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SPECIAL THEME

WANG Miquan

The Meaning of Xing 7 and Moral Transformation in
Wuxing

Abstract The popular reading of xing yu nei ™}%*[*| (being actualized from
the internal) in Wuxing creates a predicament in the understanding of “xing /=
(behaviors)” which is not xing yu nei. As stated in Wuxing and other early
Confucian texts, including The Doctrine of the Mean, The Great Learning, the
Mencius and Xunzi, xing * is a process involving multidimensional content
including not only deliberated decisions and actions, but also attitudes, facial
expressions, and even the charisma that possesses power to transform the world.
Xing 7/ always operates in an effortless natural style, rather than under
cognitive control. Xing yu nei signifies that virtues are possessed to a perfectly
deep degree. Therefore, “not xing yu nei” does not mean that “behaviors” are
forced by external pressure and thus hypocritical, but rather that although they
also originate from internal virtues, the virtues in this case are not deep enough to
enable multidimensional and natural manifestations. Xing i<, representing the
way of the “human,” is the approach to and is on a continuum with “de zhi xing
{17 = (the behavior of Virtue),” which matches the way of Heaven. Shendu {H:
B} requires paying close attention to and regulating the intentions and emotions
emerging at the heart/mind, which is the fundamental work when making the
effort of “xing” towards “de zhi xing.”

Keywords xing, cheng, shendu, Wuxing, moral transformation

1 Introduction

Five Behaviors' (Wuxing i) is a long lost text which was discovered in the

! “Behavior” is definitely not a perfect translation of “xing = in Wixing. The meaning of
“xing 7 will also be clear after we discuss the meaning of “xing #4.” At the beginning of
this essay I need to remind readers that behavior or xing % should be understood in a broad
sense as the manifestations of virtues, including not only deliberated actions but also things
like facial expressions, gestures presented (sometimes subconsciously) by the agent.
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1970s in a Western Han (202BCE-8CE) tomb at Mawangdui, Changsha in
Hunan Province, and again in the 1990s in a tomb of Chu %% of the Warring
States period (475BCE-221BCE) at Guodian, Jingmen in Hubei Province.
Earlier it was believed that Xunzi (340BCE-245BCE) had fiercely criticized Zisi
(+ [, 483BCE?—402BCE?) and Mencius (390BCE?-305BCE?)* regarding their
discourse on wuxing =i (Xunzi 6.7), but no such discourse could be found in
the transmitted texts of Zisi and Mencius. This conundrum has been solved after
the excavation of Wuxing. The Guodian bamboo version has only the canon (jing
#%), while the Mawangdui silk version includes a commentary (shuo ) along
with the canon. It is now widely accepted that the Wuxing canon was Zisi’s work
and the commentary in the silk version was written by Mencius or his disciples
(Chen 2009, 107). One essay was found in tombs from divergent times, which
exemplifies its popularity and importance before its disappearance.

Even though the facts regarding by whom and when Wuxing was produced are
quite clear now, and the integration of the two versions provides us with a
relatively complete and accurate text, the special terminology and arguments of
this valuable document still leave much difficulty in understanding its philosophy.
It creates a dichotomy between the two groups of concepts, i.e., “what is
actualized from the internal is the behavior of Virtue—Virtue—Way of the
Heaven” (xing yu nei weizhi de zhi xing —de —tiandao %+ [‘J?ﬂ';[/ s —m—
“3f1) and “what is not actualized from the internal is behavior—Goodness—the
Way of the Human” (bu xing yu nei weizhi xing—shan—rendao 774 PJF?HJ/
i¥—= — ~jfi). The dialectical relation between these two groups is critical to
the interpretation of the philosophy of Wuxing, and to an understanding of how
the Pre-Qin Confucians experienced and understood the interaction between the
human and Heaven. The foundation of this dichotomy is the difference between
the “behavior of Virtue (de zhi xing 1V 5)” and mere “behavior (xing 7),” a
difference which is determined by whether it is actualized from the internal (xing
yu nei HATH).

Existing researches has rightly connected Wuxing with other Confucian
classics such as The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong f|'?}) and Mencius and
has put it into the context of the Si Meng School (Si Meng Xuepai RiZZ79F) and
early Confucianism. However, it seems that researchers are more interested in the
issue of “from the internal (yunei %°[*|),” than in the way of “actualizing (xing
74),” whose meaning has usually been defined loosely and has drawn limited
attention. This oversight has made it difficult to notice the subtle essence of the
dichotomy between the two groups of concepts in Wuxing. This essay intends to
explicate the meaning of “xing ™4 (Section 1) and its relation with “sincerity”
(cheng ﬁ%’*ﬁ) (Section 2), and with “keeping cautious when in solitude” (shendu 14

2 The years of their birth and death are according to Qian (2001).
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J2)) (Section 3), through a close comparative reading of not only Wuxing, but also
other pre-Qin Confucian texts that mention these concepts. Based on this
explication, I hope to reveal the reason why the two groups are divided and the
way they relate to each other, thereby illustrating Confucian insights about moral
transformation and the particular moral metaphysics these insights contain.

2 “Actualized from the Internal (Xing yu Nei #*%*|)” and
“Not Actualized from the Internal (Bu Xing yu Nei 7-7/%%1%|)”

The division mentioned above is described in the beginning paragraphs of
Wuxing as follows:

When benevolence is actualized from the internal, it is called behavior of
Virtue, when it is not actualized from the internal, it is called behavior. When
righteousness is actualized from the internal, it is called behavior of Virtue,
when it is not actualized from the internal, it is called behavior. When ritual
propriety is actualized from the internal, it is called behavior of Virtue, when it
is not actualized from the internal, it is called behavior. When wisdom is
actualized from the internal, it is called behavior of Virtue, when it is not
actualized from the internal, it is called behavior. When sagacity is actualized
from the internal, it is called behavior of Virtue, when it is not actualized from
the internal, it is also called behavior of Virtue. When all five behaviors of
Virtue are in harmony, it is called Virtue; when all four behaviors are in
harmony, it is called goodness. Goodness is the way of the human, Virtue is
the way of Heaven. (Chapters 1, 2)3
l': Ji/ﬁ?ﬁjgﬂ';‘/ =, Tﬁ/ﬁ?m—aﬂ’;‘/ Ty AT PEJ';V Bl =, YA EJ'; 7
EAPJTJ';V =, 7\11/411‘4‘?Jﬂ‘;'/ = ‘*Fﬁ”% ?PJFH"V V=, YA J'; =
JFIJIJJFJ‘/‘[ JFFJ"/:{EEI’I/Lj :A‘T\H/JE{\PJFHI;I/ fls 7, (il '%DF:QFJI b, oA J'; %
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“Yu nei #7[*|” is translated here as “from the internal,” but can also be rendered
as “at the internal.” Correspondingly, “xing yu nei 7%°|*|” can be understood as
“being actualized from the internal” (Chen 2009, 121), or “taking form at the
internal” (Pang 2006, 118). To put it another way, “nei |'|” or “the internal” is
the starting point of “xing #4” or “being actualized” according to the former
understanding, while it is the terminus of “xing #}” or “taking form” according
to the latter. These two different ways of understanding are seemingly conflicting;
however, they are actually mutually complementary, rather than exclusive. If

3 This is translated according to Guodian bamboo Wiexing (Li 2007).
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there is no virtue taking form internally, nothing virtuous would be actualized
from the internal. In contrast, if there are no virtuous behaviors displayed
externally, we would be unable to make sure that virtues are possessed internally.

The real trouble lies not in the understanding of the “behaviors of Virtue”
which “are actualized from the internal,” but in the mere “behaviors” which “are
not actualized from the internal.” If “behaviors of Virtue” are the actualization of
internal virtues, then mere “behaviors” seem to “broadly include those behaviors
just meeting moral requirements” (Chen 2009, 121). In other words, “behaviors”
are simply hypocrisy if they are not derived from moral consideration but from
social pressure or selfish benefit-cost calculation, i.e., non-moral or even
immoral considerations.

It therefore appears unusual that the author of Wuxing viewed this kind of
hypocritical “behavior” as “goodness ()" and the “way of the human ( * ii).”
We cannot deny that these “behaviors” are good, or at least not bad, in terms of
their external performance, but they are not good in the strict moral sense— their
moral value will be discredited by the more stringent criterion. It seems
unreasonable that such “behaviors” could be approved of, and referred to as the
“way of the human” (Liang 2008, 186).

To tackle this dilemma, we will reexamine the meaning of “xing yu nei.”
Fortunately, there is a paragraph elaborating the process of “xing 7} in Wuxing:

The thought of a benevolent person is careful. If one is careful, then one will
be sensitive [to others’ situations]. If one is sensitive to others’ situations, then
one will be in peace. If one is in peace, then one will be warm. If one is warm,
then one will feel joy. If one is joyful, then one will be concerned about others.
If one is concerned about others, then one will get close to them. If one gets
close to others, then one will love them. If one loves others, then one will have
a jade coloration. If one has a jade coloration, then benevolence is actualized.
If benevolence is actualized, the one will be really benevolent. (Chapter 5;
Csikszentmihalyi 2004, 286)

CoV RS, RIS, B, BHREL BRI SIS, S SIS, 5
P e, = i), M.

It is nearly impossible to restore all the details of these different periods and their
implied connections, but it is still possible to address the process of actualization.

During this process, “thought (si [)” is not used in its narrow sense,
perceived as intellectual reasoning, but rather contains a rich set of internal states
(like carefulness, sensitivity peace and joyfulness) and activities (such as concern,
getting close, love), which would be displayed in external expressions and
gestures, and expanded to include certain charismatic qualities (e.g., warmness,
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jade coloration). This can be seen in the image of a loving mother taking care of
the baby in her arms. She would be sensitive to the baby’s situation and needs—
whether the baby is hungry or full, suffering from cold or heat, is happy or angry;
her love for the baby would be actualized through her gentle face and her bodily
movements, where great maternal affection can be experienced naturally.

Therefore, “xing yu nei” does not simply mean making decisions of an
intellectual nature, which then prompts action. It rather signifies the internal
states and activities which express and display themselves in a wide range of
facial and gestural changes. This process is not entirely under cognitive control,
but takes place instinctively and naturally before the intervention of
consciousness.

In existing research, attention has usually been drawn to “yu nei %°[*| (from
the internal),” and the core argument of Wuxing has been understood as asserting
that moral actions should have internal virtues as their root or origin. As Chen
Lai points out, “The point of the beginning paragraphs of Wuxing is to stress the
internality of virtues. Behaviors are external while virtues are internal. Only
when the internal virtues are possessed, can moral behaviors have a stable base
and guarantee” (Chen 2009, 121). But this widely accepted reading causes some
difficulty when it is applied to the understanding of “behaviors” which “are not
actualized from the internal (bu xing yu nei 1747[*]),” i.e., they have to be
understood as hypocritical behaviors. It seems, therefore, problematic to explain
why these behaviors are advocated as the “way of the human” in Wuxing. The
above analysis of the process of actualization reminds us that the meaning of
“xing #}” should not be disaregarded when reading the opening paragraphs of
Wuxing. “Xing yu nei” requires not only that moral behaviors should be derived
from internal virtues, but also that these internal virtues are actualized in a
multidimensional and natural way.

This special way of actualizing virtues signifies that they are possessed
internally not just in a general sense, but to such a degree that they are not only
chosen intellectually but also fulfilled emotionally. In other words, they are both
rooted in the heart/mind and also “grown” in the body. Only those who possess
virtues internally to the above-mentioned degree can “actualize” them. The
“behaviors of Virtue” therefore refer not only to virtuous actions (xingdong =
F), but also, in a more accurate sense, to the flowing (liuxing /=) of virtues.
Correspondingly, the “behaviors” which “are not actualized from the internal” do
not completely lack internal virtues from their commencement. The use of the
negative adverb “not (bu 7)” is not negating “from the internal (yu nei %<[*|)”
per se but rather negates “being actualized (xing 7),” i.e., mere “behaviors” also
originate from internal virtues, but the virtues in these cases are not deep enough
to enable multidimensional and natural actualization, and moral behaviors are
still under cognitive control, helping to overcome opposite motivations.
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The difference between “behaviors of Virtue” and “behaviors” depends not on
whether they are based on internal virtues, but on how deeply the internal virtues
they are based on are possessed, and on the way they are executed. Common
people always practice on the level of “behaviors,” which is on the ladder to the
higher level of “behaviors of Virtue.” Thus, “behaviors” are not mere hypocrisy,
and it makes sense that “behaviors” are viewed as “goodness (3)” and the “way
of the human ( * i1)” in Wuxing.

3 “Actualized from the Internal (Xing yu Nei 7/%<*))
Sincerity (Cheng ??55) and the Way of the Heaven (Tiandao =-fi)

Besides Wuxing itself, evidence can also be located in other Confucian texts, such
as The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong HI’F:‘J), The Great Learning (Daxue
=), the Mencius and Xunzi, to support the above reading of “xing #4.”

In The Doctrine of the Mean we read:

As there is sincerity, there will be its expression. As it is expressed, it will
become conspicuous. As it becomes conspicuous, it will become clear. As it
becomes clear, it will move others. As it moves others, it changes them. As it
changes them, it transforms them. Only those who are absolutely sincere can
transform others. (Ch. 23, Chan 1963, 108)
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Chan Wing-Tsit interprets xing # here as “expression” or “being expressed.”
The effect of expression when there is sincerity is so significant and thorough
that it goes beyond just acting rightly. There is a passage in the Mencius where
xing % does not actually appear, but the content can be understood as a
description of xing #:

A man who evokes our liking is what is called a good man. He whose
goodness is part of himself is what is called a real man. He whose goodness
has been filled up is what is called a great man. He whose completed goodness
is brightly displayed is what is called a great man. When this great man
exercises a transforming influence, he is what is called a sage. When the sage
is beyond knowledge, he is what is called a spirit-man. (Book VII, Ch. XXV.
Legge 1991 490)
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The meaning of sincerity (cheng ﬁ?ﬁ) in The Doctrine of the Mean is equivalent
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to “having goodness as part of oneself (youzhuji %7 1)” and “being filled by
goodness (chongshi #H1)” in the Mencius. Thus, this passage can be seen as
another description of the same process of xing (#}) as that in The Doctrine of the
Mean. Moreover, the famous “vast, flowing passion-nature (haoran zhi gi ?ﬁ bIS
7 34)” elaborated by Mencius can be seen as an effect of xing #.

Therefore, xing 7/ is a comprehensive process of expression or actualization of
internal virtues through both heart/mind and body, and is not limited to
intellectual decisions and taking action. Moral charisma flows from the internal
naturally and multidimensionally in this process so that the virtuous ones are not
only beautiful in themselves, but also have transforming power to positively
influence others.

In The Great Learning, xing #} is also mentioned as below:

When the inferior man is alone and leisurely, there is no limit to which he does
not go in his evil deeds. Only when he sees a superior man does he then try to
disguise himself, concealing the evil and showing off the good in him. But
what is the use? For other people see him as if they see his very heart. This is
what is meant by saying that what is true in a man’s heart will be shown in his
outward appearance. Therefore the superior man will always be watchful over
himself when alone. (Chapter 6, Chan 1963, 89-90)
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Xing #} is here translated as “being shown” by Chan Wing-Tsit. Some behaviors
can be under conscious control and the inferior man can fake his moral
performance in public. However, what is really in a man’s heart will inevitably
be shown in his outward appearance, as it cannot forever be concealed
consciously and thus will be detected by other people. This fact means that xing
7/ has a dimension beyond cognitive control.

Xunzi also made certain assertions regarding xing #:

[W]hen the gentleman has attained perfect inner virtues, though he remains
silent, he is understood; though he has never bestowed any favor, he is
considered affectionate; and though he does not display anger, he possesses an
awe-inspiring dignity. Because he preserves the authenticity of his individual
uniqueness, he is obedient to his destiny. Though a man is adept at acting in
accord with the Way, if he lacks truthfulness, he will not be individual. Not
being individual, virtues will not be actualized. Virtues not being actualized,
though he motivates virtuous actions in his mind, and displays his intentions
on his face, and expresses his will in words, the common people will
nonetheless never follow him, and insofar as they must, it will be with
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suspicion. (3.9b, Knoblock 1988, 178, with modification)
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In Xunzi’s opinion, when the virtues are possessed perfectly, one does not need
to try to behave virtuously but does so in an effortless style, just keeping silent,
not bestowing favor or displaying anger. Furthermore, this effortless actualization
of virtues can move and transform people more easily and more effectively than
intentionally motivated words, facial expressions and actions, where the former
is followed sincerely while the latter reluctantly.

In sum, these texts concerning xing #/ remind us that the content and style of
this process need close attention, and one cannot focus only on the internality of
virtues in a general sense when reading xing yu nei. In fact, no matter which level
one’s virtues reach, they would necessarily be shown or expressed in her outward
appearance; only part of which is conveyed under cognitive control, and a
substantial portion is subconscious. The former part is admittedly the important
ground on which the state of one’s virtues can be evaluated, but the latter part,
including emotions, intentions, expressions and gestures which emerge before
cognitive control and cannot be faked, is also an accurate indicator of that state.

In terms of the possession of virtues, “behavior of Virtue” signifies that virtues
are not only internal to the heart/mind, but also have transformed, and are
therefore internal to, the body. The whole life, in this condition, is filled with or
immersed in virtues and the virtues are perfectly possessed and instantiated. This
state is named sincerity (cheng ) in The Doctrine of the Mean." In terms of the
actualization of virtues, only when virtues are possessed sincerely can “behaviors
of Virtue” be produced naturally like breath. As described in The Doctrine of the
Mean,

He who is sincere is one who hits upon what is right without effort and
apprehends without thinking. He is naturally and easily in harmony with the
Way. Such a man is a sage. (Ch. 20, Chan 1963, 107)

P DRI, R 2

“Behaviors of Virtue” actualized from the internal are related to the way of
Heaven (tian dao =ifi) in Wuxing (Ch. 2), when one compares this with a
similar claim in The Doctrine of the Mean that sincerity (cheng ) is also
associated with tiandao =i (Ch. 20). Moreover, “behaviors of Virtue” in

* As in Zhuzi’s commentary, sincerity (cheng ) means “truly having without any deficiency
(zhenshi wuwang 41414 )” (Zhu 1983, 31).
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Wuxing as explained above is in perfect accordance with the state of the sincere
sage in The Doctrine of the Mean, which suggests that our reading of xing %
is reasonable.

Having clarified the meaning of the concept xing %, we are able to
understand the connection between the human and Heaven in more detail. In
archaic religious traditions, shamans made themselves reach ecstatic status by
various techniques such as taking drugs or dancing so that they could
communicate with the gods (Li 1998, 157-65). We can identify similar elements
in Wuxing, e.g., the sage was characterized as having an excellent faculty of
hearing and was related to the ending of musical performance by jade
instruments (Hu 2012, ch.11). But these elements in Wuxing were metaphoric in
nature and do not signify that the sage is comparable to a shaman. Contrary to the
aberrant approach in shamanism, early Confucians wished to be in harmony with
Heaven through cultivating virtues in themselves. When one gets to the state
where her whole life is transformed by and filled with virtue, she will become an
assistant to, and will herself construct a part of the way of Heaven.

4 Not Being Actualized from the Internal (Bu Xing yu Nei 7
5 1*]), Keeping Cautious When in Solitude (Shendu {4 ),
and the Way of Human (Rendao * jfi)

But how can one achieve the state of possessing virtues perfectly and actualizing
them naturally? This problem brings up the “paradox of wuwei Z.£% (effortless
action),” pointed out by Edward Slingerland (2008). “Behaviors of Virtue” are in
fact expressed in a wuwei or effortless style. But if a person is actually trying to
behave “effortlessly,” it is no longer effortless. The effortlessness of “behaviors
of Virtue” appears to leave no space for any intentional training. However, there
is no such paradox in reality. Because, in cultivating virtues, “behaviors of
Virtue” are admittedly effortless, this does not mean that the process of
cultivating this achievement likewise would be effortless. In fact, it may be the
complete opposite, since for most people the state of effortlessness or wuwei in
regard to virtuous behavior can only be attained through continuous intentional
effort, similar to the situation of athletes and artists who continuously need to pay
attention to every single detail and repeat that specific move thousands of times
before they can execute it perfectly—like taking a breath without any
contemplation. It is because of this that, besides “behaviors of Virtue” which are
actualized from the internal, “behaviors” which are not executed this way but
under cognitive control are also important in Wuxing.

It is said that “when all four behaviors are in harmony, it is called goodness.

=2

Goodness is the way of the human” (Ch. 2, pH {’?ﬁlﬁgﬂ';[/?‘-,o ?1,, M. ) in
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Wuxing, while in the Doctrine of the Mean, it reads, “[t]o think how to be sincere
is the way of man. ” Unlike the sage who already is sincere, “[h]e who tries to be
sincere is one who chooses the good and holds fast to it” (Ch. 20, #1 ¥, *
Hlo weeee ?&ﬁj/i?{, }Esr;‘%‘, [ R E+). This state of intentionally trying to be
sincere is exactly what is represented by “behaviors” in Wuxing. The ways of the
human and Heaven are differentiated in both Wuxing and The Doctrine of the
Mean, while in the latter the characteristics of both ways is much clearer than in
the former. But by reading xing ™} as stated above, the meaning of the
differentiation in Wuxing is completely consistent with that of The Doctrine of
the Mean, which helps us better understand the fact that these two pieces are both
Zisi’s work and justifies the above interpretation of the philosophy in Wuxing.
Therefore, “behaviors” are not in opposition, but rather on a continuum with
“behaviors of Virtue,” with the former being the approach to the latter while the
latter being the goal or achievement of the former.

As the field of actualization of virtues covers both conscious and subconscious
activities of heart/mind, and body as well, we should focus on an appropriate
point when making the effort of “behaviors” so that it can make the most
effective contribution to reaching the state of “behaviors of Virtue.” Although
multidimensional, the different layers of this field are not isolated, but
organically related. Among them, the heart/mind is still the core where virtues
are anchored and the root from which other external behaviors are grown. Hence,
special attention should be directed at the performance of the heart/mind when
cultivating virtues, which is the reason why “keeping cautious when in solitude
(shendu 1397H)” was advocated in all the above mentioned Confucian texts,
including Wuxing, The Doctrine of the Mean, The Great Learning, and Xunzi.

The passages addressing shendu in Wuxing are stated below:

If one can focus, one can become a gentleman. The gentleman keeps cautious
when in solitude. (Ch. 8)

When one pays little attention to her mourning clothes, one can express her
grief best. The gentleman keeps cautious when in solitude. (Ch. 9)
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Chen Lai’s annotation for Chapter 8 is “yi — (focusing) means the concentration
of the mind, du ##} (solitude) represents the mind, which dominates the body.
Shengidu (keep cautious when in solitude) means taking care of the mind in
order to better its function to dominate the body and sense organs” (Chen 2009,
113). The point of Chapter 9 is that the emotion in the heart is fundamental and
more important than the external rituals. So shengidu here implies paying
attention to the state of the heart. In the Ligi 7%y Chapter of Liji i%ﬁgc[ it is also
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said: “simplicity is a virtue of rituals, which should be based on what is at heart.
So the gentleman keeps cautious when in solitude” (/I 'DEVEIH, I'JH [~
L N ﬁ(ﬁ[ﬁ[i’ﬂ ;EU,U-J)O

The situation about shendu is more subtle in The Doctrine of the Mean:

There is nothing more visible than what is hidden and nothing more manifest
than what is subtle. Therefore the superior man is watchful over himself when
he is alone. (Chan 1963, Ch. 1, 98)

UL Ui s R

At the moment when emotions or intentions just emerge, no one but oneself
knows what is happening at the heart/mind because these internal reactions have
not yet been displayed in external behaviors. The state at this moment is “what is
hidden and subtle.” These first reactions emerging before intervention from
consciousness expose the actual state of one’s virtues. One may conceal these
reactions and behave in another way, but she cannot deceive herself. Du &
(solitude) refers not only to the state of staying alone and away from others, but
also to the state in which activities and conditions are only known to oneself but
not to others, i.e., to the state of the heart/mind. Even when one is with others,
what is happening in her heart/mind is not accessible to others’ perceptions, but
only to her own. The quality of one’s reactions in the situation of du immediately
signifies the state of her virtues and largely determines her external behaviors.
Therefore, special attention should be aimed at adjusting these first reactions,
which is exactly what the training of shendu requires.

Shendu was advocated in The Great Learning from another angle. Although
one can conceal her true thoughts and behave hypocritically, her thoughts,
however, will still be displayed in some subconscious way and thus cannot be
concealed that perfectly, which makes shendu necessary. Shendu in The Great
Learning was related to making one’s intentions sincere (chengyi FiEi), which
includes not only about keeping cautious when being alone, but more essentially
concerns taking care of what emerges at the heart/mind, no matter whether one is
alone or not. It is also the case with shendu in the Xunzi.

Although Mencius did not mention shendu specifically, what he wrote about
cultivating the “vast, flowing passion-nature (haoran zhi qi ?ﬁ IR 3)” is quite
relevant to understanding shendu here. That approach can be seen in the
paragraph below:

There must be constant practice of this righteousness, but without the object of
thereby nourishing the passion-nature. Let not the mind forget its work, but let
there be no assisting the growth of that nature. (Mencius, Book 11, Part I, 2.16,
Legge 1991, 190)
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The “vast, flowing passion-nature (haoran zhi gi)” is the result of the constant
practice of righteousness (ji yi suosheng ye & #Fr% ). To put this in another
way, this passion-nature is the effect of the virtue of righteousness “being
actualized from the internal.” Although this effect of haoran zhi gi is displayed in
one’s external appearance, the effort to cultivate it should not be focused on this
aspect, but on the heart/mind. “Do not expect or force the gi to be vast and
flowing if one has not achieved the very state at the heart/mind (bu de yu xin, wu
qiv yu qi, EFEo, TR 50)” (Mencius, Book 11, Part I, 2.9, my translation).
Taking the case of agriculture as an example, one should not help the crops grow
by pulling them up; likewise it is also unwise to concentrate on outward
appearance in order to make it simulate virtuousness. As is also the case in
Wuxing, the ideal state of actualizing virtues from the internal is as
multidimensional and effortless as haoran zhi gi. But to achieve this state it is
shendu, rather than efforts just to directly beautify outward appearance, that was
advocated. Shendu corresponds to “letting not the mind forget its work (xin wu
wang -=*11.),” while the efforts of beautification are similar to the action of
“assisting growth (zhuzhang 1=),” which is criticized by Mencius as insincere.

Generally speaking, the usual understanding of shendu as keeping cautious
when alone is not incorrect. However, this understanding cannot grasp its
essential meaning. The key element of du is not aloneness in terms of external
circumstances, but is rather the first-person authority of knowing the state of
one’s own heart/mind. Staying alone is typical, but is not the only situation
where shendu should be practiced. Paying attention to and regulating emotions
and intentions emerging at the heart/mind is the essential meaning of shendu that
we can derive from Wuxing and such other early Confucian texts as The Doctrine
of the Mean, The Great Learning, the Mencius and Xunzi (Liang 2008, 292—-300).
The authors of these texts held the state of sincerely possessing virtues and
actualizing them naturally in esteem, on the one hand, and emphasized shendu as
the fundamental way to achieve such a state on the other.

5 Conclusion

The widely accepted reading of xing yu nei in Wuxing leads to a problematic
understanding of the “behaviors which are not actualized from the internal.” To
resolve this problem, this essay reexamines the phenomenon of xing #
described in Wuxing and other early Confucian texts, including The Doctrine of
the Mean, The Great Learning, the Mencius and Xunzi. It is suggested that xing
74 1is a process involving multidimensional content, including not only
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deliberated decisions and actions but also attitudes, facial expressions, and even
the charisma that possesses power to transform the world, undertaken in an
effortless natural style, rather than under cognitive control. Xing yu nei signifies
that virtues are possessed to a profound degree. Therefore, bu xing yu nei does
not indicate that “behaviors” are forced by external pressure and thus
hypocritical, but that, although they also originate from internal virtues, the
virtues in this case are not deep enough to enable multidimensional and natural
actualization. Hence, “behaviors,” representing the way of the human, are on a
continuum with “behaviors of Virtue,” matching the way of the Heaven. Shendu
is the fundamental work when making the effort of “behaviors.”

The discourse regarding xing %4, cheng, and shendu in key texts of early
Confucianism are mutually illuminating when studying Wuxing. Together they
shape the Confucianism which features a philosophy of transforming the human
life, and ultimately realizing the transcendent meaning of it through cultivating
virtues. It is common to interpret Confucianism as a species of virtue ethics (Yu
2007), which is understandable. Yet, the discussion of xing 7 in this essay
inspires us to further explore the psychological and even physiological
mechanisms involved in embodying and expressing virtues.
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