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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. [footnoteRef:1] According to Xunzi, learning is a process that everyone must 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:  “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.” Similarly: “If the gentleman studies widely and each day examines himself, his wisdom will become clear and his conduct be without fault.”木受繩則直，金就礪則利 (Burton Watson, Xunzi: Basic Writings [New York: Columbia University Press, 2012], 17). 君子博學而日參省乎己，則知明而行無過矣 (ibid., 17)] 


Xunzi is a strong believer that human nature is bad or ugly. In his book, “Human Nature is Bad”, he pointed out that human nature is bad or ugly and the only way to transform this is through constant learning. The transformation process is crucial to bring out the good inner behaviour of human and this must be through teaching and guidance by teachers. The teachings that he referred to is morality learning. He believes that by implanting proper morality teachings, this can shape the human to become person with right mindset. 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? There were many incidents happened during recent times that supported Xunzi’s view on human nature is bad or ugly. The case of collapse of Barings Bank, one of the oldest investment banks in the United Kingdom, founded in 1762. Barings Bank was one of the largest and most stable bank in the world at that point of time. Barings Bank collapsed and went bankrupt in 1995 after one of its traders, the then 28-year-old Nick Leeson who was operating in its Singapore office, lost USD1.3 billion in unauthorised trades. He was not only lost in trading of futures contracts in both the Osaka Securities Exchange in Japan and the Singapore International Money Exchange, in Singapore, he hid the losses with accounting tricks and made the matters worse. This had led to the collapse of Barings Bank. This case has demonstrated to us that the human nature is bad or ugly as rightly pointed out by Xunzi because human nature was born with fondness for profit. The way to overcome this is constant learning the rituals and rightness way inherited and practiced by the sages as propagated by Xunzi.

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. Xunzi also believes that education will shape every human being differently. This was well illustrated by his quotes on the newborn children. He explains that children from different places if crying, have the same voice at birth. As they grow older, they follow different customs. Education causes them to differ.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  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:3] 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.[footnoteRef:4] This accumulation Xunzi referred to was not representing the accumulation of knowledge but, rather, the accumulation of virtue. According to “Encouraging Learning,” learning has two layers.[footnoteRef:5] 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.  The intention of study as proclaimed by Xunzi is to transform oneself from a scholar into a sage. [3:  性相近也，習相遠也 (David Hinton, Analects [Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2014], 154).]  [4:  “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.”]  [5:  See “Quanxue pian diyi 勸學篇第一 [Encouraging Learning],” in Wang, Xunzi jiaoshi, 22-23.] 


According to Xunzi, learning is not only following its sequence but to focus on learning a particular subject. Nowadays, people tend to learn as much as they can in shortest possible time. They hope to acquire lots of skills and knowledge in their lives so that they are seen to be competitive. This lack of focus in learning has resulted in many people not successful in their undertakings.  If we can stay focus in our learning and learning one thing at a time, we can be very successful in whatever our future undertakings. This was proven by a lot of Great Chinese Sages. Their perseverance and focus on their learning and studies had shaped them who they are. 

How do we construct a morality that will allow us to flourish or to transform oneself to sage? All these can be found in the wisdom of our ancestors. For example, The Standard for Being a Good Student and Child, “Di Zi Gui”, is the teaching that guide a child to become a person who knows and practices the appropriate manners and etiquettes of life, and later established to become a responsible attitude that benefits his social and private life. This guide is practically the basic of human behaviours and as Xunzi said, if we constantly learn and practice this teaching, we will become a better person. We must ensure that this teaching is implant into our lives and our behaviours are based on this teaching. We also need to constantly examine our behaviours whether there is any infringement to the teachings of Di Zi Gui. Like Xunzi says, If the cultivated person broadens his learning and daily examines himself, his understanding will be clear and his actions will never miss the mark. 

Xunzi also believes that the environment surrounding a person impacts the learning process of that person. This is true in the context of the family environment. According to the findings of some research, majority of criminals came from broken families. This was justified by the finding through our conversations with the prison wardens in Penang. According to one of the wardens, 70% to 80% of the criminals in the jail of Penang came from broken families. They were facing home violence, lack of love and family problems. This environment had forced them to seek comfort elsewhere and ended up in committing crimes. This event has further confirmed that the environment will affect the learning of a person. If a person learns in an environment that is good, he will flourish in his learning and become a useful person. Otherwise, the opposite effect will happen as the criminals that was mentioned above.  

The attitude towards learning is the key to effective learning, according to Xunzi. The learning process of a person mainly come from teachers. The attitude towards teachers is vital to the success of a particular person in learning. The key success to learning of a student is the level of his respect to his teachers. If the student has the highest respect to his teachers, he will excel in his learning in whatever environment. This is evidence by the success of the Great Sage, Mencius. His attitude and respect towards his teacher are awesome. Even though Confucious did not teach Mencius personally during his study days, because of his respect and attitude of learning, he became one of the Greatest Sage in China history.

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 person.

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 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 conflicts between people and countries will disappear and the world will be a better place for all of us. 

















Reference:

1. Lecturing from through recording from teacher Yiying Jiao on Xunzi.

2. Article from Journal of chinese humanities 2 (2016) 172-189.
3. Selection from Xunzi : Human Nature is evil (Asia for Educators, Columbia University, http://afe.easia.columbia.edu)
4.  Introduction to Xunzi – Professor Michael Puett (Harvard University) (Youtube)
5. Xunzi and the Self – Professor Michael Puett (Harvard University) (Youtube)
6. Xunzi and the Social World - Professor Michael Puett (Harvard University) (Youtube)
7. Xunzi on Nature - Professor Michael Puett (Harvard University) (Youtube)


5

image2.png
L=
¥ ]
W7
-
\
@»N
B =
Wz
<
—
we S





image1.png
23 Prtysgol Cymru
L) Y Drindod Dewi Sant
" University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




