your parents died, it is your second fault; 
you lost your eyesight for losing your son, it is your third fault. How can you 
say that you are innocent! (“Tan Gong” in Book of Rites) 
 

Zengzi thought that one of Zixia’s faults was Zixia’s loud reputation in Wei 
which made people living in Xihe mistake him for Confucius. In this accusation, 
Zengzi’s criticism sounds a little irrational. San Jin area could not match the 
kingdom of Lu, because the latter was rich in cultural heritage. Furthermore, the 
patriarchal clan system and music culture had a comparatively small impact in 
San Jin area. Although Confucius had traveled around various nations, he never 
went to Wei in San Jin area, so people there knew little about Confucius. Zixia 
was the teacher of Wei Wenhou (Duke of kingdom Wei), and his disciple Li Kui 
was the prime minister of Wei Wenhou, so we can imagine Zixia’s great 
influence on kingdom Wei. And it is a sensible thing that people in Wei took him 
for Confucius. The second accusation is that Zixia had done no special deeds for 
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the community when his parents died. In fact, when Zixia parents died, he was 
still following Confucius as disciple and was not a well-known figure in Wei. It 
is a normal phenomenon that people did not know he was in mourning. Zengzi 
blamed Zixia’s blindness for his sadness caused by the death of his son. Here, 
Zengzi thought Zixia should not become blind just for the death of his son. In 
comparison, Zixia appeared sadder in facing the death of his son than his parents’ 
death, which is unfilial behavior in Zengzi eyes. Zixia talked little about filial 
piety, and he just followed the traditional filial piety. Thus he was different from 
Zengzi on this point, since the latter greatly emphasized filial piety and raised it 
to the highest degree.  

6  The Same in Dao and Different in Methods 

As value orientations diversified in the turning point between the Spring and 
Autumn period and the Warring States period, Xihe School emphasized learning 
and passing on the Confucian classics. In contrast, Zengzi School emphasized 
honoring morality. These two schools had an interdependent relationship, namely, 
they were seeking the same Way but their methods were different. The two 
schools each had their own advantages and disadvantages. The study of propriety 
put too much emphasis on external etiquette, which gradually slanted toward 
“law.” Some regard Zixia as the representative of fajia 法家 (legalism), because 
some disciples of Zixia were famous figures who advocated political reform, and 
their political thoughts had similarities with legalism. Qian Mu thought that it 
was Zixia who founded the legalism school:  

 
Confucius stressed the rectification of names and the returning to propriety to 
restrain the nobleman of the day. But he was not understood, and the 
successors later had to give up propriety and turn to law when they talked 
about government. Of course, it is an irresistible trend. What’s more, the real 
intention of propriety and law was to correct the aristocrat’s extravagant 
lifestyle and arrogation. Li Ke (Li Kui) and Wu Qi studied from Zixia and 
Zeng Xi in person, so it is clear that how the legalism come into being (Qian 
2002, p. 222).  

 
Guo Moruo further affirmed: “The legalism in prophase, in my view, was 
originated from Zixia. Xihe School is the school which focused on the propriety 
system in Confucianism. The propriety system and the legal system are only 
two different nouns with the same content with the era evolution” (Guo 1996, 
pp. 354–358). Objectively speaking, there is no data to prove that Zixia himself 
stressed legalism. But in fact, emphasizing propriety too much will turn one’s 
attention to the laws. Just as Xunzi is considered as a legalist, it is for the same 
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reason that Zixia is regarded as a founder of legalism, because many of their 
disciples over-emphasized legalism. Zixia put too much emphasis on propriety, 
but when it came to his disciples’ time, the constraining force of propriety 
became further weakened, so they favored the laws. Zixia’s disciples wrote about 
both Confucianism and legalism. Li Kui’s writings are assigned to the category 
of Confucianism, and also to the category of legalism in the chapter “Yiwen Zhi” 
of Han Shu. “It was said that Han Fei and Li Si had learned from Xunzi, both of 
them were Xunzi’s disciples. But Han Fei and Li Si are the representative figures 
of legalism, just like Li Kui and Wu Qi, the disciples of Zixia, were also the 
legalist characters. This shows that if the Confucian stressed too much on the 
propriety and the governance role of propriety, it’s easy for them to turn to 
legalism. Because propriety and the law conform to each other” (Yu 2004, p. 185). 
As for the relationship between Confucianism and Legalism, Qian Mu said:  
 

When Zichan casted the criminal law book, Shuxiang ridiculed him. When 
kingdom Jin casted its criminal law books in the quadripod, Confucius blamed 
him. Even kingdom Zheng killed Deng Xi, but had to use his criminal law 
books written on bamboo slips. The use of the criminal law became more 
urgent. When it was the time of Duke Weiwen, Li Ke wrote the Classics of 
law, Wu Qi asked someone to damage the ornamental columns and move the 
shaft to establish the prestige of the law. So people all thought that 
Confucianism was against the establishment of written law. Probably when 
the propriety system is destroyed, the legal system will replace it, which is one 
phenomenon of the changed world. (Qian 2002, p. 168) 
 

Propriety is in conformity with the law. When the propriety system is on the 
decline, the laws and orders of the nation will flourish. The propriety system and 
the legal system are two effective means to administer state affairs well and 
ensure national security. Thus, it is not groundless talk for the later generations to 
regard Zixia as having legalist characteristics.  

Zengzi himself stressed the learning of Confucian classics in speaking of 
“learning extensively,” and thought that the significance of these classic books 
lay in their significance for moral judgment, namely to “reward the good and 
punish the evil.” However, Zengzi put too much emphasis on one’s morality, 
which gradually led to another unfortunate condition, i.e., later generations were 
more inclined to moral practice and neglected learning. And in fact, there was an 
atmosphere of empty talk among the Confucians in late Song, which further 
developed into the situation that “people laid aside their books and talked 
groundless.” In late Ming and early Qing, in order to get rid of this kind of 
atmosphere, the Han School of Classical Philology (Sinology) arose. The 
academic circles advocated learning the Confucian classics to elucidate their 
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valuable concepts through traditional literature, and to avoid empty talk about 
ethics. The pure emphasis on “virtue” by Zengzi school would fall into emptiness 
in moral cultivation, becoming empty sermons on humanity and righteousness, 
and would descend into pan-moralism. The phenomenon of the “hypocrite” and 
the “false Neo-Confucianism” appearing in history are closely related to the 
excessive attention to virtue.  

Zixia and Zengzi were good friends. Though there were differences in their 
thinking, the difference could not rise to a tit-for-tat conflict. Their thoughts 
generally are interpenetrated and complementary with different emphases. When 
Zixia spoke to Wei Wenhou about music, he referred to “cultivating oneself and 
keeping the family harmoniously, and then constructing a just nation.” Zixia’s 
language and the verse in Daxue 大学 (The Great Learning), “cultivating oneself, 
keeping the family harmoniously, administering the nation, and constructing a 
world with justice,” are similar expressions. If we take The Great Learning as the 
work of Zengzi or one of Zengzi’s disciples, they really happened to hold the 
same view, which also shows that Zixia and Zengzi were consistent in thought. 
Zixia’s learning and Zengzi’s learning are interdependent, morality will not exist 
without Confucian classics as the foundation, and Confucian classics will 
inevitably take pursuit of the virtue as their purpose. Both can reach the same 
goal by different routes, and finally achieve the perfect moral personality 
advocated by Confucius. “Xihe School and Zengzi School were from the same 
fountainhead, but they flowed in different direction. Zixia focused on governing 
the country giving the common people security and peace, while Zengzi stressed 
on self-cultivation, so their thoughts are supplementary and interdependent” (Yu 
2004, p. 321). Both of them belong to the kind of person who “set his will on the 
Way, have a firm grasp on virtue, rely on humanity, and find recreation in the 
arts” (“Shu Er” in The Analects). They both set their wills on the Way (they took 
the pursuit of Dao as their aspiration), valued virtue and benevolence, and also 
emphasized knowledge learning of the six classics. Though they were different in 
the specific details, actually they were both great Confucians. Confucianism of 
Zixia and Confucianism of Zengzi were different essentially in their learning 
approaches. From the perspective of Confucian orthodoxy, they were the same in 
Dao and different in methods. Just as Huang Baijia’s commentary says on the 
difference between Zhu Xi and Lu Jiuyuan:  

 
Lu Jiuyuan insisted that one should honor morality, and said, “If we first build 
up the nobler part of our nature, then we can complete the moral cultivation 
by self-reflection, just as hundreds of rivers gathering in the sea at last.” Zhu 
Xi advocated that one could reach Dao by seeking knowledge, he said: “After 
grasping all the principles of everything, my knowledge will increase naturally, 
and the puzzles will be gone.” The two great Confucians were different in 
teaching approaches. But just like entering the house, there are two doors, the 
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east door and the west door, for people’s coming in. Once you entered into the 
room, there would be no difference, no matter you entered from the east door 
or the west door. (Huang 1986, p. 1888) 
 

What Huang Baijia said that about two doors showed a great academic difference 
between Zhu Xi and Lu Jiuyuan. Although they entered from different entrances, 
they both could ultimately “enter into the central room and the inner chamber.” 
This is really in accordance with the proposition that “they are the same in Dao 
and different in methods.” Therefore it is appropriate to use Huang Baijia’s 
analogy to represent the difference between Zixia and Zengzi, because they were 
pursuing the same goal by different routes indeed. 
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