Essay 2–JDWeyman-2412742 HPPH5039-“Xunzi and Mengzi talking past each other”
Mengzi also known as Mencius (c. 371-289 BCE) and Xunzi also known as Xun Kuang (c. 310-238 BCE) were two very influential philosophers during the warring period (c. 475-221 BCE) upon Chinese thought and literature and both, to this day, still have an influence upon modern culture. Each philosopher has different beliefs in their own philosophies concerning whether man is good, or bad. It is Xunzi who believed that man is inherently bad. Whereas Mengzi believed that man is born good. “It is a widely acknowledged fact that Xunzi, with his criticism of Mengzi’s position on human nature (Ren Xing), initiated one of the most essential and resulting in far-reaching consequences debate in the long history of Chinese philosophy” (Zygadło, P. (2025)
 
This body of work will be focusing upon this source of contention between the philosophers and by using a complementarian interpretation we will arrive at a conclusion to show that, indeed they were both right and that one cannot truly arrive at an ‘either or’ result but as a matter of the nature of each of the thought experiments used by the philosophers (being imaginary and not real) and of the individual who is taking part in the experiment and their own private histories and circumstances concerning their reactions to the case, the results will always be varied with a variety of different reasons as to each individuals responses to any given example used to demonstrate whether man was created good or bad. Also, my own personal viewpoint will be used as a good method of being philosophically engaged with the investigation and perhaps even, the philosophers here mentioned across the bridge of time, therefore, to show whether the understanding used here is coherent to wider academic audience. We will start the essay by looking at each of the philosopher’s arguments in turn, starting with Xunzi.

“Since people’s nature is bad, they must await teachers and proper models, and only then do they become correct in their behaviour” (Xunzi – The Xunzi c. 3rd Century BC)                                                                                                                                                                                           

“Now it is the nature of man that when he is hungry, he will desire satisfaction, when he is cold, he will desire warmth, and when he is weary, he will desire rest. This is his emotional nature. And yet a man, although he is hungry, will not dare to be the first to eat if he is in the presence of his elders, because he knows that he should yield to them, and although he is weary, he will not dare to demand rest because he knows that he should relieve others of the burden of labour. For a son to yield to his father or a younger brother to relieve his elder brother – acts such as these are all contrary to man's nature and run counter to his proper forms defined by ritual principles.” Xunzi (Watson, pp. 163-164). 

This is quite the place to begin, giving us a good basis for this work. We can see that, perhaps, Xunzi was right, as we can all attest, although rather embarrassedly, to these basic impulses being feelings we have all felt during our early and even later lifespans. We all seem to behave ourselves due to our unique societal structures of ritual behaviour (Li – rules of propriety) which condition us to be thinking about what the others will think of us if we go against what is expected in society, therefore going against what is felt to be a natural impulse from within ourselves. Perhaps this is why tyrants and bad people seem to win and get rich while the good struggle, because following the expected rules of societal ritual involves being led by fear, whereas the bad guy will march right in, take all and care not for fear or of what anyone thinks. One only needs to look at the behaviours of an animal, such as dogs or even sheep to see the parallels with one’s own true natural impulses concerning basic instincts such as greed or hunger, as we all seem to be led subconsciously by our base desires concerning survival, food, warmth, security, sex and fitting in with the rest of the pack. It is interesting to note that without the guidance of our elders and the rules of propriety, we could possibly all be extinct by now. Another interesting angle that could instigate separate research relating to this essay’s topic could be why we, as a species are separate in our existence from the animals. Perhaps by looking at the last quote from Xunzi above, it could be understood that we are all human animals in denial of our true inner impulses. Does what we believe as good only relate to the fear we have of fitting in or what could and does happen when we are left to our baser instincts, and if so, is it a negative or bad thing to realise, and indeed, could this realisation itself lead to highlighting the natural inherent nature of what human goodness means, as goodness could be thought to meaning ‘one who follows the rules of propriety correctly as decreed by the tribal elders’ or simply just an elders accepted natural tribal survival response to the real threat and fear of being killed, hurt, victimised or humiliated in our safe village. As Xunzi states, we need our elders to keep us right and whipped into shape.

It was the next philosopher Mengzi, that believed the true nature of man to be good and who also came up with the idea of the four sprouts as natural born attributes of a human being, it was this idea that Xunzi completely denied the existence of. 
The four sprouts are;

1. Ren – Compassion
2. Li – propriety
3. Yi – rightness
4. Zhi - Wisdom


These four sprouts are an illuminating way to understand Mengzi’s belief in alignment with this investigation, and, to also show that he does agree, somewhat with Xunzi’s belief about the true nature of man, and what is good and bad, at least in highlighting the active ‘good’ personal attributes, which are the same attributes one would gain after being taught the rules of propriety by the elder locals within the tribal village. So let us read this in this next quote.

“Life is something I desire, righteousness is also something I desire. If I cannot have both, I will forsake life and select righteousness. It is not the case that only the worthy person has this heart. All humans have it. The worthy person simply never loses it.” (Mengzi 6A10))

This quote from Mengzi seems to agree with Xunzi in that he sees that righteousness as could be understood as the desired tribal state of an individual’s goodness after following the rules of propriety or societal rituals unique to the individual’s clan. He further states that if he can’t have both life (base desires and natural instincts, which Mengzi believes to be inherently good) and righteousness (following rules of propriety and the resultant state of goodness after being taught well by the elders), he would choose righteousness over life, because he sees the value in keeping certain rituals or rules in place over letting everything collapse and ‘go to pot’ but he states he loves both. This clearly points to righteousness being a clear marker of what goodness means to Mengzi. That the worthy person never loses the skills and wisdom learnt because of the tried and tested results of the individual’s experiences in life. Mengzi also adopts thought experiments in his teachings, which we will now study, beginning with ‘the child at the well’ experiment. 


This experiment from Mengzi sets the scene at the local village well, where a child is walking precariously around the lip of the deep and dangerous well, like a tightrope walker. You notice the child and what is your reaction? Perhaps the first impulse would be the impulse to rush towards the unaware child and pull the infant back from the edge of the dangerous well. Indeed, this reaction would show the acts of a good person, however, if one was standing too far away from any chance of being able to rescue the child, what then would one do and how would one react? How would the person then justify his/her actions if the child fell, would an excuse form almost instantaneously in defence of possible blame by the other locals who may have been watching and now looking to catch and stone the guilty and clearly ‘bad’ person for letting the child fall without even trying, like a football goalie who misses. Perhaps even the memory of the child would disappear in the excuse generating mechanisms in the mind of the ‘too far away’ adult, who is now clearly thinking about his/herself. 
Another possible angle on this thought experiment is, up until the point where the adult rushes over yelling and screaming like a big panicking fearful chimpanzee, the child was completely and utterly enjoying his/her sense of brave mastery over this daredevil feat.
If perhaps, the adult was to sit back down and realise that the child is learning valuable confidence over heights and balance and developing a circus like prowess, then would that adult be wrong and thus, classed as ‘bad’ when the child plummets to its death? In any case, it would be wise for the adult who did not react, to slip away before the mother and father gets there and then put the whole ugly matter completely from his/her mind. After all, is it not clearly the parent’s fault as it is they who should have warned and educated the child to the dangers of going near the well in the first place. 
Sat upon a donkey riding from the village well, the adult figures that he/she is just being human because he/she is able to visualise how the parents and angry villagers will be reacting and this act of the mind is, after all, compassion (as Mengzi states ‘one who is without the heart of compassion is not human’ (Mengzi 2A6) and using his/her compassionate skills he/she ‘Hayahs’ the donkey into a gallop.

This example could be seen, therefore, as an effective thought-provoking and perhaps even secret-guilt provoking thought experiment that Mengzi had conjured to back his philosophical findings on human nature, with a variety of possible answers from an honest but not realistically engaged participatory audience. The natural impulse to worry and therefore care for the child’s safety and wellbeing would be an inherent feeling if I were to be there, as I am sure is the same for many others. Certainly not all results would be ‘good’ or ‘bad’ but a wide array of possibilities dependant on ‘what if’s’. So can this thought experiment actually prove that Mengzi was right in his philosophy on this matter, or can we really not count this as a valid back up to his claim, because it is not a real event, we can all imagine and generally have some fun doing it, but the real event as it is happening is a completely different matter full of the feelings and real emotions that are prevalent in a trauma situation, and these real emotions are not really felt in the realms of ‘what if’ imaginations, therefore we cannot trust the answers as valid because we would not be acting with these real feelings within.

In Mengzi’s example of ‘the ox mountain’ he likens the raw natural goodness that he sees in the natural state of humanity, to the ox mountain, where after the tools of farming and industry have reduced the natural beauty of the mountains flora and fauna to a few little sprouts struggling to survive, that those little sprouts are still there, peaking through the barren ground. (Mengzi 6A8) Mengzi also recognises that not all people are born good with these natural virtues, believing that it could be bad parenting and bad environments that destroy these natural virtues, keeping the individual completely devoid of any chance of tending to the garden of internal natural impulses in order to encourage the sprouting of natural goodness in the first place. This viewpoint agrees with Xunzi’s claim somewhat, although seeing the fault as that of external forces impacting upon the development of the infant rather than the infant being born evil. It is also true that we cannot always control the environments we are to be brought up in, and therefore if one is born bad because of bad environments then one perhaps never got the chance to cultivate the natural sprouts of virtue. 
Mengzi, in coming up with a counter argument against the water analogy from Gaozi or ‘Master Gao’ (c. 420-350 BCE) in which Gaozi states, almost agreeing with Xunzi’s belief “Man’s nature is like water whirling round in a corner. Open a passage for it to the east, and it will flow to the east, open a passage for it to the west, and it will flow west. Man’s nature is indifferent to good and evil, just as the water is indifferent to the east and west.”
Mengzi responds that even though it is true that water may flow east or west, does it flow upwards? These analogies and thought experiments are, however, not to be wholly trusted as absolutes, as they are based upon imaginings and ‘what ifs’ Again in this metaphor from Xunzi (ch.23) in which Xunzi likens the natural state of the life of a human as that of a crooked tree that needs to be ‘straightened out’ to keep it in line with societies notion of goodness by steaming it straight in a steam press (alluding to the rules of propriety), therefore completely bypassing the claim of Mengzi that ‘there is a natural benevolence in man.

In concluding this essay, it is very clear that both philosophers have touched upon some valid statements concerning ‘human nature’ in their philosophies and it will surely come as no surprise that in its conclusion, this essay stands on the line between each of the philosophers, by finding that they are both right and that, indeed sometimes man can be born ‘just plain bad, and also that there is a natural benevolence found in nature, one only needs the example of the mothers love for the newborn infant for this to be understood, on both sides of the argument, as not all mothers have pleasant reactions to their newborns. The points that each philosopher raise can also be used as valid information to be used in policy creating to aid in allocating education and welfare to poorer housing areas in need of benevolence and that, even though Mengzi stated that ‘man is good’ he also did agree that given the choice to choose ‘life or rightness’ he would choose rightness, therefore he agrees with Xunzi’s statement, because it seems he does not entirely trust that ‘life’ left to its own devices will be benevolent and probably has more of a chance of completely going wrong. The last point this essay wishes to make is that as a philosopher it is natural to argue with other philosophers, it is an integral part of the philosophy process, a requisite as it were for the role of being a philosopher and as such, in this case both viewpoints have highlighted some very valid angles of this topic by the process of philosophising.




Bibliography and Reference


Mencius. (late 4th Century BCE). The Mengzi. China

Watson, Burton, ed. (2003) {1963}. Xunzi Basic Writings. Columbia University Press. New York

Xunzi, (3rd Century BCE). The Xunzi. China

Zygadło, P. (2025). Is human nature evil? —A re-examination of Xunzi’s argumentation and its implication for moral psychology. Asian Philosophy, 35(4), 343–363. https://doi.org/10.1080/09552367.2024.243012









