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Abstract The Confucian idea of “ming 命 (destiny)” holds that in the course 
and culmination of human life, there exists some objective certainty that is both 
transcendent and beyond human control. This is a concept of ultimate concern at 
the transcendental theoretical level in Confucianism. During its historical 
development, Confucianism has constantly offered humanist interpretations of 
the idea of “destiny”, thinking that the transcendence of “destiny” lies inherently 
within the qi endowment and virtues of human beings, that the certainty of 
“destiny” is in essence contingency at the beginning of life and linear 
irreversibility towards its end, and that to live in light of ethics and physical 
rules — having a “commitment to human affairs” — means putting “destiny” 
into practice. As all these facts show, the Confucian ultimate concern regarding 
human life is full of rational awareness.  
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摘要 儒家“命”的观念认为，在人生历程和结局中存在着某种非人力所能左右的、

超越的客观必然性。这是儒家思想中超越的理论层面上的终极关怀的理念。儒学在

其历史发展中，对“命”的观念不断做出洋溢着人文精神的诠释：认为“命”之超

越性就内在于人的气禀和德性之中；“命”之必然性实际上是在生命源头处的偶然

性和在终点显现的一次不可逆性；按照伦理、物理地生活——“尽人事”，就是

“命”的实现。凡此皆显示，儒家的人生终极关怀充盈着理性自觉。 

 

关键词 儒家，命，终极关怀，理性自觉 



CUI Dahua 
 
310 

1  Preface 

From the Analects of Confucius, one can see that “benevolence”, “rituals”, and 
“destiny” are the three most important categories in Confucius’ thought. It is fair 
to say that a complete Confucian theoretical structure is composed of three 
theoretical levels: mind and human nature, social ethics, and transcendence. For 
many years, the theoretical explanation of “benevolence” and “rituals” in 
Confucian research has been relatively sufficient, but the interpretation of the 
Confucian concept of “destiny” has been so weak that there has consistently been 
a misunderstanding that views Confucianism as simply “fatalist”. The concept of 
“destiny” implies a serious consideration in Confucianism of the ultimate in 
human life, a key element that is the most profound part of Confucianism, an 
element that ultimately distinguishes it from other religions. Indeed, in today’s 
daily life and literature, there appear such scenes from time to time: As one feels 
helpless when facing certain incidents or the final outcome of his life, he would 
sadly express an acceptance, sighing that “such is fate.” People may judge such 
scenes as examples of Confucian fatalism. Such a judgment is half right and half 
wrong. This judgment discloses a plain fact that the Confucian concept of 
“destiny” is still affecting, and can still describe, the convictions about the source 
of the ultimate in human life held by people who live a Confucian lifestyle, but 
the idea thereby implied that Confucianism is fatalism is seriously mistaken. 

The Confucian concept of “destiny” has been interpreted by many Confucian 
scholars over the generations since the Qin Dynasty. Nevertheless, since these 
scholars lived in different eras with different academic atmospheres, since they 
have different intellectual achievements, and especially since they have different 
theoretical inclinations and perspectives, they have different interpretations of 
the Confucian concept of “destiny”.1 Here I take the School of Principles during 
the Song and Ming dynasties as a major example to represent the highest 
achievement of Confucian thought in history. I will concisely synthesize and 
analyze the understanding and interpretations that major scholars of the School 
of Principles made about both Confucius and Mencius’ ideas of “destiny”. I will 
first discuss two major points, the evolving connotation of Confucian “destiny” 
and the Confucian attitudes towards “destiny”. Then I will review the rational 
                                                  
1 For example, there were four well-known essays discussing “destiny” from Han Dynasty to 
the Northern and Southern Dynasties: “Wang ming lun” 王命论 (“On the destiny of kings”) 
by Ban Biao 班彪, “Yun ming lun” 运命论 (“On fortune and destiny”) by Li Kang 李康, 
“Ding ming lun” 定命论 (“On doubtless destiny”) by Gu Jizhi 顾觊之 and Gu Yuan 顾愿, 
and “Bian ming lun” 辩命论 (“On the argument about destiny”) by Liu Jun 刘峻. These four 
essays share the same major topic and discuss how “both failure and success rest in destiny,” 
but as details show, they vary in terms of their acceptance of non-Confucian ideas and their 
understandings of Confucian thought itself. 
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character of the humanism pervasive in the Confucian concept of “destiny”. 
Finally, I will prove that this concept is fundamentally different from 
superstitions about, and beliefs in, irrational or super-rational fatalism. 

2  The development of the Confucian concept of “destiny” 

In Confucian thought, the concept of “destiny”, which implies transcendence, is 
sometimes known as the “destiny of Heaven” or as simply as “Heaven”,2 and its 
fundamental implications were determined by Confucius and Mencius. 
According to the Analects of Confucius, Gongbo Liao 公伯寮, a man from the 
state of Lu, once maligned Confucius and his disciples’ efforts in governing the 
country before Jisun, a powerful minister of Lu. Having known this, Confucius 
said, “If my principles are to advance, it is so destined. If they are to fall to the 
ground, it is so destined. What can Gongbo Liao do about such destiny?” 
(“Xianwen” 宪问). Another chapter relates how Confucius told Zixia 子夏 that 
“Death and life rest in destiny, and wealth and honor depend upon Heaven” 

                                                  
2 The Confucian concept of “Heaven” has two meanings. First, it means the sky as opposed to 
the earth, in the natural sense. The chapter “Zizhang” 子张 in the Analects of Confucius says, 
“Our Master cannot be matched, just as the heaven cannot be reached by the steps of a stair,” 
and “Liang Huiwang shang” in the Mencius says that “in the heaven clouds naturally appear 
and it naturally rains.” The “heaven” in these examples uses this meaning. Besides its natural 
essence, this “heaven” (also mentioned in the grouping of “Heaven, Earth, ghosts, and gods”) 
has been endowed by Confucianism with a moral character. Together with monarchs, parents, 
teachers, and friends, whose essence is social and ethical, it is fused into the ethical 
relationships that belong to “rituals”. Second, “heaven” can mean the “Heaven” in the “way of 
Heaven” or “destiny of Heaven”, which has a transcendental sense. The “way of Heaven” is 
somewhat different from the “destiny of Heaven”, and the School of Principles made 
distinctions between them. For example, regarding the line about “the Master’s talk about 
human nature and the way of Heaven” in the Analects of Confucius, Zhu Xi commented that 
“the way of Heaven is the reality of heavenly principles and nature” (Zhu 1983, “Gongye 
Chang”); and regarding the line that Confucius came to “know the destiny of Heaven in his 
fifties,” Zhu noted that “the destiny of Heaven is the representation of the way of Heaven in 
things, the cause that determines things to be what they should” (“Weizheng” in the Analects). 
However, they meant the same in the sense of transcendence on the metaphysical level of 
Confucianism; the “way of Heaven” referred to the orbits of celestial bodies in its primitive 
sense, though, and Confucian scholars committed to the classics tended to interpret it this way 
in most cases. For example, Zheng Xuan 郑玄 said, “The way of Heaven is the fortune of 
movements of the Qizheng 七政 (seven celestial bodies, consisting of the sun, the moon, 
Venus, Jupiter, Mercury, Mars, and Saturn)” (Fan 1996, “Huan Tan zhuan”, quoted from Yuan 
1996). Confucian “destiny” had the same meaning as the “destiny of Heaven” in a 
transcendental sense; for an instance, the Analects records that Confucius paid a visit to his 
disciple Ran Geng 冉耕 who was dying of an illness. Confucius sighed, “It is killing him. It is 
destiny, alas!” Zhu Xi noted here that “Destiny refers to the destiny of Heaven” (Zhu 1983, 
“Yongye”). 
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(“Yanyuan” 颜渊). These facts show that the idea of “destiny” in Confucius’ 
thought seemed to be some objective certainty that is both outside and above 
human beings; it is beyond experience, time, space, and human control. Mencius 
later commented that “Confucius advanced in light of rituals, and retreated 
respecting righteousness. As for attainment or frustration, he called it destiny” 
(“Wanzhang shang” in the Mencius). Furthermore, he took the sons of Shun 舜 
and of Yu 禹 as examples, thinking that the distinction between good and evil is 
beyond human ability. In this way, Mencius gave a general definition of 
“destiny,” saying that “That which is done without man's doing is from Heaven. 
That which happens without man’s causing is from the destiny of Heaven” 
(Ibid.). He had specially stressed its transcendence as being above and outside 
man.3 Cheng Yi 程颐, a Song Dynasty thinker belonging to the School of 
Principles, said that “If a gentleman inevitably falls into difficulties or failures 
after he has taken all preventive measures into consideration, that is called 
destiny” (“Kun”, Cheng 1981a). What this definition highlighted was the 
implication of certainty in the concept of “destiny”. As the entire history of 
Confucianism shows, “destiny” or the “destiny of Heaven” are the only things 
possessing objective existence (reality) that have been confirmed by 
Confucianism to be externally transcendent. The “gods” and “ghosts” that appear 
in some religions and which are thought of as having a certain kind of transcendent 
existence are explained in Confucianism as having a certain alienating form or 
natural quality, not possessing any property that is truly transcendent or beyond 
time and space.4 Meanwhile, the Confucian concept of “destiny” has mainly 
evolved around dissolving the alienating quality of “destiny”, that is, the 
transcendence and certainty external to and above human beings. 

As we see in the history of world culture, the things that ancient people 
perceived as possessing objective, certain, external, and transcendent reality in 
their lives were often further actualized, substantialized, and personalized as the 
objects of certain religious worships. In Confucianism, a system of thought that 
carried on the spiritual tradition which had transformed from primitive religious 

                                                  
3 Zhu Xi interpreted such transcendence, noting “All this is done on its own without man’s 
doing, and is caused on its own without man’s causing. In general, it is known as Heaven from 
the perspective of principles, and known as destiny from the perspective of human beings. 
These two things are identical in essence” (“Wanzhang shang”, Zhu 1983). 
4 Usually, Confucianism explained “ghosts and divinity” as the state and quality of qi, which 
keeps existing after the death of a person. For example, “Jiyi” 祭义 in Liji 礼记 (Book of 
Rituals) says, “All lives are mortal and are destined to return to the earth after death. These are 
known as ghosts. Bones and flesh decay underground and become soil. Their qi rises upwards 
and becomes light. Weeds look desolate and sorrowful because they are the spirits of things 
and representations of divinity.” Zhang Zai 张载, a scholar of the School of Principles during 
the Song Dynasty, said that “ghosts and divinity suggest the coming-and-going and the 
shrinking-and-extending of qi” (“Shenhua”, Zhang 2006). 
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ideas into moral ones during the transitional period of the Shang and Zhou 
Dynasties, “Heaven” or “destiny” as an external, transcendent object had also 
changed from an object with personal qualities for the Zhou people,5 who 
devoutly believed in it, to an object that could be perceived through intelligence, 
and then further, through moral practices, to an object of man’s moral nature 
itself. In any event, the evolution of the theory which dissolved the alienating 
quality of “destiny” is very clear in Confucianism. At first, Confucius said that 
he himself came to “know the destiny of Heaven in his fifties” (“Weizheng” in 
the Analects of Confucius), which shows that for Confucius, the “destiny of 
Heaven” was no longer an object of faith, but an object to be known or 
experienced through the accumulation of life experiences and thought. Confucius 
also said that “Without recognizing destiny, it is impossible to be a superior man” 
(Ibid., “Yaoyue”), which indicates that he thought such spiritual experiences 
were something that everyone could and should accomplish. Zhongyong 中庸 
(The Doctrine of the Mean) states that “the mandate of Heaven is known as 
nature, the respect for nature is known as Tao, and the practices of Tao is known 
as teaching.” Mencius also explained that “Those who know their minds well 
know their nature. Knowing their nature, they thus know the Heaven. So their 
minds are kept and their nature is cultivated to serve the Heaven” (“Jinxin 
shang” in the Works of Mencius). This further affirms that “knowing the destiny 
of Heaven,” the greatest cognitive or spiritual achievement for Confucianism, 
was realized after the virtues of benevolence, righteousness, rituals, and 
intelligence were apprehended and put into practice — in other words, it was the 
practices of these virtues themselves. Finally, as they explained and defined the 
“destiny of Heaven”, the Neo-Confucians of the School of Principles during the 
Song Dynasties said that “It is called ‘destiny’ in regard to Heaven, ‘reason’ in 
regard to righteousness, ‘nature’ in regard to humans, and ‘mind’ in regard to the 
control of human body. They are all the same in essence” (Zhu 1935, Vol. 18). 
Also, “What Heaven gives humans and things is known as destiny, and what 
enables things to accept destiny is known as nature” (Li 2007, Vol. 14). They 
followed Zisi 子思 and Mencius’ cues — that is, they observed “respect for 
nature and the practices of Tao” and sought to “know the mind well, know nature, 
and know Heaven” — and finally interpreted the “destiny of Heaven” as moral 
nature itself, internalized in man. Internalizing external “destiny” to dissolve the 
externality and its alienating quality suggests the most outstanding characteristic 
and the greatest success of Confucianism in its theories about transcendence. 
                                                  
5 Shangshu 尚书 (The Book of History) records words by the people of Zhou Dynasty: 
“Heaven thus earnestly appointed King Wen 文王 to kill the barbarian Shang people” 
(“Kanggao”); “I dare not slack in my appointment by Heaven, and I will keep in mind the 
prowess of Heaven forever” (“Junshi”). What is represented here is the Zhou idea of “Heaven” 
and “destiny”, which carries characteristics of religion. 
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Another significant development after Qin Dynasty for the Confucian concept 
“destiny” was the interpretation of the certainty of “destiny” and its separation 
from fatalism. As a philosophical category, Hegel defined “certainty” as “actual 
possibility.”6 In other words, certainty is a possible tendency that some primary 
factors are determined to come true, inevitably and exclusively. Fatalism holds 
that the courses and results of human life or social development are all destined: 
Clearly it is a theoretical form containing “certainty”. Its only characteristic is 
that it recognizes the source of such certainty as some pre-made arrangement by 
external actors superior to man (God, for example). The Confucian theory of 
transcendence interprets “destiny” as the expression of “the human nature of 
man” from another point of view, thus dissolving the alienating quality of 
“destiny” but not denying the “inevitable” certainty of “destiny”. However, 
Confucianism is not thereby trapped in any irrational or trans-rational “fatalist” 
beliefs; instead, it stays theoretically oriented towards internalized “destiny”, 
looking through the qi disposition in human nature to find a source of that 
certainty of “destiny” and to explain it. In particular, Zhu Xi’s three explanations 
are the most conspicuous. He said, “Destiny appears in two types: Some people 
talk about it from the point of qi, thinking that the dispositions of qi vary in terms 
of heaviness and thinness or cleanness and turbidity: For example, ‘The adoption 
or declination of my theories is up to destiny,’ ‘Achievement or frustration is 
already destined.’ Some consider it from the point of reason, reckoning that the 
way of Heaven is pervasive and that it functions as the qualities of human nature 
such as benevolence, righteousness, rituals, and intelligence: For example, to 
‘know the destiny of Heaven in my fifties,’ and ‘the destiny of Heaven is known 
as nature.’ These two are given by Heaven, and are thus known as destiny” (Ibid., 
Vol. 61). In the eyes of Zhu Xi, it was the heaviness and thinness or cleanness 
and turbidity of qi that determined human longevity and fortune, and which 
determined the “inevitability” in the course of human beings’ lives. It can easily 
be seen that in Zhu Xi’s explanation of the certainty of “destiny”, the alienating 
quality of “destiny” was dissolved once again, and that the formation of certainty 
in “destiny” was not due to some external, transcendent cause. Instead, it came 
from a certain inherent factor within human beings themselves. Also, Zhu Xi 
thought that the factor (the qi disposition) within human beings themselves that 
determined the certainty in “destiny” has an accidental source. As he answered 
his disciple’s question of “whether qi disposition is accidental,” Zhu Xi said, “It 
is an accidental encounter rather than a predestined arrangement” (Ibid., Vol. 55). 
Thus, the Confucian idea about the certainty of destiny can be interpreted and 
expressed more precisely: The qi disposition was formed incidentally at the 

                                                  
6 Hegel said, “Possibility and contingency are two links in reality,” and “Developed reality is 
just certainty” (Hegel 1980, p. 300; p. 305). 
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beginning of life and forged the inevitable encounters in its course — longevity 
or early death, failure or success. In this explanation, Zhu Xi eliminated the 
intervention of religious or other mysterious factors at the source of the idea of 
certainty in the Confucian concept of “destiny”. But still there was an issue to be 
solved: how could fortuity at the beginning of life finally become certainty at its 
end? Interpreting the proposition that “death and life rest in destiny, while 
richness and honors depend upon Heaven,” Zhu Xi said that “Destiny was born 
at the very beginning of life, and cannot be removed or changed later. Heaven 
works though its non-action, and this is something that I cannot command” 
(“Yan Yuan”, Zhu 1983). As this remark shows, the certainty in the Confucian 
concept “destiny” was in essence a linear irreversibility in the activities and 
course of human life in an environment with many factors related to one another 
in very complicated ways. Due to this linear irreversibility, the incidental 
establishment of the qi disposition at the beginning of life was unchangeable, and 
the result at its end was the only one possible, and thus was seemingly 
“inevitable”. This “certainty” was not a sign of an external, transcendent 
“arrangement” that was already made; instead, it was the result of the linear 
course of a human being’s life, incidentally driven by a qi disposition and 
proceeding through various unrepeatable environments. This was Zhu Xi’s 
complete explanation of the certainty of “destiny”, and through it, the issue in 
Zhu Xi’s remarks about “destiny” was resolved. Zhu Xi’s philosophical 
observations and conclusions regarding the certainty of “destiny” were both 
personal and characteristic of the School of Principles as a section of 
Confucianism. Such discussion was still based on experiences, but contained 
factual preconditions existing within man himself, and reasonable logical 
thinking processes. It is thus essentially scientific and rational. 

3  Confucian responses to “destiny” 

The Confucian theory of transcendence holds that “destiny” rests in man himself, 
in the xingli 性理 (human nature) and the qi disposition of human beings. This 
theory dissolved the externality and the alienating quality of “destiny.” However, 
Confucianism does not deny the certainty of “destiny”; rather, it simply gives it a 
rational explanation through the School of Principles, concluding that it is a sign 
of the human individual’s contingency at the source of life and of a linear 
irreversibility in the course of existence. In this way, responses to “destiny” — a 
kind of certainty — became a very significant aspect of the Confucian theory of 
transcendence; meanwhile, such certainty was the result of a linear, creative 
course of life rather than destiny or some manifestation of a pre-made 
“arrangement.” This response thus obtained for itself a broad space of autonomy 
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and freedom in which anything was possible. As an axiom, a Confucian does not 
change his rational and moral principles nor his intended direction and efforts, 
despite the inevitability of transcendent fate. Such Confucian attitudes had been 
undergoing formation ever since the days of Confucius. He struggled ceaselessly 
in sticking to the principles of “Tao” (rituals and benevolences) although “As to 
the failure of right principles to make progress, he is aware of that” (“Weizi” in 
the Analects of Confucius). He did not complain or regret, even though people of 
his days laughed at him for “doing things while he knew they were impossible” 
(“Xianwen” in the Analects of Confucius). Later, Mencius “follow the principles, 
and expect the destiny” (“Jinxin xia” in the Works of Mencius), and Cheng Yi 
said that “Knowing the propriety of destiny, one will not hesitate in spite of 
failure, difficulty, disasters, or mishaps, simply performing his righteousness” 
(“Kun”, Cheng 1981a). Zhu Xi said that “Those who accept their destiny of 
Heaven conduct themselves in light of principles and the times, not daring to act 
on behalf of themselves” (“Da Huoren”, Vol. 64, Zhu 1989). All these have the 
same Confucian attitude with which they responded to the certainty of “destiny” 
in light of inherent codes of conduct and proper practices of morality — physical 
inherence and ethical propriety. One can find typical examples of such Confucian 
attitudes in the pre-Qin Confucian classics: 
 

Mencius said, “All is destined, so accept propriety obediently; therefore, he 
who knows his destiny does not stand below a high, dangerous wall” (“Jinxin 
shang” in the Works of Mencius). 
 
Zhu Wengong 邾文公 (Prince Wengong of Zhu State) practiced divination 
regarding the possibility of moving his capital to Yi 绎. Official soothsayers 
told him, “It would benefit the people instead of Your Majesty.” Prince Zhu 
said, “It would be on behalf of me if it does benefit my people. When he 
begets human beings, Heaven appoints monarchs for their interests. Now that 
it will benefit the people, I must do it.” His servants tried to dissuade him, 
“Your Majesty could enjoy your destiny longer. Why do you not do that?” The 
Prince replied, “Destiny is intended to support people, but death is merely a 
matter of time. If it is really beneficial to people, I should move the capital 
there. That would be the greatest auspice!” Thus he moved the capital to Yi. In 
May the prince died. Gentlemen commended him as “knowing his destiny” 
(“Wengong shisan nian”, Zuo 2008). 

 
Both life experience and common sense about physics tell us that a tall wall can 
easily fall down; therefore one should refrain from standing beneath it in case 
any accidents take place. In the proposition that “he who knows his destiny does 
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not stand below a high, dangerous wall,” Mencius took a trivial daily event to 
precisely explain a main aspect of the fundamental Confucian attitudes or 
principles regarding “destiny” — that one should live in accord with physical 
rules. Prince Wengong of Zhu was going to move his capital to Yi, but wondered 
whether it was auspicious or ominous and hesitated, therefore went to 
soothsayers. The answers indicated that the move to Yi would be beneficial to his 
subjects but harmful to himself — he would not enjoy longevity. Prince 
Wengong thought that as a monarch, his “destiny” was to protect and support his 
subjects, and since it could benefit his people, the move to Yi would be 
beneficial and auspicious. Thus, he made up his mind to move the capital, dying 
soon after. In the eyes of numerologists, the prince “knew nothing about 
destiny,” but the author of the Zuo zhuan took a Confucian stand (“gentlemen 
commented”7), thinking he “knew destiny,” for the prince had consciously 
carried out his ethical principles as a monarch.8 This historical event in the Zuo 
zhuan clearly showed another major aspect of Confucianism’s fundamental 
principles and attitudes in response to “destiny” — it advocated living with an 
eye towards ethics and morality. Such a Confucian attitude in response to 
“destiny” (“knowing destiny”) was invoked in two propositions made by the 
School of Principles of the Song Dynasty. 

The first proposition, made by Cheng Yi, was that “there is no destiny but 
righteousness.” He said, 

 
A gentleman must respect both righteousness and destiny. “My efforts lead to 
obtainment, while my declination leads to loss; thus efforts facilitate 
obtainment, and what is sought for is dependent on me.” This is talking about 
righteousness. “My efforts comply with principles, yet the obtainment is 
dependent upon destiny; thus efforts do not facilitate obtainment, and what is 
sought for stays outside me.” These words are about destiny. As for saints, there 
is no regard for destiny, but only regard for righteousness. “He is unwilling to do 
one single wrong or kill one innocent person, even if this may enthrone him.” 
This line deals with righteousness instead of destiny (Cheng 1981, Vol. 3). 

 

                                                  
7 The words “Gentlemen commented” appear more than 40 times in the Zuo zhuan, with most 
instances being judgments about historical events from a Confucian perspective. 
8 Liji 礼记 (Book of Rituals) says that “A monarch dies for his state, a minister for his people, 
and a gentleman for institutions” (“Quli xia”); that “It is viewed as righteousness if a monarch 
dies for his country when the state is in danger” (“Liyun”); that “Princes (lords and monarchs) 
value their states, therefore they love their civilians” (“Dazhuan”); and that “If a monarch 
loves his people as a father does his son, the people will love him as sons do a father” (“Ziyi”). 
Confucianism takes protecting the country and supporting its subjects as a monarch’s ethical 
responsibility and moral duty. 



CUI Dahua 
 
318 

Cheng Yi developed Mencius’ idea, thinking that the acquisition or avoidance of 
“external” things such as longevity and success or early death and failure is 
dependent on “destiny”, not on me; but the performance of righteousness and the 
practice and achievement of morality is something that “rests in me,” obtainable 
through efforts. People should have no regard for “destiny”; instead, they should 
plunge themselves into the practice of righteousness. Apparently, the thinkers of 
the School of Principles did not intend to deny “destiny” through their 
proposition that “there is no destiny but righteousness”; rather, for the realization 
of human value or the estimation of the meaning of life, they placed the 
realization of righteousness above “destiny”. To respond to the view of the 
existence of an objective, certain transcendence, they used the idea of “seeking 
for what is in me,” or more precisely, the practice of ethical principles and moral 
ideals on one’s own initiative. Here the stateliness and sublimity of the 
Confucian system of thought, and of the Confucian way of life, are represented. 
In the eyes of the scholars of the School of Principles, such an attitude towards 
life, which can show the rational dignity and autonomy of human beings when 
facing the supreme transcendent existences, was a sign of the highest 
enlightenment of the Confucian spirit — the achievement of sages. 

The second proposition was that “destiny appears at the end of human efforts.” 
Answering the question of one of his disciples, Zhu Xi clearly put forward such a 
proposition: 

 
Question: In the discussion of destiny in the Posthumous Writings of the 
Cheng Brothers, a commentary says that “A sage does know his destiny, but 
he saves no energy in making human efforts.” What does this mean exactly? 
Answer: A man has his destiny indeed, but he has to “accept his propriety 
obediently,” and one example of this is that “he who knows his destiny does 
not stand below a high, dangerous wall.” If one thinks that he has his own 
destiny and insists on going to stand below a high, dangerous wall, he will not 
be able to talk about destiny once he is buried under the collapsed wall. 
Destiny appears at the end of human efforts (Li 2007, Vol. 97). 

 
Zhu Xi also said that “A sage cares nothing about destiny; what he is concerned 
with is only righteousness; poverty or wealth, honor or humility, so long as they 
are the results of being righteous, he will accept them in peace” (Ibid., Vol. 34). 
With the view that “there is no destiny but righteousness,” Zhu Xi similarly took 
ethical practices as the most conscious response to “destiny”. With the view that 
“destiny appears at the end of human efforts,” Zhu invoked Mencius’ idea of 
“knowing destiny”, expanding responses to “destiny” to include all behaviors 
that respect and conform to ethical and physical rules. Even when one is only 
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following the most common and trivial rules, such as “do not stand below a high, 
dangerous wall”, or “with shoes on in sunny days, and with feet bare in rainy 
times,” one can still be viewed as in response to “destiny”.9 Moreover, for Zhu, 
such responses are a “commitment to human efforts” in a particular situation, and 
a realization of “destiny”. In a less formal sense, to live with a mind on ethical 
and physical rules is to lead a healthy and whole life, to make a “commitment to 
human efforts”. The transcendent “destiny” in Confucianism is still “suspended 
there” in the proposition that “there is no destiny but righteousness,” but it is 
dissolved into practices of human life in the proposition that “destiny appears at 
the end of human efforts.” “Destiny” is manifested as the ethical and physical 
rules of daily life, and as the practices of human life itself. It was the most 
positive Confucian attitude regarding the certainty of “destiny”; this attitude led 
its followers to fuse “destiny” into the practices of human life, and to take the 
active practices of human life as the realization of “destiny”. Zhu Xi also clearly 
separated the general Confucian attitude (that of knowing destiny) from fatalism 
(which only talks about destiny). Fatalists think that the results are destined, and 
they thus can do whatever they like (i.e. go to stand below a high, dangerous 
wall). As such, fatalism cannot logically give birth to any principles to guide 
human life, or any feelings that cherish human life and make human beings work 
hard. Scholars of the School of Principles thus acquired a theoretical stance of 
opposing the idea of “numbers”,10 which represents fatalism of numerologists. 

                                                  
9 According to Chapter “Shuer” in the Analects of Confucius, “The Master said to Yan Yuan, 
‘When called to office, he undertook its duties; when not so called, he retired; — It is only you 
and I who have this attainment!” Zhu Xi explained this line to his disciples, saying that ‘The 
Sage did not care much about “being called” or “not being called.” When called, he went to 
undertake his duties; when not called, he retired. It is just like one puts his shoes on when it is 
a fine day, and keeps his feet bare when it is raining. Yin shi 尹氏 said, ‘Destiny is nothing to 
speak of.’ For it is unnecessary to talk about destiny” (Li 2007, Vol. 34). 
10 “Yi wen zhi” 艺文志 (“Records of arts and literatures”) in Hanshu 汉书 (History of the 
Han Dynasty) says, “All numerology is related to the offices of Mingtang 明堂 (an official in 
charge of sacrifice to ancestors), Xihe 羲和 (an official who practices divination in connection 
with the sun) and Shipu 史卜 (a historian serving as a prophet).” It classifies literature into 6 
types: astrology, calendars, wuxing 五行 (five elements), qi 蓍 (a kind of grass used to divine) 
and gui 龟 (bones of tortoises for divination), mischievous divination, and xing fa (forms and 
laws), and thinks that seven people who “almost acquired some superficial knowledge about 
it” were Zi Shen 梓慎, Bi Zao 裨灶, Bu Yan 卜偃 and Zi Wei 子韦 during the Spring and 
Autumn Period; Gan Gong 甘公 and Shi Shenfu 石申夫 during the Warring States Period; 
and Tang Du during Han Dynasty. According to the records of Han Dynasty, ancient numerology 
in China (which, it should be admitted, became more prosperous after Qin and Han dynasties) 
organized a variety of knowledge on topics such as astronomy, geography, and history into a 
certain logical frame, thus claimed to be able to predict the “predestined” fates, such as the failure 
or success and disasters or auspices in human life, or the prosperity or decline of society. 
Different numerological schools had different logical frames, knowledge, and experiences, and 
the logical order and rules for calculation in each logical frame can be called “numbers.” 
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For example, Cheng Yi said that “Confucians are supposed to talk only about 
human efforts, not about the matter of numerology, and it would be acceptable to 
attribute things to destiny only when there is no hope of redemption” (Cheng 
1981b, Vol. 5). He also said that “Ancient people engaged with divination only 
when they had real doubts. Today, people attempt to calculate the failure and 
success of their destiny, and check if they have good fortune or not. Alas, how 
stupid they are” (Zhu 1935, Vol. 25). Numerologists think that destiny is the 
result of determined “numbers”; in the opinion of Confucianism (i.e. the School 
of Principles), however, human life means autonomous creation in the 
“commitment to human efforts,” and the final result, even if it is unique, it is 
not destined. In the words of Wang Fuzhi 王夫之, a Confucian of Qing 
Dynasty, human beings should stay the course of human life, in which “destiny 
renews daily and human nature renews daily”, until the end of life. 
Confucianism may have not found a strong theoretical weapon to completely 
defeat fatalism, but it demonstrates an extraordinary spirit of scientific 
rationality. Stephen Hawking once discussed the question “Is Everything 
Determined” in a speech in 1990, analyzing three confusing or unsolvable issues 
caused by the belief that all things in the universe were destined. He concluded 
with this remark: “Is everything determined? The answer is ‘yes, it is’. But, it 
might as well not be because we can never know what is determined.” He 
suggested that “We do not know what is determined, so we cannot base our 
behaviors on the idea that everything is determined. Instead, people have to 
adopt an effective theory, that is, man has freewill and has to be responsible for 
his own behaviors” (Hawking 1995, p. 137). One should say that this is a 
complete answer to the problem of “destiny”: One cannot be sure whether 
“destiny” has the character of “destiny”, but one can be sure of the appropriate 
attitude towards “destiny” — one should live reasonably. The Confucian 
response to “destiny” is similar to this spirit. 

The proposition that “destiny appears at the end of human efforts” was also a 
major conceptual element that contributes to a special cultural characteristic of 
Confucianism, namely, that the ultimate concern of Confucianism does not 
dissociate itself from mundane life. As the supreme, transcendent existence in the 
Confucian system, and as the final support for Confucian spiritual life, “destiny” 
(the destiny of Heaven and the way of Heaven) only rested in, and was only 
realized through, ethical and physical rules. Confucianism can thus answer the 
question about the meaning of human life in a “commitment to human efforts”, 
which brought the mind peace and order. Such a rational awareness of the 
ultimate in human life was an important spiritual factor that makes the Confucian 
lifestyle eternally vigorous. 
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