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Traditional Confucian View of
the Classics’

Shen Shunfu**

Abstract: In the Confucian tradition, the Book of Poetry, the Book of History, and others are
regarded as classics created by sages that not only reflect the universal dao and principles
but also exude the aura of the sages. The universal dao and principles constitute the content
of the classics and give them value as knowledge. The radiant aura of the sages showcases the
beauty of classical writings and can also have a persuasive effect. Classics embody the mind
of the sages, which comprises both a physical and also a transcendental, inborn nature. The
physical mind generates feelings, and the transcendental nature is manifested through the
dao and principles in activities. The mind governs human nature and feelings. In this unity,
the universal nature dominates the activity of the physical mind, and as a result, individual
subjectivity is dissolved. Traditional Confucianism reveals the three types of purport in the
classics but overlooks their dimension of individual subjectivity.

Keywords: jing, classics, dao, principle, Confucianism

Jingdian % ¥ (classics) are the most important constituents in the Confucian tradition.
They not only embody the wisdom of traditional thinking but also play an important role in
social and cultural forces. People use classics for instruction, thus forming a stable cultural
and social order. Even in today’s world of intellectual freedom and openness, people still
cannot do without classics. What then are classics? This paper is based on the traditional
Confucian understanding of jing %, arguing that in traditional Confucianism, jingdian is
jing made by sages, which contains two basic elements: the reproduction of the aura of the
sages through perfect writing techniques and the inherent nature of the sages, similar to the
universal rules, that thereby generate aesthetic interest and understanding of the dao 3 (the
Way) and principles (i #2). Although the traditional view of the classics also acknowledges
that classics express the feelings (ging &) of the sages, such natural feelings cannot replace
the will and subjectivity of the sages. Therefore, traditional Confucianism overlooks the
dimension of individual subjectivity in the classics.

*  This paper is a preliminary result of the post-funded project A Study of the Traditional Confucian Philosophy of
the Mind [ %1% 5 u R4 % #F %], supported by the 2020 National Social Science Fund of China (Project No.
20FZXA005).

** Shen Shunfu is professor and doctoral supervisor in the Center for Zhouyi & Ancient Chinese Philosophy and
Advanced Institute for Confucian Studies at Shandong University. E-mail: ssf@sdu.edu.cn



TRADITIONAL CONFUCIAN VIEW OF THE CLASSICS

The Emergence of the Sages and Classics

[Refer to page 14 for Chinese. Similarly hereinafter]

Jingdian is a modern term that is represented by the word jing in traditional Chinese
culture. The original meaning of the word jing is the thread that was used for traditional
Chinese bookbinding.' In the past, materials for writing such as silks and bamboo slips
were relatively precious, so writings were not included in compilations unless they were
important and canonic. Therefore, texts included in canonic compilations had to be
important and valuable. In chapter 14 of the Zhuangzi, it is recorded: “Confucius said to
Laozi, ‘I have been compiling the Six Classics (liujing 7~ %4 )—the Book of Poetry, the Book
of Documents, the Book of Rites, the Book of Music, the Book of Changes, and the Spring
and Autumn Annals—for what I would call a long period of time. I believe that I am well
acquainted with them.” Such classic Confucian documents as the Book of Poetry and the
Book of Documents have been already called jing. In the “Dispelling Blindness” [## ik ]
chapter of the Xunzi, the Book of Documents is referred to as the Classic of Dao [74 £ ], and
jing is also used to refer to other Confucian classics.

The classics, according to traditional Confucianism, originated with the sages. Xunzi wrote,

If a man combined specific methods with general strategies, made what he said equal

what he did, united guiding principles with proper categories for each thing, and

assembled the most talented heroes of the world, informing them of the great antiquity

and teaching them perfect obedience, then by merely facing toward the south wall of his

room and sitting upon his mat, the full array of forms and outward signs of the sage-king

would gather about him.?
The “array of forms and outward signs” here refers to classic texts. Sages are the authors of
the classics, and they legislate for the world by writing classics; that is, “the Book of Poetry
expresses the sage’s intentions; the Book of Documents his official business; the Book of Rites
his conduct; the Book of Music his harmoniousness; and the Spring and Autumn Annals
his esoteric meaning” (Xunzi, “The Teachings of Confucianism” [{% % ]). The “Appended
Remarks I1” [ & # T°] chapter of the Book of Changes elaborately lists the achievements
of various legendary sage-kings from Fuxi 1R %%, Shennong &, and the Yellow Emperor
7 to Yao 32 and Shun %¥, and their cultural contributions are mentioned at the end: “In
early ancient times, people conducted affairs by tying ropes for records, and in later times,
sages made records by carving characters, officials governed local affairs in the same way,
and all people observed and checked their daily affairs in the same way. This is perhaps the
origin of the ‘Guai’ [£] hexagram.” The emergence of carved characters indicates not only
the emergence of culture but also the emergence of the primary forms of the classics. Wang Fu
F 4 (ca. 85-162) proposed, “The wise sages had broad minds (xin /'), bright divinity, and
upright morality in their inherent nature (xing %), and they created classics to pass on to
future generations.”

Confucius said that he was only “a transmitter and not a maker, believing in and loving
the ancients.” Later, with the rise of Confucius’s status, Confucian classics such as the Four
Books and the Five Classics were often regarded as the works of Confucius or related to

1 Zhang Taiyan 3 K 3k, Lectures on Chinese Classics [ [ %} % 7], ed. Wu Yongkun % 7k J# (Nanjing: Phoenix Press,
2008), 44.

2 “Contra Twelve Philosophers” [4F + — -F], in Xunzi. The English translations of the Xunzi are based on John
Knoblock’s version, with minor alterations.

3 Wang Fu ¥ #F, “Praising Learning, Chapter I” [# 24 % —], in vol. 1 of A Recluse’s Comments Annotated [7# X %
2 1E], ed. Wang Jipei i 4 3% et al. (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1985), 13.

4 Analects 7:1. The English translation of the citation from the Analects is based on James Legge’s version.
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Confucius. According to “The Hereditary House of Confucius” [FL.F1# K] in the Records
of the Grand Historian [ # 47.], “Confucius did not serve official positions but retreated to
study and compile the Book of Poetry, the Book of Documents, the Book of Rites, and the
Book of Music. His disciples were numerous and came from afar. They all studied under
his instruction.” The Comprehensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall [ & %3] states
that Confucius “confirmed the Five Classics,”™ and later generations changed “confirmed”
to “simplified.” Zhu Xi & & (1130-1200) comments, “Confucius simplified the Book of
Poetry and the Book of Documents, confirmed the Book of Rites and the Book of Music,
eulogized the Book of Changes, and edited the Spring and Autumn Annals, all of which were
transmitted by him from the past sages and kings but were not written by himself. That is
why he said this.”® Overall, most later generations accepted this view that Confucius was the
creator or author of the Confucian cultural classics.

Wang Yangming F [ ¥ (Wang Shouren F 5F 1=, 1472-1529) said,

Sages wrote the Six Classics in order to rectify the human mind, to preserve the principle

of Heaven and eliminate human desires. . . . Worldly Confucian scholars only talk about

the knowledge of the ruler. Therefore, they must know many conspiracies and tricks. It is

purely a utilitarian mind, contrary to the meaning of the classics written by sages.”
He also said, “The Duke of Zhou formulated rites and music to instruct the world, all of
which could only be done by sages. . . . Confucius simplified and compiled the Six Classics
to educate all generations, which could also only be done by sages.” Thus all the figures
quoted above concur that the classics originated from sages.

Classics express the intentions of the sages. As Yang Xiong 7 # (53 BCE-18 CE) wrote,

Both facial expressions and appropriate language express the desires of the mind, and there
is nothing like speech that can release people’s frustration and anger. For summarizing
the affairs of all under Heaven, for recording the old and explaining what is far away,
for making known the darkness of antiquity, and transmitting unclear matters from a
thousand miles away, there is nothing like writing. Therefore, speech is the voice of the
mind, and writing is the picture of the mind.’

Wang Fu wrote, “Therefore, the sages used their minds to create classics.”'® Zhu Xi remarked,
“This comment on the poem reveals the integrity of the poet’s inherent nature and feelings
and the harmony of his voice. . . . Therefore, the integrity of the poet’s inherent nature
and feelings can also reveal its wholeness.”!! It can be seen that the natural flow of the
sages’ inherent nature and feelings reveals itself as a classic. This kind of content, in Lu
Jiuyuan [ /LI (1139-1193) and Wang Yangming’s philosophy of the mind, is the minds
of the sages. Lu Jiuyuan said, “If learning is for the essentials, then the Six Classics are
all annotations of myself.”'> Wang Yangming said, “The human mind and the Heavenly
principle are the whole unity. What the sages wrote is like the painting to transmit the spirit,

5 See Chen Li [f 37, “The Five Classics” [ #. £2], in vol. 9 of Interpretations of the Comprehensive Discussions in the White
Tiger Hall [ & % 3 5 F ], ed. Wu Zeyu 2 U £ (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1994), 444-445.

6 Zhu Xi %k 3, ed., The Analects of Confucius Annotated [t 1% % /] £ 7% ], in book I of The Four Books and Five Classics
[9 4% F %] (Tianjin: Tianjin Classics Bookstore, 1988), 27.

7  Wang Shouren F ¥ 1=, Instructions for Practical Living I [t4 =] 3k ], vol. 1 of The Complete Works of Wang
Yangming [ £ fH ¥4 2 %], ed. Wu Guang = ¢ et al. (Shanghai: Shanghai Classics Press, 1992), 9.

8 Ibid., 12.

9  Wang Rongbao it % =, Interpretations of Exemplary Figures [3% & X #i], vol. 8, ed. Chen Zhongfu & {F %k (Beijing:
Zhonghua Book Company, 1987), 160.

10  Wang Fu, “Praising Learning, Chapter I,” 13.

11 ZhuXi, ed., The Book of Poetry Annotated [ 2 % %], in book 11 of The Four Books and Five Classics, 2.

12 Lu Jiuyuan [ /LI, “Teachings” [i& 3], vol. 34 of The Complete Works of Lu Xiangshan [ [ % 11 A %] (Beijing:
China Bookstore, 1992), 252.
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only to show people the general forms, and thus to make them seek the truth.” The minds
of the sages naturally flow into the classics, endowing them with vitality or life. What then
are the minds and intentions of the sages that are expressed in the classics?

The Dao, Principles, and the Contents of Classics 7

From a semantic perspective, any classic always says something. The original meanings
of classics or knowledge forms, in the traditional Confucian view, are the dao as certain
abstract rules and principles as transcendent rules. That is to say, the classics state the dao
and principles.

Initially, people believed that the classics stated the dao of universal rules.

It is said in the Book of Poetry, “Before the heavens were dark with rain, / I gathered the
bark from the roots of the mulberry trees, / And wove it closely to form the window and
door of my nest; / Now I thought, ye people below, / Perhaps ye will not dare to insult
me.” Confucius said, “Did not he who made this ode understand the way of governing?”**

The Book of Rites contains the model for the primary social distinctions and the categories
by analogical extension for the guiding rules and ordering norms of behavior. (Xunzi, “An
Exhortation to Learning” [ %])

When the ancients established the Book of Rites, they followed the principles of Heaven

and Earth, the laws of the sun and moon, and the assistance of the three luminaries. These

are the basics of politics and indoctrination. (Book of Rites, “The Graduation Drinking

Etiquettes” [ 2 1R 7H X])
And the Comprehensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall says, “Classics indicate constancy.
There is the dao of Five Constant Virtues, and therefore these works are called the Five
Classics. Sages analogized the dao of the heavenly Five Constant Virtues for enlightenment,
by which they instructed people to attain the virtue.”*

In the Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644) dynasties, Neo-Confucian scholars
abstracted certain transcendent and objective laws from the concept of the universal dao, namely
principles. It was believed that the classics of Confucianism contained absolute principles.

When Confucius edited the Book of Poetry, he chose what to delete or retain not just

based on the sound of odes and hymns but also based on the Confucian principles. . . . If
they do not conform to the Confucian principles, Confucius did not include them.®

The cultivation of the dao is profound. Despite its simple form of everyday speech and its
closeness to current affairs, it still reflects the Confucian principles.”
Language usually includes both affairs and principles, where affairs are obvious and principles
are concealed. Therefore, Confucians were required “to read through the classics to extend
the principles.”®

From a Confucian perspective, the basic contents of the classics are the dao and
principles. Zhu Xi said, “Good writings come into being by following the principles”; “Such
writings contain considerable merits in both style and thought.”*®* Confucian classics must

13 Wang Shouren, Instructions for Practical Living I, 11-12.

14  Mencius 2:4. The English translations of the Mencius are based on James Legge’s version.

15 Chen Li, “The Five Classics,” 447.

16 Cheng Hao 2 % and Cheng Yi A2 [, The Posthumous Writings of Henan Cheng Brothers [ ¥ 2 [k 7 47, vol. 2,
part I, in Works of the Cheng Brothers [ — 42 %], ed. Wang Xiaoyu F # # (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,
2004), 40.

17 Cheng and Cheng, The Posthumous Writings of Henan Cheng Brothers, vol. 17, 178.

18  Chengand Cheng, The Posthumous Writings of Henan Cheng Brothers, vol. 15, 158.

19  ZhuXi, ed., The Analects Annotated [i#:1%& % 7% ], in book I of The Four Books and Five Classics, 61, 20.
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contain the principle of benevolence (ren 1=) and righteousness (yi 3 ). As Wang Yangming
taught, “Writings on affairs are called history; writings on the dao are called classics. Affairs
are the dao and the dao affairs. The Spring and Autumn Annals is also a classic, and the Five
Classics are also history.”*°

In the Confucian theoretical system, the sage is the embodiment of the principle of
Heaven and “a sign and symbol of the intuitive knowledge (liangzhi E %7) of the human
mind.””! Cheng Hao #£ %l (1032-1085) and Cheng Yi 25 (1033-1107) divided classics
into three categories: Confucian classics, literati classics, and Buddhist classics.>> Although
Confucianism believes that the Way of benevolence and righteousness is the only principle
of Heaven and the right dao in the world, it does not deny the universal things similar to the
principle of Heaven that are contained in other traditions or civilizations. Absolute truth
should be implicit in the classics and includes the dao as knowledge and the principles as
law. Principles as law are the content of the dao as knowledge, while the dao as knowledge
is the empirical form (the description and reproduction) of the principle of reality. The
content of any classic text must accurately record certain knowledge, and simultaneously
this knowledge is a reflection of certain objective, absolute, inevitable, and eternal realities
and rationality. This is the “classic constancy.”*

Classics express the minds and voices of the sages, and the universal dao and the absolute
principles are important constituents of their minds and voices, manifested in the mind
as inherent nature. Classics express the inherent nature of the sages. “Texts speak of
possible worlds and possible ways of orientating oneself in these worlds.”* This possibility
of universality, from a practical perspective, is the rule of survival, that is, the dao of
universality. From a hermeneutic perspective, the universal dao and the absolute principles
are the main contents of the text’s original meaning. From a substantive perspective, any
classic must contain certain textual meanings, such as the dao and principle. In reality,
people tend to doubt the existence of the original meaning of the text because this universal
principle is metaphysical, transcending entities, which cannot be directly perceived.
Although it is not possible to reproduce the original meaning in directly perceptible form,
there is no doubt that we are still convinced of the text’s original meaning, that is, convinced
in our belief in the reality of the original meaning; or to put it differently, the original
meaning exists in our belief in it.

The Aura of the Sages and the Forms of Classics n9)

The classics created by sages not only convey the universal principle but are also beautiful
works. These works provide readers with emotional pleasure and aesthetic enjoyment by
reproducing the aura of the sages. This is the formal beauty of the work.

For their main form, Chinese classics have the written character as the carrier. Wang
Chong F 7 (27-ca. 97) said, “Cutting bamboo into a tube, breaking it into slips, and

20  Wang Shouren, Instructions for Practical Living I, 10.

21 Wu Zhen £ Z, “The Concept of ‘Sage’ in the Chinese Intellectual History” [ # [ BL 48 & b oy “X A7 4], Journal of
Hangzhou Normal University (Humanities and Social Sciences) [47 /N )i 5& A = = 4 (42 F 2K ) 1, no. 4 (2013): 13-25.

22 SeeliJingde #3544, ed., “Methods of Reading I1” [ 45 3% T~ ], vol. 11 of Classified Conversations of Zhu Xi [ & T 1% 2],
ed. Wang Xingxian F £ %% (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1986), 193-194.

23 Jing Haifeng # #714, “The Original Meanings of Classics and Their Extension: In Case of the Interpretations of
Confucian Classics” [£ 30 J& X K 3 & % DUAE R 22 8 9], Journal of Hunan Normal University
(Social Science) [#] ¥ A ¥4 (42 %28 ) 1, no. 3 (2016): 11-16.

24 Paul Ricoeur, Writings and Lectures, Volume 2: Hermeneutics, trans. David Pellauer (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press,
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adding marks with brush and ink, people produce characters. The major ones are classics,
and the lesser ones are annotations.” The text formed by characters becomes a physical
entity that can be preserved and passed down for later generations to observe or read.

Through this physical entity, classics created by sages can vividly reproduce or convey
content. Epistemologically speaking, the contents conveyed are rules and principles;
aesthetically, they are aura. “The success of writings lies in their vivid imagery. This is
the ultimate attainment. Whoever achieves this is a sage.” Human speech reflects the
physical nature or aura of the speaker, such as Confucian officials, military generals, and
nobles, who all differ from each other in their manner of speaking. Classics can vividly
reproduce the author’s physical nature, and texts or classics that can reproduce the aura
are, from an aesthetic perspective, beautiful texts that can affect people. “To learn from
sages, one must observe their aura. What is recorded in book 10 of the Analects is its fine
description. Reading to experience it and thinking to remember it, one feels like seeing
the man himself.”” Classics can vividly reflect the nature and feelings of the writer and
achieve success in expression so that they become good and beautiful writings. For example,
Analects 7:4 reads, “When the Master was unoccupied with business, he remained shenshen
¥ ¥ and yaoyao K K.” ““Shenshen’ refers to the aura of fairness and justice (in harmony
and joy),” explain latter-day commentators, “and ‘yaoyao’ refers to the aura of easiness and
peace, both of which are well described by disciples for the sage.”® The reproduction of this
image, from a literary perspective, successfully shapes the work and achieves a vivid artistic
effect of transmitting the spirit. Therefore, classics are worth pondering: “If you ruminate
over the expressions of the sage long enough, you will gain something.”*

Different texts have their own unique qualities. Zhu Xi said, “Confucius’s language is
most natural, and Mencius’s language is most factual.”*® And also, “Dong Zhongshu % { 7
(179-104 BCE) is generous and gentle, and so is his writing.”' The emergence of such an
aura proves the success of the author’s expression. Wang Fuzhi F %k 2 (1619-1692) wrote,
“A piece of writing contains a meaning and a meaning originates from a gi A, (vital force).
If the beginning and the end naturally come in order, it is called the completion of writing;
the completion and rhyme of poems, essays, and classics follow the same rules.”*

Works that can reproduce the aura of the sages not only express what they are but also
exert a sympathetic influence. “A ‘benevolent remark’ means influencing people by kind
and generous expressions. A ‘benevolent sound,’ like ‘benevolent listening,” means that
the sound is enough to move people, which is particularly evident in the remarkable virtue
of benevolence.”? Take the Book of Poetry as an example: Not only does it contain the
principles of right and wrong, but because of its vividness, it can directly stimulate people’s
goodness and move their hearts. “Reading poetry is to chant it again and again to observe
its intricate and concealed meaning. If I write a poem myself, it naturally tends to stimulate

25  Wang Chong F 7, Discourses Weighted in the Balance [ 1], in book 7 of Collection of the Ancient Philosophers [ F
£ %] (Shanghai: Shanghai Bookstore, 1986), 52, 124, 133.
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29  Cheng and Cheng, The Posthumous Writings of Henan Cheng Brothers, vol. 22, part I, 279.
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my kindness. . . . Reading it, one truly cannot help dancing ecstatically!”** The works of the
sages can inspire readers and change their physical nature. Fang Yizhi 77 DA & (1611-1671)
argued that,
The teachings of refined language arise from poetry and are formed through music. In
ancient times, when people met, they sang poetry to express their aspirations, listened to
music to know virtue, and played tunes to harmonize life, which was subtle and profound.
Playing the gin and se, and listening to new music would often be enough to know gains
and losses, life and death, success or failure, and governance and chaos. . . . After winter
comes spring, and after resentment comes poetic inspiration. Are they not the most
genuine expressions of human nature and feelings?*
In summary, Confucian works of rites and music are the carriers of a certain physical
nature. These carriers are generated by the author and can inspire and transform the reader’s
physical nature through induction, making them tend toward goodness. Such works that
can affect readers usually have aesthetic value. They are the formalistic features of classics.

The Minds of the Sages: Universality and Individuality 2u

From the contents, classics not only convey universal principles but also carry the aura
of the sages. From the author’s perspective, these two types of content are respectively
manifested as the inherent nature and feelings of the sages. The principles in the classics
reflect the nature of the sage, which is the dialectical relationship of the unity of form and
function. The Cheng brothers said, “The mandate of Heaven, principles of affairs, inherent
nature of humans, and the mind of the body, in fact, are all one unity.”® As for the principle
of benevolence and righteousness, speaking in terms of substance, it is nature. “Benevolence
is human nature; filial piety and fraternal duty are its application. It is right to call filial piety
and fraternal duty the basis of applying benevolence, but it is not right to directly call them
the substance of benevolence.”™” The principle of behavior ultimately stems from the nature
of the sage.

Classics express the aura of the sages as feelings. Feelings, according to traditional
Confucian philosophy, are the activity based on a certain physical nature. For example,
Mencius said, “From the feelings proper to it, it is constituted for the practice of what is
good. This is what I mean in saying that the nature is good” (Mencius 6A:6). Similarly, what
Xunzi calls nature is also the physical nature: “Nature is the consequence of Heaven. Feelings
are the substance of that nature. Desires are the resources of that nature”; “the feelings
of liking and disliking, of delight and anger, and of sorrow and joy that are inborn in our
nature are called feelings” (Xunzi, “On the Correct Use of Names” [1E 4 ]). The movement

of human nature generates feelings.

Human nature, the physical form of human beings endowed by Nature, has been
renamed by Neo-Confucianism as the mind. As a result, feelings arising from the movement
of nature transform into feelings arising from the mind. The Cheng brothers said, “The
mind is inherently good, but having launched into contemplation, it may be good or bad,
whereupon it can be described as feelings, no longer as mind.”*® The mind is the substance,
and feelings are its function. To be precise, feeling is an activity that arises from the unity

34  Li, “On Reading the Book of Poetry” [t 1%], in vol. 80 of Classified Conversations of Zhu Xi, 2084, 2086.
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of the mind and nature. Cheng Yi said, “The essential nature is called destiny, the natural
human nature is called Heaven, the tangible nature of self is called the mind, and the
dynamic nature of self is called feeling.”* Feelings arise from the mind and are rectified in
human nature. This is the concept of “the mind governing human nature and feelings” (xin
tong xingqing /o 4t P 1%). Zhu Xi said,
There is nothing bad with nature. However, feelings that arise from the mind may
not be good. It is not correct either to say that it is not the mind that is not good. The
original substance of the mind is good, but its overflow may not be good due to the
feelings it transfers to things. Nature is the general name of principles, and benevolence,
righteousness, rites, and wisdom are all names of principles in human nature. Compassion,
shame, humility, and right and wrong are the names of feelings that arise from inherent
nature, so they are good.*
As the substance of behaviors, the mind contains the transcendent nature of principles
and the physical nature as well. The combination of the two creates feelings. Then, the
occurrence of feelings has two substances, namely the substance of inherent nature and the
substance of form. Among these, the mind and physical nature are the direct substance of
feelings, while inherent nature is its indirect and ultimate substance. Wang Yangming said,
“Nature unites all. Benevolence, righteousness, rites, and wisdom are the characteristics of
human nature; knowledge and insight are the essence of human nature; joy, anger, sorrow,
and happiness are the feelings of human nature; and selfish desires and ceremoniousness
are the obscuration of human nature.” The human mind endowed by Nature is not only
transcendent but also physical. It is the physical mind that directly generates feelings of joy,
anger, sorrow, and joy. Loyalty, filial piety, righteousness, and other feelings or behaviors all
stem from the original mind that accords with intuitive knowledge. Feelings arise from the
stirred mind. This is the shared conclusion of traditional Confucianism.

This activity of feelings and desires that relies on natural endowments has the characteristics
of naturalness but lacks the characteristics of individual subjectivity. That is to say, it only
occurs in humans due to their physical carriers, and it is not a behavior that individuals can
make volitionally. For example,

Even nowadays, if men suddenly see a child about to fall into a well, they will without

exception experience a feeling of alarm and compassion. They will feel so, not as a ground

on which they may gain the favor of the child’s parents, nor as a ground on which they

may seek the praise of their neighbors and friends, nor from a dislike to the reputation of

having been unmoved by such a thing. (Mencius 2A:6)

The feeling of compassion is a natural reaction of the subject, not an intentional or voluntary
one. Wang Yangming asserted, “Knowing is the essence of the mind. The mind naturally
knows. When you see your father, you will naturally know what filial piety is. When you
see your brother, you, will naturally know what fraternal duty is. When you see a child
falling into a well, you will naturally know what compassion is. This is intuitive knowledge
of good and is not attained through external investigation.”** The feelings or behaviors of
benevolence and filial piety are also a natural manifestation, unrelated to individual choice.
This means that the emergence of feelings is an individual behavior of non-free subjects. Or,
in emotional activities, the dominant factor is not the free will of the actor but the activity of
natural endowment.
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Classics may reflect the free will of the sages. However, according to the Confucian
theory of the mind, it is evident that the mind, as the will, is obedient to the dao or principles
that function as rules. That is to say, in the relationship between the mind and human
nature, the universal nature exercises absolute dominance. “The sages and principles are
united as one, nothing more and nothing less, in perfect neutral balance. Everything else
is based on the principle of the mind, so the wise often lose by their excessiveness, and the
unworthy often lose by their shortcomings.”* The sage devoting his mind fully means that
the mind obeys the principles and nature. Zhang Zai’s 7K # (1020-1077) theory of “the
mind governing human nature and feelings” accurately expresses the guiding role of human
nature in the mind. Zhu Xi believed that “nature is the principle for the existence of the
mind, and the mind is the place where principles dwell.”** He also said, “But humans are the
spirit of things. . . . All are in the human mind, which is nature. Although all are in my mind
as my nature, they have never been disconnected from Heaven.”* The reason why the mind
with inherent nature has the subtle voidness and bright awareness of the conscience is that
the mind contains the nature and the nature controls the changes of the mind. It can be
said that, unlike the modern view that locates the concept of will in the mind, in Zhu Xi’s
philosophy of mind, the individual’s will ultimately obey universal laws, that is, the dao
and principles.

The minds of the sages are embodied in the classics, and in the minds of the sages, the
true dominion is exercised by the universal dao and principles. In other words, traditional
Confucianism believes that classics first contain the universal dao and principles, as well
as the physical nature of the sages, but it overlooks the unique individuality of each sage.
Even though Confucianism believes that the classics contain the individual will, from the
perspective of the relationship between the mind and nature, this individual has not gained
subjectivity or dominant status. The activities of the subject synthesized by the mind and
nature cannot reflect the individual subjectivity of the author. This should be regarded as a
major regret concerning the traditional Confucian view of the classics.

Conclusion: The Dissolution of the Individual Subjectivity i3

The classics in the Confucian tradition have three characteristics. First, classics are texts
created by sages, and ordinary people have almost no qualification to create classics. Second,
classics must contain the eternal dao and principles, which enable readers to understand
them through learning. Third, classics must contain the aura of the sages. Classics are
always beautiful texts that can vividly describe or reproduce the authors’ character and
influence readers by presenting the sages’ aura, thereby stimulating their passion or feelings,
mobilizing their good nature, and ultimately changing their physical nature and achieving
good character, so as to exercise the role of classics in education.

These traditional Confucian views have a certain modern significance and value,
which can provide us with some inspiration for understanding general classics. From the
perspective of modern hermeneutics, classics are always beautiful writings that can vividly
reproduce the author’s voice or intention, are appreciated in form, and can move readers.
These are the characteristics of classics. Meanwhile, as for their contents, classics narrate
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universal knowledge, principles, or truths, and thus possess eternity and absoluteness. These
universal and absolute contents enable readers to achieve transcendence and new life. This
is the social value of classics.

In addition, classics also have an essential connotation, which is to contain the author’s
unique individual will and present the individual’s unique personalized life. A true classic
must be a work based on the author’s individualized activities; that is, it is the creation of
a specific person, at a specific time, in a specific place. This temporal and spatial nature
determines the uniqueness or particularity of this creative event, which can be referred to as
the individuality of the creative activity. The production of a classic must be an individual
process, and the source of this individual event is the autonomous and free mind, or in
other words, the free will of humans. Often, this is also the most important dimension to
which we pay attention when reading a classic, namely the unique voice or subjectivity of
the author reflected in the work.

Among these, human subjectivity belongs to an absolute and metaphysical entity that
is not directly presented but always relies on the existence of certain experiences to exist in
the world. However, the existence of experience is changing, while individual subjectivity
remains unchanged. Another concept of this unchanging subjectivity is the self. “In the
natural world, the state and process of changes are always relative to something that remains
unchanged. Similarly, the changes in our consciousness also depend on certain facts, and
they always belong to a certain unchanging self.”*® This “unchanging self” is often present
through such things as natural feelings and easily understood ideals and ultimately reflect
the author’s individual will and subjectivity. “A literary text in general, and a narrative one
in particular, projects before itself a world-of-the-text, a possible world, to be sure, but a
world nevertheless, a place I can think of myself inhabiting in order to carry out my own-
most possibilities there.”*

Traditional Chinese Confucianism believes that the classics reflect the aura and physical
nature of the sages. We cannot deny that these phenomena or feelings conceal the author’s
free will and subjectivity, but traditional Confucian exegetics has not clearly revealed
this connotation, overlooking or failing to clearly recognize the individual dimension of
the classics. More importantly, between universal principles and individual (possibly
including the concept of will) beliefs, traditional Confucianism has chosen the universal
dao and principles as the masters, requiring individual will to obey the absolute dao and
principles, thereby weakening the subjective status of the individual will and dissolving
individual subjectivity.

Bibliography of Cited Translations

Knoblock, John, trans. Xunzi (Chinese-English version) [#] -F]. 2 vols. Library of Chinese
Classics [ A # 4¢ X £ ]. Changsha: Hunan People’s Publishing House; Beijing: Foreign
Languages Press, 1999.

Legge, James, trans. Analects. In Chinese Text Project. Accessed January 7, 2024. https://ctext.
org/analects/ens.

———. The Works of Mencius. Taipei: SMC Publishing, 1991.

46  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hermeneutics between History and Philosophy: The Selected Writings of Hans-Georg Gadamer,
vol. 1, ed. and trans. Pol Vandevelde and Arun Iyer (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 127.

47  Ricoeur, Writings and Lectures, Volume 2: Hermeneutics, 17.



CONFUCIAN ACADEMY VOL. 11, No.1 (2024)

Wang, Rongpei I #5455, trans. Zhuangzi (Chinese-English version) [+ -F]. 2 vols. Changsha:
Hunan People’s Publishing House; Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1999.

Translated by Zhu Yuan™

* Zhu Yuan is professor emeritus of English in the School of Foreign Languages at Renmin University of China.



