



	[image: UWTSD LOGO]
	[image: ]




University of Wales Trinity Saint David
in collaboration with
Malaysian Han Studies

Foundation Certificate in Sinology


SICH 3005_MAHAN 
An introduction to Classical Chinese Literature
Assessment 2 (English)






	Lecturer Name
	Yiying Jiao
焦譯影老師

	Student Name
	Eddy Chan Wai Hun
鄭維翰

	Student ID
	2017048

	Date of Submission
	14/06/2021

	Marks
	





Question

評估2–70% 小論文（2000字 –英文）
撰寫一篇 2000 字小論文，關於文言文課程篇章，某一主題或某一思想的小論文結合自身修養、生活落實或生活感悟。








	
Teacher Name

	Overall Comments

	












	








A Discussion of Xunzi “Encouraging Learning”


The book “Encouraging Learning” by Xunzi is a discussion on learning. So, what is learning? From the today’s perspective, learning is a process of acquiring skills and accumulation of knowledge through study, experience or being taught.  Is this understanding adequate in explaining “learning”? Xunzi, in his book “Encouraging Learning” provides the interpretation of learning where learning is not merely accumulation of knowledge but rather, the process of coming to understand morality as a constant, lifelong process of self-improvement and self-cultivation: “Thus, if wood is pressed against a straightening board, it can be made straight; if metal is put to the grindstone, it can be sharpened.”[footnoteRef:1] Similarly: “If the gentleman studies widely and each day examines himself, his wisdom will become clear and his conduct be without fault.”[footnoteRef:2] According to Xunzi, learning is a process that everyone has to adhere. The first sentence in the book “Encouraging Learning”, “The cultivated person says, “Learning should never be completed”. The subsequent statement further states that “If the cultivated person broadens his learning and daily examines himself, his understanding will be clear and his actions will never miss the mark”. So why did Xunzi constantly emphasize on learning?  [1:  木受繩則直，金就礪則利 (Burton Watson, Xunzi: Basic Writings [New York: Columbia University Press, 2012], 17).]  [2:  君子博學而日參省乎己，則知明而行無過矣 (ibid., 17).] 


In Chapter 23 of Xunzi, “Human Nature is Bad”, Xunzi is a strong believer that human nature is bad or ugly. Its good derives from conscious activity. It is the human nature such that he was born with fondness for profit. Indulging this leads to contention and strife, and the sense of modesty and yielding with which one was born disappears. One is born with feelings of envy and hate, and, by indulging these, one is led into banditry and theft, so that the sense of loyalty and good faith with which he was born disappears. One is born with the desires of the ears and eyes and with a fondness for beautiful sights and sounds, and, by indulging these, one is led into licentiousness and chaos, so that the sense of ritual, rightness, refinement, and principle with which one was born is lost. Hence, following human nature and indulging human emotions will inevitably lead to contention and strife, causing one to rebel against one’s proper duty, reduce principle to chaos, and revert to violence. Therefore one must be transformed by the example of a teacher and guided by the way of ritual and rightness before one will attain modesty and yielding, accord with refinement and ritual, and return to order. From this perspective it is apparent that human nature is evil and that its goodness is the result of conscious activity.

Many have asked, if human nature is bad or ugly, then where do ritual and rightness come from? Xunzi’s reply: ritual and rightness are always created by the conscious activity of the sages; essentially they are not created by human nature.  If human nature were good, we could dispense with the sage kings and desist from the practice of ritual and rightness. Since human nature is evil, we must elevate the sages and esteem ritual and rightness.

If we understand wisdom as moral knowledge, and faultless conduct as the ability to act according to this moral knowledge, then this ability is not innate. Rather, it is achieved only through learning. Xunzi believed that man is the product of his environment: “Children born among the Han or Yue people of the south and among the Mo barbarians of the north cry with the same voice at birth, but as they grow older they follow different customs. Education causes them to differ.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  幹越、夷貉之子，生而同聲，長而異俗，教使之然也 (ibid.).] 


This is similar to Confucius’ maxim that “We’re all the same by nature. It is habits that make us so different.”[footnoteRef:4] Xunzi and Confucius both emphasize the value of conscious activity, particularly learning. It is this acquired learning that determines the direction of man’s development. This is not something that happens overnight. Xunzi viewed learning as a process of accumulation: “Pile up earth to make a mountain, and wind and rain will rise from it. Gather water to make a deep pool, and dragons will appear. Pile up good deeds to create virtue, and godlike understanding will emerge by itself; there the mind of sage will find completion.”[footnoteRef:5] This “piling up” represents not the accumulation of knowledge but, rather, the accumulation of virtue. As for the content of moral learning, it is found in the words of the sage kings: “If you do not hear the words handed down from the ancient kings, you will not understand the greatness of learning.”[footnoteRef:6] According to “Encouraging Learning,” learning has two layers.[footnoteRef:7] The first layer deals with the sequence of subjects, beginning with a proper education in the Confucian classics and ending with the learning of ritual. The phrase “[learning] culminates in etiquette” indicates the proper sequence of study, while providing another opportunity to emphasize the importance of ritual. On the surface, this sequence seems to echo Confucius’s exhortation to “be incited by the Songs, established by ritual, and perfected by music.”[footnoteRef:8] However, the two philosophies are quite different in spirit, especially in how they approach the intention of study: to transform oneself from a scholar into a sage. [4:  性相近也，習相遠也 (David Hinton, Analects [Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2014], 154).]  [5:  積土成山，風雨興焉；積水成淵，蛟龍生焉；積善成德，而神明自得，聖心備焉 (Watson, Xunzi, 18).]  [6:  不聞先王之遺言，不知學問之大也 (ibid.).]  [7:  See “Quanxue pian diyi 勸學篇第一 [Encouraging Learning],” in Wang, Xunzi jiaoshi, 22-23.]  [8:  Hinton, Analects, 84.] 


As can be seen, the learning process brought by Xunzi has a different perception as compared to our modern days of understanding on the word learning. We always want to learn something by acquiring certain skills, knowledge or experience for some purpose. The common purpose for most people is to use those skills, knowledge or experience to achieve personal goals. If most knowledgeable people who do not possess good characters, goodness, ritual propriety, righteousness and wisdom, these knowledgeable people may become the most dangerous people in the world. We have seen so many criminals happened resulted from smart people using their knowledge to achieve their own goals even though certain actions undertaken by them may harm others. This further justify the philosophy of Xunzi that “Human Nature is Bad”. The only way, according to Xunzi is that through constant education, not just academic learning but the moral teaching is vital to develop a proper person.

According to Xunzi, cultivation is divided into three stages: scholar, gentleman and sage. The ultimate purpose of learning is to become a sage. Thus, the purpose of learning does not lie outside oneself in the physical world but, rather, in one’s own self. 

According to Xunzi:

The learning of the gentleman enters his ear, clings to his mind, spreads through his four limbs, and manifests itself in his actions. His smallest word, his slightest movement can serve as a model. The learning of the petty man enters his ear and comes out of his mouth. With only four inches between ear and mouth, how can he have possession of it long enough to ennoble a full-grown body? In old times, men studied for their own sake; nowadays men study with an eye to others. The gentleman uses learning to ennoble himself; the petty man uses learning as a bribe to win attention from others.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  君子之學也，入乎耳，著乎心，布乎四體，形乎動靜，端而言，蠕而動，一可以為法則。小人之學也，入乎耳，出乎口，口耳之間則四寸耳，曷足以美七尺之軀哉？古之學者為己，今之學者為人。君子之學也，以美其身；小人
之學也，以為禽犢 (Watson, Xunzi, 19).] 


The difference between the learning of the gentlemen and that of the petty man, then, is that the learning of the petty man is superficial. For the former, learning is something that is manifested throughout his entire being as the result of long and genuine effort. Because of this, the best way to learn is to “associate with those who are learned.”[footnoteRef:10] Xunzi means that learning is not simply transmitted through words or objects. Through the complete man, such as the sage or wise king in ancient times, we can understand the character of the ideal man. In Xunzi’s view, this is the best path. He believed that mindlessly adhering to the classics of the past is useless. They must be connected with life to be relevant. [10:  近其人 (ibid., 19).] 


The most important element of Xunzi’s school is honouring ritual: “Therefore I say that in learning nothing is more profitable than to associate with those who are learned, and of the roads to learning, none is quicker than to love such men. Second only to this is to honour ritual.”[footnoteRef:11] For Xunzi, the intention behind learning is key. It is only through honouring ritual that one can understand the subtleties of the ancient texts. Otherwise, even if a man spends an entire day studying, nothing will come of it.  [11:  學之經莫速乎好其人，隆禮次之 (Watson, Xunzi, 19).] 


From the teachings of Xunzi, in order to transform one’s nature into better person, he must set a correct goal and that is to be as close as sage. Learning is a constant, lifelong process of self-improvement and self-cultivation and not just academically. His learning process has to be follow the process and must not rush to achieve the end results in shortest possible time. As Lao Tzu says, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” He must have the right environment to learn where the correct environment will provide good results of learning. With the right mindset, constant practice good rituals and learning as what Xunzi wants us to, we can be of use to the world we love and the conflict between people, countries will disappear and the world will be a better place for all of us.
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