The complimentary nature of doctrines whose beginnings are opposite. 
If the answer to this discussion, Mengzi and Xunzi: Talking past each other was based solely on the times they were alive then it can be said that Xunzi is just talking over Mengzi who was already responding to a similar doctrine by his contemporary Gaozi prior to Xunzi even being alive. However, ignoring the literal, opens a wider scope of possibility when answering this question - though it is less a question and more a statement resulting in exploration of its claim. The general belief is that the doctrines of Mengzi often translated as Mencius, and Xunzi are opposites and while this may be true of the 'origin' of their beliefs, that does not necessarily make it true of the rest of their thought. 
Mengzi's name much like Confucius, was latinised by modern translators, to Mencius. Unlike Confucius Mengzi's birthdate is not known for certain, he is known to have been in his later years in 314 BCE as such he is generally considered to have lived around 380 to 300 BCE. Mengzi was a Confucian scholar who for most of his life simply practised the Confucian Dao and only later in life attempted to influence leaders in the way of Confucius, specifically during the Warring States period 423–221 BCE (Eno, 2016, p. 1). 
Xunzi name does not appear to have been latinised and similarly to Mengzi his birthdate can only be estimated, with even more difficulty of pinning down just when he lived though it is believed that he lived towards the end of the warring states period around 300 BCE (Stefon, 2019) and that there were a few decades between him and Mengzi. 
Though they are both Confucian scholars and are in fact considered to be two of the foremost Confucian scholars following Confucius himself (Goldin, 2018) both of their schools of thought start differently. It can be said that their thoughts are ultimately similar but the beginnings of their schools of thoughts are opposites without question. 
[bookmark: _Int_PQ3McUcd]Regardless of what translation is used, Mengzi's school of thought builds upon the idea that human nature is good, and that everyone is born with four seeds or sprouts, Van Norden translates it as sprouts for nature that is already in motion and in need of nurturing rather than seed for a nature that has not yet begun. Those four sprouts are benevolence (ren) – the sense of commiseration; righteousness (yi) - the sense of shame; ritual (li) - the sense of deference, and wisdom (Zhi) - the sense of right and wrong (Eno, 2016, p. 44). Mengzi argues that everyone is born with these four sprouts and a good environment is needed to nurture said sprouts. If a person isn't given the kind of environment they need to grow, then the seeds will die and that is how bad deeds come about. 
Mengzi argues proof for his claim that human nature is good through the 'Child at the Well' thought experiment – in which a child is dangerously close to falling in a well and regardless of whether you manage to act to save the child, everyone seeing this accident will be struck with a sense of anxiety some will even automatically move to save the child. People's instincts are different so the action taken may vary but the initial feeling and emotion will be some semblance of concern. This thought experiment requires the abruptness of the event so that there is no time to reflect on the emotions felt in that moment. Mengzi uses this argument to claim that everyone is born with those four sprouts because, regardless of actions, everyone will feel the anxiety. 
When faced with the question of how evil comes about, Mengzi explains it when responding to Gaozi's claim that human nature is neutral 'just as water makes no distinction between east and west' (Eno, 2016, p. 107) because water will go where you direct it. Mengzi's response is that on a flat plain that may be true but on a rugged terrain water will always flow down, no matter where you direct it, east or west, it naturally flows down - ' There are no men who are not innately good, just as there is no water that does not flow down' (Eno, 2016, p. 107). The only time water goes up is when an external force is acted upon it, he relates this to human nature, which is naturally good but when external force is acted upon it whether that is in form of a bad environment or bad influence it can turn bad. In the case of the metaphor of the sprouts, they shrivel and cannot thrive because they are not being nurtured. 
On the other hand, Xunzi believes that humans are born with three innate dispositions, 'a fondness for profit... feelings of hate and dislike... and desires of the eyes and ears' (Hutton, 2026, p. 248) and that if people only acted on these desires, then they would ' turn to disrupting social divisions and order, and end up becoming violent' (Hutton, 2026, p. 248). As a result, people need to work towards being good and that only by doing so can they overcome their nature.  
While Xunzi fully denies the existence of the four sprouts it is easy to argue that his school of thought is the same only he calls them three innate dispositions. It is possible to argue that these are simply three sprouts of a negative nature rather than Mengzi's four sprouts for good nature. Either way, Xunzi argues his claim for humans needing to work to be good with the crooked wood metaphor – ' Thus, crooked wood must await steaming and straightening on the shaping frame, and only then does it become straight.' (Hutton, 2026, p. 248). Never mind the fact that this metaphor creates the imagery that a person must undergo a somewhat violent external force to become good, but it also comes with the implication that things are only good when they're useful to humans. Why must the wood be straight, so it can be used? Why does that make it 'good', it presumably did just fine as a tree before?  Then again, this school of thought is specifically targeting humans so maybe it's expected that it's human-centric in nature. 
[bookmark: _Int_mCFhZaJz]Ultimately, it seems like an unwarranted discussion – both philosophers can make empirical claims that human nature is good or bad, but you cannot prove it unequivocally, in either direction. Even if it could be proven the answer would still be debated as it is, even today. In the end, regardless of the 'seed' of their thoughts, both Mengzi and Xunzi agree that one needs to work in order to become 'good' they even both agree that anyone can reach the level of enlightenment as a sage. If anything, the beginning of their doctrines human nature being good versus it being bad, gives insight into their own characters than the characters of humans as a whole. Mengzi seems more positive and hopeful which could steer people towards his teachings because he first makes them feel good about themselves and places the 'blame' for their bad behaviour on their environment; whereas Xunzi gives the impression of being cynical and the idea of being told you have a bad nature is likely going to be a turn off for many people when considering his teachings. 
It is interesting to think about however, when considering the time in which they lived, the Warring States period was one of strife and turmoil. It is fascinating to think that despite all that he would have seen, Mengzi still considered human nature to be fundamentally good, and it is equally understandable that Xunzi looked at what was happening around him and considered human nature to be fundamentally bad.
Now, when considering the practical implication or application of their teachings regardless of whether it is being aimed the education system or general governance, it does not necessarily matter if one only takes the idea of working towards goodness into account. However, there are drawbacks to both positions that may want to be considered when applying the doctrines to people, child or adult. 
[bookmark: _Int_K7PWBsaT][bookmark: _Int_94Yfs2NF]Mengzi's belief that human nature being inherently good is admirable however, it should be acknowledged that he claimed that those without the four sprouts of commiseration, shame, deference and the understanding of right and wrong could not be a person. As seen in Eno when Mengzi claims that 'anyone who lacks the sense of shame cannot be a person; anyone who lacks a sense of deference cannot not be a person; anyone who lacks a sense of right and wrong cannot not be a person' (Eno, 2016, p. 44). Why is this problematic? Because very few people are ever going to investigate these doctrines as a whole. The general population, if simply taught these ideas, will take it at face value. Those in the population with personality disorders such as those with anti-social personality disorder (ASPD, commonly known as sociopathy or psychopathy) and people who are neurodivergent for example those who are autistic may feel ostracised.
Often people with ASPD and autism struggle to understand some of the sprouts for example those with sociopathy often don't feel 'shame' nor do they have any regard for the concept of right and wrong (Mayo Clinic, 2023). However, this does not mean that they are evil – there are cases were sociopaths mimic 'correct' behaviour because they still have cognitive empathy, they understand logically that certain things are 'wrong' even if they don't personally understand it (Betterhelp Editorial Team, 2018) and in other cases there are places in which they succeed. There is the common belief that those with psychopathic traits do well in positions of upper management because they excel in making difficult decisions and sacrificing for the company – this is not to say this is a good thing but it can be an area where they flourish (Mohammed, 2017). Similarly, autistic people can also struggle with behaviours that are considered 'normal' or even struggle with empathy and 'mask' - the act of presenting expected behaviours – when in public. 
As a result, the thought that those without the four sprouts are not people is not only harmful to a good portion of society but it could also make them to feel inhuman or have them ask themselves what point there is to putting all that effort into being 'good' to others if they are not seen as human. Furthermore, those that do not have a nurturing environment may simply subscribe to the idea that it is easier not to cultivate those sprouts of goodness as they don't have the resources to. 
[bookmark: _Int_VBMha8Mc][bookmark: _Int_X8FyUJp6][bookmark: _Int_0dWNvNUK]There is a similar drawback when considering Xunzi's school of thought, though not specifically towards neurodivergent people and those with ASPD. Xunzi's claim that people are inherently bad could make people in bad environments believe that they cannot be better because it is in their nature or that there is no point to trying because they are in an environment that does not supports them to get better. Why does this matter? Because many people but in particular children, when they are told something about themselves that is, in this context, that they are inherently bad they will begin to believe it, this is especially true when told this by enough people. There could be two consequences to this, either a child believes that no matter what they do, they are bad which can lead to behaviours than can be dangerous to themselves and others or that because they are bad no matter what that they do will not even try to be 'good'. Furthermore, those that are told that they are bad by nature may simply use it to justify bad behaviour or feel justified in their actions because after all everyone is actually bad by nature and are not any better them. 
[bookmark: _Int_lZUUeqM7]Any and all of these drawbacks are because not only can they have negative impacts on societal function, or the function of government and places of educations but, and perhaps more importantly, negatively impact the people in a society.
Both of these doctrines are certainly complementary and can absolutely be synthesised due to their similarity in the overarching ideas that anyone can become a Sage because sages were humans too; that environment plays a huge role in moral and societal development and that humans must work towards goodness and moral superiority. The question is, should they be? 
Anyone can make an empirical claim that does not make it true, and Mengzi and Xunzi's claims could arguably have more negative impact than positive - though it can be argued that Mengzi's stance could equally make people more hopeful that they do have a goodness inside them despite what others say or that Xunzi could give encouragement to those who society considers to be bad, that they can be good because everyone starts out with a bad nature . Regardless, it may just be simpler to take Gaozi's argument into account that human nature is inherently neutral - 'Human nature is like water swirling at a wellspring. If you dig a channel towards the east it will flow east; if you dig a channel towards the west it will flow west. Human nature makes no distinction between good and bad, just as water makes no distinction between east and west.'  (Eno, 2016, p. 107). That humans are neutral and must work towards being good rather than them starting out one way or the other. 
In conclusion, Mengzi and Xunzi are not talking past each other. While they may have started off in different positions, they are ultimately arguing the same point regardless of whether they think they're speaking of opposite ideas. This is evident in the idea that they can be synthesised so easily. The question of the application of their doctrines in governance or education is a somewhat different matter as the positives and drawbacks have been covered but even then, as with many philosophical debates and regardless of what interpreters may believe, the debate remains open because there will always be another contrary argument. 
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