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Abstract  The Confucian understanding of emotions and their ethical 
importance confirms and exemplifies the contemporary Western renewed 
understanding of the nature of emotions. By virtue of a systematic conceptual 
analysis of Confucian ethics, one can see that, according to Confucians, the 
ethical significance of emotions, lies in that an ethical life is also emotional and 
virtues are inclinational. And a further exploration shows that the reason for the 
ethical significance is both that emotions are heavenly-endowed and that there 
exists a union of emotions and reason in Confucian ethics. This will constitute a 
challenge to the so-called mainstream ethical theories which have been popularly 
engaged in seeking justifications for abstract moral rules. 
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摘要 儒家伦理学对情感的理解，印证了当代西方伦理学对情感的性质及其伦理重

要性的某些理解。对儒家伦理进行系统的概念分析可见，情感的伦理重要性不仅表

现在伦理生活就是情感丰富的生活，而且儒家品德本身就是内在倾向性的；进一步

的探索还表明，儒家伦理对情感重要性的强调源于情感的天赋性及情感与理性的联

合。这可能会对一向着重论证抽象伦理原则的主流伦理理论形成一种挑战。 
 
关键词 儒家伦理，情感，理性，内在倾向性的，认知的 

1 Introduction 

The proper answer to the question of what the ethical significance of emotions 
depends on how to interpret the nature of emotions to a great extent. In 
traditional Western thought, a dichotomy between reason and emotions can often 
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be identified, which has a great bearing on the role emotion plays in an ethical 
theory. Contemporary Western ethics, however, has reached a somewhat renewed 
understanding of the nature of emotions which reminds us of some of the 
characteristics of emotions such as cognition and judgment, which are 
traditionally attributed to reason (Solomon 1988, Calhoun 1984, Oakley 1992, 
and Bockover 1995). 

Although it is not clear whether this renewed understanding of emotions can 
take place of the traditional one, it is uncontroversial that the former is more 
capable of making sense of our ethical experience and better fits the concept of 
practical reason in virtue ethics. Theoretically speaking, if emotions are 
constructive, it will necessarily contribute to practical reasoning. Moreover, if 
emotions are at the center of an ethical theory, then they will no longer be 
waiting to be controlled by reason. Instead, they themselves deserve much a 
special emphasis. In a word, the renewed understanding of emotions will 
necessarily expand and deepen our understanding of ethical life and help grasp 
the spirit of ethical life. Interestingly, it seems that we can figure out some 
obvious exemplifications of the renewed understanding of emotions in Confucian 
ethics. It is against this background that I began to explore the way Confucian 
ethics1 sees the significance of emotions in its conceptual framework.  

2 The moral significance of emotions in Confucian ethics 

We can illustrate by an example the role emotions play in moral reasoning. 
Suppose that a person A is experiencing suffering. The suffering is so savage that 
A does not believe it is bearable any more. In order to survive, she needs to share 
her experience with her friend B by telling B the whole story regardless of the 
risk of losing her privacy. It needs to be noted that at that moment, A conceives 
the sharing as the only possible way to survive. What will be the possible 
reaction and practical reasoning of B who is required to share all of A’s sad 
stories? One possibility is that B simply refuses to share in it on the ground that if 
A commits suicide someday, B will feel guilty and responsible. Generally 
speaking, suppose that A and B are fully rational in the sense that they all are 
aware of their decision and its consequence. They would all hesitate to say that 
the reluctance to help friends when they are in difficulties is morally justified. 
Then what will be the justification for sharing, if any? It may be that, if B is 
rational, she should reason from consideration of universal moral rules, following 
Kant. That is, she should consider how a rational being would react and what 

                                                   
1 I confined my discussion of Confucian ethics in this paper to early Confucians, especially 
Confucius and Mencius. 
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universal moral rule would govern such a situation. It is noteworthy that the fact 
that A is B’s friend is not very relevant in this stage of B’s reasoning. By such a 
procedure, B must conclude that only a moral rule that could justify the choice of 
sharing A’s stories and thereby help A is the appropriate one to adopt. A moral 
rule refusing to help friends in difficulties would hardly be an imperative 
category as we could not imagine the situation other way around.  

Therefore, even if B is not willing to risk and to sacrifice her own interest, 
such as giving up her time and finding a way to stay with A to share A’s story, she 
has no choice. For B to refuse sharing A’s stories would not be justifiable since it 
would violate the universality of a moral law. Eventually, from the reverence for 
the universal law, B decides to share A’s story and in this case the moral value of 
B’s action is derived from her sincere reverence for the universal moral law. If it 
happens that B really enjoys helping A and is willing to do so at the outset, it 
makes no difference to the fact that only the reverence for moral law counts as 
having genuine moral value.  

It may also be the case, however, that B, with the sensitivity and compassion a 
virtuous person has towards others’, not to say a friend’s, sufferings, is disposed 
to share A’s story habitually and spontaneously without following a procedure for 
practical reasoning. In this case, B’s helping action is not derived from the 
balance she strikes between sharing A’s story and her own compassion. It may 
even be the case that the possible disadvantages to B never crosses B’s mind, 
especially if B, as the friend of A, has already taken A as part of her own life.  

This latter mode of reasoning is like the one in virtue ethics. In other words, 
what virtue ethics emphasizes is to nurture a habitual reaction pattern (or 
character, disposition), rather than to cultivate an abstract logical reasoning. With 
reference to the importance of emotions, we can see how its reasoning mode is 
distinguishable from the Kantian one. Whereas for the latter the motivation from 
emotions such as compassion and sensitivity does not have the same value as that 
of reverence for moral laws, for the former what counts as genuinely valuable is 
just that kind of emotion which both motivates and accompanies moral action. In 
an ethics of virtue, it is not any reason which exists independently, but emotions 
and dispositions, that are decisive in moral behavior and its moral value. The 
specific case concerned here, moreover, shows that sensitivity and certain 
emotional concerns do have the capacity to enable B to have a broader view of 
the situation and to open her mind to let A’s situation which apparently requires 
help from B’s world enter into her sight. More exactly, for a virtuous person, it 
would be the case that B’s genuine interest and conception of the good life lies in 
taking A’s interest as one of the essential constituents.  

According to Confucians, it is B’s sensitivity and spontaneous reaction in the 
above case that enables B to have an appropriate judgment and appraisal of A’s 
situation. The moral action or the relevant reaction of B towards A is not taken 
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from an indifferent reverence for moral principles. It is rather that, on the one 
hand, without the emotional affection, the action taken by B may not count as 
genuinely valuable; on the other hand, it is the emotional affection or sensitivity 
that has the direct motivational power in B’s practical reasoning. Furthermore, 
even if B’s emotional affection does not motivate B to do anything specifically to 
A but only makes B feel sorry for A and thus involved in A’s situation 
emotionally, it does not follow that the emotions are morally worthless. Such 
simple emotional rather than actual involvement and commitment by moral 
conduct is still valuable. Now, we turn to see in details how the importance of 
emotions in Confucian ethics will be. 

2.1 An ethical life is emotional 

To see the moral significance of emotions in Confucian ethics is, in part, to see 
how ethical life is an emotionally full life. Both Confucius and Mencius are often 
described as persons full of emotions because they express their ethical 
aspirations by way of emotions such as sorrow and joy and they exemplify their 
ethical ideals through specific emotions rather than logical reasoning (Analects, 
Book 7: 9–10). To the extent that they live their lives through the manifestation 
of emotions, it is justifiable to say that they are ethical agents rather than simply 
moral philosophers. The Analects, therefore, is not merely a recording of the 
things Confucius does but the emotions Confucius manifests. We are told that 
Confucius and his disciples experience many kinds of emotions such as worry, 
anger, love, grief, hate, joy and so on.2 Without the manifestation of emotions, 
the picture of the Confucian ethical aspirations will not be so vivid to us. 

In other words, Confucius’ ethics is not pursued in terms of a cognitive grasp 
of ethical knowledge. The knowledge of rightness, is not obtained by operating 
certain purely intellectual or cognitive functions but rather essentially by 
involving emotional reactions. Confucius’ advocacy of learning, for example, is 
expressed not by a cognitive identification of moral rules but by his appreciation 
and admiration of his most favorite disciple, Yan Hui 颜回. Similarly, Mencius’ 
emphasis on filial love is conveyed by his unconditional acceptance of the 
ancient sage Shun’s 舜 emotional response towards his parents and brothers. 
Mencius’ disputing of the moral doctrines of Yang Zhu 杨朱 and Mo Di 墨翟 is 
most easily identified in his emotional response to them.3 This explains why 

                                                   
2 For example, Confucius describes himself as “always joyful that even unaware of the coming 
of old and feeble age” (Analects, Book 7: 9-10). English translations of Analects and Mencius 
in this article are largely mine, based on Yang, Bojun (1997a, 1997b). 
3 See for example, Mencius 3B9 where Mencius relegates them to animals because of the 
denial of human relationships as a result of their doctrines. 



WANG Yunping 356 

Mencius is so concerned with the spontaneous emotional responses to certain 
situations such as others’ sufferings in one’s heart.  

Given that emotions are an indispensable constituent of life, a re-evaluation of 
the connection between action and emotions is necessary. The Confucian position 
is that actions, should they be ethical, cannot be done and evaluated separately 
from emotional responses; moreover, without referring to actions, emotions are 
also appreciable by themselves. To the former, Confucius may say that it is not 
the conformance to li 礼 (rites) or the reverence for li in the Kantian sense that 
enables the practice of li to be counted as genuinely ethical. According to 
Confucius, if a man has no ren 仁 (benevolence), which can be taken primarily 
as emotional affection, he/she will have nothing to do with li (Analects, Book 
3:3). For example, an appropriate countenance should be shown in an act to 
make it truly filial, without which we can hardly distinguish a man’s support of 
his parents from a dog or a horse’s support of its parents (Analects, Book 2: 7–8). 
In a similar spirit, Mencius talks about the significance of emotional attachment 
to actions. In Mencius 3A7, for example, Mencius says that the gentleman should 
not be constrained by the false and empty presentation of li.  

With regard to emotions taken seriously for their own good without necessary 
reference to actions, Confucians hold that it must be the case that the significance 
of emotions does not exclusively rely on their practical implications. This latter 
case can be confirmed especially by the Confucian point that emotions are 
important not only in the sense that they are motivationally indispensable (i.e. 
they can, if strong enough, motivate the agent to take moral actions) but also in 
the sense that emotions can be important in themselves even without necessarily 
motivating any moral actions. For instance, Confucius’ anger with the Three 
Families’ violation of li may motivate him to take some acts (Analects, Book 
3:1–2). However, his discontent with his disciple Zai Yu 宰予, who does not 
show any eagerness for learning, as well as his anxiety about the situation that 
people seriously lack the passions for cultivating the virtues, all confirm that 
Confucius’ concerns are not just with the motivational significance of emotions. 
In other words, rather than for the reason that emotions empower us to act 
morally, emotions are intrinsically significant in themselves. According to 
Mencius, the thing that counts as really significant and ethically valuable is not 
simply to nourish one’s parents when they are alive but to treat them 
appropriately, e.g. mourning, when they are dead (Mencius 4B13). Here, 
Mencius emphasizes the importance of the very emotion which is 
non-motivational but deserves special appraisal intrinsically. 

As an ethical life is also an emotionally full life, a deficiency of emotions 
often means to Confucians a deficiency of character and wanting of virtues. For 
example, in explaining the virtue of xiao 孝 (filial love), Confucius appeals 
solely to emotions. When Zai Wo 宰我 has some doubt about the li of the three 
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years’ mourning of parents’ death, Confucius does not refer to any formal 
principle to remove that doubt (Analects 17:21). Instead, Confucius wants to 
confirm whether Zai Wo has the very primitive emotional uneasiness when he is 
within the period of three years’ mourning. According to Confucius, instead of 
anything wrong with his logical reasoning, Zai Wo’s doubt results directly from 
his falling short both in the appreciation of his parents’ affection towards him and 
in his own emotional affection towards his parents. This example may explain in 
part why in the Analects and in Confucian ethics broadly taken the vocabulary of 
moral principle is not obviously stressed.  

Therefore, according to Confucians, a problem with ethical life is to a great 
extent a problem with emotions. As one is responsible for the acts he/she does, 
one is also responsible for the emotions one has, especially in the sense that one 
is responsible for lacking certain emotions. The insensitivity and the lacking of 
the passions for the good as such are already a sign of deficiency in character and 
ethical life. Confucians show that emotions are so essentially relevant to an 
ethical life that they are the defining features of a good life; to have an ethically 
good life often means to have developed emotions and in that sense the idea of 
the personality is well-grounded. Referring to the example of Zai Wo quoted 
above, Confucius would advise Zai Wo to understand that his problem is the 
result of the deficiency of his emotional affections and thus to cultivate those 
affections. When Confucius says, “The junzi 君子 (gentleman) has a broad and 
easy heart, while the xiaoren 小人 (small man) is always full of anxiety” 
(Analects, Book 7:37), he refers to the emotional standing of a junzi and urges 
the cultivation of those emotions which can manifest the junzi’s perfection and 
pureness. According to Mencius, if we acknowledge that we have primitive 
pre-determined sources, i.e. the emotional responses in the renxing 人性 (human 
nature) pointing to the good, then it is no longer difficult to attain the good life. 
To have a good life, therefore, is to nurture the spontaneous emotional responses 
and then extend it unlimitedly.  

If we try to relate the current discussion to Kant, we will see that the Kantian 
devaluation of emotions in practical reasoning may be accounted for by the fact 
that in Kantian ethics morality is not understood in terms of the pursuit of the 
good life. An interesting contrast in Confucian ethics is that without considering 
the importance of emotions, we are bound to leave something significant out. So 
the emotion of le 乐 (joy), for example, is strongly stressed in the Confucian 
ethical theory in that the most profound joy in Confucians can only be derived 
from an emotional involvement in and commitment to the good. Only with the 
emotional involvement in and commitment to the good can the good life be both 
possible and ethical. Moreover, the gentleman’s independence and 
self-sufficiency is also derived from his profoundly emotional attachment to the 
good, which is often manifested as joy (Mencius 7A9–10). 
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2.2 Virtues are inclinational 

Another way to see the moral significance of the emotions is to see that, as the 
constituents of the good life, the virtues in Confucian ethics are inclinational in 
the sense that they do not necessarily involve self-control. Confucius often refers 
to people’s inclination to ren, as that to beauty and says that the strength to ren 
would not be problematic should a man have a loving inclination towards ren 
(Analects, Book 9:18 and Book 4:6). This means that in the Confucian 
conceptual framework virtues are not the result of the victory of fighting when 
confronting opposing passions but the expression and extension of inner 
inclinations, that is, inner emotional affections.  

The Confucian xiao 孝 (filial love), for example, has its origin typically in 
man’s inner inclination. Mencius accounts for the virtue of xiao from an 
inclination in the human heart. The burial of parents constitutes one of the most 
important parts of filial love. However, the ethical justification for the burial does 
not lie in an appraisal of others or the beauty of appearance, nor does it lie in 
accordance with certain given conventions. Instead, it is ethically justified only 
in the sense that it carries out an inner inclination without the fulfilling of which 
no pleasure or easiness of heart will come. Mencius comments on the fact that 
the filial son cannot bear to see his parents’ body being devoured by foxes and 
wild-cats and bitten by flies and gnats and sweats. “The sweating is not to 
impress others but actually the manifestation of their innermost regretting” 
(Mencius 3A5). It well indicates that the virtue of xiao is the manifestation of a 
natural inclination. The filial son’s will and action flows from his deepest 
primitive inclinations. When the inclination is violated, strong uneasiness will be 
experienced (Mencius 4A27). Therefore, “When his parents are concerned, a 
gentleman would not for all the world scant on expenditure” (Mencius 2B7). 

The loving action and will towards parents and brothers, according to Mencius, 
originates in the most primitive inclination. It is a love without any distinction 
between self-interest and other’s interests: “when Xiang 象 was depressed, he 
(Shun) was also depressed; when Xiang was happy, he (Shun) was also happy” 
(Mencius 5A2). A natural extension of the virtue of filial love will be so fruitful 
that according to Mencius, “Peace will prevail under Heaven so long as everyone 
loves his parents and esteems his elders” (Mencius 4A11). The assumption for 
Mencius to say that all men are capable of becoming a Yao 尧 and a Shun is that 
the way of Yao and Shun is simply to be a good son and good younger brother 
(Mencius 6B2). Mencius’ statement that “The virtuous person is one who keeps 
his child-like innocent heart (chizi zhi xin, 赤子之心)” (Mencius 4B12). The 
so-called child’s heart in turn is certainly constituted by loving parents and 
esteeming brothers which every child can experience (Mencius 7A15). Therefore, 



Confucian ethics and emotions  359 

to nourish the most primitive inclinations is the way to develop virtues. When ren 
仁 (benevolence) and yi 义 (righteousness) are carried out in loving our parents 
and respecting elders, Mencius says, le 乐 (joy) arises and cannot stop. 

The fact that virtues are inclinational entails that Confucians emphasize the 
importance of emotions in virtues and therefore in ethical life. That the latter is 
derived from the former can be confirmed by the fact that characterizing virtues 
as inclinational is also to characterize virtues in terms of emotions. In the most 
primitive virtue such as filial piety we see that it is emotion rather than any sense 
of detached reason that counts as valuable.  

In a word, according to Confucians, if we identify anything emotionally and 
inclinationally compelling, then it immediately follows that that thing is 
important, without needing to appeal to any further justification. Understood in 
this sense, ethics is rather a matter of emotions rather than of reason, especially 
when Mencius ascribes emotions to renxing 人性 (the nature of human) and 
further to tian 天 (heaven). To the last point, I now turn.  

3 The Heavenly-endowed nature of emotions 

If the above section shows the moral significance of emotions in Confucian 
ethics, then the full account of that significance is impossible without a further 
understanding the reason for that significance. To grasp the distinctive Confucian 
view of emotions, I argue, reference to and a deeper analysis of the nature of 
emotions in Confucian context is necessary.  

3.1 The cognitive dimension of emotions 

Contemporary Western theories of emotion understand emotions as intentional 
with an objective dimension, i.e. the dimension of judgment. This understanding 
of emotions often appeals to Aristotle’s ethics. Aristotle writes, for example, 

 
Fear of some bad things, e.g. bad reputation, is actually right and fine, and 
lack of fear is disgraceful; for if someone fears bad reputation, he is decent 
and properly prone to shame, and if he has no fear of it, he has no feeling of 
disgrace (Aristotle 1985, 1115a11–14). 

 
The Confucian appropriation of emotions is expressed by virtue of showing 

under what situations and for what reasons a gentleman will be joyful, angry, 
sorrowful, anxious and so on. For example, Confucius says “Junzi 君子 (The 
gentleman) is anxious about not obtaining Dao 道 (the way); he is not anxious 
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about not obtaining wealth” (Analects, Book 15:32). Through the manifestations 
of a gentleman’s emotions in different contexts we see both how the emotions are 
intentional and fully rational and how purely subjective feelings are excluded 
from the emotions of a gentleman.  

Confucius’ you 忧 (worry) occurs in, for example, the following context: “not 
to cultivate de 德 (virtues); not to reflect on what one has learned; not being 
able to move towards the righteousness one is told of; and not being able to 
correct what is deficient in one’s character” (Analects 7:3). In Aristotle’s 
terminology, this worry actually shows Confucius’ concern with and commitment 
to the good. Accordingly, le 乐  (joy), as an emotional expression, is not 
subjective as if it only refers to a certain personal feeling. To the contrary, when 
joy is manifested in cases where other people may feel discouraged and 
distressed, joy is no longer simply a subjective feeling without ethical 
implications but rather a superior ethical attainment. Yan Hui’s joy indicates the 
moral depth of his character. Therefore, to Confucius, joy as a natural 
manifestation of inner inclination counts as the moral significance of an action or 
a character. And what makes joy so morally significant is that that joy already 
has a rational judgment built-in. Yan Hui’s joy not only entails that he loves and 
enjoys the life of learning Confucian goodness, but that he recognizes the 
importance and value of his learning as well. With such a rational recognition 
and judgment joined together with appreciation, nothing can deprive Yan Hui of 
the joy of learning.  

Therefore, there is a certain value system presupposed in Yan’s joy, that is, the 
superiority of the ethical ideal. In other words, joy, as seemingly a subjective 
feeling is actually a value-laden concept derived from the recognition of the good. 
It is the attachment to the good that makes Zi Lu 子路, who is a disciple of 
Confucius, rejoice when anyone tells him that he has a fault, and makes Shun 
have a great delight in what is good. Shun thus “does not draw a sharp distinction 
between himself and others with regard to the good. He will quickly abandon his 
own opinion to accept others’ good and enjoy adapting other’s goodness in order 
to practice what is good” (Mencius 2A8). 

The emotion you also has a built-in value judgment in Mencius. For example, 
nothing other than the pleasure of his parents alone can relieve Shun of you 
(Mencius 5A1). Here, other than the dimensions of desire and affection, the 
emotion of you has an implicit cognitive dimension: it is derived from an implicit 
underlying understanding that a commitment to one’s parents constitutes a 
significant part of one’s identity as a moral person. In other cases Mencius 
mentions that the gentleman will have perennial worry but no huan 患 
(unexpected vexations) since “he has only such a kind of anxiety: Shun was a 
man; I am also a man. Shun was an example of all men, yet I am no more than an 
ordinary man” (Mencius 4B28). Here the emotion worry does not mean any 
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purely sensational subjective and unintentional feeling. Worry is rather a worry 
about one’s moral status. While worry as such may not necessarily bring about 
the improvement of one’s moral situation, it is true that without the worry, i.e. 
when one feels easy with being a morally ordinary man, no possibility of 
improving one’s moral situation will be available. Immediately after the above 
passage, Mencius says, “If one worries about it, then what should one do? One 
should try to become like Shun. That is all” (Ibid.). It follows that worry has a 
reflective function which will urge people to improve their own moral conditions. 
The emotion of worry therefore is practical in the sense both that it is a judgment 
of the agent’s situation and that it carries the capacity of making effort to 
improve the situation. Thus, we can understand better the importance of the 
emotion of anger in King Wen 文王 who, with that emotion, brings peace to the 
people of the Empire (Mencius 1B3). The anger of King Wu 武王 is also 
intentional and thus enables him to bring peace to the people.  

Confucius has a famous saying, “(to every sort of knowledge or cause) the one 
who hao zhi 好之 (is fond of it) is better than the one who zhi zhi 知之 (merely 
knows it), and the one who le zhi 

乐之 (enjoys it) is better than merely to be 
fond of it” (Analects 6:20). The ethical implication of joy is rather apparent here. 
In terms of contemporary theories of emotions, Confucius actually has two things 
to say here, one of which is that emotions have much more practical implication 
and value than epistemological knowledge. Emotions entail epistemological 
knowledge but are higher than it. Put in another way, taking enjoyment from 
something must entail knowledge about that thing, whereas knowledge about 
something does not necessarily entail experiencing any joy in connection with 
that thing. In this sense Confucius takes joy in something as higher than the 
objective knowledge of that thing. At this point, experiencing joy together with 
the recognition of the ideal, powerfully motivates one to pursue that ideal. In 
contrast, mere knowledge about the good may not immediately lead to the 
practice of it. As in the case of Christian beliefs, it is not pure epistemological 
knowledge that the Christian God exists which motivates the Christian 
commitment to the Christian value system. It is instead the emotional attachment 
and commitment that explains the full meaning of the Christian belief. The other 
thing is that Confucius well acknowledges that emotional “joy” has stronger 
practical implication then objective “knowledge.” Admitting some ideal plus 
experiencing joy from it will forcefully push the moral agent to pursue that ideal. 
Therefore, in one’s ethical life, spontaneous and habitual emotional reactions 
should be fully taken into account for they are practically powerful. 

An example may illuminate the point that it is rather difficult to distinguish the 
cognitive dimension sharply from the perceptual and sensational dimension of 
emotions. In Mencius 6A12 Mencius says “One knows to detest when his finger 
is not the same as others, but one does not know to feel dissatisfactory when his 
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xin 心 (heart) is inferior to others. This is actually the failure to distinguish what 
is important from what is trivial.” Reading the statement impresses us that the 
failure embodied in the lacking of a sort of emotional sensibility and the failure 
embodied in the lacking of any knowledge about what is good are not detachable. 
Moreover, by that statement Mencius means that the sensibility itself embraces 
the cognitive capacity, i.e. the capacity to recognize the inferiority of the heart. 
That is, one will judge appropriately whether one’s heart lacks the good if one 
has the sensitivity and the evaluation will urge one to improve his situation by 
cultivating the virtues accordingly. So lacking the sensitivity means lacking a 
certain cognitive capacity. All these demonstrate that the motivationally and 
non-motivationally importance of emotions is partly derived from their essential 
cognitive and normative connotations. 

Indeed, contemporary Western understanding of the significance of emotions 
often appeals to the rational dimension of emotions. The particular way of 
thinking about the question is like that: if A is distinguishable from B and also 
superior to B, then so long as you can prove that B contains the characteristic and 
function of A, you can be assured that B is as important as A. And even more 
ambitious argument is that: B not only contains A, but due to its distinctiveness is 
superior to A. We believe that Confucians follow the similar pattern of thinking. 
The Confucian view of emotions confirms Michael Stocker’ argument that “the 
emotional practical knowledge has epistemological priority over other 
knowledge, e.g. articulated and reflective theory and knowledge” (Stocker 1996, 
p. 186). We can even add one more point that the priority here is not merely in 
the epistemological sense.  

3.2 The unity of emotions and reason 

I intended to show in the last section that, Confucian ethics is distinguishable 
from the traditional mainstream Western ethical theories which presuppose the 
emotion-reason dichotomy. But some Confucian commentaries, such as those of 
Lee H. Yearley, offer different interpretations. This section is devoted to a 
discussion of Lee and other commentators, with the aim to strengthen my 
interpretation and to highlight the distinctiveness of Confucian ethics by virtue of 
a comparison between it and Aristotle.  

While doing a comparative study between Mencius and Aquinas, Yearley 
admits that “Mencius and Aquinas both hold to what can be called a cognitive or 
interpretative view of at least most emotions” (Yearley 1990, p. 96, Emphasis 
original). Yearley further argues that Mencius’ idea of zhi 智  (intelligent 
awareness), which is similar to Aquinas’ idea of practical wisdom, belongs to the 
category of practical reason and that the exercise of true virtue relies on its 
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presence. Yearley then says that to both Aquinas and Mencius “practical reason 
works from judgments” and that “humans must utilize practical reason to activate 
dispositions and to influence, directly or indirectly, the form and power of 
emotions” (Ibid.). He specifies the power of practical reason over emotions as the 
power to “command, weigh, and form emotions” (Ibid., p.101, Emphasis 
original).  

Therefore, Yearley does not seem to regard the reason/emotion dichotomy as 
absent in Mencius, implying that emotions and reason are in a tension in that 
emotions, unlike reason, are inactive and irrational, waiting to be corrected and 
given a reorientation by reason. Against Yearley, I believe that in fact, as Manyul 
Im observes, “the Mencian virtuous person is, in an important sense, mastered by 
rather than master of his passions” (Im 1999, p. 4, Emphasis original). Actually, 
during the discussion of the commanding and weighing models of reason over 
emotions, Yearley does not seem to offer any textual evidence from Mencius to 
support his interpretation. This is not due to Yearley’s negligence but to the fact 
that Mencius does not set such a process for emotions to be ordered and shaped 
by reason.  

It may be objected that the clear cases where Mencius offers an explanation of 
the importance of emotions are those ideal ones where there is no longer any 
conflict among existing passions. That is, Mencius more often than not is 
concerned with what emotions the gentleman has in particular situations. It 
should thus be plausible that when we are in the stage of the “imperfectly 
virtuous person,” we would need to appeal to practical reason to command, 
weigh and form emotions in order to become a “perfectly virtuous person.” It 
should be noted, however, that, as shown earlier, virtues in Confucian context are 
inclinational, i.e. they are the natural extension of inner inclination. It is true that 
for Mencius virtues need to grow from the four hearts as duan 端 (sprouts) to 
their full flourishing, but the process is a natural one rather than full of struggle 
since the four sprouts are already part of our nature. Mencius does not advocate 
some self-existing reason which operates independently of emotions. To the 
contrary, Mencius often appeals to those primitive and spontaneous emotional 
reactions. If you have to talk about reason, then reason in Mencius is another way 
of spontaneous reactions. Mencius’ advice is that we often go back to our heart 
since in the deepest level of our heart, there is a built-in and heavenly-endowed 
emotional reaction. What we need to do is not to suppress them but to cultivate 
them to their full development. Mencius regrets that although the conditions for 
such a full development is not difficult to have, e.g. the minimum material 
conditions, but some people, especially some contemporary rulers chose to 
sacrifice the conditions to some other considerations.  

Im is therefore right when he observes that for the Confucian virtuous person 
no diminished emotional response is required nor does it count as desirable (Ibid., 
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pp. 3–4). But he does not seem to be clear about the reason for the contrast 
between the Confucian account of emotions on the one hand and Aristotle’s on 
the other. That explanation, I argue, depends on Aristotle’s distinction between 
reason and emotions. Thus to Aristotle the development of emotions requires one 
to keep emotions informed by practical reason. When emotions are completely 
under the control of practical wisdom, they will be perfect in the sense that they 
can be expressed in the right context, towards the right object, in the right 
amount and so on. Therefore, the presence of practical wisdom and habituation is 
the key for the perfection of emotions, which is both necessary and desirable.  

Aristotle’s moral psychology assigns a certain weight to emotions. There is a 
sense in which Aristotle respects the integration of reason and emotions. But it is 
still true that Aristotle shares the classical Western emotion/reason contrast. 
According to this contrast, emotions are often understood as unstable and thus 
need to be under the control of reason. Therefore, there remains a gap between 
justification and motivation. To Aristotle the justification of moral values mainly 
relies on the human distinctive function, which essentially involves reason rather 
than emotions. Emotions may be morally valuable but they are valuable 
primarily as an additional quality of action. In other words, according to Aristotle, 
it is one thing to say that human nature provides a justification of the good; it is 
quite another thing to say that virtues that are derived from the human nature are 
inclinational. 

Quite to the contrary, early Confucians are less sensitive to the limitations of 
emotions. Part of the reason for this is that they tend to emphasize the notion of 
character rather than individual action; but the most important reason is that they 
view the nature of emotions as Heavenly-endowed. The Mencian conception of 
human nature maintains that what Heaven confers to human nature is just a 
certain kind of emotional response which, with normal nourishment, is sufficient 
for our ethical life. With this Heavenly-endowed nature, emotions are no longer 
unstable and subjective feelings. It is thus justifiable to say that early Confucians 
take emotions as not only the motivation of moral action but actually the 
justification of moral goodness and rightness as well. From this perspective, we 
can understand well in what sense Kant’s position concerning the significance of 
emotions is dramatically different from early Confucians’. 

We can further predict on the theoretical and moral psychological level, to what 
extent Confucian ethics can contribute to ethical theory and personal virtuous 
practice. Donald J. Munro, when anticipating the fate of Confucianism as an 
important social and ethical thought in the 21th century, argues that there are three 
important themes which any people who are seriously concerned with ethics 
should not ignore, one of which is that, “Emotions are so intimately related to our 
cognition and motivation. Any ethical theory which pays little attention to 
emotions (including family emotions) will be taken as infeasible and 
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self-alienating” (An 2001, p. 226). Against the background that it is popular for 
modern and contemporary ethical theories to be engaged in seeking justifications 
for ethical rules, exploring Confucian ethics may be helpful to make this point a 
shared understanding. 
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