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Abstract 

 
This project examines and compares the political philosophies supporting 

the centralized authority of monarchs elaborated by two major figures of antiquity, 

Mèngzǐ (孟子 Mencius, 372-289 BC) of the Warring States period in China, and 

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (Μαρκος Αυρηλιος Αντωνινος, 121-180 AD) of the 
later Roman Empire. The texts that have transmitted the ideas of these two 

men—the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations—have shaped the political actions of rulers, 

as well as the ideas and ideals of political theorists, from their formation down to 
the present day. Each thinker made substantial claims concerning the role of a 

philosophically-oriented monarch in actualizing governance that is both 
benevolent and beneficent under a form of absolute authority. The present study 

will compare basic principles of Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s political philosophies as 

they relate to monarchical rule expressed in those two classic works, and draw 
from these principles to create a new criterion in political philosophy that can be 

used to critique contemporary political arrangements characterized by strong 
centralization of power. This project will not be a polemic for monarchy or 

strongly centralized political governments; it is an exploration into political 

philosophical principles advocated by Marcus and Mèngzǐ, demonstrating how 
rulers in strongly centralized political institutions can exercise their power in ways 

that result in good for the people, and how principles advocated by Marcus and 
Mèngzǐ can be transformed into a criterion for practical application in 

contemporary political settings, without having to resort to political philosophical 

principles popular in most Anglo-European contexts. 
 

  



iii 

Acknowledgments 

 
I have come to love reading the acknowledgments page in anything I read, 

any book or dissertation or project. It is a record of a particular community of 

people working together to raise someone up, entrusting them with the future of 
human society, empowering them to steer the ship of human civilization towards 

the sunrise.  
In terms of academic life, no one has had more influence on me than 

Professor Lauren Pfister, and his wife Mirasy. He was there at the beginning as I 

began to explore what it meant to be a scholar, encouraging, coaxing, pressing me 
to be more precise, always raising the bar of excellence a notch higher and 

rejoicing together when I had cleared the next level. While the years of work he 
poured into me is, unfortunately, not recognized on the title page of this work, he 

served as my informal adviser for six years before formalizing the relationship 

when I entered the PhD program as his student for another two years. He retired 
after my second year in the PhD program, and so receives no recognition for the 

tireless hours of personal and professional time that he sacrificed, and which 
carried me a great deal of the way to where I am today. In addition, even after 

retirement he offered to read and offer comments and critique on the whole of this 

dissertation, improving it substantially. Any shortcomings that remain cannot be 
attributed to anyone but myself. 

I am grateful to Professor Ellen Zhang for serving as my second adviser, 
for her helpful comments and timely support. 

I am also grateful to Dr. William Ng, who graciously took over as adviser 

for my third and final year as a PhD student. I am grateful for his sacrifice of time 
and energy, and kind advice. 

I am grateful to the small PhD crew in the Religion and Philosophy 
Department at Hong Kong Baptist University, in particular for Jonathan Johnson’s 

brotherhood—maybe now that we’re both finishing up our dissertations we’ll get 

around to writing those projects we’ve been discussing for so long now.  
My doctoral studies would not have been possible without the generous 

fellowship provided by the Research Grants Council of Hong Kong, through the 
Hong Kong PhD Fellowship Scheme. 

I am grateful for the influence of a number of close Chinese friends who 

have contributed to my academic journey in significant ways. If Wáng Aìjú 王愛

菊 Christine had not suggested that I study Chinese philosophy with Professor 

Guō Qíyǒng 郭齊勇 at Wuhan University in the first place, I have no idea where 

I would be today. And for Professor Guō’s graciousness and kindness, knowledge 

of Chinese philosophy, displaying wisdom enfleshed, and for embracing me as his 
student-son and my family as his own—it is a love-debt I cannot hope to repay. To 

Liú Lèhéng 劉樂恒, Zhèng Zémián 鄭澤棉, and my other friends at Wuhan 

University, I have learned so much from them on how to be a friend. 
I am grateful to several other scholars far advanced in their careers, and 

who have offered their shoulders to stand on, so that I might climb higher. 

Professor Carine Defoort of KU Leuven, for her endless patience with a project 
that seemed to have no end, and for our many serendipitous meetings and 

enjoyable chats. Professor Robert Neville of Boston University sat with me for 
breakfast in Buffalo, New York at the 2013 ISCP conference, and then welcomed 

me as a visiting scholar in the fall of 2017 and kindly read the first two chapters of 

this project. Karyn Lai at UNSW and Rick Benitez at Sydney University who 



iv 

repeatedly extended heartfelt invitations. All of these scholars embraced me as an 

equal scholar and contributed to my advancement. 
I also want to thank Denny Wilson, who sent a youthful middle schooler 

home to find the answer to a simple question one Sunday morning. “What was it 
that made King Solomon so special?” The answer, of course, is wisdom. And 

Gwendolyn Sterk, in whose guided study course the seed for this dissertation was 

planted while I was an undergraduate student in the Spring semester of 2002. 
To family and friends around the world who have supported my family and 

I in countless ways on this incredible journey, I am forever grateful. 
A very special thank you goes to my parents, Art and Paula, and to my 

parents-in-law, Buz and Annick Hughes. Your love and support has taught me a 

great deal about how to be a parent and a spouse, and a mature human being.  
To my boyzz, Zeke and Zach. I would not have made it through this 

without our wrestling, laughter, random interruptions, and the immense amount of 
support you gave me by writing your own “dissertations.”  

To Emily, my bride. I have been a student essentially from the day that we 

were joined together, more than nine years ago. Your love and respect means the 
world to me. Your sacrifice and support is boundless. As I complete this 

monumental project of nine years, this leg of our journey together comes to an end. 
You may take off your “PhD widow’s” garment. Your husband has returned from 

the land of the doctoral dead. Let us continue to chase Life together! 

To my God, in whom I live, and move, and have my being. May this bring 
a smile to your face. 

 
 

 

Dedication 
 

I dedicate this dissertation to my life partner, Emily, who believed in me from the 
very beginning of this journey nine years ago. The completion of this dissertation 

marks the end of one journey and the beginning of another.  

  



v 

Table of Contents 

DECLARATION .......................................................................................... i 

Abstract ........................................................................................................ ii 

Acknowledgments .......................................................................................iii 

Table of Contents ......................................................................................... v 

List of Figures ............................................................................................. ix 

CHAPTER 1: PRELUDE TO A CROSS-CULTURAL, POLITICAL 

PHILOSOPHICAL COMPARISON .................................................................... 1 

1.1 The Project and Its Significance .................................................................. 1 

1.1.1 The Project .......................................................................................... 1 

1.1.2 Significance of this Project ................................................................. 2 

1.1.2.1 Contemporary Significance and Impact of the Meditations ...... 8 

1.1.2.2 Contemporary Relevance of the Mèngzǐ .................................. 10 

1.1.2.3 The Need to Correct a Bias in Contemporary Political 

Philosophy ......................................................................................... 12 

1.1.3 Outstanding Contributions of This Project ....................................... 17 

1.2 State of the Research .................................................................................. 18 

1.2.1 Literature Review of Comparative Philosophy and Chinese-Stoic 

Philosophical Comparisons ..................................................................... 19 

1.2.2 Literature Review of the Mèngzǐ ....................................................... 27 

1.2.3 Literature Review of the Meditations ............................................... 36 

1.3 Structure of the Study................................................................................. 41 

CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL CONTEXTS AND METHODOLOGY OF THIS 

COMPARATIVE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT ........................ 47 

2.1 Historical Contexts and Considerations ..................................................... 47 

2.1.1 Warring States China ........................................................................ 47 

2.1.2 Late Roman Empire .......................................................................... 51 

2.2 Methodological Considerations ................................................................. 56 

2.2.1 Philosophy in Comparative Mode..................................................... 60 

2.2.1.1 The Intuitive Ontology of Philosophical Comparison ............. 60 

2.2.1.2 The Intuitive Ontology Approach in this Project ..................... 77 

2.2.2 Reading the Meditations with Political Philosophical Insight .......... 80 

2.2.2.1 Four Critical Views .................................................................. 82 

2.2.2.1a View 1: Gretchen Reydams-Schils................................... 82 



vi 

2.2.2.1b View 2: Lukas de Blois .................................................... 83 

2.2.2.1c View 3: Christopher Gill .................................................. 85 

2.2.2.1d View 4: Pierre Hadot........................................................ 86 

2.2.2.2 Three Recognizable Forms of Political Philosophical 

Expression in the Mèngzǐ .................................................................. 88 

2.2.2.2a The Dialectical ................................................................. 88 

2.2.2.2b The Monologue ................................................................ 89 

2.2.2.2c The Ambiguous ................................................................ 90 

2.2.2.3 Reading the Meditations with New Lenses.............................. 91 

2.2.2.3a Marcus the Man ................................................................ 92 

2.2.2.3b Marcus the Adviser and Marcus the Emperor.................. 92 

2.2.2.3c Conclusion to Section 2.2.2.3........................................... 94 

CHAPTER 3: CORE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL ELEMENTS IN THE 

MÈNGZǏ .............................................................................................................. 95 

3.1 The Ruler’s Affective Sense of Care (rén 仁) .......................................... 99 

3.1.1 Parallels with Feminist Care Ethics ................................................ 105 

3.2 Protecting the Interests (hù 護) ............................................................... 112 

3.2.1 Key Principles for Protecting the Interests of the People ............... 117 

3.2.1.0 Heaven’s Oversight of Political Affairs ................................. 117 

3.2.1.1 Material and Moral Enrichment ............................................. 120 

3.2.1.2 Military Protection ................................................................. 124 

3.2.1.3 Why Not Mínběn 民本? ........................................................ 134 

3.2.2 Mèngzǐ’s Programmatic Suggestions.............................................. 138 

3.3 The People (mín 民) ................................................................................ 151 

3.3.1 The Question of Tiānxià 天下........................................................ 157 

3.4 Governance, not Government (zhèng 政) ............................................... 166 

3.4.1 The Way of the True King (wáng dào 王道) ................................. 170 

CHAPTER 4: CORE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES IN THE 

MEDITATIONS ................................................................................................. 174 

4.1 The Primary Principle: Cosmopolis (κοσμóπολις)................................... 176 

4.1.1 Four Key Features of Cosmopolis ................................................... 178 

4.1.2 Four Key Features of Cosmopolis in the Meditations..................... 183 

4.1.2.1 Members of the Cosmic Community ..................................... 183 



vii 

4.1.2.2 The Role of Law of the Cosmic Community ......................... 188 

4.1.2.3 Mode of the Cosmic Community ........................................... 192 

4.1.2.4 The Whole-Part Relationship of the Cosmic Community ..... 196 

4.2 A Rational Sense of Affection for Fellow Citizens ................................. 200 

4.2.1 Pathē πάθη and Eupatheiai εὐπαθειαι ............................................ 201 

4.2.1.1 Passions (Pathē πάθη) ............................................................ 202 

4.2.1.2 Emotions (Eupatheiai εὐπαθειαι)........................................... 206 

4.2.2 Oikeiōsis (οἰκείωσις) ....................................................................... 211 

4.2.3 Marcus, a Ruler of Rational Affection for Fellow Civic Members 215 

4.3 The Common Benefit and Good .............................................................. 217 

4.3.1 Passive Good ................................................................................... 219 

4.3.2 Active Good .................................................................................... 225 

4.3.3 The “Common” Good ..................................................................... 229 

4.4 Justice ....................................................................................................... 236 

4.4.1 The Role of Justice in Marcus’s Political Philosophy  .................... 237 

4.4.2 Marcus’s View of Justice ................................................................ 243 

CHAPTER 5: A COMPARISON OF MARCUS’S AND MÈNGZǏ’S CORE 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES .............................................. 254 

5.1 Comparisons, Concepts, and Intuitions.................................................... 254 

5.2 Four Points of Contact ............................................................................. 257 

5.2.1 The Concept of Polity: Cosmopolis (κοσμόπολις) and Tiānxià (天下)

 ............................................................................................................... 257 

5.2.2 A Monarchical Ruler’s Affective Experience ................................. 260 

5.2.3 The Purpose of the Polity: Protecting the People’s Interests and the 

Common Good ...................................................................................... 265 

5.2.4 The Delimitations of “The People” ................................................. 269 

5.3 Three Points of Significant Non-Convergence ........................................ 272 

5.3.1 Justice .............................................................................................. 273 

5.3.2 Governance ..................................................................................... 276 

5.3.3 Varying Concepts of “Law”: “law” (nomos νόμος) and “models” (fǎ 

法) ......................................................................................................... 279 

5.4 A New Criterion in Political Philosophy Pertaining to Strongly Centralized 

Political Systems ......................................................................................... 282 



viii 

5.4.1 Salient Considerations from Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s Core Political 

Philosophical Principles Relevant to Creating a New Criterion in 

Political Philosophy .............................................................................. 286 

5.4.1.1 The Scope of the Polity .......................................................... 287 

5.4.1.2 What is Good (for the People) ............................................... 291 

5.4.1.3 Reengaging Tronto on Care in Political Ethics ...................... 293 

5.4.1.4 What is the Link Between Care and Action? Tuī and oikeiōsis 

Revisited.......................................................................................... 298 

5.4.2 Benevolent and Beneficent Governance ......................................... 302 

5.4.2.1 The New Criterion Defined and Explained............................ 303 

5.4.2.2 Questions Not Resolved by this Criterion.............................. 309 

CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS ........................................... 317 

6.1 Concluding Summary............................................................................... 317 

6.2 Final Comparison and Closing Comments .............................................. 324 

6.2.1 Mèngzǐ in Marcus’s Court .............................................................. 325 

6.2.2 Ancient Monarchical Political Philosophy for Today..................... 327 

6.2.3 Do Sages Make Better Kings? ........................................................ 330 

Chinese - English Glossary .................................................................................. 333 

Greek - English Glossary ..................................................................................... 334 

Appendix 1: The Mèngzǐ 1A:7 ............................................................................. 335 

Appendix 2: The Meaning and Use of Shù 術 in the Mèngzǐ 1A:7 ................... 342 

On Van Norden’s (2008) translation of shù, and Zhū Xī’s commentary ....... 347 

Appendix 3: koinē phusis κοινὴ φύσις ................................................................. 351 

Bibliography......................................................................................................... 354 

Curriculum Vitae.................................................................................................. 383 

 

  



ix 

List of Figures 

 
Figure 1: Democracy Index Country Grades ......................................................... 15 

Figure 2: Passions ................................................................................................ 204 

Figure 3: Emotions ............................................................................................... 207 

 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1: PRELUDE TO A CROSS-CULTURAL, POLITICAL 

PHILOSOPHICAL COMPARISON 

1.1 The Project and Its Significance 

1.1.1 The Project 

This project examines and compares the political philosophies supporting 

the centralized authority and power of monarchs elaborated by two major figures 

of antiquity, Mèngzǐ (孟子 Mencius, 372-289 BC) of the Warring States period in 

China, and Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (Μαρκος Αυρηλιος Αντωνινος, 121-180 

AD) of the later Roman Empire. The texts that have transmitted the ideas of these 

two men—the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations—have shaped the political actions of 

rulers, as well as the ideas and ideals of political theorists, from their formation 

down to the present day. Each thinker made substantial claims concerning the role 

of a philosophically-oriented monarch
1
 in actualizing governance that is both 

benevolent and beneficent under a form of absolute authority. The present study 

will compare basic principles of Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s political philosophies as 

they relate to monarchical rule expressed in those two classic works. This project 

will not be a polemic for monarchy or strongly centralized political forms. It is an 

exploration into principles advocated by Marcus and Mèngzǐ that demonstrate 

how rulers in strongly centralized political institutions can exercise their power in 

ways that result in good for the people.  

                                                           
1
 In the Rú tradition this person is usually referred to as a “sage-king” shèngwáng 

聖王, a term that appears only once in the Mèngzǐ (3B:9), but occurs in more 

frequency in other Warring States period literature, such as the Lǐjì 禮記 and the 

Xúnzǐ 荀子, as well as the Mòzǐ 墨子. In Mediterranean traditions this person is 

usually referred to as a “philosopher-king,” first proposed by Plato (see the 
Republic 473d, Griffith 2003, 175). 



2 

The double entendre in the title of this dissertation is intended to be 

provocative and suggestive. One way of reading it questions whether sagely
2
 

advisers, as in Mèngzǐ’s case, can make a difference in monarchical contexts. Can 

a sage move the mountain of monarchy with his wisdom? Or is the situation more 

like the Chinese idiom (chéngyǔ 成語) indicating the impossibility of the task: 螳

臂擋車 (táng bì dǎng chē) “a praying mantis trying to stop a chariot.”
3
 Read 

another way, the title is asking whether a sage such as Marcus, serving in the 

capacity and role as king (or emperor), really makes a good king. This leads to a 

number of very basic philosophical questions about governance. Is it better or 

preferable to be ruled by a sage-king? Or do the promises of technical political 

structures guarantee political success? Does wisdom really help in ruling? Do 

sages make better kings?  

 

1.1.2 Significance of this Project 

A remarkable feature shared by many ancient Chinese and ancient 

Mediterranean philosophical traditions
4
 is a strong preference for monarchical 

forms of government led by virtuous and wise monarchs. Mèngzǐ longed for a 

virtuous and wise person to rise in the feudal ranks and attain not just a 

                                                           
2
 Here and below in reference to Marcus I am using the term “sage” loosely, 

without intending the richness and lofty demands normally thought of. 
3
 The idiom is particularly apt, in that the ancient fable associated with the idiom 

in the Zhuāngzǐ 莊子 is of a mantis who thinks he is so powerful he tries to stop 

the king’s chariot. See Herzberg and Herzberg 2012, 93. 
4
 Typically Mediterranean traditions are called “Ancient Philosophy,” but this 

cognomen is geographically biased towards what arose initially in Greek contexts, 

and occasionally inclusive of Roman contexts. I have yet to encounter a situation 

in which “Ancient Philosophy” truly took into account ALL ancient philosophies. 

What is usually meant is Mediterranean (those of Greece and Rome, in particular), 

and so I have sought greater precision with the new term Mediterranean 

philosophy. In fact, under this rubric Islamic philosophical traditions should also 

be included. 
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governorship (gōng 公) over a limited territory, but that this sagely person, by the 

very virtue and wisdom that makes him desirable as a leader, would become a 

True King (wáng 王)
5
 and bring order to all the vassal states, and peace to all 

human societies as distant as the Four Seas. Mèngzǐ comments that such a person 

only emerges once every 500 years, according to cosmological recurrences, and 

should have appeared 200 years before his time. As a consequence, he laments 

without hope that one will appear in his lifetime.
6
  

Moving forward 500 years from the time that Mèngzǐ was about 30 years 

old, we observe the inauguration of the reign of a peculiar person in a different 

part of the world. Raised in an aristocratic family with old imperial ties, a lover of 

philosophy from his youth, Marcus Aurelius Antoninus ascended the Roman 

imperial throne in 161 AD. His indifference to the power accorded to him as 

emperor is praised by both ancient and modern historians.
7
 His reputation for 

being a true philosopher-emperor is so well-known that his desire to not be known 

as one who has been “turned into a Caesar” (mē ‘apokaisarōthēs μὴ 

‘ἀποκαισαρωθῇς’) and is “stained with the purple”
8
 (mē baphēs μὴ βαφῂς) must 

                                                           
5
 That is, he would be regal not just in title and authority, but that he would 

embody in himself and in his rule the virtue that is expected of such a ruler. The 

rendering of wáng 王 as “True King” in certain contexts is not a direct translation, 

but an interpretive decision made by many English translators to indicate the 

special nature of a particular kind of ruler, with variations in form. Some render it 

King (Van Norden 2008), true King (Lau 2003), or, as I have adopted it here, True 

King. Each of these renderings is intended to reflect the ideal, virtuous ruler. A 

lowercase king (or lacking “true”) usually indicates a person who has usurped the 

title wáng for himself. 
6
 See the Mèngzǐ 2B:13. 

7
 For two ancient testimonies, see Magie 1921, 133-206, and Cary and Foster 

1927, 63. For modern praise, see Pollock 1879 and Noyen 1955. For a dissenting 

voice, see Stanton 1969. 
8
 The Meditations 6.30. 
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surely be counted a success. Plato’s dream
9
 that a person fully committed to 

philosophy would have ultimate and unhindered authority and power had been 

realized in the rule of Marcus Aurelius. Marcus put into practice a form of 

philosophy that was not merely a private intellectual exercise, but one rooted in a 

form of political praxis that informed both the principles and the details of his 

reign.
10

 Precisely in this sense, then, Marcus is a nearly unprecedented test case in 

the history of political philosophy.  

Furthermore, one of the few complete extant manuscripts recording the 

“spiritual exercises”
11

 of a committed Stoic is Marcus’s volume redactively titled 

“notes to himself,” most well-known as the Meditations in English
12

 and Chénsīlù 

沉思錄 in Chinese.
13

 What is quite anomalous is the fact that Marcus, his 

Meditations, and his reign have been studied from a number of angles, usually 

historical (Hadot’s work is a rare philosophical study
14

), but neither Marcus nor 

                                                           
9
 Plato, The Republic, 473d. See Griffith 2003, 175. 

10
 Dean Hammer (2008) has attempted a political reading of Cicero’s Tusculan 

Disputations, suggesting that the Tusculan Disputations, though not normally read 

with political philosophical insight, can be read politically. My method differs 

considerably from Hammer’s (see section 1.4.2 for an extended explanation), but 

the creativity in reading for political philosophical insight a text that is not known 

as a “political” text is similar. 
11

 I borrow this term from Pierre Hadot, a historian of ancient philosophy who 

spent much of his career studying and writing on the Meditations. See Hadot 1998. 

Hadot defines “spiritual exercises” as “practices which could be physical, as in 

dietary regimes, or discursive, as in dialogue and meditation, or intuitive, as in 

contemplation, but which were all intended to effect a modification and a 

transformation in the subject who practiced them.” Hadot 2002, 6. For more on 

Hadot’s view of spiritual exercises, see Hadot 1995. 
12

 This title was first given to the text by Meric Casaubon, the first time for the 

Meditations to appear in English, published in 1634. The name stuck, and has 

been the most common title given to the otherwise untitled text, even in other 

languages. 
13

 See Bibliography for full citations of recent and scholarly translations in both 

English and Chinese. 
14

 Hadot 1998. Work by Christopher Gill could be added to the philosophical 

study of Marcus, but Gill focuses primarily on the ethical side of the Meditations. 

See Gill 2007a, Gill 2007b, and Gill 2013. 
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his works and activities as emperor
15

 have ever been systematically examined 

from the perspective of political philosophy. A Roman emperor with decisive 

philosophical commitments,
16

 a sterling (though at points still debatable) political 

career, and an extant manuscript that has not been taken seriously for political 

philosophy—this anomaly begs to be corrected. To press the irony of this situation 

a bit further, although Marcus was convinced that “close…[is] the time when all 

will forget you,”
17

 he is far from forgotten. Since the rediscovery of the 

Meditations in the 16th century,
18

 the influence of this enigmatic text has 

enchanted political leaders and common people alike. But why compare the 

philosophical thoughts of Marcus and Mèngzǐ?  

First, it is poignant to note that I am not the first scholar to recognize the 

remarkable parallels between Marcus and Mèngzǐ. In his volume, World 

Philosophies, Ninian Smart confirms the validity of this comparison. He says, 

“Marcus Aurelius, who was Emperor from 161 to 180 CE, was maybe the last 

great Stoic.…He stressed the innate morality of human beings, though they do 

need education in the good. He was the Mencius of the Western world.”
19

 

                                                           
15

 Here including the few extant speeches and imperial rescripts available as 

appendices to the Loeb classics series translation of the Meditations by C. R. 

Haines entitled Marcus Aurelius (volume 58), as well as the many letters between 

Marcus and his teacher Fronto, also translated by Haines in the Loeb series, 

volumes 112 and 113. 
16

 Marcus is called “the philosopher” in numerous other ancient works dating 

back even to his own lifetime. For example, see the Scriptores Historiae Augustae 

in Magie 1921, 132-133. Elizabeth Asmis cites a number of ancient sources 

written close to or during Marcus’s lifetime that declares him to be a philosopher. 

See Asmis 1989, 2230-2231, footnote 7. 
17

 The Med. 7.21. 
18

 Jill Kraye dates the emergence of the Meditations onto the academic scene in 

Europe to 1559 with Wilhelm Holzmann’s (his penname was Xylander) Latin 

translation of the original Greek text. The first mention of the text of the 

Meditations in European literature is in 1517. See Kraye 2000, 108, 123. 
19

 Smart 1999, 142. 
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Also, as pointed out earlier, Mèngzǐ’s political and philosophical hopes 

were pinned on the emergence of a virtuous and wise monarch. He believed that a 

truly good king would pave the way to lasting peace. However, while Mèngzǐ’s 

influence on Chinese politics is evident, following Zhū Xī’s 朱熹 (1130-1200) 

elevation of the Mèngzǐ to canonical status as one of the Four Books (sìshū 四書), 

he is often only selectively read. For example, Mèngzǐ’s response to King Xuān of 

Qí’s 齊宣王 inquiry regarding two ministers who overthrew their despotic 

rulers—that such overthrows are not regicide—was a great threat to Chinese 

emperors for centuries.
20

 This helps explain why it took more than 1,400 years for 

                                                           
20

 See the Mèngzǐ 1B:8; cf. Mèngzǐ’s bold words to King Xuān in 5B:9. A 

number of examples could be cited. Here I will briefly present four. 1) Zhū 

Yuánzhāng (朱元璋 1328-1398) disliked what he read in the Mèngzǐ so much that 

he had Mèngzǐ’s tablet removed from the temple of Kǒngzǐ. It was replaced the 

next day, after an astronomy official reported an ominous future. Nevertheless, 

Zhū held onto his grudge against Mèngzǐ, and in the final year of his life had 85 

passages of the Mèngzǐ purged from the official text (Huang 2001, 96-98). 2) The 

second example comes from Liú Jī 劉機 an official, expounding the Mèngzǐ 

4A:1 to Emperor Xiào Zōng (孝宗 1487-1505). After discussing portions of the 

passage the lesson was concluded, and the emperor asked why Liú did not explain 

the final statement (which says that a good minister respects (gōng 恭) his lord by 

challenging his poor decisions, and shows reverence (jìng 敬) by discussing the 

good in order to keep out heresy). Liú responded, “I would not dare, my Lord” 

(Huang 2001, 98). 3) That Mèngzǐ’s claims were a threat even as early as the Hàn 

dynasty is demonstrated in a debate between two ministers, Yuán Gǔ 轅古 and 

Huáng Shēng 黃生 in the court of Emperor Jīng 景 (r. 156-141 BC), recorded in 

the Shǐjì 史記. They debate Mèngzǐ’s proposition that a bad ruler might be killed, 

Yuán in favor and Huáng opposed. The emperor steps in at a critical point when 

Yuán declares that the first emperor of the Hàn dynasty must have been wrong 

(that is, if Mèngzǐ is incorrect) to overthrow the second (and last) emperor of the 

Qīn dynasty, obviously implicating the present emperor as a participant in 

something that was morally wrong. Either emperors can be deposed and Jīng is 

right to have his throne, or they cannot and Jīng is ultimately illegitimate. Neither 

choice was appealing to Jīng (Ommerborn 2008, 22-23). 4) The final example is 

from the Sòng dyansty. Officials such as Sīmǎ Guāng 司馬光 and Zhèng Shūyǒu 

鄭叔友 criticized Mèngzǐ’s concept of rénzhèng 仁政 as “dangerous to the 

political and social order” (Ommerborn 2008, 23). 
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the Mèngzǐ to be regarded with a more serious eye by many Rú (儒 Confucian) 

scholars.  

We might be inclined to think that Marcus, by all counts, was just the king 

Mèngzǐ was looking for. Stoic and early Rú philosophies have remarkable 

parallels that make comparisons between them seem quite natural. And yet a 

number of sharp differences between them offer points of contrast that highlight 

aspects of each philosophical position that are not widely discussed in 

non-comparative contexts. Until recently Stoic-Rú comparisons seem to never 

have been considered, and even until now has not been done at any length.  

Based on this awareness of the need not only for deeper critical analysis of 

both the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations, but also of the advantages that can be gained 

through a comparative study of these two texts, this project will advance our 

understanding of the political theories of Marcus Aurelius and Mèngzǐ by 

undertaking a comparative and creative study of their respective philosophies, 

particularly as they relate to the role of a monarchical ruler. At a basic level, it will 

bring about breakthroughs in understanding ancient Chinese and ancient Roman 

philosophical theories of political governance, and provide a new criterion by 

which contemporary (and historical) authoritarian rulers and regimes can be 

evaluated. In addition, the conclusions of this project have the potential to offer 

practical and timely commentary regarding these ancient texts and contexts, but 

also regarding contemporary political philosophical issues and the current 

situation of many countries led by strongly centralized governments, including the 

People’s Republic of China and elsewhere, wherever leaders seek to employ 

benevolence and beneficence as guidelines for political governance. 
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1.1.2.1 Contemporary Significance and Impact of the Meditations 

The Meditations has enjoyed a unique and favorable niche among political 

leaders since at least the Renaissance period. This can be seen most recently in the 

appreciation for the text shown by former U.S. President Bill Clinton (b. 1946), 

who listed the Meditations among his favorite books.
21

 The first record of 

Clinton’s appreciation for the Meditations is in a footnote to an article by Garry 

Wills. Wills writes,  

Clinton gave me an amazing answer when I asked him, in 1992, what book 

had most profoundly influenced him. He said it was The Meditations of 
Marcus Aurelius, a book that turns its readers continually inward and 

warns against frittering oneself away in externals. This is not an influence 
easy to trace in Clinton’s career. Marcus boasts of his chastity and 

dismisses sexual intercourse as ‘a rubbing of innards and spasmic 

extrusion of slime’ (Meditations 6.13). 
 

Given the tarnished track record of Clinton’s character, particularly due to his 

sexual escapades while in office, it seems he would have benefited from reading it 

a few more times.
22

  

A better contemporary example of the impact of Marcus’s Meditations 

appears in a more unlikely place. The example of Wēn Jiābǎo (溫家寶, b. 1942), 

premier of the People’s Republic of China from 2003 to 2013, demonstrates a 

strong linkage between Marcus’s nuggets of wisdom and a ruler’s behavior. His 

immediate and benevolent response to the 2008 earthquake in Wènchuān, Sìchuān 

province (汶川, 四川), his open expression of compassionate emotion at sites of 

the earthquake, and comments like, “while it is the government’s responsibility to 

expand the ‘pie’ of national wealth, it is the government’s conscience to distribute 

                                                           
21

 Wills 1996. 
22

 James Mattis, current United States Secretary of Defense, has been cited as 

carrying a copy of the Meditations with him to military deployments in the Middle 

East. See Ricks 2006. 
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it in an adequate manner,”
23

 have earned him nicknames among people in the 

PRC such as Grandpa Wēn (溫爺爺) and Mr. Tears. Wēn is adamant that China 

be led by a one-party system of government, but he is also clearly committed to 

that party acting benevolently and for the benefit of all people under that 

all-embracing authority. Wēn has also spoken quite frankly about his reading 

habits, and among his favorite books is Marcus’s Meditations. In a conversation 

with a reporter in Singapore in November of 2007 Wēn claimed to have read the 

Meditations “more than 100 times.”
24

 This comment was picked up in other 

media sources, and Wēn confirmed the claim a year later in a rare CNN 

interview.
25

 Three months later (February, 2008) the Central Compilation and 

Translation Press (中央编译出版社), the official party-sanctioned publishing 

house for the PRC, produced a reprint of a previously published Chinese 

translation of the Meditations.
26

 This is not the first translation of the Meditations 

into Chinese,
27

 but the fact that it passed through official Party channels for 

                                                           
23

 Lam 2010. Wēn’s statement carries strong official support six years and a 

leadership change later, considering that the quotation is included in a news article 

on the Consulate-General of the PRC in Vancouver’s website: Consoluate-General 

2010. 
24

 The earliest source I could find that reported this statement is China 2007. In 

this report, Wēn is quoted as saying: “Every day I put the book [the Meditations] 

beside my bed. I have probably read it more than 100 times, reading it every day” 

我把这本书，天天放在牀头，我可能读了有100遍，每天在看. My translation. 
25

 For a transcript of this interview see Zakaria 2008. In this interview Zakaria 

restates the claim that Wēn read the Meditations more than 100 times and follows 

the statement with a question about morality in China. Wēn responds (through an 

interpreter) that he had read the Meditations on “many occasions.” We are not 

provided with the Chinese transcript of what Wēn said in Chinese, so it could be 

that the interpreter rendered “more than 100 times” as “on many occasions.” 

Regardless, we can be confident beyond a shadow of a doubt that Wēn is very 

familiar with and deeply moved by Marcus’s writings.  
26

 Hé 2008. 
27

 The earliest Chinese translation of the Meditations I could find was done in 

Taiwan in 1959, and reprinted in the mainland in 1989. See, respectively: Liáng 

Shíqiū 1959 and Hé 1989. Hé’s translation was chosen for reprint by the CCTP 
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publication is significant. That Wēn’s comment and this translation had impact in 

mainland China is without doubt.
28

 This example indicates a high correlation 

between the popularity of the Meditations among scholars in mainland China and 

the literary tastes of one of China’s well-loved leaders.
29

  

These contemporary examples serve to point to the importance of 

enriching the study of Marcus’s political philosophy by means of a systematic 

philosophical analysis. 

 

1.1.2.2 Contemporary Relevance of the Mèngzǐ 

Aspects of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy have been discussed for centuries 

in Chinese cultural spheres, following its elevation to canonical status as a part of 

Zhū Xī’s Four Books (sìshū 四書) in the 12th century. The political philosophical 

conversation in China took a turn towards Anglo-European concerns starting in 

the 19th century, raising questions as to the relationship between classical Rú 

political philosophical thought and liberal democratic institutions and political 

                                                                                                                                                                 

(Hé 2008). 
28

 A search on CNKI, the key Chinese academic publication search engine, for 

奧勒留 (Àolèliú, the most common Chinese translation for Marcus’s name) in the 

abstract turns up 89 hits, only 10 of which pre-date publication of the report of 

Wēn’s comment. Search conducted December 2016. A further search for 奧勒留 

in the entire text (全文) results in 1,233 articles. Of these, only slightly more than 

300 (one-quarter of the articles) pre-date Wēn’s comment. The earliest article was 

published in 1962, and the next earliest article is dated 1980. It should also be 

noted that the vast majority of the articles are not scholarly research articles. The 

non-scholarly results include book reviews and shorter, “popular” articles on 

Marcus and the Meditations. Nevertheless, this still serves to highlight the broad 

impact of the Meditations, and of the influence the Meditations can have on a 

national leader, and thereby a nation. 
29

 That people read books that receive support from political and other kinds of 

cultural leaders is not unique to the PRC. U.S. President Barak Obama’s reading 

list is reportedly one of the most influential reading lists in the U.S., second only 

to Oprah’s Book Club reading list. See Parnes 2009, and Weinman 2010. 
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forms.
30

 These discussions coincided with the tumultuous period surrounding the 

fall of the Qīng dynasty, culminating in the May Fourth Movement, and the brief 

Republican period. Following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, 

discussions on democracy and classical Rú political thought within China were 

restricted to criticisms until they were revived following the Reform and Opening 

Up Movement (gǎigé kāifàng 改革開放). Consequently, a groundswell of interest 

in democracy once again emerged in the early 1980s as scholars from outside the 

PRC, as well as from within, regained interested in the possibility that China 

might move towards democratic institutions. Along with this, a significant amount 

of discussion as to how Chinese traditional philosophical resources might 

contribute to the democratization of China took place. The Mèngzǐ in particular 

has been the focus of much debate in these later discussions, often focusing on the 

concept of mínběn 民本.
31

 Its status as one of the Four Books, as well as the 

more systematic treatment given to political topics when compared with the Lúnyǔ 

論語, has made it a popular source for political philosophical debate. While 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy has primarily been employed to support efforts at 

building and debating democratic institutions in Asian contexts, more rare are 

works that seek to apply Mèngzǐ’s philosophy to contexts similar to Mèngzǐ’s own 

political context.
32

 A few works, such as efforts by Bái Tóngdōng 白彤東,
33

 

                                                           
30

 This is evidenced in the careers and perspectives of Lián Qǐchāo 梁啓超, 

Liáng Shùmíng梁漱溟, Hú Shì 胡適, Kāng Yǒuwèi 康有為 and Sūn Zhōngshān 

(Sun Yatsen) 孫中山. 
31

 Mínběn will be discussed further in section 3.2.1.3. 
32

 Daniel Bell’s efforts at modernizing the Rú tradition for contemporary cultural 

and political interests, while controversial for promoting “meritocracy” in what he 

considers to be traditional Ru political theory, is quite different from the present 

work. See Bell 2006, 2008, 2015. His work attempts to promote a particular vision 

of what he regards as a Chinese political system more suitable for a Chinese 

context, based on a selective representation of classical Chinese texts. By contrast, 
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Kāng Xiǎoguāng 康曉光,
34

 and Jiǎng Qìng 蔣慶35
 have sought to appropriate 

aspects of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy for various ideological purposes, though 

without much popular or scholarly support.  

Political philosophizing through the Mèngzǐ will undoubtedly continue, as 

it has for hundreds of years, especially in the PRC. The question is, wherever and 

whenever it is discussed, will this text be used to support current ideological 

trends? Or will the wisdom it contains be used to promote the flourishing of the 

people? It is my hope that this project will promote the latter. 

 

1.1.2.3 The Need to Correct a Bias in Contemporary Political Philosophy 

In addition to the value of this project for the study of the history of 

philosophy and clarified understandings of Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s philosophies, 

this project also has value for the discipline of philosophy more broadly speaking, 

and political philosophy in particular. A lot of scholarly work has been done in 

contemporary political philosophy focusing on debating and defending ideologies 

of Political Liberalism and its various institutional arrangements, or working out 

problems within these arrangements, in order to create the best possible situation 

within which the good of the people under the authority of a Liberal government 

(broadly conceived) can be achieved. Evidence for this can be found in the Shorter 

                                                                                                                                                                 

in this project I am not trying to promote or recommend any political system. 

Rather, I am attempting to accept the current state of affairs and work within that 

existing authoritarian system, promoting ways of governing. Far from promoting a 

“China Model,” I am seeking to draw principles of ruling from both Chinese and 

non-Chinese traditions to develop a new criterion for critiquing political leaders. 
33

 Bai 2012. 
34

 Kāng 2005. 
35

 Jiǎng Qìng 2003 and Q. Jiang 2013. 
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Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy article on “Political Philosophy,”
36

 and is 

worth quoting at length.  

The last quarter of the twentieth century has seen a powerful revival of 

political philosophy, which in Western societies at least has mostly been 

conducted within a broadly liberal framework. Other ideologies have been 
outflanked: Marxism has gone into a rapid decline, and conservatism and 

socialism have survived only by taking on board large portions of 
liberalism. Some have claimed that the main rival to liberalism is now 

communitarianism…; however on closer inspection the so-called liberal – 

communitarian debate can be seen to be less a debate about liberalism 
itself than about the precise status and form that a liberal political 

philosophy should take – whether, for example, it should claim universal 
validity, or should present itself simply as an interpretation of the political 

culture of the Western liberal democracies. The vitality of political 

philosophy is not to be explained by the emergence of a new ideological 
revival to liberalism, but by the fact that a new set of political issues has 

arisen whose resolution will stretch the intellectual resources of liberalism 
to the limit.

37
 

 

This emphasis on Liberal institutions, questions and contexts has made its way 

into Chinese philosophical spheres as well. Scholars seem obsessed with 

demonstrating that classical Rú political philosophy has relevance to current topics 

and issues initiated by the politically liberal perspective. For example, in 

examining the modern relevance of Mèngzǐ’s political ethics, Heiner Roetz cannot 

help but choose “democracy” and “human rights” as the two “fields of current 

political…ethics.”
38

 David Hall and Roger Ames do their best to deflect charges 

of American intellectual hegemony, but fail to follow through on their 

commitment to “learn from the Chinese” before “insisting that China become like 

                                                           
36

 Further evidence can be found in many places, such as the Philosophy Faculty 

Reading List and Course Outline on Political Philosophy for Cambridge 

University, one of the world’s leading academic institutions. The syllabus contains 

three items: Democracy, Equality, and Liberty. 

https://www.phil.cam.ac.uk/curr-students/IB/IB-outlines-reading-lists/paper7-polp

hil. Accessed March 29, 2018. 
37

 Craig 2005, 817. 
38

 Roetz 2008, 208-210. 
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us.”
39

 Even the title of the book betrays their aim: The Democracy of the Dead: 

Dewey, Confucius, and the Hope for Democracy in China. While there is still 

much to be commended in their effort at bringing together Chinese and 

Anglo-European political philosophical positions on the question of democracy, it 

still seems that they present the noblest attempt at “Westernizing” China, or 

forcing contemporary China to purchase a “ticket of admission into the global 

cultural economy”
40

 by conceding to certain American pragmatist political ideals. 

I would even describe Daniel Bell’s work on “Chinese meritocracy” and the 

“China model” to be a hybrid form of “liberalism with Chinese characteristics.”
41

 

The overweening influence of Political Liberalism on current political 

philosophical discussions can be seen through a comparison of the actual political 

landscape in the world today and current trends in political philosophy. For the 

latter we only need to look as far as major Anglophone books by major publishers 

on political philosophy to see the undue and imbalanced emphasis placed on this 

one political perspective.
42

  

A brief examination of the “Democracy Index,” annually produced by the 

Economist Intelligence Unit, a British business within the Economist Group, can 

serve to demonstrate the actual political landscape in the world today.
43

 The 

                                                           
39

 Hall and Ames 1999, 10. 
40

 Neville 2001b, 9. 
41

 See Bell 2006, 2008, 2015. Bell 1999 uses the term “Democracy with Chinese 

Characteristics,” and so my choice of “liberalism with Chinese characteristics” is 

quite similar, but opening the category a little more broadly. 
42

 For example, see: White 2003, Miller 2003, and Bird 2006, Dryzek, Honig and 

Phillips 2006, Fiala 2015. For relatively more balanced representations of views, 

see: Goodin, Pettit and Pogge 2007 and Gaus and D’Agostino 2013, though these 

two latter books still give substantial weight to topics in Political Liberalism. 
43

 An alternative to the Democracy Index is a project supported by the University 

of Zurich and the Social Science Research Center Berlin, and funded by the Swiss 

National Science Foundation, called Democracy Barometer. See Democracy 

Barometer 2016. 
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“Democracy Index” is an annually published report that evaluates 167 sovereign 

states, looking specifically at five indicators of democratic development. Each 

country is given a score based on these five indicators and then ranked and 

classified into one of four categories: full democracy, flawed democracy, hybrid 

regime, and authoritarian regime. The report also provides a chart showing the 

percentage of countries and the percentage of world population for each of the 

four grades: 

Type of Regime 
Score of 

Country 

Number of 

Countries 

Percentage of 

Countries 

Percentage of 

World 

Population 

Full Democracy 8 ≤ s ≤ 10 19 11.4% 4.5% 

Flawed 

Democracy 
6 ≤ s < 8 57 34.1% 44.8% 

Hybrid Regime 4 ≤ s < 6 40 24.0% 18.0% 

Authoritarian 

Regime 
0 ≤ s < 4 51 30.5% 32.7% 

Figure 1: Democracy Index Country Grades 

In this analysis, only slightly more than one in ten countries qualify as a Full 

Democracy, accounting for (or governing) slightly less than 5% of the world 

population. If we include Flawed Democracies together with Full Democracies the 

numbers grow considerably, accounting for 45% of the countries and 50% of the 

world population. But that still leaves more than half of the countries governing 

half of the world’s population under non-democratic conditions. And of that 50% 

that is not democratic, more than half of both countries and world population live 

under Authoritarian Regimes. The actual political situation for one-third of the 

world’s population is governance by one-third of the countries graded as 

Authoritarian.  

Now, it needs to be stressed that this report is merely heuristic. Its methods 

of data collection and evaluation are decidedly opaque, and could not be 

considered socially scientifically accurate. But even as an illustration, it reveals an 
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immensely heavy bias in political philosophy for a non-dominant political 

situation in the world today. We have numerous authoritarian states in the world, 

and yet there is very little productive philosophizing being done for those contexts. 

This begs the questions, why not? And what can be done about this imbalance?  

On one hand, this is understandable, because much of what is published in 

Anglophone philosophy is written by people living in contexts that generally 

follow liberal political philosophical principles, so it stands to reason that people 

would seek solutions to the situations and problems they are facing in those 

contexts. In addition to this, in many authoritarian political contexts certain 

restrictions may apply that places limits on what can be discussed openly in an 

academic or public setting, whether by self-censorship or other means. On the 

other hand, the existence of restrictive contexts highlights the great need for such 

discussions to take place for the sake of human flourishing in all political contexts 

worldwide. Philosophers with the ability to give free-play to ideas that are 

contextually nuanced and relevant and yet poignantly provocative have an 

obligation to speak out and write on topics that may not be directly relevant to 

their own existential context. Such efforts have the potential to offer viable and 

learned alternatives that can speak into situations with rulers who are unresponsive 

or resistant to political liberal efforts to hegemonically assimilate non-liberal 

political contexts into a “liberal world order.”  

My hope is that this project will advance the political philosophical 

discussion in this direction, opening up conversation on how we can work within 

these non-democratic contexts for the good of the people. It will not be a diatribe 

against political liberal forms of government, or political liberal philosophy. Part 

of my desire in pursuing this line of inquiry is to explore political philosophical 
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answers to questions that apply to the “other” half of the world. My concern is not 

with theorizing political ideals, but in working with the existing material at hand 

with an eye to improve it for the benefit of the people. This is particularly the case 

in authoritarian countries where change does not come from the bottom up, but 

from the top down. It is my hope that principles developed through or as a result 

of this study might become an invitation for non-democratic political systems to 

sit at the table of political philosophy and participate in and even make a 

contribution to the greater conversation of the good governance of human 

communities, of which, sub-conversations on democracy are a part. 

 

1.1.3 Outstanding Contributions of This Project 

The following are the most outstanding contributions of this project: 

1) This project can serve as a starting point by which a bias towards 

democratic contexts and questions in Anglophone political philosophy might be 

corrected. This is accomplished in two ways. First, the contexts in which Marcus 

and Mèngzǐ conducted their philosophies were both monarchical, and made no 

attempts to alter the form of government in those contexts. Instead, they sought to 

transform the way in which their particular expressions of centralized power were 

exercised. This has relevance not only for authoritarian contexts, but also for 

democratic ones today where power, even for democratically elected officials, 

seems to be going into the hands of people with no interest in pursuing or 

promoting the flourishing of all people under their authority.  

2) In the Methodology section (1.4) I will address the question of how 

Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations can be read with political philosophical insight. 

This is an innovative reading arrived at through an initial comparison with the 
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Mèngzǐ, and presents a new contribution to the study of Marcus’s Meditations. 

Furthermore, the extended comparison that forms the bulk of this project develops 

from the basic premise that it is possible to discern a core political philosophy in 

the Meditations. 

3) This project will advance our understandings of the Mèngzǐ and the 

Meditations through deep analysis of their respective political philosophies. 

4) This project will also further deepen the comparison between the Stoic 

and Rú traditions. As I will show in the State of the Research (section 1.2), there is 

a growing interest in the unique similarities between aspects of the Stoic school 

that originated in the Hellenic peninsula in the 3rd century BC and Chinese 

traditions of that same period and later periods.  

5) I hope that by approaching this subject comparatively, this project might 

also contribute productive political philosophy that reduces biases based on 

tradition (“Chinese or Greek/Roman”), geography (“Western or Eastern”), 

ideological preference (Democratic Liberalism, Marxism, and so on), or other 

parochial lines. In chapter five I develop an evaluative standard that has the 

potential to redirect the political philosophical conversation away from 

discussions of political form and structure, an assumption prevalent in much of 

contemporary Anglophone political philosophy, and towards a root issue common 

in both democratic and non-democratic political contexts—the exercise of 

political power. 

 

1.2 State of the Research 

For convenience and clarity I have divided a survey of relevant literature 

into three parts. The first part (1.2.1) looks at literature relevant to comparative 
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philosophy generally, and specifically work in Chinese-Stoic Philosophical 

Comparisons. The second part (1.2.2) focuses on literature relevant to a study of 

the Mèngzǐ, and the third part (1.2.3) focuses on literature relevant to the study of 

the Meditations. In each of these three cases the literature is quite vast, and so I 

have primarily sought to highlight only those works most relevant to my approach 

to comparative philosophy, to the Mèngzǐ, and to the Meditations. 

 

1.2.1 Literature Review of Comparative Philosophy and Chinese-Stoic 

Philosophical Comparisons 

Comparisons of Mediterranean philosophical and religious traditions with 

their Chinese counterparts
44

 has a long and complex history, the strongest lines of 

which we could trace back to the 16th century with the Jesuit engagement with 

China. Some philosophers are reluctant to admit the usefulness or even the 

possibility of philosophical comparisons.
45

 Despite the negativity that emanates 

from some quarters of the scholarly world, many scholars have found comparisons 

to be a helpful way to approach the pursuit of wisdom across cultural and temporal 

boundaries.
46

 Comparisons in the 20th century of Mediterranean philosophical 

traditions with Chinese traditions has accelerated into the 21st century.
47

 Many 

                                                           
44

 There is a long-standing debate on whether Chinese culture has produced 

philosophy of any quality or any philosophy at all. See Defoort 2001, Defoort 

2006 and Raud 2006. See also three issues of Contemporary Chinese Thought (37, 

no. 1-3) dedicated to highlighting the issue of the “legitimacy” of Chinese 

Philosophy (Defoort and Ge 2005a, Defoort and Ge 2005-6, and Defoort and Ge 

2006). I will not enter into that debate here. On my view, it is self-evidently the 

case that Chinese culture has produced rich philosophical material equal to, and at 

times, surpassing that of Anglo-European philosophical traditions. 
45

 For a widely cited example, see MacIntyre 1991. This issue is discussed further 

in Section 2.2.1.1. 
46

 For one recent example, see Lai, Kim, and Benitez 2018. I have an essay 

adapted out of this project that will be found in this collected volume. 
47

 As I mentioned earlier, a prominent focus is the overgeneralizations found in 

“East-West” and “China-West” comparisons, a weakness that persists in some 
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comparisons focus on Greek and Chinese traditions (to the neglect of Roman or 

Latin and Arabic philosophical traditions, and Japanese or Korean traditions, for 

example), and often only the most well-known figures or texts, such as Kǒngzǐ 

(Confucius) with Plato and Aristotle by Yú Jìyuán 余紀元.
48

 Comparisons of the 

most significant figures and key texts are obvious starting points, and as the 

individual comparisons and the act of comparing itself have developed, better 

quality and a wider diversity of comparisons have been made, such as Aaron 

Stalnaker’s comparison of Xúnzǐ and Augustine.
49

 In Chinese cultural circles, a 

very common generalized comparison takes place between “Western,” “Indian,” 

and “Chinese” cultures such as Liáng Shùmíng’s 梁漱溟 Eastern and Western 

Cultures and Philosophies.
50

 This tripartite division has been carried over to 

Anglophone contexts as well.
51

 The popularity of this tri-partition in Chinese 

cultural contexts today is more often reduced to a China—West comparison, an 

unfortunate reduction that has been addressed by Lauren Pfister.
52

 Fù Yǒudé 傅

有德 advocates a four-step approach to philosophical comparisons that, although 

maybe not acknowledged, is widely used today.
53

  

                                                                                                                                                                 

comparative philosophical work today, here highlighting its presence in 

Anglophone contexts. For one example, see Wong 2017. The problem is by no 

means limited to Wong’s article. An entire journal is devoted to emphasizing the 

East-West dichotomy: Philosophy East and West. Here I merely intend to 

highlight the persistence of this dichotomy, and not to diminish the excellent 

scholarship that is published under this journal’s title.  
48

 Yu Jiyuan 2007. 
49

 Stalnaker 2006. 
50

 Liáng Shùmíng 1976. 
51

 See Bahm 1977 and Scharfstein 1978b, and for a four-way comparison, see 

Scharfstein 1978a. 
52

 Pfister 2003. 
53

 Step one selects objects to compare according to general principles. Step two 

examines their similarities and differences, and clarifies the main characteristics of 

each of the objects compared. Step three makes judgments and criticisms of the 

respective objects. Step four generates new theories or ideas through 
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Many advancements in comparative philosophical methodology have been 

made in Anglophone literature since the early twentieth-century. Several essays in 

Interpreting Across Boundaries: New Essays in Comparative Philosophy offer 

answers to critical questions.
54

 Three essays are worth noting. Daya Krishna’s 

essay “Comparative Philosophy: What It Is and What It Ought to Be” points out 

the power of comparative philosophy to liberate philosophical traditions from the 

tyranny of a dominant culture (in many cases Anglo-European traditions).
55

 

Raimundo Panikkar takes an even stronger position than Krishna, seeking to point 

out the Anglo-Euro-centrism of the whole enterprise of “comparative 

philosophy.”
56

 He provides an interesting but ultimately unappealing alternative 

in what he calls “diatopical hermeneutics.”
57

 Finally, Ninian Smart, in his essay 

“The Analogy of Meaning and the Tasks of Comparative Philosophy,” points out 

the need to examine traditions along an axis of “horizontal contextuality,” 

meaning a key concept is embedded in a system, and along another axis of 

“vertical contextuality,” meaning a concept is embedded in a form of life.
58

 

Reading from these two axes helps ground the comparison in contexts of tradition 

                                                                                                                                                                 

“comprehensive innovation” (zōnghé chuàngxīn 綜合創新). Fù 2017, 114-117. 
54

 Larson and Deutsch 1988. 
55

 In Larson and Deutsch 1988, 71-83. In particular I want to highlight Krishna’s 

suggestions that what is “philosophically interesting” in differences are the “terms 

of the problems perceived and the solutions attempted” (82). 
56

 In Larson and Deutsch 1988, 116-136. 
57

 I find his proposal unappealing because it ultimately falls back on the very 

thing he criticizes, which is a foundational “mythos”. Rather than appealing to a 

historical mythos, however, he uses “primordial language.” But the function of the 

two is the same. It is an assumption or ground from which human experience can 

be universalized in order to make communication and understanding 

(hermeneutics), and ultimately comparison, possible. His failed attempt, however, 

highlights the untenable position held by scholars on both sides of the 

“China—West divide” that seek to create unbridgable divides between Chinese 

and “Western” philosophical realms. Such positions, when taken to their logical 

conclusions, ultimately render communication impossible, a conclusion Panikkar 

is clearly uncomfortable with. 
58

 Smart 1988, 175. 
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(horizontal) and history (vertical). Aaron Stalnaker has advocated for what he has 

called “bridge concepts,” defined as “general ideas…which can be given enough 

content to be meaningful and guide comparative inquiry yet are still open to 

greater specification in particular cases.”
59

  

Jesse Fleming’s paper entitled “Comparative Philosophy: Its Aims and 

Methods,” as a sort of apologia for comparative philosophy, does a nice job of 

bringing together some of the best (and worst) in the comparative philosophical 

enterprise.
60

 Ralph Weber has likewise discussed questions of comparative 

methodology in depth, pointing out the rarely discussed issue of a 

“pre-comparative tertium,” which is a “point of commonality that is posited or 

asserted in the determination of the comparata as that which is to be compared.”
61

 

He expands on this in a later publication, which also merits consideration.
62

 

A benchmark monograph that offers a good survey of perspectives and 

pitfalls in comparative philosophy over the last century is Tim Connolly’s Doing 

Philosophy Comparatively.
63

 A key observation from this work is the 

identification of two types of comparison. The first is interpretive, which seeks a 

better understanding of the two traditions compared, and the second is 

constructive, which seeks to advance or develop philosophical thinking. These are 

not necessarily mutually exclusive activities, but identify the two main results of 

comparisons. In addition to the constructive and explanatory work found in some 

of his monographs,
64

 Robert Neville has reflected on his decades of systematic 
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 For example, comparison runs as a theme throughout Neville 1995, comparison 

as applied to religious ideas in Neville 2001a. 
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theological and philosophical comparisons, also dividing the field into two types 

of comparison, objective and normative.
65

 He was given a second “turn” at 

reflecting on this division fifteen years later and maintained this division.
66

 A 

helpful highlight from the second paper is the addition of another kind of objective 

comparison that looks at individual philosophers from different traditions. It can 

be seen that Neville’s “objective” type of comparison is similar to Connolly’s 

“interpretive” type (and Panikkar’s “imperative philosophy” mentioned earlier), as 

the “normative” type is similar to Connolly’s “constructive” type of comparison.  

More recently scholars have turned their attention to the fruitfulness of 

comparisons between the Stoic school from its earliest roots up through its 

developments in the later Roman empire (roughly 3rd century BC to 3rd century 

AD) with the three main Chinese traditions of Buddhism, Daoism and Ruism 

(Confucianism). Comparisons with Daoism have received particular attention in 

the last two decades with, six essays and a PhD dissertation published in 

English,
67

 and two in Chinese.
68

 Comparisons of Stoicism with Ruism have 

received similar attention with five essays published, three since 2015.
69

 While 

monographs comparing the most widely studied Mediterranean texts and figures 

with the most widely studied Chinese texts and figures are more common,
70

 

monographs comparing Stoic and Rú traditions have not yet been done. In 

Chinese several papers of only marginal value have come out in recent years. 
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 Coleman 2002, Wong 2006, Yu Jiyuan 2008, Jin and Spence 2016, Machek 

2015a, and Machek 2015b. 
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 Wáng and Huáng 2004, and Zhāng Fēng 2008. 
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 Bishop 1987 (a rare early study; however, because Bishop was not a specialist 

in Ruism, weaknesses are quite evident), Zhu 2006, King 2015, Chen Yudan 2016, 

Yu Jiangxia 2017. See also Ciccotti 2018. 
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Shāng Xiǎodōng’s 商晓冬 paper “Surface Comparative Explorations into the 

Political Thought of the Stoics and Ruists” takes a relatively extreme 

interpretation of both the Stoic and Rú traditions, elevating the former as a beacon 

of “the spirit of freedom and equality and advocates of the rule of law and checks 

and balances,” and the latter as a form of “‘divine right of kings’ without rules to 

follow.”
71

 Qǔ Hóngméi’s 曲紅梅 “The Confucian Universalism and the Stoic 

Cosmopolitanism”
72

 takes the opposite tack from Shāng, elevating the Rú concept 

of dàtōng 大同 as more practical and valuable for contemporary society
73

 than 

the Stoic concept as she represents it.
74

 Neither aspect of her interpretation does 

justice to either school. Yán Quányǐng 顏铨颖 takes a similar evaluative 

approach to Qǔ in his paper “A Comparison Between the School of Master 

Kong’s Perspective on the Way of Heaven and Natural Law in Ancient Rome and 

their Contemporary Relevance.”
75

 Rather than surveying a variety of Roman 

perspectives, Yán takes Cicero and Marcus Aurelius as representatives of natural 
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 Shāng 2013. 
72

 Qǔ seems to indicate a strong distinction between the Stoic idea of 

“cosmopolitanism” (shijiegongminzhuyi 世界公民主義 in her Chinese 

rendering), and the Ruist idea of shijiezhuyi (“Universalism”), in her own words 

from the English abstract for the paper. My own translaton of the title would have 

obscured this distinction, so I have quoted the title as it appears there. Qǔ 2014, 

108, 174-175. 
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 Qǔ does not specify which society, whether she means a world society, or 

speaks specifically of society in the PRC. Qǔ 2014, 112. 
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 Qǔ 2014 
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 Yán 2014. Here I have departed from the English abstract published with the 

paper. The author left tiāndào untranslated, and I have chosen to render it in a way 

that indicates to an English reading audience the subtle differences in the Chinese. 

I have rendered kǒngxué 孔學 as the “School of Master Kǒng,” instead of 

“Confucianism” (which is usually rújiā 儒家) and tiāndào guān 天道觀 as 

“Perspective on the Way of Heaven” instead of “Natural Law.” There is a solid 

element to Yán’s interpretation of Heaven as naturalistic, borrowing heavily from 

Yīn Yáng Theory, and so to use “natural” might seem ‘natural’, but I did not want 

it confused with the Roman version of Natural Law. And while Yán takes dào as a 

principle, which could perhaps also be rendered “law,” as with “natural” I did not 

want it confused with the Roman concept. Yán 2014, 75, 79. 
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law in ancient Rome. On his view, this generally Stoic perspective is too 

“individualistic,” “passive,” and “anthropocentric” to be useful for contemporary 

China,
76

 preferring the antidote found in his interpretation of the School of Master 

Kong. As Yán presents it, this view opposes individualism, advocates for human 

energetic initiative and for harmonious development between humans and the 

environing nature, and opposes the separation between politics and virtue.  

The earliest essay comparing Ruist and Stoic traditions in Anglophone 

work by Donald Bishop approaches the two traditions as wholes and examines 

how the “humanism” found in Eastern and Western thought can jointly act as a 

corrective in restoring a declining Western culture. Zhu Rui’s paper, entitled 

“Kairos: Between Cosmic Order and Human Agency,” looks at the relation of 

time to moral action and cosmology in the views of Marcus Aurelius and Kǒngzǐ 

(Confucius). Zhu begins with an unsupported assertion that Marcus and Kǒngzǐ 

have in common a non-theistic view of the cosmos. This, by itself, would be a 

difficult argument to defend for either side of the comparison. Nevertheless, Zhu 

builds a case on this assertion and proceeds to deal with the “same general 

problem” faced by Kǒngzǐ and Marcus, “which has to do with the moral status of 

human agency vis-a-vis cosmic and historical order.”
77

 The essay offers little that 

is useful for the present project, except that it takes Marcus as one half of the 

comparison. 
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 Yán more explicitly draws conclusions for contemporary PRC society in the 

final section subtitled “The School of Master Kǒng’s Perspective on the Way of 

Heaven in Regards to its Relevance for Modern China’s Development” (孔学天道
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Richard King’s paper entitled “Mencius and the Stoics — tui 推 and 

oikeiōsis”
78

 provides a very clear and well-organized analysis of both sides of the 

Rú—Stoic comparison, detailing ethical and anthropological questions relevant to 

the two key concepts of tuī and oikeiōsis that he compares. His purpose seems to 

be to deepen knowledge of the two concepts within each tradition by discussing 

their similarities and differences, as opposed to advancing a new understanding of 

human moral perception and its extension into realms external to the agent. This 

has some bearing on the concerns of Marcus and Mèngzǐ in regards to monarchy 

that will be examined here, in particular because King examines quite closely the 

significant term tuī in the Mèngzǐ, and the present project will have to deal with 

that same term and what it means in Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. However, 

because King examines the mechanics of how moral perception operates in the 

concepts tuī and oikeiōsis and not the political implications of his analysis, his 

analysis and conclusions have only supportive relevance to the present project. 

Chen Yudan’s paper entitled “Two Roads to a World Community: 

Comparing Stoic and Confucian Cosmopolitanism” attempts to show the 

commensurability between contemporary interpretations of a Greek conception of 

cosmopolitanism and the Chinese concept of tiānxià 天下.
79

 These concepts will 

be dealt with directly in chapters three and four, and so the paper has direct 

relevance to this project. Chen borrows a term from Zhào Tīngyáng’s 赵汀阳 (b. 

1961) theory of “cosmopolitanism” (in Chinese, tiānxià zhǔyì 天下主義) to 

define both Greek and Chinese concepts of human community as that of which 
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there is “nothing outside” (wú wài 無外), in other words, the human community 

is all-encompassing.
80

 

Similar to King’s comparison of Stoic and Rú ethical concerns, Yu 

Jiangxia compared the Stoic concept of oikeiôsis with Wáng Yángmíng’s 王陽明 

(1472-1529) theory that “all things form one body” (wàn wù yī tǐ 萬物一體). Yu 

seeks to resolve philosophical issues concerning selfhood and self-other relations 

in both traditions, arguing that that the Stoics and Wáng Yángmíng have different 

conceptions of self and self-other relations, but which are both resolved through 

an “original unity between self and world.”
81

 Again, while this paper is a fruitful 

Stoic—Rú Comparison, as an exploration into more purely ethical concerns it is 

only indirectly relevant to the present project. 

 

1.2.2 Literature Review of the Mèngzǐ 

While much is made of the emphasis on political concerns in the Rú 

tradition,
82

 and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical claims have had an impact in the 

development of Ruist political philosophy even up to the present day, surprisingly 

little work has been done in Anglophone or Chinese research to fully develop and 

explain Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, and few works attempt comprehensive 

accounts.
83

 Most often an author will take up one or another key concept or term 
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(the most popular is rénzhèng 仁政), and this is usually one part in the flow of a 

larger, more general argument on “Confucian Political Philosophy” for which 

Mèngzǐ is brought in as support or development. Rarely has anyone attempted a 

systematic discussion of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. This may be because 

Mèngzǐ’s “political philosophy” does not come packaged in a clear, concise 

format, and reconstructing what might have been Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical 

views is a task that not many scholars are willing to undertake. It also may 

represent a trend in scholarship away from textual analysis and towards analytic 

synthesis, a decline in interest in the history of philosophy, or a rise in interest in 

novel approaches to current philosophical questions and problems. Nevertheless, 

despite a lack of fruitful, in-depth scholarly discussions of Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy, a few monographs have appeared in the last 50 years or so that stand 

out as worthy of mention, even if their impact on later secondary literature is not 

often evident. 

One of the earliest modern accounts to appear in English or Chinese is by 

the German missionary-scholar Ernst Faber.
84

 It had been previously published in 

German,
85

 and was translated into English in 1882 by Arthur Hutchinson. Faber 

recognizes the lack of orderly presentation of ideas prominent in Anglo-European 

discourse, and directly expresses a desire for a systematic and comprehensive 

account of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy.
86

 He organizes his presentation of the 

material by subject and blends quotations of the text with brief commentary and 

summary. This makes for a quotable text, but not one very suited to in-depth 
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discussion of philosophical principles, or for seeing the relationship between 

passages. While passages are grouped in a way that suggests the relation of 

passages and he offers many cross-references, he does not attempt synthetic 

analysis of concepts or principles. In this way it is difficult to identify any form of 

argument, and the result is a text more like the Mèngzǐ in form than Faber may 

have intended. It can be useful for particular insights, but does not offer much in 

the way of reasoned arguments to be supported or refuted. 

A second attempt at a full account of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy comes 

in the form of Francis C. M. Wei’s published M.A. dissertation, entitled The 

Political Principles of Mencius.
87

 I have found it cited in only one recent work 

detailing Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy,
88

 and yet, while the book bears evidence 

of the social conditions of its time and place of writing, it is also a cogent and fair 

discussion of Mèngzǐ’s basic political philosophy. After three chapters introducing 

Mèngzǐ’s life, writings and general teachings, the final three chapters discuss 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, covering his conception of the state, the form and 

organization of government, and functions of the state. Wei approaches the subject 

with a view towards a comprehensive presentation of Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy from a critical Chinese Protestant Christian perspective. Significant for 

the present project are key points in Wei’s argument in these final three chapters. 

He maintains, as I do, that Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy relies on a metaphysical 

foundation for political order and provides some details of that order, points that 

are often ignored or outright denied by other scholars.
89

 According to Wei, rulers 
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are appointed by Heaven, the state is also “established by divine order,”
90

 and 

Wei goes almost so far as to identify Mèngzǐ’s classification of the state as a 

theocracy.
91

 Wei’s analysis displays a preoccupation with democracy, a very 

sensitive and hotly debated subject following the fall of the Qīng dynasty on 

February 12, 1912, just four years before the publication of the book, though he 

never fully endorses the possibility that Mèngzǐ advocated anything like modern 

democratic theories. As for the form of government advocated by Mèngzǐ, Wei 

describes it as “a feudal monarchy resting on an agricultural basis.”
92

 He 

emphasizes Mèngzǐ’s aversion for the use of military force, and concern with the 

abuse of the people through taxation. In Wei’s view, the key function of the state 

according to Mèngzǐ is to make conditions favorable for the moral development of 

the common people, a claim I have yet to see denied. Wei gives a capable 

presentation of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. While at times it lacks rigor in its 

depth of textual analysis, and Wei’s discussions often reflect concerns of a 

tumultuous early 20th century Chinese Protestant Christian, as far as I can tell, it is 

the earliest modern, thorough examination of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy.  

A second short monograph appeared in Chinese by Chén Gùyuǎn 陳顧遠 

(1896-1981), originally published in 1920.
93

 After two obligatory chapters 

covering an historical introduction to Mèngzǐ’s life and the text of the Mèngzǐ, and 

events in Mèngzǐ’s life time, in five brief chapters Chén covers key ideas in 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. The first chapter of political philosophical analysis 

looks at a topic widely discussed in contemporary works, the issue of the 
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importance of the people in Mèngzǐ’s political agenda.
94

 Chén takes this to be the 

reason for Mèngzǐ advocating rénzhèng 仁政,
95

 the subject of the next two 

chapters. Chén uses a slogan to summarize the guiding principle for carrying out 

Mèngzǐ’s philosophy of rénzhèng, the “ideology of sharing joy with the people” 

tónglèzhǔyì 同樂主義, and likening this perspective to Utilitarianism.
96

 Having 

identified a single guiding principle of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, Chén then 

enumerates three elements central to carrying out rénzhèng. They are: 1) 

controlling production (zhì chǎn 制產), 2) cultivating the people (yǎng mín 養民), 

and 3) excellent education (shàn jiào 善教). The final two chapters look at two 

principles that Chén apparently was not able to coordinate with his earlier analysis, 

and so placed them at the end.
97

 In the penultimate chapter, the first principle is 

the settled unity of the state (dìng yú yī 定於一), and the second is the cycles of 

governance (yī zhì yī luàn 一治一亂). The former looks at how a ruler might 

unify the world under his rule, the solution found in his virtue rather than military 

power. The latter looks at the pendulum swing between order (zhì) and disorder 

(luàn), and Mèngzǐ’s confidence in the prediction that he was precisely placed to 

arouse a renewal of order in the world. Chén outright rejects this as historically 

false.
98

 The final chapter is a catch all, briefly covering lesser principles, again 
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with their own slogans: discourse on establishing the state (lì guó lùn 立國論), 

discourse on social hierarchy (děng chāi lùn 等差論), discource on economics 

(jīngjì lùn 經濟論), discourse on punishment (xíngfá lùn 刑罰論), discourse on 

(social) environment (huánjìng lùn 環境論), and discourse on family (jiātíng lùn 

家庭論).  

As an undergraduate student at Beijing University and participant in the 

May Fourth Movement, Chén was searching for a way forward for China, and 

wrote brief texts on Mèngzǐ’s and Mòzi’s 墨子 political philosophies. Similar to 

Wei’s work, I have not seen a single reference to Chén’s work in contemporary 

scholarly work. It likewise bears the marks of early 20th century China grappling 

with monumental social and political change, and does not contain very much in 

the way of critical analysis. There are far more quotations than analysis, often in 

rapid succession, followed by a few sentences of brief summary. Some of his 

longest comments were in fact reserved for the final chapter that did not fit in the 

earlier chapters. Chen’s analysis of passages is discreet and he seems to have 

missed the forest for the trees. What he has identified are ways in which a ruler 

can fulfill his obligations as a ruler in a proper way according to principles that 

Mèngzǐ insists on. But he does not synthesize Mèngzǐ’s unique key term rénzhèng, 

he leaves numerous conceptual loose ends, and falls into a disconnected 

commentary on various strands of his overall political philosophy, unable to wind 

them together into a coherent rope. 

Steven Angle has identified several scholars and enthusiasts who are 

seeking what Angle calls a “revival” of “institutional Confucianism.”
99

 Among 
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them are Jiǎng Qìng
100

, Fan Ruiping,
101

 and Kāng Xiǎoguāng, having in common 

a dissatisfaction with the current political and social direction of mainland China, 

as well as a distaste for “Western” institutions and traditions such as political 

liberalism. In their own way, each have sought to restore what they consider to be 

the most essential elements of the Rú tradition. Kāng in particular has grounded a 

significant portion of his political vision on Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, in 

particular adapting Mèngzǐ’s key term of rénzhèng.
102

 Although not a philosopher 

by training, Kāng has sought to blend the restoration of Kāng Yǒuwèi’s 康有為 

Kǒngzǐ Religion (Kǒng jiào 孔教)
103

 with an authoritarianism he claims is 

supported by Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy of rénzhèng. Kāng’s political 

philosophical recommendations are clearly spelled out in a monograph entitled 

Rénzhèng: The Third Way of Chinese Political Development (仁政：中國政治發

展的第三條道路).
104

  

Kāng is at great pains to demonstrate that what he advocates is different 

from “free democratism” (zìyóumínzhǔzhǔyì 自由民主主義), and when compared 

with Chén, lays out a very different set of “fundamental elements” (jīběn yàosuǒ 

基本要鎖) of rénzhèng in part three of the fifth section of his book entitled 

“Rénzhèng: Legitimacy Theory of an Authoritarian Nation” (仁政：權威主義國家

                                                           
100

 Jiǎng 2003 and Jiang 2013. The latter volume is interesting in that it engages 

Jiǎng with several critics of his views. Part I is three essays by Jiǎng, outlining his 

idea of a “Confucian constitutional order.” Part II is four chapters composed by 

critics of his views. The book closes with Part III, a chapter where Jiǎng responds 

to the criticisms presented in Part II. 
101

 Fan 2010. 
102

 Kāng 2005. 
103

 Kāng 2005, 181-196. 
104

 Kāng 2005. 



34 

的合法性理論). These three parts are: 1) a theory that human nature is good;
105

 2) 

people of merit govern the country;
106

 3) a paternalistic nation.
107

 Because Kāng 

is more interested in developing his own picture of what he thinks is valuable 

throughout the Rú tradition for political philosophy in contemporary China, he 

picks and chooses aspects of the Mèngzǐ that he finds useful, and does not do 

justice to the depth of Mèngzǐ’s discussion. While interesting in its own right, for 

this reason I will not engage Kāng in depth. 

Like Kāng’s work, the prolific writing of Kim Sungmoon will not be 

extensively explored. Kim’s primary interest is bringing classical Rú political 

philosophical perspectives to bear on contemporary questions of 

constitutionalism,
108

 civil society,
109

 and human rights,
110

 all questions which are 

more or less within the scope of political liberalism. These are all valid concerns 

and Kim handles them well, but rather than bring Mèngzǐ’s philosophy out of 

context to respond to contemporary questions that would have been quite foreign 
                                                           
105

 Xìng shàn lùn 性善論. This section is substantiated by well-known passages 

in the Mèngzǐ such as 2A:6, 6A:6, 7A:15, and 7A:21. Conspicuously absent in this 

synthesis is 7A:1, which is quite explicit about the connection between a person’s 

heart-mind xīn 心, their nature xìng 性, and Heaven tiān 天 (Kāng 2005, 125). 
106

 Xiánrén zhì guó 賢人治國. Passages cited in support of this fundamental 

element include: 3A:4 (interestingly, the section of this passage Kāng quotes does 

not indicate that the meritorious person rules, but merely that some people work 

with their minds and some with their hands), 2A:2, 3B:2, 4A:1, and 4A:7, as well 

as passages from the Lùnyǔ 論語 (Lǐrén 里仁 9, Tàibó 泰伯 7, Zǐhǎn 子罕 26, 

Yányuān 顏淵 17, Zǐlù 子路 6, Yánghuò 陽貨 4), the Lǐjì 禮記 (Zhōngyōng 

中庸 20, Dàxué 大學 1), and the Xúnzǐ 荀子 (Quánxué 權學 8; according to 

the numbering system used by Knoblock 1999). 
107

 fùàizhǔyì guójiā 父愛主義國家 (Kāng 2005, 128). This section is much more 

an amalgamation of snippets from the Mèngzǐ, the Lùnyǔ, and Kāng Yǒuwèi ’s 康

有為 writings, so I will not list them here. It can be summed up in this sentence: 

“‘Modern Rénzhèng’ is an authoritarian government that is heart-and-soul devoted 

to serving the people” (“‘現代仁政’是一個‘全心全意為人民服務的權威主義政

府’”) (Kāng 2005, 129). 
108

 Kim 2011. 
109

 Kim 2010 and Kim 2014. 
110

 Kim 2015. 
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to Mèngzǐ, my aim in this project is to let Mèngzǐ speak within his own 

authoritarian context and create a viable criterion by which contemporary forms of 

government that are rarely discussed can be critiqued. To that end, Kim’s work is 

only of marginal assistance. 

Other helpful discussions of one key concept in Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy, rénzhèng, appear in encyclopedias. Cheng Chung-ying refers to 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy as the “Theory of Benevolent Government,” 

although nowhere in the article does he cite the Chinese term renzheng.
111

 Cheng 

focuses his discussion on “two policies” of benevolent government: “Do not get 

used to killing people” and “Let people share the same joys the ruler has.”
112

 

Cheng then summarizes some of the details of Mèngzǐ’s claims, including 

“protecting their natural resources, economic and material sufficiency, moral 

interests, and social harmony.”
113

 While this approximates some of what Mèngzǐ 

means by rénzhèng, it leaves many passages untouched and many questions 

unanswered. Deborah Sommer’s article on rénzhèng
114

 cites only one passage in 

which the term appears in the Mèngzǐ (3A:3), in relation to the “well-field” system 

of land distribution. While rénzhèng certainly includes this practical application of 

the philosophical principle, its meaning is much broader and cannot be reduced to 

a single application in one passage of land distribution and taxation methods. One 

helpful aspect of Sommer’s article is her explanation of zhèng as governance, 

rather than government (as it is discussed in Cheng’s article). This focus on the 

activity of governing, rather than the formal institutional structures that the term 

government implies, will appear prominently in Mèngzǐ’s considerations.  
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 Cheng Chung-ying 2003. 
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 Cheng Chung-ying 2003, 447. 
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In the process of doing research for this work I have consulted a number of 

English and modern Chinese translations of the Mèngzǐ. While quotations from the 

Mèngzǐ in this work were translated by myself, I always worked in consultation 

with several scholarly translations, including those by James Legge, D. C. Lau, 

and Bryan Van Norden.
115

 Other translations in English
116

 and Chinese
117

 

(including classical commentaries) were consulted for their varieties of expression, 

textual notes, and commentary. 

 

1.2.3 Literature Review of the Meditations 

The Meditations is so eminently quotable that bits and pieces of the text 

often appear in support of this or that claim about some Stoic doctrine. Marcus is 

routinely included in a Stoic line-up (with notable exceptions),
118

 and standard 

philosophical encyclopedias carry articles on him, indicating his official status in 

the canon of philosophical figures.
119

 Much helpful background information can 

be found in Rutherford’s well-known The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, A 

Study.
120

 Arthur Farquharson’s two-volume, bi-lingual translation and 

commentary stands out as the most detailed and extensive exegesis of the text and 

continues to serve as a useful interpretive reference.
121

 Other notable translations 

include: Haines’ Marcus Aurelius, included in the bi-lingual Loeb Classical 
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 Lau 2003, Van Norden 2008, and Legge 2010a. 
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 W. Chan 1963, Ivanhoe and Van Norden 2001 (the Mèngzǐ is an earlier 

version done by Van Norden), and Bloom 2009. 
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 Zhū Xī 1983, Sòng 1985, Liú, Lín, and Yǔ 1988, Cài and and Hé 1998, Yáng 

2008, Zhèng and Jìn 2009, Xiè 2010, and Ráo, Huáng, and Wàn 2012. 
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 Graver 2007. 
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 Kamtekar 2018, Sellars 2002. 
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 Rutherford 1989. 
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Library;
122

 the oft-reprinted translation by George Long;
123

 and Christopher 

Gill’s partial translation.
124

 I will use the recent translation by Robin Hard for 

quotations because of its clarity, quality and availability, unless otherwise 

noted.
125

  

Because Marcus did not write a specifically political philosophical treatise, 

and because the Meditations does not, on its face, have political relevance, it is not 

often read as political philosophy.
126

 Nevertheless, it has not gone unnoticed that 

Marcus was an emperor, and so the idea that the Meditations should be read with 

political philosophical insight has been approached, if not reluctantly. 

The most recent, longest and most direct analysis of the political 

philosophy of Marcus Aurelius that can be found is a chapter in Dean Hammer’s 

Roman Political Thought.
127

 Chapter eight is entitled “Marcus Aurelius and the 

Cosmopolis,” and happens to be the shortest of the nine chapters in the book.
128

 

As indicated by the title of the chapter, Hammer focuses on Marcus’s particular 

expression of the general Stoic idea of a political unit that is all-encompassing or 

universal in its scope. He acknowledges the strongly Stoic flavor of the 

Meditations and Marcus’s reputation for being “as close to a philosopher-king as 
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 Marcus is often looked at from an historian’s perspective, but I am not aware 

of any full-length treatment of the Meditations as political philosophy. This 

problem will be examined in detail in section 2.2.2 of this work. 
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 Hammer 2014. 
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 The longest chapter is on Cicero (67 pages), and the second shortest chapter is 

on Sallust (35 pages). The chapter examining Marcus’s political thought runs for a 

mere 24 pages. The mean number of pages per chapter is 45 pages, and the 

median and mode both 49 pages, just to give an idea of just how conspicuously 

short the chapter on Marcus is. 
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the ancient world would allow.”
129

 The first section of the short chapter is 

devoted to discussing Epictetus’s influence on Marcus’s political thought, rather 

than interpreting Marcus’s thought from the Meditations itself. The final three 

sections are titled “freedom and manliness,” “contemplation,” and “the daimon,” 

largely absent of overt discussion of political themes, although throughout his 

discussion Hammer makes reference to the political impact of these particular 

topics. Hammer’s overall approach is to situate Marcus’s Stoic philosophical 

understanding of cosmopolis within his Roman imperial context. He struggles to 

focus on Marcus’s own thought, often relying on Epictetus, Seneca, Cicero and 

others’ to frame the discussion of Marcus’s thought. While not necessarily 

incorrect in his analysis, this approach implies that Marcus himself did not have 

very concrete political philosophical ideas, or that other more systematic thinkers 

must be relied on to develop Marcus’s thought. What I hope will become evident 

in this project is that we can reconstruct major aspects of the unsystematic 

presentation of Marcus’s political thought without having to rely on other thinkers.  

Pierre Hadot, in his seminal work on Marcus Aurelius and the Meditations, 

devotes two sections of the final chapter of his book to looking at the political 

aspects of Marcus’s writing.
130

 The first section looks at the human examples that 

Marcus sought to imitate, the chief of which was his adoptive father and emperor 

before him, Antoninus Pius.
131

 Hadot points out features of Pius that Marcus 
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 Hammer 2014, 358. 
130

 Hadot 1998. 
131

 P. A. Brunt comments that “Marcus’ portrait of Pius has special value for two 

reasons. First, as the product of intimate familiarity and perfect sincerity, it shows 

us both what Pius was in the eyes of one who had long worked with him closely 

and what Marcus himself sought to be. It is thus infinitely more authoritative 

testimony to the practice of Pius and to the ideals of Marcus than we possess for 

any other ruler in the judgements of historians or in the propaganda of panegyrics 

and coins. But, in the second place, if we leave on one side a few merely personal 
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focuses on, including views about the relation between ruler and people, close 

attention paid to the needs of the empire, and the importance of gentleness in 

governing. The second section on Marcus’s political thought looks at Marcus’s 

actions as ruler in light of his thoughts expressed in the Meditations. Hadot claims 

that Marcus was a realist and did not hold Utopian dreams of a total 

transformation of society based on Stoic principles.
132

 He concludes, “For Marcus, 

philosophy does not propose a political program. Rather, he expects that 

philosophy will form him and prepare him, by means of the spiritual exercises 

which he performs, to carry out his political action in a specific spirit and style.”
133

 

Having made such a clear statement, he still leaves open the strong possibility for 

reading the Meditations as political philosophy. 

The Blackwell Companion to Marcus Aurelius contains two articles that 

explicitly address political philosophical questions.
134

 The two essays are “Social 

Ethics and Politics,” by Gretchen Reydams-Schils,
135

 and “The Relation of 

Politics and Philosophy under Marcus Aurelius,” by Lukas de Blois.
136

 Neither 

article is very complimentary to Marcus’s political philosophical views, as will be 

discussed in 1.4.2.1. Both scholars view the Meditations as an ethical exercise, 

with little to no political philosophical intent. 

A brief treatment of Marcus’s political thought appears in the introduction 

to Christopher Gill’s partial translation of the Meditations.
137

 Gill stresses 

Marcus’s idea of cosmopolitanism and the brotherhood of all humankind. As with 

                                                                                                                                                                 

traits and anecdotes, it presents a model that corresponds to the conventional view 

of the good emperor that we can construct from such evidence.” Brunt 1975, 23. 
132

 The Med. 9.29. 
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 Hadot 1998, 306. 
134

 van Ackeren 2012. 
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 Gill 2013, xliv-xlvii. 



40 

other scholars, Gill also points out Marcus’s rejection of Utopian political change 

while holding to a political ideal of pursuing the Stoic ethical goal of 

self-transformation and full engagement with one’s given social role, which for 

Marcus, means being the best emperor he could be.
138

 

In all of the literature mentioned here on Marcus’s political philosophical 

views, none gave extensive treatment of the text of the Meditations in order to 

uncover the political philosophical principles Marcus used to guide his ruling. 

Each of these works provide very brief discussions of a few points of interest in 

Marcus’s political philosophy, but nothing examines his political thought at length 

or in depth. This points to an obvious gap in the literature on Marcus’s 

Meditations, which calls for a creative approach in order to make his political 

philosophical thought more accessible.  

Perhaps due to Marcus’s relative obscurity as a philosopher, very few 

scholarly articles in Chinese have addressed any aspect of Marcus’s philosophy, 

and none to date have read the Meditations with political philosophical interest. 

One article looks at Marcus’s self-conscious ethical thought,
139

 and another 

compares the ethical thoughts of Marcus’s Meditations with the 13th century 

Tibetan text, “Sakya’s Wise Words” (sàjiā géyán 萨迦格言).
140

 The Meditations 

has been translated into Chinese a number of times. The earliest translation I have 

found is from 1959,
141

 and the most recent in 2014,
142

 with seven new whole or 

partial translations and one notable reprint in between,
143

 demonstrating a steady 
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interest in the text. The quality of these translations varies. At least one translation 

has been done from the original Greek,
144

 while most are based on one or more 

English translations.
145

  

 

1.3 Structure of the Study 

This study is divided into five chapters with sub-divisions, and can be 

thought of having three distinct parts. Part one includes this chapter (chapter one), 

which reviews the project and its significance, and the current state of the art, and 

chapter two, which provides the historical background and methodological 

considerations necessary to carry out the project successfully. The second part 

presents the textual analysis sections, examining the political philosophies of 

Marcus Aurelius (chapter three) and Mèngzǐ (chapter four) independent of each 

other. The third part, chapters five and six, are the comparative chapters, where 

the insights gained from the analyses of the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ are 

brought together for comparative and contrastive analysis, and a creative new 

criterion in political philosophy is developed and discussed. 

In chapter one, the significance of both the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ are 

highlighted by their enduring impact in both philosophical realms and 

contemporary political realms. In addition, I highlight the need to correct a bias in 

contemporary Anglophone political philosophy that, until now, has focused almost 

exclusively on political liberal problems, questions and contexts. Because this is a 

                                                                                                                                                                 

1989), Lǐ and Yáng 2008, Wáng Yǔ 2009, Chén Líng 2010, Wáng Huànshēng 

2010. There are a number of other reprints that have been published, but I have 

not taken count, as they do not bear on the quality or content of the translations.  
144

 Wáng Huànshēng 2010. 
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 Most translations are either translated from English versions, or do not specify 

how they are translated, so I assume those that do not specify are likely also from 

English translations. 
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comparative work, the state of the research covers both “sides” of the comparison, 

the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ, and includes a review of literature on 

comparative philosophy relevant to the subject of this study.  

In chapter two, the first section reviews the historical contexts of both 

Warring States China and the Late Roman Empire to provide a political and 

intellectual setting for the two main texts of this study. The second section of 

chapter two provides a basis by which the comparison will be carried out. Great 

advances have been made in comparative philosophy in the last several decades, 

and an entire reworking of comparative methodology is unnecessary. Nevertheless, 

I have identified a weakness in one influential comparative model initiated by 

Aaron Stalnaker called “bridge concepts,” that serves as a methodological ground 

for my comparison. I have taken this method a step further with what I am calling 

the “intuitive ontological approach” to comparative philosophy, highlighting the 

locative aspect of comparisons, beginning in the heart-mind of the comparer 

himself or herself. A third section completes this chapter, and is necessary for 

beginning the investigation. Marcus’s Meditations are usually read for ethical 

insight, but almost entirely discarded by scholars for political philosophical insight. 

Through an initial comparison with the Mèngzǐ, I demonstrate that the Mediations 

can be read with political philosophical insight, making a political philosophical 

comparison with the Mèngzǐ possible. 

Chapter three is an in-depth analysis of the core of Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy as found in the Mèngzǐ. I identify four key elements to this core. The 

first element is a ruler’s affective sense of care. As is well-known, Mèngzǐ claims 

that each human possesses the internal resources for unpremeditated affective 

responses to certain stimuli in morally charged situations that he calls the “four 
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sprouts.” This sense of care is essential to Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical claim 

that any ruler can become a True King—a person who can unite the various states 

under his virtuous rule. I then take up a comparison with contemporary feminist 

philosophical approaches to an ethic of care, demonstrating that Mèngzǐ’s ideas 

have a considerable amount in common with Joan Tronto’s work on care and 

political philosophy, while highlighting areas in which Mèngzǐ might advance the 

philosophical discussion in new ways. The second element is a focus on protecting 

the interests of the people. This is the most substantial section of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy. I examine four key principles: Heaven’s oversight of political 

affairs, moral and material enrichment, military protection, and address the 

question “why not mínběn (民本)?”. I then describe several programmatic 

suggestions that Mèngzǐ makes, and challenge the common conception that these 

suggestions are themselves political principles in their own right. The third section 

delimits the concept of “the people.” While there are a number of terms in the 

Mèngzǐ that represent various identifiable groups of people, what is clear through 

the analysis of these different terms is that Mèngzǐ did not favor one group over 

another, but that all humans are the most reasonable object of the ruler’s care and 

concern. I then address the question of tiānxià (天下), a term from Chinese that 

has become a recent counterpart to the Mediterranean philosophical idea of 

cosmopolis, and I demonstrate why it is not a particularly helpful term for 

describing Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. The fourth and final element focuses on 

the term zhèng (政), which I have rendered “governance,” as opposed to the more 

common rendering “government” in English. I demonstrate that Mèngzǐ was 

primarily concerned with a way of carrying out one’s duties as ruler, and not with 

advocating a particular form of government. I then address the question of the 
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term wáng dào (王道), often used as a summary term to describe Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy, and show that it, like tiānxià, is not a useful summary term. 

Chapter four is an in-depth analysis of the core of Marcus’s political 

philosophy. I first identify cosmopolis, or “cosmic city,” as the leading or primary 

concept in Marcus’s political philosophy, supported by three secondary concepts: 

a rational sense of affection, the common benefit and good, and justice. I focus on 

four key features of the cosmopolis, defining the members of the cosmic 

community, the role “law” plays in the cosmic city, the mode of this community 

(real or ideal), and how the whole-part relationship factors into the ethical 

structure of the community. The first supporting principle is a rational sense of 

affection. I first describe the Stoic view of emotions and their relationship to the 

ethical concept of oikeiōsis, and then demonstrate Marcus’s use of these concepts 

in the cosmic city. In order to develop the second supporting principle, the 

common benefit and good, I first describe two kinds of “good” evident in the 

Meditations, the passive and active good, and then show how Marcus’s 

axiological sense is guided by these two kinds of good, determining his approach 

to political affairs. The third supporting principle, justice, is central to Marcus’s 

political philosophy, as the virtue from which all other virtues emerge in the moral 

life of a monarchical ruler. Despite its centrality for Marcus’s political philosophy, 

I demonstrate that the way he works it out poses problems for contemporary 

readers (and for certain people in Marcus’s lifetime).  

Chapter five begins the comparison. I first review my general method for 

carrying out the comparison, identifying four points of contact between Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies, and three points of non-convergence. The 

first point of contact is their respective concepts of polity. While they share having 
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a concept of polity as a point of contact, their details of that concept differ 

considerably. The second point of contact is the affective aspect in both of their 

accounts of monarchical political philosophy. Like their concepts of the polity, 

they have less in common than we might hope. Nevertheless, they are in 

agreement that the foundational source of emotions is in the core of our being, 

whether that is the heart-mind (xīn 心) or the ruling center (hēgemonikon). The 

third point of contact is the purpose of the polity. In very broad strokes Marcus 

and Mèngzǐ seem to find some agreement, that a monarchical ruler should protect 

and promote the good of the people. However, because their value systems differ 

so significantly, Mèngzǐ’s view comes out much stronger and more compatible 

with 21st century political concerns in states composed of predominantly plural 

perspectives. The fourth point of contact is their concern for “the people.” 

Although Marcus’s cosmic community includes the gods with humans and 

Mèngzǐ does not include Heaven or the other spirits in his sense of political 

community, Marcus and Mèngzǐ do find a point of commonality in an expansive 

understanding of who “the people” are. The first point of non-convergence comes 

out of the Meditations, with Marcus’s emphasis on justice. Common ground on 

this concept is relatively thin, and the nearest thing to similarity that I find is 

human nature as the source of moral inquiry and guidance. The second point of 

non-convergence is Mèngzǐ’s concept of governance. Here I find that Marcus and 

Mèngzǐ have a bit more in common. Marcus also places great stress on the 

importance of action for a monarchical ruler. The third point of non-convergence 

is the concepts of “law” in the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ. The English rendering 

of two terms, nomos νόμος in Greek and fǎ 法 in Chinese, both as “law,” make a 

comparison seem reasonable, but upon further investigation it becomes clear that 
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what Marcus and Mèngzǐ mean by these terms are very different things. The 

second comparative section of chapter five develops a new political philosophical 

criterion out of the most significant insights of the comparison between Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies. I call the criterion Benevolent and Beneficent 

Governance. After describing the four key aspects of the criterion, I respond to 

several questions not directly addressed by the new criterion, raising questions for 

future investigation. It should be pointed out here that this new criterion is not 

meant to cover every possible circumstance or political environment, nor is it a 

final statement on the necessary and sufficient conditions for good governance. It 

is merely intended to get a conversation started in a new direction. 

Chapter six brings the comparison and the study to a close. I begin with a 

summary of the arguments and claims made in chapters three, four, and five. I 

then conduct a final comparison between Marcus and Mèngzǐ, imagining what 

might transpire if Mèngzǐ were to enter Marcus’s court. Would Mèngzǐ discover 

his hoped-for sage-king? Could Marcus accept Mèngzǐ’s advice? The final two 

sections look at the relevance of the new criterion for contemporary political 

settings, and answers the question this study begins with. Do sages make better 

kings? 
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL CONTEXTS AND METHODOLOGY OF 

THIS COMPARATIVE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT 

2.1 Historical Contexts and Considerations 

Philosophical ideas do not develop in a vacuum. While the full context in 

which any philosophy develops cannot be reproduced in its complete, concrete 

complexity, a few salient points about Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s contexts deserve 

mention as a way of framing the influences that helped to produce the concepts 

and reasoning they employed. 

 

2.1.1 Warring States China 

The period in which Mèngzǐ lived is named after the major events of that 

period, wars between various feudal states. After the collapse of the Zhōu dynasty, 

all regions of that area that now is part of present-day China were governed by the 

heads of aristocratic houses whose primary interests were strengthening and 

enriching themselves and their families.
146

 Political developments in the Spring 

and Autumn period, which preceded the Warring States period, laid the 

foundations for the formation of states with strongly centralized power 

structures.
147

 During Mèngzǐ’s lifetime seven major states and a few minor 

states
148

 fought with each other in an effort to expand their territory, hoping to 

further secure and centralize their power. During the Western Zhōu period, 

members of the Zhōu ruler’s court were generally chosen based on hereditary 

connections. Increasingly, old ruling lineages were usurped by lower ministers 
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who may or may not have had hereditary connection to the throne.
149

 Loosening 

of ritual and hereditary ties led to increased violence in war. As territories grew in 

size and population, rulers of smaller states needed institutional structures capable 

of managing more complex societies. Already by Kǒngzǐ’s time (6th century BC), 

a new grade of political official was rising. These officials, called shì 士,
150

 were 

no longer drawn from hereditary relations,
151

 and as such were excluded from 

many important rituals, including establishing ancestral temples.
152

 Rulers 

increasingly depended upon this class of “well-bred,” but relatively powerless, 

group of experts. Many shì were trained in military arts and political 

administration, and so were highly sought after for the advantages they could 

bring the ruler. Competition developed among rulers hoping to secure the support 

of the best advisers who would advance their personal political agenda.
153

 It is in 

this socially and politically tumultuous period that Mèngzǐ was born. 

Little is known of Mèngzǐ’s life. Other than what can be gleaned from the 

text of the Mèngzǐ, there is only one partially reliable description found in Sīmǎ 

Qiān’s (司馬遷 ca. 145-186 BC) Shǐjì (Record of the Historian 史記). Based on 

claims within the Mèngzǐ and Sīmǎ Qiān’s records, Mèngzǐ lived all or nearly all 

of his life in the fourth century BC.
154

 His mother was a strong proponent of ritual 
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and literary education; we can reasonably suppose that she raised him to value the 

teachings of the Rú tradition. Mèngzǐ’s philosophy clearly stands on the shoulders 

of the tradition beginning with Kǒngzǐ, his predecessor of more or less a century 

earlier. And like Kǒngzǐ, despite claims to the contrary,
155

 Mèngzǐ innovated in 

ways responsive to his social and political surroundings.  

Mèngzǐ faced several intellectual challenges that shaped his teachings. In 

particular, scholars often point out Mèngzǐ’s vigorous repudiation of the doctrines 

of Yáng Zhū (楊朱 dates unknown)
156

 and Mòzǐ (墨子 470-391 BC). Little is 

known about Yáng Zhū’s philosophy except for what can be found in works from 

other schools of thought at that time, such as the Mèngzǐ, the Lièzǐ 列子, and the 

Huáinánzǐ 淮南子, the latter two are assumed to have appeared later then the 

                                                                                                                                                                 

dates are 387-289 BC, but David Nivison offers the dates 391-308 BC in Nivison 

1987. These dates were carried forward by Philip Ivanhoe in his rewrite of the 

article in Ivanhoe 2005. D. C. Lau seems to follow this dating as well when he 

writes in the introduction to his translation of the Mèngzǐ, “It is within the fourth 

century B.C. that the whole of Mencius’ life falls…” (xii), though he does not 

provide support for this assertion. In Appendix I to the Chinese University Press 

revised edition (2003, 332-340) Lau discusses, as the title indicates, “The Dating 

of Events in the Life of Mencius,” but his primary concern seems to be issues 

relating to Mèngzǐ’s visits to several rulers, so that he does not discuss Mèngzǐ’s 

birth or death dates. James Legge cites the traditional dates for Mèngzǐ’s birth and 

death, with substantial support for both (Legge 2010a, 16). These dates are 

followed by Yao (2003, vol. 1, 420), which adds question marks behind both dates, 

and substantial comments on how the dates were arrived at. In Cua (2003, 440), 

the calculation for those dates is only gestured at: “But we can arrive at his dates 

on the basis of Ming and Yuan sources as well as by calculating the years when he 

was active in the state of Liang.” Dǒng Hónglì (1997, 10), after considerable 

discussion, puts Mèngzǐ’s date of birth at 385 BC, and his date of death at 303/302 

BC. I am not aware of any important debates where these dates of birth and death 

have proved to be significant, so I have, with reservation, accepted the traditional 

dates, since they are the most firmly substantiated. 
155

 “The Master said, ‘I transmit but do not innovate; I am truthful in what I say 

and devoted to antiquity. I venture to compare myself to our Old P’eng.’” Lau 

1992, 57. 子曰：「述而不作，信而好古，竊比於我老彭。」 
156

 Yáng Zhū could refer “to a person, to a school of thought, or to a group of 

works.” Shen 2003, 840. 
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Mèngzǐ by one hundred and fifty years at the earliest.
157

 Nevertheless, the fact that 

Yangist philosophy persisted into the Hàn period is testimony to its attractiveness. 

Yangist philosophy is generally considered to fit within the Daoist school,
158

 

emphasizing care for one’s own body. Could this be a precursor to the 

developments of medical knowledge in the Daoist tradition?
159

 Mohist philosophy 

shares some commonalities with the Rú tradition and likely studied the same 

historical material,
160

 but early in Mòzǐ’s life he came to reject some important 

tenets of Ruism, in particular Rú funeral and music practices, and a particular 

form of partial love on which substantial elements of Rú ethics (following Mèngzǐ) 

is based.
161

 Mòzǐ emphasized a more austere way of life (when compared with the 

Rú tradition) that is often likened to utilitarianism
162

 or more generally as a form 

of consequentialist ethics.
163

  

Mèngzǐ also faced challenges from a group of scholars who were later 

identified as the school of “Legalists”
164

 by Sīmǎ Qiān. This highly pragmatic 

group of scholars, some of whom studied the Rú traditions, found more 
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 Barrett (2003, 398) suggests that the text that we have today originated in the 

4th century AD. Though there is evidence for a text from the 1st century BC, it 

was lost before the 4th century text was commented on by a Rú scholar named 

Zhāng Zhàn (張湛 317-420). Vankeerberghen (2003, 303) cites the mid-2nd 

century BC as a rough date for the writing of the Huáinánzǐ. 
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 Zhāng Dàinián 2010, 481. 
159

 Here I think especially of the Huáng Dì nèijīng 黃帝內經, which developed 

in the later Warring States period. Harper (1999, 875) dates it to the 1st century 

BC. 
160

 Fung 1952, 77. 
161

 Wong 2003, 454. 
162

 Fung 1952, 84-87, and Wong 2003, 453. 
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 Van Norden 2007, 142-145, and Van Norden 2011 49-68. 
164

 I use scare quotes because the translation of fǎjiā 法家 is disputed. The most 

common English rendering is still “Legalists,” and there is no reason to enter into 

those debates here. See Goldin 2011, 100. Goldin advocates that the rendering 

“legalism” and “legalist” be dropped, but unfortunately does not offer an 

alternative. Creel does better, suggesting “Realists,” and describing them as 

“totalitarians.” Creel 1954, 151. 
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confidence in “standards” fǎ 法 for ruling than in the Rú position that placed 

greater value on ruling by virtue. While Mèngzǐ did not engage their thoughts in 

the same way that he engaged the Yangists and the Mohists, many of Mèngzǐ’s 

statements about rulers and to rulers could be seen as a response to that 

philosophical position.
165

 For example, the Legalists are known to have favored 

harsh penalties to achieve social order. Mèngzǐ does not negate the importance of 

the ruler and that laws fǎ should be followed, but he also argues that a ruler who 

neglects to rule according to virtue is entrapping the people by inducing them by 

harsh rule to break the laws (1A:7, 3A:3). The Legalists were also in favor of 

using military force, whereas Mèngzǐ thought that a ruler who was benevolent 

would generally not need to resort to armed conflict (2A:5, 7B:4). 

These are all intellectual currents in Mèngzǐ’s day to which he often 

responded directly and indirectly. The stream of thought that he promoted and 

developed was one he inherited from Kǒngzǐ, the Rú tradition. We are told in 

Sīmǎ Qiān’s Records that from an early age Mèngzǐ was educated in a school of 

professional ritualists, placing him in a generally higher social strata between the 

common people and the politically powerful. 

 

2.1.2 Late Roman Empire 

In order to understand Marcus’s own historical context we first need a 

brief summary of the political and social stages that led to the Roman Empire. 

Early history on the Italian peninsula was a messy tribal warring period. After 

establishing a city on the Tiber river, there was a dispute between the legendary 

founders, twins Romulus and Remus, as to who was older and should be ruler. 
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 Bloom 2002, 92-93. 
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The story goes that Romulus killed Remus, and named the city Rome on April 21, 

753 BC.
166

 After a period of violent kings ruled the Roman territory 

(approximately 715 BC to 509 BC), ending with Sextus Tarquinius’s famous rape 

of Lucretia, and subsequent expulsion from Rome, the Roman Republic was 

established. Nevertheless, there are no records from this period and so any 

historical information should be regarded with suspicion. What can be assumed is 

that there was a period of kings that ended violently, and birthed the Republic. 

The Republican period was born out of a distaste for the violence of kings, 

and so a new, more complex form of political structure arose, called the res 

publica (“the property of the people”).
167

 The acronym SPQR derives from the 

Latin phrase senatus populusque Romanus, standing for two of the three parts of 

the government: the Senate and the people, the third part being the officials 

(magistrates).
168

 This form of aristocratic rule was maintained until the late 

second century, when the Republic began to show signs of wear. The gradual 

decline culminated in the rise of Sulla, who’s dictatorship “for the sake of 

reestablishing the republic”
169

 was followed by his lieutenant Pompey’s rise to 

power. Pompey sought to accumulate power by bypassing the Senate and 

appealing directly to the people, who accorded to Pompey even greater power. 

Pompey was joined with Crassus and Julius Caesar to form the “First Triumvirate,” 

which ended when Crassus died in battle. Pompey and Caesar then fought one 

another for sole authority, Caesar eventually running Pompey to Egypt in 48 BC, 

where he was slain by ministers of Ptolemy, ruler of Egypt. Caesar became the 

unchallenged ruler of Rome, but his reign did not last long. He was assassinated 
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 Zoch 1998, 11. 
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 Zoch 1998, 32. 
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 Zoch 1998, 32. 
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 Zoch 1998, 160. 
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on the famous Ides of March (March 15) in 44 BC. But the work had been done, 

and Rome would never return to an aristocratic republican form of government. 

Julius Caesar’s son by adoption, Gaius Octavius, rose to power and formed 

a “second triumvirate” with Antonius and Lepidus. After Lepidus’s army deserted 

him, Octavian had him banished to a remote island. Octavian fought with and 

eventually defeated Antonius in the Battle of Actium in 31 BC. Octavian was 

given the honorary name Augustus and he declared the pax Romana (the peace of 

Rome). He reestablished a republican form of government with the same three 

branches of power, the Senate, the people, and the officials, but it lacked real 

authority. Although Casear Augustus rejected royal titles, preferring to be called 

“the first citizen” (princeps civitatis), he ruled as Rome’s first emperor, and the 

Roman Empire was born.  

One hundred and fifty years later, Marcus Annius Verus (later renamed 

Aurelius) was born to a family of wealth and political influence, owning a number 

of brick factories.
170

 His grandfather, Verus, served as consul (the highest 

political office) three times, the third time in 126 when Marcus was five.
171

 The 

emperor Hadrian had previously adopted Aelius Caesar to be his successor. Due to 

Aelius’s early death, Hadrian adopted Marcus’s uncle-in-law Antoninus as 

successor in 138, and subsequently Marcus, along with Aelius’s son, Lucius Verus 

(130-169). Marcus would inherit the empire from Antoninus in 161, at the age of 

39, and immediately had equal imperial power given to Lucius Verus, an 
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 Hadot 1998, 1. This is not mentioned by Birley in his authoritative biography, 

though Hadot provides some reasonable support for the claim. 
171

 Birley 1987, 31; cf. Birley 2012, 139. Birley notes that this was a particular 

distinction, as the emperor Hadrian himself had held the office three times, 

indicating the high favor Verus had with Hadrian. 



54 

unprecedented move.
172

 Regardless of the authoritative and powerful gesture, it 

was never in doubt that Marcus was the true ruler.
173

 

Marcus inherited a very stable empire from Antoninus, though much of his 

own reign would be marked by wars with Germanic tribes to the north, keeping 

him away from Roman court life.
174

 Marcus maintained a very respectful and 

congenial relationship with the Senate, involving them in his decisions. While this 

was not necessary, Marcus’s own family connections surely gave him a positive 

view of the Senate, and we know that at least two of his teachers, Cornelius Fronto 

(consul in 142) and Herodes Atticus (consul in 143) were both members of the 

Senate.
175

 

One of the most controversial points in Marcus’s reign is his conferment of 

imperial powers to his son Commodus (161-192) in 177. This is the same situation 

as enjoyed by Lucius Verus, and ensured a smooth transition of power from ruler 

to son.
176

 In fact, this is one of the few biological transitions of power from Julius 

Caesar to Marcus’s reign.
177

 For as much as Marcus is known for his virtue as 

ruler, Commodus is known for his vice.  
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 Eck 2012, 95-96. 
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 Eck 2012, 99. 
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 Birley 1987, 197. 
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 Julius Caesar adopted Octavian (Augustus), and in the Roman imperial 

succession through Nero (37-68) all successions were based on adoption. The 

Flavian dynasty (69 AD-96 AD) is an exception. Beginning with Galba (3 BC-69 

AD) who seized power, three of them seized power, one was appointed by the 

Praetorian Guard, and the last two were the sons of the previous emperor, 

Vespasian (9 AD-79 AD). Nerva (30 AD-98 AD) was then appointed by the 

Senate, and every emperor until Commodus was then adopted. While these are, 

for the most part, not hereditary successions, they were made to be “hereditary” 

through adoption. 
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Philosophy in Marcus’s time was written and studied in Greek,
178

 offering 

a reasonable explanation for why Marcus wrote in Greek and not Latin, despite 

Stoic philosophical precedents in Latin set by Cicero and Seneca. Though Marcus 

was undoubtedly trained by the best scholars in the empire, his Greek is often 

criticized for lacking sophisticated ornament.
179

 Philosophical thought of the 

Roman Empire is usually considered to be of a more base sort than that of the 

early Greek and Hellenistic periods. However, I believe that this criticism is rather 

more a matter of taste and expectation. Pierre Hadot has done more than any other 

single modern historian of Mediterranean philosophy to rehabilitate a higher 

opinion of Roman philosophy, folding it in with earlier Greek forms (such as Plato 

and Aristotle) under the umbrella of “philosophy as a way of life.”
180

 Although in 

the Meditations we do not see fierce debates between Marcus’s generally Stoic 

position and other schools of thought, Marcus was no doubt conversant with their 

ideas, as evidenced in the text, and was even selectively approving of certain 

positions from schools other than the Stoics.  
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 Holford-Strevens 2012, 118-119. 
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 Matthew Arnold is well-known for favoring George Long’s English 

translation to Marcus’s Greek text. He writes, “And Marcus Aurelius’s book is 

one which, when it is rendered so accurately as Mr. Long renders it, even those 

who know Greek tolerably well may choose to read rather in the translation than 

in the original….[Regarding Marcus’s Greek text,] I think an ordinary mortal 

will…find crabbed Greek, without any great charm of distinct 

physiognomy….And, Mr. Long’s version of Marcus Aurelius being what it is, an 

Englishman who reads to live, and does not live to read, may henceforth let the 

Greek original repose upon its shelf” (Arnold 1906, 192). 
180

 See a collection of his essays under the title Philosophy as a Way of Life 

(Hadot 1995), and his introductory level history of Mediterranean philosophy 

(Hadot 2002). 
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2.2 Methodological Considerations 

The methodology for this project is two-fold. First, it follows qualitative 

textual analysis involving close readings and interpretations of the two primary 

texts, the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations, as well as traditional research in secondary 

literature primarily of philosophical and historical studies. Secondly, philosophical 

insights of each text will be developed for comparison with those from the other 

text. Through a dialectical analysis of the two texts I will develop a synthetic 

standard for evaluating strongly centralized governments that is derived from both 

texts and which is consistent with their respective philosophies. This standard I 

call Benevolent and Beneficent Governance (BBG). 

The historical perspective I have adopted in this project takes the texts and 

their authors at face-value. That is to say, I am not overly concerned with debates 

about textual variants, nor will I engage in long arguments over their authenticity. 

For the sake of convenience I will treat each text as though it were the product of 

the presumed author. Regarding the Mèngzǐ, I have followed D. C. Lau’s overall 

conclusion
181

 that the text is reliably intact, while not necessarily endorsing Lau’s 

every claim. Bruce and Taeko Brooks have engaged in heavy textual criticism of 

the Mèngzǐ and other Warring States period texts. While I find their arguments and 

conclusions creative and interesting, I do not find them persuasive because their 

arguments often rely on non sequiturs.
182
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 “In fact considering that works from the Warring States period tend to abound 

in textual corruptions, one’s impression of the Mencius is that the text is 

extraordinarily well preserved. Here and there, there is a possibility of textual 

corruption, but these are few and far between. There are, of course, variant 

readings, but again there are few that are significant. It is no exaggeration to say 

that in the Mencius we have one of the best preserved texts from the Warring 

States period.” Lau 2003, 349. 
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 Brooks and Brooks 2002. 
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The textual history of the Meditations is very short and uninformative, and 

scholars generally conclude that we simply cannot confidently determine the true 

origins of the Meditations.
183

 We find brief mentions of the text in the 4th century, 

and again in the early 10th century. We first hear of its twelve chapter division in 

the late 10th century. No extant manuscripts survive this period, however, and it is 

not until the 16th century that we can begin to trace the entire text as we have it 

today with some reliability. Suffice it to say, there is simply not much information 

about the Meditations with which to work, and so historians and philosophers 

alike have had to content themselves with two primary manuscripts, one of which 

is now lost, in addition to two other partial manuscripts and fragments found in 

seven other manuscripts.
184

  

The critical perspective I take is not primarily textual, but conceptual, 

developing the ideas present in each text and synthesizing them into a new 

standard developed from contributions made by the ideas in the texts. While the 

provenance and historical context of each text has some bearing on this issue, it is 

not the focus of this project, and so such considerations will not feature largely in 

my analysis. 

Since neither the Meditations nor the Mèngzǐ are systematic treatises, 

another methodological consideration needs to be addressed at the beginning in 

order to avoid repetition throughout the project. Threads of thought run through 

both texts that are relatively easily discerned, so that a careful reader is able to 

connect disparate passages to form a more well-rounded discussion of a particular 
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 See Haines 1914, Haines 1930, xi, and Farquharson’s brief discussion of 

provenence (1944, I:ix-xii). 
184

 For a concise summary of the extant manuscript and fragments, see Haines 

1930, xiv-xvi. For a detailed examination of the history of the manuscript tradition 

and evidence, see Farquharson 1944, vol. 1, xiii-xxxiii. See also Brunt 1974, 1-2. 
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topic from Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s perspectives.
185

 Often it is necessary to assist 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ by reconstructing their philosophical thoughts in a more 

coherent and accessible manner. This may also mean discovering inconsistencies 

in the views of Marcus and Mèngzǐ. In such a situation it remains with the 

interpreter how to navigate the inconsistencies and contradictions, and to 

determine which perspective(s) will be taken as representative of Marcus’ or 

Mèngzǐ’s views on the matter, both for the sake of understanding that person’s 

thought and for carrying out the comparison.  

 

A Note About Translations 

Both the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations have been translated into modern 

Chinese, English and other languages numerous times. All passages of the Mèngzǐ 

are my own translation, unless otherwise stated. I have been assisted by a number 

of well-known English and modern Chinese translations, including Cài and Hé 

(1998), Lau (2003), Van Norden (2008), Yáng (2008), Bloom (2009), Zhèng and 

Jìn (2009), Legge (2010b), and Ráo, Huáng, and Wàn (2012). For most other 

Chinese texts I have used reliable English translations or translated them myself, 

as noted in footnotes.  

I am not as confident in my classical Greek, and so for renderings of the 

Meditations I have used Robin Hard’s translation as a consistent reference point 

for style. When I have used a different English translation or modified Hard’s 

translation I have acknowledged it in footnotes. I have also consulted 

Farquharson’s excellent though outdated English translation (1944), and others by 

Haines (1930), Gill (2013), and to a lesser degree George Long (1896), Staniforth 
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 Some of these themes in the Meditations are highlighted in Brunt 1974. 
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(1964), Grube (1983), as well as Zimmern’s revision of Collier’s translation 

(1887), and Alcan’s (1910) French translation. All Greek quotations are taken 

from the widely-available Loeb Classical Library edition by Haines (1930), 

primarily because of its greater availability when compared with Farquharson’s 

(1944) bi-lingual text.
186

 For Chinese renderings of the Meditations I primarily 

reference or quote Hé (2008) because of its popularity and availability, while 

consulting Wáng (2010), the only Chinese translation done from the original 

Greek, relying on the Greek edition available in Haines (1930). All other modern 

Chinese translations of the Meditations are based on one or another English 

translation listed in the Bibliography (including Hé’s translation).  

Because the Meditations has not been read for political philosophical 

insight with serious scholarly attention, there is significantly less secondary 

literature to engage with on that side of the comparison. One remedy to that will 

be to engage the Meditations in a unique way that is not often done in Anglophone 

comparative philosophical works. In my analysis of passages in the Meditations I 

will occasionally refer to both modern Chinese translations and English 

translations in order to highlight unique comparative insights that the different 

linguistic corridors
187

 of the two languages open up.  

Two other methodological questions need to be addressed at greater length 

and depth. The first is a question about comparative philosophical methods. The 

second question deals with reading the Meditations for political philosophical 

insight. These questions will be dealt with in sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2. 
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 A searchable digital Greek text is also available online at http://www.perseus. 

tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3atext%3a2008.01.0641. It is a reproduction 

of Leopold 1908. 
187

 I am indebted to Lauren Pfister for the phrase “linguistic corridors.” 
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2.2.1 Philosophy in Comparative Mode 

In this section I will deal with some of the methodological questions that 

arise when doing philosophy comparatively. I begin by explaining my own 

methodological approach to the political philosophical comparison of this project, 

which I call the “intuitive ontological approach.” Subsequently, I will explain how 

this approach is used in my comparison. 

 

2.2.1.1 The Intuitive Ontology of Philosophical Comparison 

Surveying comparative works from the last decade or so, it would seem 

that an imperative of all book-length works that undertake comparisons is to go 

into great detail and advocate for a new comparative method through which they 

will carry out their comparison.
188

 In contrast to this approach, rather than offer 

yet another survey and critique of the many perspectives available and problems 

that beset a comparative project before presenting my own, I would refer a reader 

interested in the many details and arguments of this debate to Tim Connolly’s very 

capable introduction to those forms of philosophy that are conducted in a 
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 For example, Stalnaker (2006, 1-21) creates a new method he calls 

“comparative bridge building,” or “bridge concepts.” Cline’s (2013, 28-73) first 

chapter is on “Methods in Comparative Work.” After surveying a number of 

methods and answering the question “why compare?”, she enumerates three 

challenges that a comparativist faces. Having worked through all of this thick 

material, she then sets it all aside and argues for an “anti-method” approach. By 

this she means to “give attention to interpretive, thematic, and procedural issues, 

as well as to the issue of why comparative study is worthwhile” without “utiliz[ing] 

a particular method or approach” (72). Yu Jiyuan (2007, 3-6), borrowing phrases 

from Aristotle, follows two methods for carrying out his comparisons: the first is 

seeing the relationship between the two comparata as a friendship relationship in 

which one is better able to understand oneself (“friend-as-mirror”), and the second 

involves a detailed examination of the phenomena (which, in most cases, means 

detailed exposition of texts) and then demonstrating what should be “saved” from 

these phenomena, hence his phrase, “saving phenomena.” 
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self-consciously comparative mode, Doing Philosophy Comparatively.
189

 What 

follows is my contribution to the discussion of the methodology of doing 

philosophy comparatively. I will not present an entirely new, alternative 

methodology, but will instead seek to supplement the good scholarship that has 

gone before it.  

In particular I will address the following questions or problems. I 

recognize the need to avoid one-sidedness and generalization, and deal with these 

through close readings of the texts involved in this study. I see the challenges 

raised by various forms of supposed incommensurability, and address some basic 

points regarding that problem through the explanation of my approach. In this 

section I will only mention positions or debates relevant to developing my 

methodological approach as it supplements or contributes to responses to the 

above issues, and build a case for how I will carry out the comparison of Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies.  

I call my methodological approach the “intuitive ontological approach.” I 

derive this approach from the claim of a Míng dynasty Rú philosopher, teacher 

and calligrapher who is very little studied in Anglophone scholarship,
190

 Chén 

Báishā (陳白沙, Chén Xiànzhāng 陳獻章 1428-1500). He developed a synthetic 

and somewhat mystical appropriation of the three religio-philosophical systems of 
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 Connolly 2015. 
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 There are many recent notable works on Chén in Chinese. For a few examples, 

see Luó Xiānglín 1973, Chén Yùfū 1980, Chén Yùfū 1984, Zhāng Pèi 1984, Chén 

Qísī 1998, Huáng Míngtóng 1998, Zhāng Jìguāng 1999, Cáo Tàiyǐ 2004, Zhāng 

Yùnhuá 2004, Huáng Míngtóng 2005, and Gǒu Xiǎoquán 2009. There is even a 

journal that bears his name, Báishā xuékān 白沙學刊. There is only Anglophone 

monograph that I am aware of, and due to its publication in Singapore is difficult 

to find today: Jiang 1980. In addition to this monograph, there has been a short 

discussion of Chén Báishā in Fung 1952, vol. 2, 594-595, two brief encyclopedia 

articles, Ng 2003 and Wood 2003, one journal article, Jiang 1983, and one book 

chapter, Jen 1970. 
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his context—Ruism, Daoism, and Buddhism—one that we might reasonably see 

as a kind of a comparative methodology.
191

 

The heart-mind (xīn 心) is the most important concept in Chén’s 

philosophy,
192

 and is the locus of the “intuitive ontological approach.” Chén is 

famous for saying, “the myriad principle-patterns (lǐ 理) are all complete in the 

single heart-mind of a humanely cultivated individual. Although affairs and things 

are numerous, there is not one that is not in me.”
193

 For Chén, the heart-mind is 

not an isolated, disconnected, or passive organ that simply responds to the external 

world. Chén’s view of the heart-mind has been described as 

a source of spontaneous creativity. It is an inexhaustible reservoir of 

potentialities and possibilities. One important manifestation of the creative 
power of the mind-heart is to correlate everything into one universal whole, 

which is a kind of spiritual experience rather than a result of intellectual 
activity.

194
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 It might be argued that Chén did not synthesize the three traditions, often 

referred to as the “three teachings” sān jiāo 三教, but instead distinguished 

himself as a Rú, in contrast with Buddhism and Daoism. I accept that both claims 
are true. I would not challenge a claim that Chén’s philosophy was predominantly 

Rú in character, and that there are points where he clearly did highlight the 

differences between his philosophy and those of Buddhism and Daoism. This has 
been discussed in Jen 1970, 69, 79, 88, and Liú Hóngwèi 2012. Nevertheless, 

there is also substantial evidence that points to Chén’s appropriation of elements 
of these other prominent religio-philosophical traditions, weaving them in with his 

Rúist perspective. To state that this is a synthesis does not imply wholesale 

adoption of all aspects of a distinguishable philosophical tradition, but that Chén 
found aspects of each tradition in some way compatible with his overall Rú 

framework, and employed them. See Jiang 1983, 230, 234, 240, Jen 1970, 64-65, 
Zhāng Jìguāng 2000, Zhāng Yùnhuá 2004, Zhāng Yùnhuá 2005a, Zhāng Yùnhuá 

2005b, Liú Zhījìng 2006, Sūn Xīngchè 2013, Jǐng Hǎifēng 2016, Wáng 

Guāngsōng 2016. A number of papers demonstrate this both-and approach that 
Chén brought to his critical synthesis. See Liú Xīngbāng 1996, Liú Xīn 1998, 

Zhāng Jìguāng 2009. This selective adoption of various points from Marcus and 
Mèngzǐ will be evident in my own synthetic political philosophical alternative 

present in chapter five.  
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 Gǒu 2009, 110. 
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 君子一心，萬理完具。事物雖多，莫非在我. See Chén Xiànzhāng 1987, I:55. 
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 Ng 2003, 36. 
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Despite the claim in the final portion of this otherwise helpful description, Chén is 

not an anti-intellectualist, and the intuitive ontological approach is not merely a 

mystical surprise. As Gǒu has pointed out, this has been a long misunderstanding 

of Chén’s philosophy.
195

 While there are a number of passages that seem to 

suggest an anti-intellectual principle in Chén’s writings, other passages firmly 

support intellectual exercise. Chén says,  

Books are the abode of the established teachings that have been handed 

down to the world by sages and worthies. That which you do not “use” and 
yet it is used is the heart-mind. The heart-mind cannot not be used; books 

likewise cannot be abandoned.
196

 

 
He regards the heart-mind as the ontological basis for learning and human 

interaction in the world. This is possible because the heart-mind shares a 

fundamental basis of reality with all existent things through vital energy, qì 氣.
197

 

Chén rejected the dualism of the Chéng-Zhū school 程朱學派 that separated 

pattern-principle (lǐ 理) from material force or vital energy, in favor of a more 

monistic type of universal materiality inspired by Zhāng Zài (張載 1020-1077).
198

 

In that perspective the same vital energy and pattern-principle are both fully 

present in all things. This is what Chén means by all things being in oneself, and is 

the theoretical basis by which any “thing” in the world that has its own existence 

independent of the apprehension of the heart-mind can be known and interacted 
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 Gǒu 2009, 86. 
196

 聖賢垂世立教之所寓者，書也。用而不用者，心也。心不可不用，書亦不

可廢. My translation. For the portion which I have rendered “the heart-mind 

cannot not be used,” Gǒu (2009, 87) has 心不可不用, which is what I have 

followed for the translation. There is a discrepancy between the line as quoted in 

Gǒu, and as it is given in the 中華書局 edition (Chén Xiànzhāng 1987, 48) 

which reads 心不可用, “the heart-mind cannot be used”. I take this to be a 

typographical error, as it is entirely out of line with Chén’s philosophy.  
197

 See Sommer 2003a. 
198

 Gǒu 2009, 108. 
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with.
199

 It is not to be taken literally that “all things” of the universe are somehow 

physically or psychologically present in my finite physical extension (body) or 

active present in my conceptual grasp, but that the basic principles of all things are 

contained in a person’s heart-mind, and thus ultimately accessible to any 

individual, provided they exercise their heart-mind. 

It is this heart-mind—that which contains the principles of all things in the 

universe—that I take to be the theoretical basis for all comparative philosophical 

endeavors. The ontology of comparison is the comparer himself or herself. This is 

really where comparison happens, and is often “the elephant in the room” of 

comparative philosophy.
200

 Comparers compare; ideas, concepts, and 

philosophies do not compare themselves. A human being, through the activity of 

the heart-mind, recognizes and identifies aspects of one philosophy or another as 

similar, and can offer rational arguments for their similarities and differences, that 

is, their commensurability. One of the most often cited challenges to comparative 

philosophy is this issue of incommensurability; the philosopher most often cited in 

this regard is Alasdair MacIntyre. While he raises his question particularly in 

relation to comparative ethics, his questions can be expanded to engage any 

comparative project where evaluation or synthesis is the primary objective. He 

says,  

each system has its own standard of measures of interpretation, 
explanation, and justification internal to itself. And the many points of 

                                                           
199

 This is also reminiscent of Mèngzǐ’s comment in 7A:4, “The myriad things are 

all complete in me” 萬物皆備於我矣, although here Mèngzǐ has in mind 

specifically virtue and not “all things” which Chén accepts through Zhāng.  
200

 Weber (2014) mentions the comparer as one of four aspects necessary to 

comparison, but does not elaborate on it (152). He takes it up as a question for 

further exploration in the conclusion, but only within the context of comparisons 

based on cultural representation (i.e. “Western” or “Chinese” culture). This 

fundamentally undercuts the importance of the comparer, reducing a person to 

mere cypher composed of cultural factors or influences (168-169). 
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resemblance to be observed between the two, both in matters of substance 

and of procedure, do nothing to modify a reiteration of the conclusion that 
there are indeed no shared standards and measures, external to both 

systems and neutral between them, to which appeal might be made to 
adjudicate between their rival claims.

201
  

 

MacIntyre hints at the necessity for comparisons to identify something in common, 

a shared ground of reality that makes a comparison possible, and yet this is 

precisely what MacIntyre rejects. He insists that two systems of philosophy (for 

example, pre-Qín Ruist and Roman Stoic, as examined in this work) are so 

different in every way that nothing is shared between them.
202

 In his account, it is 

not that A is true and B is false, and therefore A and B are incommensurable. It is 

that A and B are so fundamentally different in the “standards which determine 

how the true-false distinction is to be applied” are so different between them that 
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 It is likely that in making this statement MacIntyre (1991, 109) is not aware of 

the affinities his claim has with a passage in the second chapter of the Zhuāngzǐ: 

“Suppose you and I argue. If you beat me instead of my beating you, are you 

really right and am I really wrong? If I beat you instead of your beating me, am I 

really right and are you really wrong? Or are we both partly right and partly wrong? 

Or are we both wholly right and wholly wrong? Since between us neither you nor 

I know which is right, others are naturally in the dark. Whom shall we ask to 

arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with you, since he has already agreed 

with you, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with me, since he 

has already agreed with me, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who 

disagrees with both you and me to arbitrate, since he has already disagreed with 

you and me, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with both you 

and me to arbitrate, since he has already agreed with you and me, how can he 

arbitrate? Thus among you, me, and others, none knows which is right. Shall we 

wait for still others?” Translation in W. Chan 1963, 189-190. The point of 

commonality between Zhuāngzǐ and MacIntyre (if, indeed, there is one at all) is 

that there is no common ground between two things by which we may evaluate the 

other. The irony here runs even more deeply when we recognize that skeptics from 

very different cultures and historical contexts can be compared, an irony that 

should not be lost. Special thank you to Lauren Pfister for pointing out this second 

depth of irony. 
202

 MacIntyre rightly notes that there is an historical existence to ideas in a 

philosophical system which may change over time, making commensurability 

possible at one time, and incommensurability impossible at a later time. See 
MacIntyre 1991, 109. 
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we are completely “unable to judge between these rival standards.”
203

 There is 

absolutely nothing similar that might allow a comparison to even get off the 

ground.
204

 Obviously, then, if we are unable to bring two things together because 

they are so different, then the comparative project fails. This highlights another 

reason why Chén Báishā’s perspective is so useful for justifying the value of 

comparative philosophy. His own efforts at synthesizing the three main traditions 

that were known to him in the early Míng dynasty (Daoism, Ruism and Buddhism) 

offers a suggestive example of a successful synthesis of different traditions, based 

on a shared ontology in the comparer himself or herself. Taking the comparer as 

the starting point for comparison, we need not argue for other points of 

commonality, or what Weber calls tertia comparitionis.
205

 

What I am calling the intuitive ontological approach has two main parts. 

First, it is intuitive, because a person (the comparer) does not need to create 

“external,” or “objective” common ground between the comparata
206

 (the things 

compared) themselves prior to carrying out a comparison. The common ground 

already exists as principles in the heart-mind of the comparer, and it is through the 

activity of the heart-mind that a person perceives a fruitful comparison and begins 

to pursue it. This is not based on criteria established prior to the comparison. In 

fact, such prior arrangements are precisely what can lead to one-sided 

comparisons, because the comparer might not have sufficient knowledge of the 

comparata prior to the investigation.  
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 MacIntyre 1991, 110. 
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 For similar statements, see MacIntyre 1988 and MacIntyre 1990. I have used 

MacIntyre 1991 for its clarity and conciseness. It seems to represent his mature 
thought on the question of incommensurability. 
205

 Weber 2014. I am grateful to Andrew Fuyarchuk for pointing me to Weber’s 

paper. 
206

 A term borrowed from Weber 2014. 



67 

On my view, there are no comparisons that are truly incommensurable. 

How is this distinguished from G. E. Moore’s claim that “there certainly is a sense 

in which absolutely everything in the Universe resembles everything else,” and 

that this is “in respect of the fact that they are both in the Universe”?
207

 Moore’s 

claim is that on the basis of shared existence in the universe, any comparison can 

be made between two existent things. We might say instead, that which can be 

apprehended in the heart-mind is that which can be compared. And in one sense, 

this dictum is true. But in another sense, it is true that not everything needs to be 

compared, and not in every respect. In fact, things in the universe do not compare 

themselves, so the mere fact of existence is not a sufficient condition for 

comparison. A person selects things to compare, and on that basis a comparison is 

made. What is required, then, is for the person to state why these particular 

comparata are chosen, and in what respect they are to be compared. The reader 

can then judge whether this is an adequate justification for pursuing the 

comparison, or if the comparison leaves important aspects of one or the other 

comparata undetermined or underdetermined. 

Secondly, this methodology is ontological because the starting point of the 

comparison occurs within the comparer, it does not begin in the things themselves 

or in an objective sphere outside the heart-mind. In opposition to MacIntyre’s 

claim that two philosophical systems are essentially and entirely external to each 

other, I find that they are both internal to the comparer, and so each already has a 

common starting point that is identifiable, concrete and rational.
208

 This seriously 
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 Moore 1962, 360. 
208

 I deliberately choose these three adjectives as a response to Weber’s claim that 

comparata must have aspects of “distinguishability, determinability, and 

countability” (163). I say “identifiable” and not “distinguishable” because a thing 

θ (theta) need not be set alongside something else ε (epsilon) in order to be known. 
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challenges MacIntyre’s incommensurability thesis. Comparison is a subjective 

activity undertaken by a human subject through the activity of the heart-mind. To 

demand an external, objective criterion to carry out a comparison is to 

fundamentally miss this fact, and misrepresent the activity of comparison. The 

theoretical possibility for offering reasonable criteria for comparison is found in 

the subjectivity of the heart-mind of the comparer. 

I agree in part with Cline, who accepts “the view that is it clearly possible 

to compare any number of different thinkers from different traditions.”
209

 But I 

see a need for a firmer basis for this approach,
210

 which I have found in Chén’s 

ontological claim quoted earlier. It is not that I share all of Chén’s ontological 

commitments as expressed in his writings, which reflect early Míng dynasty, 

neo-Confucian Chinese views, or that when I compare two things I only select 

comparata that share my ontological commitments.
211

 Indeed, in this project the 

                                                                                                                                                                 

I use the term “concrete” instead of “determinable” because one need not, at first, 

identify a criterion of difference between θ and ε to know what θ is (it has its own 

concrete character prior to the comparison, which applies to ε as well). And I use 

the term “rational” instead of “countable” because a) a comparison already implies 

more than one thing, and b) the things compared do not need to be “two of” 

something (which is supposed to be the common property π), unless that 

something be the most basic category suggested by Moore, that of it “being in the 

same universe.” The π is the comparer, who through dialectical argument 

demonstrates a comparable aspect α in both θ and ε. 
209

 Cline 2013, 71. Where I disagree is the addition of “from different traditions,” 

because comparisons can occur even within traditions, such as between Mèngzǐ 

and Xúnzǐ on the topic of human nature. 
210

 Cline calls her method an “anti-method approach” (Cline 2013, 68). 
211

 Weber is concerned that the comparata’s “ontological commitments are likely 

to be at least to some degree consistent with the ontological views of the person 

doing the comparison, and might be contested” (2014, 169), and that ulterior 

motives will lead to one-sided comparisons and power-plays. By this he basically 

intends the problem of one-sidedness. As a side note, though in the same vein as 

the main thesis of this work, power cannot be avoided or eliminated, even in 

academic contexts. Academic writing is a form of power, regardless of who is 

doing the writing, or from what perspective. There is no neutral writing. Speaking 

of political contexts, we have discovered that power can be diffused (as in a 

democracy) or centralized (as in monarchy), but in both cases the important (and 
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ontological commitments of Marcus and Mèngzǐ are perhaps farther from my own 

than they are from each other. However, Chén’s ontological claim points to the 

comparer as the place where the comparison has its being. Comparisons are not 

initiated outside of human persons. This is in contrast to views proposed by 

Stalnaker and Weber.  

Stalnaker suggests creating a “bridge concept” such as “human nature” or 

“virtue” that can act as a common, but vague ground that can “bring distant ethical 

statements into interrelation and conversation, and it must simultaneously preserve 

their distinctiveness within the interrelation.”
212

 In essence it is creating a third 

object which must likewise be appropriated in the comparer, just as the other two 

comparata are appropriated. On one hand, the need for a bridge concept implicitly 

submits to MacIntyre’s claim that the two comparata have nothing in common, 

and so a bridge is needed to join the two together to make a comparison possible. 

On the other hand, the metaphor of a bridge could equally imply that the 

comparata at least have a shared space between them which can be bridged, and 

so we might inquire why a bridge is necessary at all if they already have 

something identifiably shared (even if what is shared is a property that they do not 

                                                                                                                                                                 

often ignored) question is, how is this power used? The modern world has sought 

to suppress this question by reconfiguring the forms of power, thinking that taking 

power from monarchs and giving it to the people would eliminate or at least 

mitigate the abuse of power. In this sense, physics is a suitable moral teacher. 

Energy in any physical system is never lost, it is only transferred. We have not 

taught people how to use the power that is transferred to them! This endeavor has 

only served to blind us from the reality of the necessity to teach people who have 

power the proper way to conduct themselves when power is given to them. The 

solution so far has been to simply take power away through institutionally or 

socially sanctioned means, which inevitably results in power passing to someone 

else who may or may not wield that power well. Until we return to the focus of 

transforming those who hold power (whether it be in politics, business, family, or 

chance encounters in life), we will be attacking the symptom and not the root 

problem. 
212

 Stalnaker 2006, 17. 
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share). MacIntyre, it seems, would reject even this sense of negative commonality. 

In my intuitive ontological approach, the comparer himself or herself is the bridge, 

because the linkage between the two comparata first occurs in the comparer’s 

heart-mind. It is then incumbent on the comparer to make explicit the linkage he 

or she sees between the comparata,
213

 articulate their similarities (as well as 

differences) as he or she sees it, and perhaps make synthetic connections that 

develop answers to questions and opens up new philosophical directions.  

Ralph Weber has identified a methodological aspect to comparisons that he 

calls “tertium comparationis (the third of comparison)”
214

 that in many ways 

resembles my intuitive ontological approach and is similar to Stalnaker’s “bridge 

concepts.” About the tertium concept he says,  

The tertium comparationis…denotes a point of commonality, and I shall 

use that expression to mean what from one point of view could be called 
minimal and maximal conceptions of “commonality”: minimally, the 

expression refers to a “common” respect (equally relatable to both 

comparata) and, maximally, the expression refers to something like a 
“common” property (shared by both comparata).”

215
  

 
Weber believes that comparisons are based on an external relation, the tertia, 

determined by the comparer. These external relations could be as simple as a 

certain person’s opinions about something (liking or disliking). So far I am in 

agreement with Weber’s claims. However, I disagree when he tries to place the 

comparison in an external realm. He borrows a notion from Panayot Butchvarov 

that an external relation is a “‘Cambridge’ property” (simply meaning that the 

property is external to the things being compared), for example, “being liked by 

Mary.”
216
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 Here my perspective becomes similar to Weber’s tertium. Weber 2014. 
214

 Weber 2014, 152. 
215

 Weber 2014, 153. 
216

 Weber 2014, 165. See also Butchvarov 1966, 43-44. 
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The possibility of external relations as [a] (sic) basis for comparison 

implies that any comparata are comparable simply by virtue of possibly 
standing in a common relation to something to which they are otherwise 

thought unrelated.
217

  
 

As with Stalnaker’s “bridge concept,” Weber’s “Cambridge property” thesis 

submits to MacIntyre’s claim that things which we seek to compare have nothing 

in common. As such, on Weber’s view, the comparer must generate an external 

property, a “Cambridge property,” that is shared by both comparata in order for 

the comparison to be possible. On my view, the things to be compared already 

have something in common, but it need not be a property of the comparata 

in-and-of-themselves, nor is it merely the most basic property of existing in the 

universe, and yet it is not exactly a property that is entirely external to the 

comparata either. A “bridge” between the comparata already exists in their shared 

ontology, and that ontology is rooted in the human life of the comparer. On my 

view, the two comparata always have something in common other than that 

someone is comparing them, but it is critical to underscore that they are already 

joined in the person of the comparer. In the same way, conclusions from a 

comparison are not something generated in the heart-mind of a comparer and then 

jettisoned out into empty “objective” philosophical space. Instead, they are shared, 

evaluated, appropriated and modified in other heart-minds. That is what makes 

philosophy a living enterprise.  

As such, comparison is entirely a human project. We are homo poeta, 

human meaning makers;
218

 we find and create connections between things and 

can articulate their importance. Other human meaning makers will appropriate the 
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 Weber 2014, 165. 
218

 I believe this term was coined by Ernest Becker (Becker 1968, 169-174). 

However, I do not intend his extreme individualism that bends towards a 

Nietzschean Übermensch. 
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meanings that I make and continue the creative process. This does not mean, 

however, that every comparison is of equal value.
219

 I may not find a comparison 

between apples and computers very valuable or worth undertaking, at least not 

until I am cast upon a deserted island with nothing but two crates, one of apples 

and one of computers. All of a sudden, the comparison becomes very real, and I 

imagine that in such a situation even Bill Gates or Steve Jobs would give no 

thought to judging the crate of apples more valuable than the crate of computers. 

This highlights the important observation that conclusions from comparative 

philosophy, and even the comparata themselves, are dynamic and not static, and 

are discovered and highlighted in the comparer’s consciousness first, and then 

shared with others. The assumption that a philosophical conclusion (comparative 

or not) is universal, unchanging, and eternal may have its roots in an Aristotelian 

understanding of essences. Apples are red, sweet, and grow on trees. Computers 

count, require electricity and are made in factories. These are (to some degree) 

unchanging properties about apples and computers. But the intuitive ontological 

approach takes as its starting point the human person doing the comparison, and so 

allows for contextual contingencies that circumscribe the comparata, the 

comparison and the conclusions. Of what value is a monograph on normative 

democratic theory to a person living in North Korea? Will a philosophical 

symposium on human rights matter to the life of the average Afro-American man 

in contemporary USA? A comparison (or any philosophical position) may not be 

of great value to some readers, and to others it may be of incomparable value. 
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 I am indebted to Robert Neville for raising my awareness of the importance of 

axiology for doing philosophy, and especially comparative philosophy, although I 

have not self-consciously borrowed his philosophical system in constructing my 

account of comparative philosophical method in this section. 
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Again, this does not imply an absolute relativity to comparative philosophical 

projects; it points, instead, to the dynamic nature of philosophy.  

The intuitive ontological approach allows for a plurality of perspectives 

without privileging one or another perspective. For example, MacIntyre might say 

that we cannot compare apples and computers. They are so different, our means 

for evaluating them rely on completely different systems, and there is no way that 

they can be synthesized—they are “incommensurable.” But that belies the 

multitude of shared elements by which they can be compared. One can be eaten 

(usually), the other is inedible. They both have color, usually quite distinct from 

each other. One is produced on the branch of a tree, the other is largely made of 

materials dug up from the ground, processed, and combined in a factory. One 

serves to sustain human life, the other does not (despite the protestations of your 

teenage child when you take away his iPhone). One can be used to produce 

written text only with great difficulty, the other is quite useful for typing out my 

dissertation. Each one of these tertia are chosen by the comparer, for reasons 

which should be explained in the comparison. 

The problem of one-sidedness can be reduced to the problem of seeing one 

“side” as one’s own and the other “side” as alien. However, this belies the fact that 

at one point in time the “side” you consider your own was “alien” to you and had 

to be learned. In this regard I am at complete odds with Ivanhoe and Carr’s claim 

that 

Whenever one attempts to understand another tradition, culture, or 

individual one is necessarily engaged in a process of analogical reasoning 
from one’s own to an unknown point of view. This is an essential and 

explicit feature of comparative work.
220
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Obviously the comparer who takes the intuitive ontological approach comes to the 

comparison with “prejudices,” to borrow a term from Hans-Georg Gadamer,
221

 

meaning that we approach new horizons of information with already established 

ideas about the way things are. But if the comparer is to remain true to their own 

self, he or she must recognize that one or the other of the comparata is not 

ontologically superior or preferable tout court. The new ideas will not be 

considered alien to oneself, and as such these ideas will be regarded with an 

openness and receptivity to the possibilities for wisdom contained in them, 

possibly by terms created by the comparer.
222

 This is not a moral imperative 

“should,” but a matter of fact. The comparer who recognizes the reality of Chén’s 

proposition, in this sense, has necessarily already achieved some degree of 

humane cultivation, or is a person of cultivated character (jūnzǐ 君子), and is 

prepared to acknowledge his or her epistemological limitations, while at the same 

time seeking to expand the horizon on which they exist and operate. This is where 

the intuitive ontological approach sees all things as already present in a person. 

Understanding may need to be activated, a person may need to employ great 

energy to come to an adequate grasp of it, but nothing is so alien to oneself that it 

cannot be comprehended and cannot be awakened into a complementary part of 

one’s own existence.
223

 This is true whether the new “side” is accepted or rejected, 
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 Gadamer 1989, 302-307. 
222

 In this way it the Intuitive Ontology Approach is similar to Stalnaker’s “bridge 

concepts.” It differs, however, in that a bridge concept is not necessary for 

comparison. As I will demonstrate in chapter five, there are a number of points 

where Marcus and Mèngzǐ do not share similar conceptual territory. They can, 

nevertheless, be compared, by allowing one or the other “side” of the comparison 

to “lead the discussion” by setting terms and questions, followed by a plausible 

“response” from the other “side.” 
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 Here I am speaking ideally, without addressing issues of mental inadequacy, 

such as mental retardation, dementia, and other limitations that might proscribe 
the ability of any particular individual’s heart-mind to grasp its object.  
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partially or wholly. It can still fit within the framework of reality in a person’s 

heart-mind, and so also can be compared with other things which it may be 

complementary to or in competition with. Recognition of this ontological 

grounding of all thought and experience levels the playing field and privileges 

none. A great example of this is language. No one is hardwired with a certain 

language, such that they speak it without having learned it. The first language I 

learned growing up was English, but that does not prevent me from learning 

modern Chinese or classical Greek. This illustration was brought home to me by 

Connolly when he says,  

Do bridge concepts solve the problem of one-sidedness? Skeptics have 
pointed out that in picking terms like “virtue” or “human nature” to frame 

our comparison, we may already be importing a host of connotations from 

Western philosophy. Could the corresponding terms in Chinese, de 德 

and renxing 人性, respectively, be used as bridge concepts? Wouldn’t it 

feel as if we were already incorporating some specific content into our 
discussion? If so, it may be wishful thinking to suppose that the 

English-language terms are neutral.
224

  

 
English-language terms are not neutral, but neither are they “one-sided.” They 

represent part of the whole of total reality, all the principles of which are in a 

person, and can be drawn upon to properly express meaningful things in English 

contexts. Outside of those contexts they may still be useful, but the usefulness is 

manifestly diminished when I enter the People’s Republic of China. Because I 

have studied Chinese, my linguistic horizons have expanded to include general 

and specific connotations of words in Chinese. Chinese is just as much a part of 

my linguistic world as English, and my expressions will vary depending on the 

context in which I live. I may also discover that one language system or another is 

better at expressing certain concepts, emotions, or ideas. Nevertheless, we can still 
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maintain that, even though Chinese was activated later than English in my life, the 

principles for both languages were equally in me from the beginning.
225

  

Recognizing the ontological presence of the principles of all things in 

one’s heart-mind also confronts the ongoing problem of bias against non-“Western” 

philosophies within the discipline of philosophy in Anglo-European academic 

institutions. The problem of excluding non-“Western” philosophies from the 

philosophical curriculum is not located in the discipline itself, but is a 

manifestation of the view held by many scholars in the discipline, that some things 

are simply alien to oneself or one’s culture and do not belong to the discipline of 

“philosophy.” It is not ultimately a problem for “philosophy” because philosophy 

does not have consciousness. It is a problem for conscious persons who are not 

willing to admit the level playing field each person starts with. Until that turn is 

made and the source of the problem recognized, the issue of one-sidedness will 

not be resolved. 

This kind of openness might again seem to leave the intuitive ontological 

approach vulnerable to the charge of absolute relativism, where all philosophical 

claims and positions are simply based on an individual’s preference. That is 

certainly possible, but it need not be so. It is true, on my view, that any 

comparison finds its ontological grounding in the comparer. But the comparer can 

refer to deeper ontological grounds by which evaluative criteria can be laid out, or 

goals for a synthesis can be made. Such deeper ontological grounds can be found 
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 Here there is not space to adequately address the issue of translatability, 

present in some of MacIntyre’s discussion of incommensurability (MacIntyre 
1990, 1991), and which he sees as essentially the same problem (MacIntyre 1990, 

4). Nevertheless, it can be pointed out here that difficulty in translation for any 

particular individual, even one who is a dual-native speaker, is insufficient 
grounds for claiming incommensurability. 
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in God, nature, an unmoved mover, dào, Forms, and so on.
226

 In fact, for Chén 

Báishā, dào is the deeper ontological root of all things.
227

 Such evaluative criteria 

and goals can also be obtained from the comparata themselves. Rather than 

pointing out which of the comparata is “right” and which is “wrong,” a good 

evaluative comparison might point out the strengths and weaknesses of each, and 

where each of the perspectives might be concerned with aspects of the other 

perspective. The basis of the evaluation is established by the person making the 

comparison. It might accord with one or other of the comparata, and it might be 

something else entirely. What is important is that the comparer makes explicit the 

criteria he or she will use to carry out the comparison and provide critique or 

synthesis. This allows the reader to make their own judgment with better clarity or 

selectivity. And if the purpose is synthesizing the comparata, a goal might be set 

by one or the other of the comparata with supplementary advancement sought 

through the other comparata, or by both if there is sufficient similarity, or by a 

question that finds its ontological ground in the comparer’s own life world.  

 

2.2.1.2 The Intuitive Ontology Approach in this Project 

In this project I am adopting both evaluative and synthetic strategies of 

comparison. Chapters three and four develop the core political philosophical 

principles of Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s philosophies. Chapter five will compare the 

principles in chapters three and four, highlighting critical “points of contact” as 

well as significant points where their philosophies do not converge on a 

recognizable point of contact. The final section of chapter five (5.4) will seek to 
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 The one philosophical position that might have difficulty with this is some 

forms of Buddhist metaphysical notions of emptiness. 
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 Chen says, “The Dao is the foundation of Heaven and Earth” Dao wei tiandi 

zhi ben 道為天地之本 (Chén Xiànzhāng 1987, 1:54). 
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synthesize the insights gained from the interpretive reconstructions of Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s core political philosophical principles by creating a new 

philosophical criterion by which strongly centralized governments can be 

critiqued, using elements drawn from my reconstructive analysis of Marcus’s and 

Mèngzǐ’s core political philosophical principles. 

At the outset of my research I started with only a vague intuition that 

something fruitful would come out of a comparison of Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s 

philosophies as represented in the two texts attributed to them. The philosophies 

found in their respective texts have not been brought into comparison before, and 

comparisons more generally between aspects of the traditions of Stoicism and 

Ruism were almost nonexistent.
228

 Clearly they are each regarded highly for their 

philosophical insights in their own right, so what would a comparison add to 

knowledge about them? Marcus is widely recognized as a philosopher-emperor, 

and Mèngzǐ is known for his many dialogues with rulers of his day. They both 

lived in contexts where power was centralized in the hands of a single individual, 

the monarch.
229

 And what could they contribute to contemporary political 

philosophical discussions when their contexts and recommendations seem so 

distant from mainstream discussions in political philosophy today? After a 

substantial amount of reading in the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ and in secondary 
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 In fact, when I first considered this project I was only aware of one paper Zhu 

Rui 2006, comparing Marcus Aurelius and Kǒngzǐ. King 2015 would appear 

shortly after I submitted the application for this dissertation. Since that time, two 

other papers have been published. I had not yet discovered Bishop 1987. 
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 While Marcus was himself an emperor, Mèngzǐ discoursed with rulers whom 

today we would call kings. Hierarchically speaking, emperors are higher than 

kings. In a very true sense, the True King (wáng 王, see footnote 5 above) that 

Mèngzǐ was hoping for would be an emperor. He would be a ruler who united the 

various states under his rule. It is not without a substantial degree of irony that the 

rulers of Mèngzǐ’s day styled themselves “kings” (wáng) when their true status 

was that of a feudal vassal zhūhóu 諸侯, or a lord over a single state. 
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literature, it occurred to me that neither text had been allowed to really speak from 

its own context and viewpoint. Marcus was hardly considered to have contributed 

anything to political philosophy (see section 1.4.2.1), and Mèngzǐ was more likely 

to be co-opted into supporting concerns taken from the agenda of political 

liberalism such as human rights, democracy, or a “right of rebellion.”
230

 That is 

not to say that the wisdom of Marcus and Mèngzǐ have nothing to contribute to 

those discussions, but preoccupations with mainstream political philosophical 

concerns have largely obscured valuable political philosophical gems that could be 

mined from their texts. And while I greatly value the history of philosophy, and 

this project is primarily in that vein, I wanted to do a project that also had explicit 

contemporary relevance. I came across the Democracy Index, an annual report 

produced by the Economist Intelligence Unit (discussed in section 1.1.2.3), and 

found ample reason to philosophize about political situations in which power is 

strongly centralized. While many of the governments described by the Democracy 

Index as “authoritarian” are not monarchies, strictly speaking, they share the 

similarity of centralized power and they often (though not always!) reveal the 

weaknesses that come through such political arrangements. These weaknesses 

were also acknowledged by Marcus and Mèngzǐ, each in their own ways. 

Furthermore, it is a staple feature of contemporary Anglophone and European 

political philosophy to ignore or denigrate centralized systems of government that 

do not fit the political liberal model. These are the concerns that I brought to the 

comparison, and so I set Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s conceptions of how monarchy 
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discussion of this erronious view in Tiwald 2008, 269. 
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can be good for the people as the tertia (to borrow Weber’s term) that would guide 

the comparison.  

 

2.2.2 Reading the Meditations with Political Philosophical Insight 

Another challenge to this project at the very outset, one which has been 

mentioned earlier, is reading the Meditations for political philosophical insight. In 

a chapter on the political thought of Marcus Aurelius, Dean Hammer recognizes 

that  

[Marcus’s] reputation was widespread, his rule elevated by some to that of 
a god. What we are to make of Marcus as a political thinker, though, is 

another matter. One could analyze his philosophic contributions, like one 
might Plato or Aristotle’s. But we would be disappointed.

231
 

 

This sense, that readers will find Marcus’s contributions to political philosophy 

disappointing, is a complaint often repeated in discussions of Marcus’s political 

thought, and which is based on expectations created by familiarity with other 

ancient texts that approach their subject matter in a more direct manner. That is 

not to say that scholars regard the Meditations as being completely devoid of 

elements of political philosophy, but that it is not a very fruitful source for it. The 

form of writing that Marcus used in composing the Meditations does not lend 

itself to what would be considered recognizable political philosophy today. It 

certainly does not have the same style as canonical texts in ancient political 

philosophy. Plato has his Republic, and Aristotle his Politics, but where is 

Marcus’s treatise on political philosophy? How can he be the philosopher-king if 

he did not expound his ideas in detail? Hammer does better than anyone else in 

recognizing that the Meditations can be read with political philosophical insight, 

but as I mentioned in the literature review (1.2.3), he relies on other thinkers such 
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as Epictetus to develop Marcus’s thought. Furthermore, Hammer’s chapter 

expounding Marcus’s political thought is significantly shorter than any other 

chapter in a book devoted to Roman political thought, indicating Hammer’s own 

assessment of the significance and depth of what can be gleaned from the 

Meditations when compared with other ancient Roman or Greek texts. Most 

scholars, however, are not even willing to grant that Marcus has produced any 

significant political philosophical thought. Most secondary sources on Marcus’s 

political views do not leave us with any expectation that it could possibly bear 

substantial political philosophical fruit. Based on recent claims in scholarship 

there is little room for a political philosophical reading of the Meditations.  

In this section I will present four views by scholars that build a case 

against the possibility of reading the Meditations with substantial political 

philosophical insight. I will then demonstrate how the Mèngzǐ is read as political 

philosophy that will provide a new lens through which we can reread the 

Meditations, demonstrating that it can be read with political philosophical insight 

without relying on other ancient Mediterranean sources for an analytical 

framework to reconstruct Marcus’s own political philosophical thought. This new 

way of reading the Meditations is a significant contribution to the study of the 

Meditations, and an example of how comparative philosophy can open up new 

readings of a text that is both faithful to the text and relevant to present-day 

philosophical questions. 
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2.2.2.1 Four Critical Views 

2.2.2.1a View 1: Gretchen Reydams-Schils 

In an essay entitled “Social Ethics and Politics” in Blackwell’s A 

Companion to Marcus Aurelius, Gretchen Reydams-Schils comes down firmly on 

the position that Marcus avoided political philosophy in writing the 

Meditations.
232

 The main thrust of the essay is to make it clear that Marcus’s 

“social ethics” eclipses his political philosophy. She opens the essay by 

unequivocally stating, “a conversation with himself and the reflections as they 

have come down to us
233

 probably provided Marcus Aurelius with the only 

avenue for distancing himself from his imperial authority and taking off the purple 

cloak.”
234

 Reydams-Schils rightly points out that Marcus did not have Utopian 

ambitions (9.29
235

), but set modest goals for himself in making things better for 

people in ways that could be realized.
236

 Reydams-Schils emphasizes two 

concerns from the Meditations, a concern for justice and a concern for the 

common good. These two themes of justice and the common good have a 

significant impact on Marcus’s political thought, as we will see later, though 

Reydams-Schils is reluctant to acknowledge that these concepts have political 
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 Reydams-Schils 2012, 437-452. 
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 Referring to the form in which Marcus wrote the Meditations. See Ceporina 

2012. Pierre Hadot has identified this form as hypomnēmata, or personal notes. 

Hadot 1998, 30-34. 
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 Reydams-Schils 2012, 437. 
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 My citations of passages in the Meditations will follow this format: the 

number of the book, followed by the number of the “chapter” as it is given in Hard 

2011. So in this case, the reference is to the Meditations, book 9, chapter 29. This 
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book, followed by a letter (either A or B) indicating the first or second section of 

the book to which it belongs, and a chapter number separated by a colon. For 
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 This is confirmed in historical studies. For example, see Noyen 1955. 
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philosophical significance when advocated by an emperor or a leader using other 

forms of strongly centralized government.  

 

2.2.2.1b View 2: Lukas de Blois 

The title of another essay by Lukas de Blois in the same Blackwell 

Companion, “The Relation of Politics and Philosophy under Marcus Aurelius,” 

promises a more significant discussion of Marcus’s political views drawn from the 

Meditations.
237

 However, despite the title, what we find is that de Blois has very 

little to say about the relation of politics and philosophy under Marcus Aurelius.
238

 

Two of the four sections in de Blois’ essay examine the political 

philosophical potential of the Meditations.
239

 The first of the two sections, entitled 

“How to Rule? Ideas about Kingship and Empire,” examines what de Blois 

considers to be implicit information provided in the Meditations about Marcus’s 

ideas on the ideal ruler. Following an explanation of the Meditations 1.16, in 

which Marcus recounts in a lengthy panegyric the many excellent qualities of his 

adoptive father, Antoninus Pius, whom Marcus succeeded as emperor in 161 AD, 

de Blois says,  

This laudatory speech gives us an image of a well-behaved, upper-class 

Roman gentleman, a common-sense ruler. There is not a trace of the 
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 De Blois 2012. 
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 Whereas many of the articles in the Companion went 15 or 16 pages, de Blois 

managed to keep his essay under 12 pages, making his chapter the third shortest in 

the whole Companion. The two shorter chapters are on imperial portraits of 

Marcus, and representations of Marcus in relief art. Three other chapters in the 34 

chapter volume are also 12 pages long, two more chapters are 13 pages long. The 

average of all 34 chapters is 15.4 pages. For a chapter that examines the 

relationship between philosophy and politics of an historical figure known as the 

philosopher-king to be one of the shortest chapters is incongruent with its subject 

matter. 
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 De Blois 2012, 173-177. 
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philosophical ideal king. There is just one short remark about philosophy: 

Antoninus respected the wise men who indulged in it.
240

 
 

In this section de Blois also seems to consider self-cultivation to be not only a 

distraction from ruling, but even possibly detrimental to it. He identifies “an 

important issue in Marcus’s thinking” as “the idea of mastering oneself as the 

truly great task, bigger than ruling an empire or conquering enemies.”
241

 The 

second relevant section in de Blois’ essay examines the influence that Marcus’s 

philosophical convictions had on his practical politics. De Blois, rather than 

examining the Meditations and comparing ideas from the text with events in 

Marcus’s reign, instead relies on the accounts and evaluations of seven ancient 

and modern historians to determine the relation between Marcus’s philosophical 

ideas and his politics, and then comes to the conclusion that “the influence of 

philosophy on [his] practical politics in not traceable. Marcus was a very active 

ruler, in every respect, but he did not try to reform society along philosophical 

lines.”
242

  

Finally, in his concluding paragraph de Blois claims, 

The conclusion must be that Marcus’ philosophical inclinations were of 
some consequence to daily practice [referring to the lives of common 

people in the empire], but did not much influence practical politics in a 
systematic way, through philosophically oriented political reform. Nor did 

the emperor have very original ideas about monarchy and empire. His ideal 

ruler looked like a decent Roman gentleman who would govern according 
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 De Blois 2012, 175. 
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 De Blois 2012, 179. I would attribute this obsevation more to de Blois’ 

preoccupation with certain forms of writing that look like political philosophy 

than to accurate historical and textual analysis. These forms of writing were 

examined by Oswyn Murray in his PhD dissertation analyzing a number of peri 

basileias texts. See Murray 1971. Having said that, reading the Meditations 

explicitly for political philosophical insight is relatively unique, so de Blois’ 

general approach is not necessarily out of place. Nevertheless, I think his 

comments reflect a rather uncreative approach to the text when such an approach 

is warranted, given Marcus’s reputation as a good ruler with clear philosophical 

orientations. 
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to tradition and law. Marcus’ philosophical convictions were not very 

much influenced by the epidemics and wars that besought the Empire 
during his reign. Through philosophy the emperor tried to improve his 

individual, personal qualities, which in turn would enable him to be a 
better ruler.”

243
 

 

De Blois is clearly disappointed that Marcus’s political philosophy does not 

encourage the kind of “philosophically oriented political reform” found in other 

ancient texts. However, de Blois does not seem interested in exploring creative 

readings of the Meditations that might yield more fruitful results. He says, “Did 

Marcus have any philosophical or ideological ideas about monarchy and empire? 

Anyone who reads Marcus’ Meditations could be disappointed about the scarcity 

of really political views brought forward in this collection of essays.”
244

 I am 

suggesting in this project that if we are to see political philosophy in the 

Meditations, we need to adopt different expectations in reading. 

 

2.2.2.1c View 3: Christopher Gill 

Christopher Gill, in the Introduction to his partial translation of the 

Meditations, devotes three pages to looking at Marcus’s political thought.
245

 Like 

the two essays from Blackwell’s Companion, Gill notes that Marcus’s “comments 

on [political thought] are sparing.”
246

 Gill first asks how Marcus’s political 

thought might be located within the mainstream of Stoic political theory, but he 

comes to few solid conclusions, in part due to the fragmentary nature of early 

Stoic material. He goes on to recognize the potential for political thought in the 

                                                           
243

 De Blois 2012, 180. 
244
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Meditations, but does not carry that possibility beyond what I have outlined in the 

preceding views examined—the text is good moral philosophy, but not fruitful 

political philosophy. Gill stresses the twin ideas prevalent in the Meditations of 

“cosmopolitanism” and the “brotherhood of all humankind,” and points out 

Marcus’s rejection of Utopian political change while holding to a political ideal of 

pursuing the Stoic ethical goal of self-transformation and full engagement with 

one’s given social role (which for Marcus means being the best emperor he could 

be). “Thus, the goal is to act out one’s specific social role in a way that is 

consistent both with the proper valuation of virtue, rather than indifferents, and 

with treating other human beings properly, that is, as fellow-citizens of the 

universe…”
247

 

 

2.2.2.1d View 4: Pierre Hadot 

Pierre Hadot devotes the last four sections of the final chapter of his 

seminal work on Marcus Aurelius and the Meditations, entitled The Inner Citadel, 

to identifying some of the political aspects of Marcus’s writing.
248

 While he, like 

the others, maintains that the primary purpose of the Meditations is for Marcus’s 

own personal development—and I am not denying that idea—he opens the door 

just a little bit more to the possibility that the Meditations could be read with more 

political philosophical insight. Hadot points out Marcus’s focus on features of 

Antoninus Pius’s rule in the Meditations 1.16, including views on the relationship 

between ruler and people,
249

 close attention paid to the needs of the empire, and 
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the importance of gentleness in governing. Hadot also looks at Marcus’s actions as 

ruler in the light of his thoughts expressed in the Meditations, noting that Marcus 

was a realist and did not hold Utopian dreams of a total transformation of society 

based on Stoic principles. At one point, he notes that “Marcus does not propose 

any specific governmental program in the Meditations. This should not surprise us, 

for he is less concerned with what must be done than with how it must be 

done.”
250

 Like the other three examples (four, if you include Hammer’s 

pessimistic outlook), Hadot concludes, “For Marcus, philosophy does not propose 

a political program. Rather, he expects that philosophy will form him and prepare 

him, by means of the spiritual exercises which he performs, to carry out his 

political action in a specific spirit and style.”
251

  

What is unique in Hadot’s work that cannot be found in the other sources I 

have surveyed here is an observation of the possibility of different “voices” in the 

Meditations. Towards the end of this final chapter I have just described, Hadot 

notes the importance of the often overlooked fact that “the Meditations are 

addressed not only to Marcus the man, but to Marcus the man who exercises the 

imperial function.”
252

 This is brought out subtly in an earlier passage in the book 

where Hadot points out, “This is precisely what Marcus the philosopher tells 

Marcus the emperor…”
253

 It is this curious dialectical feature of the Meditations 

that will become important for a reorientation of thinking, enabling us to acquire 

new lenses for reading the Meditations as a work with political philosophical 

insight.  
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Three types of what is quite recognizably political philosophy in the 

Mèngzǐ will now be presented in order to create a comparative context in which a 

new reading of the Meditations can be located. 

 

2.2.2.2 Three Recognizable Forms of Political Philosophical Expression in the 

Mèngzǐ 

2.2.2.2a The Dialectical 

The most obvious place to begin is the dialogues that emerge through 

Mèngzǐ’s regular practice of traveling from state to state advising regional rulers 

on how they can rule better and possibly achieve the ultimate goal of unifying and 

ruling over all the pre-Qín states as a True King.
254

 He served and advised various 

rulers, leaving a state when his teachings were not listened to or put into practice. 

In these peripatetic, dialectical contexts we have a ruler who at least appears to 

desire wisdom for ruling well, and Mèngzǐ offers sometimes pointed advice and 

sometimes general principles that he expects the ruler to implement in the most 

practical way in his own specific context. As we see in the opening chapter of the 

Mèngzǐ, King Huì of Liáng remarks that Mèngzǐ has traveled more than 1,000 lǐ 

里 to see him and offer advice. King Huì is hoping for advice on how he might 

“profit” (lì 利) from Mèngzǐ, and Mèngzǐ berates him for his narrow-mindedness. 

Mèngzǐ has traveled to see him in order to discourse on humane cultivation (rén 

仁) and rightness (yì 義). A second example takes place during Mèngzǐ’s 

employment by King Xuān of Qí, of which numerous conversations were recorded. 

They discuss the size of the king’s royal hunting park (1B:2), a True Sovereign’s 
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courage (1B:3), the importance of sharing benefits with the people (1B:4), the 

importance of treating the people with kindness (1A:7, 4B:3), how ministers of the 

ruler’s family and those outside the family should respond to a bad ruler (5B:9), 

and questions of observing certain rituals (7A:39). Through dialogues between an 

adviser and a ruler where basic principles for ruling are discussed we find the first 

expression that informs and shapes Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. 

 

2.2.2.2b The Monologue 

The second type is drawn from passages that are not dialectical—a 

minister discoursing with a ruler—but which have clear political significance. One 

of the most well-known examples is in the Mèngzǐ 2A:6. In this monologue 

Mèngzǐ goes on a lengthy explanation of human affective responses to human 

suffering. The entire discussion, however, is couched in a political context. It is 

not just that all humans have the kind of affective response Mèngzǐ describes, so 

that he would declare all human adults to be moral agents. He emphasizes that the 

Former Kings possessed, cultivated, and manifested this heart-mind (xīn 心) in 

their governance. These affective experiences were rooted in their heart-minds, 

and when cultivated, enabled them to not only to succeed in close, personal 

relationships, but also to enable them to advance in their character to the point 

where everyone under the heavens thrives under their benevolent administrations. 

Mèngzǐ claims that if the rulers of his day follow that example, they will likewise 

achieve political success. 
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2.2.2.2c The Ambiguous 

Some texts present a greater ambiguity, such as the Mèngzǐ 6A:14. 

Presented as a monologue without further context, we might be tempted to read it 

as simply ethical philosophy for personal development. However, if we remember 

that Mèngzǐ traveled to various courts to present his teachings, the context of this 

passage is either philosophical instruction given to a ruler, or a teaching presented 

to his disciples, many of whom would later seek political office as advisers to 

rulers. So, at minimum, we should always keep open the possibility that a 

monologue will have political implications. Reading this passage in a political 

light does not negate the possibility of reading it with personal ethical 

development in mind, but when read with political philosophical lenses we are 

able to see meaning that would not be obvious without those lenses. The thrust of 

6A:14 is to emphasize the relative value of some things over other things, and to 

impress on the audience the importance of nurturing the more important parts of a 

person. Mèngzǐ says,  

The parts of a person differ in value and importance. Never harm the parts 
of greater importance for the sake of those of smaller importance, or the 

more valuable for the sake of the less valuable. He who nurtures the parts 
of smaller importance is a small man; he who nurtures the parts of greater 

importance is a great man. 

 
This may not sound like political philosophy. But within the larger context of 

Mèngzǐ’s political discourse, this is not simply politically relevant; it strikes at the 

very heart (or heart-mind) of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical message. Many 

passages in the Mèngzǐ point to the fact that without a cultivated ruler one will not 

experience a peacefully governed state. In political systems where power is 

strongly centralized, often in the hands of one person, the ethical cultivation of the 

ruler is imperative to good governance and the good of the people. 
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2.2.2.3 Reading the Meditations with New Lenses 

Having looked at the above three forms of political philosophical 

expression in the Mèngzǐ, I will now demonstrate how these types can inform and 

provide a framework for reading the Meditations with political philosophical 

insight. The three forms of political philosophical expression in the Mèngzǐ appear 

as dialogues, monologues, and ambiguous texts. The dialogues involve discussion 

between a ruler and an adviser. The monologues are passages that do not provide a 

dialogical context. Ambiguous passages may not even reference political themes 

or appear to have any relation to politics, but the reader should keep in mind the 

highly politically charged context in which the passage takes place. When we read 

them in the wider context of Marcus’s (and Mèngzǐ’s) life setting and social roles, 

they take on dramatic political significance. 

We can now return to the dialectical feature of the Meditations brought out 

by Pierre Hadot. Hadot was quoted earlier, saying “This is precisely what Marcus 

the philosopher tells Marcus the emperor…”
255

 Elaborating a little further on this 

sort of schizophrenic division of Marcus into the “philosopher” and the “emperor,” 

it is not a far stretch to identify three different voices in the text. I am not 

suggesting that in all passages we can actually discern three different voices 

within the text. What I am suggesting is that, if we keep in mind who is doing the 

writing, and the purpose for which the text was written, these three voices 

plausibly emerge. 
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2.2.2.3a Marcus the Man 

The first voice is of “Marcus the Man.” Some passages seem to lack any 

political relevance and might be thought to be merely personal: Marcus as a man 

writing to himself as if to another individual. These texts are more ambiguous in 

their direct political significance. One example is the Meditations 4.17. 

Do not act as if you had ten thousand years to live. The inescapable is 
hanging over your head; while you still have life in you, while you still can, 

make yourself good. 
 

While this passage seems to fall more clearly in the “personal” category—Marcus 

seeking to cultivate himself to be a better person—if placed in an authoritarian 

political context in which a person’s character has profound ramifications for how 

a person rules, it becomes very important whether or not a ruler has “made himself 

good.” 

 

2.2.2.3b Marcus the Adviser and Marcus the Emperor 

The second and third voices are more closely tied to each other; they are of 

“Marcus the Adviser” and “Marcus the Ruler.”
256

 It has been speculated, with 

good reason, that much of the Meditations was written while Marcus was leading 

the Roman military on the northern borders of the Empire while fighting with 

Germanic tribes.
257

 Under such conditions Marcus would have operated with a 

reduced form of court, and would not likely have had many people to discuss 

topics close to his own heart-mind.
258

 The Meditations became a way for him to 

engage in philosophical discourse when there was no one with whom to discuss 
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such weighty matters. In his thoughts “to himself”—the title that was most 

commonly attributed to the text until more recently, when it was given the title 

Meditations—we can perceive Marcus’s own political philosophical advice given 

to himself. Informed by a comparative reading with the Mèngzǐ, if we read the text 

with this new lens (as we naturally do with Mèngzǐ advising rulers of his day), 

many passages manifest their political philosophical significance. I offer two 

examples in what follows. 

First, consider how you stand in relation to them, and how we were born to 

help one another, and, from a different angle, how I was born to preside 

over them, as a ram over his flock, or the bull over his herd. And then go 
back to first principles: if all things are not mere atoms, nature must be the 

power that governs the whole, and if that be so, lower things exist for the 
sake of the higher, and the higher for one another. (11.18) 

 

In this passage we clearly see Marcus the Adviser and Marcus the Emperor in 

dialogue, the voice of the text flipping from third person (Marcus the Adviser 

speaking to “you”) to first person (“I,” Marcus the Emperor). He is clearly aware 

of his social role as emperor, and the ethical demands and expectations that the 

cosmos lays on him, not merely as a human being, great as they are for all people, 

but as a person who “presides over” others as a leader and protector.  

You should always be ready to apply these two rules of action, the first, to 
do nothing other than what the kingly and law-making art ordains for the 

benefit of humankind, and the second, to be prepared to change your mind 

if someone is at hand to put you right and guide you away from some 
ill-grounded opinion. But this change of view must always be based on a 

conviction that it serves justice or the common benefit; and this or 
something like it should be the sole reason for your choice, rather than the 

impression that it would be pleasant or popular. (4.12) 

 
Marcus the Adviser is again speaking to a Roman emperor. He should be 

constantly aware of the cosmic law always at work “for the benefit of humankind,” 

and conduct his office in a like manner. He should likewise be sensitive to the 

advice of people around him, so long as their opinions serve the same goal. He is 
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undoubtedly aware of the strong temptation rulers face to act in ways that either 

diminishes conflict or draws the applause of the Senate or the crowd, neither of 

which should be of any consideration when conducting the state.  

 

2.2.2.3c Conclusion to Section 2.2.2.3 

It is with this creative and not unwarranted way of reading that I approach 

the Meditations throughout the project in order to draw out political philosophical 

insights for comparison with the Mèngzǐ. I do not pretend that the Mediations (or 

the Mèngzǐ for that matter) will always or even often present rigorous 

philosophical argument, such as de Blois clearly anticipated and was disappointed 

not to find. If we allow that Marcus speaks through these “voices” in the 

Meditations in his own idiosyncratic way, the text becomes a rich resource for 

gleaning advice for rulers in positions of strongly centralized power, readings that 

have made it popular with world rulers up to the present day. In my readings of 

the text throughout this project, I will be applying this mode of reading, but will 

not mention it unless my interpretation needs to be clarified further on this basis.  
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CHAPTER 3: CORE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL ELEMENTS IN 

THE MÈNGZǏ  

 
Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy is frequently discussed in secondary 

literature on Rú philosophy. One of the more commonly discussed terms to 

describe the whole of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy is rénzhèng 仁政, usually 

rendered in English as “benevolent government.”
259

 I prefer to render it 

“humanely cultivated governance.” The reasons for this will become clear 

throughout the rest of this chapter. 

While the two-character word rénzhèng is a convenient shorthand for what 

Mèngzǐ intends as the core of his political philosophy, it does not fully reveal its 

nuances. In fact, in some passages Mèngzǐ chooses a different term or a 

description that may or may not use rén 仁 to characterize his proposed mode of 

governance. For example, in 2A:1 and 7A:14 he uses “good governance” 

(shànzhèng 善政), in 2A:6 and 4A:1 he refers to “not-unsympathetic governance” 

(bùrěn rén zhi zhèng 不忍人之政), and in 1A:3 he mentions the “way of the True 

King” (wáng dào 王道). This does not include other indirect means of describing 

Mèngzǐ’s idea in other terms such as “extending kindness” (tuī ēn 推恩) in 1A:7. 

This will become clear through an analysis of Mèngzǐ’s lengthy conversation with 

King Xuān of Qí 齊宣王 in 1A:7.
260

 While 1A:7 does not capture the full range 

                                                           
259

 Other problems are encountered in Chinese language discussions. Some 

scholars will use the classical Chinese term rénzhèng 仁政 without explaining or 

elaborating its meaning in modern Chinese. For example, see Táng and Lǐ 2011, 

346-354. 
260

 King Xuān is not a king wáng 王. Rendered in English his real position might 

be called a Marquis hóu 侯. For the English rendering of this position see Legge’s 

note on the five political positions discussed in 5B:2 (Legge 2010a, 373). In an 

essay on Chinese heroes Legge calls Xuān of Qí a diminutive “kinglet” (Legge 

1873, 371), and the name is not inappropriate. He had usurped the title “king” for 

himself. 
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of topics that Mèngzǐ covers in political philosophy, it sufficiently and succinctly 

captures the four key elements of the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy in 

striking ways that will be elaborated on later. Throughout the discussion I will 

refer to sections of 1A:7 according to the brackets provided in my translation of 

the entire passage found in Appendix 1. 

The dialogue begins with a question posed by King Xuān to Mèngzǐ 

regarding two powerful rulers, Huán of Qí 齊桓 and Wén of Jìn 晉文, of the 

Spring and Autumn Period (Chūnqiū shídài 春秋時代) who lived approximately 

300 years before King Xuān’s reign (319 - 301 BC). Mèngzǐ declines to answer 

the question, feigning ignorance,
261

 and instead suggests a different topic for 

discussion, examining what it takes to become a True King.
262

 King Xuān is 

interested and asks Mèngzǐ what kind of virtue
263

 is needed in order to attain that 

highly sought after position. Mèngzǐ replies with a deceptively simple statement: 

“Love and protect the people. This is something that cannot be stopped.”
264

 In 

                                                           
261

 I say feigning because in 4B:21 it appears that Mèngzǐ does know something 

of these two rulers. His reluctance to discourse on two hegemons who acquired 

power through military might indicates that Mèngzǐ already has some estimation 

of King Xuān, and it is not positive. 
262

 Mèngzǐ’s request is slightly ironic, given King Xuān’s self-designation as 

“king,” and yet fitting because Mèngzǐ enjoyed discoursing on how to become 

such a ruler, and King Xuān is well aware that he has not yet attained this goa l, his 

chief ambition. When the Zhōu dynasty weakened, regional lords came to power 

and the Spring and Autumn Period began. These rulers fought over territory with 

an increasing scope of violence, hoping to eventually secure the homage of all the 

other states as vassals, and the Warring States Period (Zhànguó shídài 戰國時代) 

began. In the midst of this chaos, Kǒngzǐ and Mèngzǐ carried out their itinerant 

ministries, seeking office in order to influence rulers towards ruling well, and 

seeking to revive concern among the elite for proper ways of living. 
263

 David Nivison suggests “moral force” as a possible rendering of dé 德 in this 

context, and this is not a bad choice. The idea is that by his good actions the king 

would win the allegiance and obedience of those he rules, and might even draw 

those beyond his realm to his court, seeking his favor and protection. I have stuck 

with “virtue” for simplicity and familiarity. See Nivison 1996, 32.  
264

 保民而王，莫之能禦也. 



97 

other words, Mèngzǐ is confident that if the king were to put this simple phrase, 

“love and protect the people,” into action, he cannot but become a True King.  

With this simple phrase, “love and protect the people,” we have 

encountered the first two elements in the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. It 

will require more development, and we will see it unfold further as we read deeper 

into this passage, but here I will mention the four elements that will form 

Mèngzǐ’s contribution to the critical criterion developed in section three of this 

chapter. The phrase “love and protect” in English is one word in classical Chinese, 

bǎo 保, and is derived from Zhū Xī’s commentary on this passage. Explaining 

bǎo, Zhū says, “the character bǎo means love and protect.”
265

 These two words 

become the first two elements in the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. The 

first element I am calling an affective sense of care for other human beings (and 

could include other beings in the universe, such as the ox, and perhaps by 

extension in a modern context, the environment) that, according to Mèngzǐ, is a 

normal part of the human constitution.
266

 Zhū Xī calls it “love” (ài 愛).
267

  

The second element is an active realization of the first element (the 

affective sense of care) that Zhū Xī calls “protection” hù 護. The semantic range 

for this term as it is usually used includes “to keep watch over; maintain, preserve 
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 保，愛護也. Zhū 1983, 207. 
266

 The most famous passages that describe the constitution of a human being are 

2A:6 and 6A:6, where Mèngzǐ speaks of “sprouts” duān 端 in a person’s 

heart-mind that, if properly cultivated, will develop into the four key virtues of rén 

仁, yì 義, lǐ 禮, zhì 智. 
267

 Later in 1A:7 we see that this term in Chinese may be as inadequate as the 

word “love” is in English. At the end of [2], Mèngzǐ points out that the common 

people all thought King Xuān was miserly with an expensive ox, and so he traded 

it for a sheep. The word I have rendered “miserly” is the same word from Zhū 

Xī’s comment, ài 愛, but in this context it means a distorted form of valuation 

that disregards others in order to benefit oneself. In Zhū’s commentary that is 

clearly not what is intended, but a reader needs to be aware of the wider semantic 

range, so as not to confuse the two. 
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safely” (including “take good care of, treasure, cherish”), “to protect, guard, ward; 

defend,” “to oversee, manage, be in control of, esp. military.”
268

  

The focus or direct object of these two verbs is the third element of the 

core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, the people mín 民. Who precisely “the 

people” are for Mèngzǐ will require further development, but a plain meaning of 

the word indicates all people under the authority of the ruler who is, in the case of 

1A:7, King Xuān. As Yuri Pines points out, mín could refer to various levels of 

society, and so might not include every person in the realm of the ruler.
269

 

However, particularly in the context of 1A:7, it makes the most sense to read mín 

as inclusive of all people in the realm.  

Finally, the fourth element already present in this discussion is the verbal 

or active nature of his claim. Mèngzǐ is not prescribing a political institutional 

form (democratically elected leaders, a dictatorship of the proletariat, or 

monarchy), making a theoretical postulation (progress driven either by social 

action or the invisible hand of the market), or even describing his hoped-for future 

result (universal suffrage or a communist utopia). To borrow Greek grammar 

terms, Mèngzǐ’s prescription for the ruler urges an implementation of political 

principles one through three in the imperative mood—“love and protect the 
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 See Kroll 2017, 166-167. 
269

 Pines (2012, 190) comments: “As with most terms of political discourse, ‘the 

people’ (mín 民) is not a terminologically precise concept, and its semantic field 

may at times comprise the entire population—that is, all of the ruler’s subjects, 

nobles and commoners alike—or only commoners. In most cases, however, I 

believe, that the term mín refers primarily to the politically active segment of 

commoners, who, in the early Zhōu period, were largely coterminous with 

members of the Zhōu clan.” It is better to say that mín refers most often to the 

politically active segment of commoners rather than “primarily” so, because an 

understanding of the term within the context of the sentence would determine the 

meaning, rather than any blanket statement about what it should mean. 
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people.” Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, in this sense, could be regarded as a 

political philosophy of action. 

From the opening exchange between Mèngzǐ and King Xuān I have 

derived these four elements that form the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy: 1) 

the ruler’s affective sense of care, 2) that protects the interests, 4) of the people, 3) 

done in an immediate, active sense. Digging deeper into this passage we will see 

this overall picture come into focus more clearly, and each of these four points 

will be followed up with support from other passages in the Mèngzǐ to reinforce 

my overall claim. 

 

3.1 The Ruler’s Affective Sense of Care (rén 仁) 

Following the opening exchange in 1A:7 briefly examined in the 

introduction, the dialogue continues with King Xuān’s question, “Do I have what 

it takes to become a True King?” “Yes,” Mèngzǐ replies. “Are you sure? How do 

you know?” implores King Xuān. Mèngzǐ then recounts a story he heard from 

another minister, that the king was distressed at the sight of an ox being led to a 

ritual sacrifice, where the blood of the ox was to be used to consecrate a newly 

cast bell.
270

 The king was so moved by the terrified appearance of the ox, looking 

                                                           
270

 Legge makes an interesting and informative comment on the practice of 

consecration (I have modified Legge’s non-standard romanization to pīnyīn and 

use brackets for my additions): “Zhū Xī explains [xìn zhōng] 釁鐘 from the 

meaning of [xìn] 釁 as ‘a crack,’ ‘a crevice,’ saying:—‘After the casting of a bell, 

they killed an animal, took its blood, and smeared over the crevices.’ But the first 

meaning of [xìn] 釁 is— ‘a sacrifice by blood,’ and anciently ‘almost all things,’ 

connected with their religious worship, were among the Chinese purified with 

blood;—their temples, and the vessels in them. See the Lǐjì, Bk. XXII. The 

reference here is to the religious rite. The only thing is that, in using an ox to 

consecrate his bell, the prince of Qí was usurping a royal privilege” (Legge 2010a, 

139). The final comment is quite intriguing. Mèngzǐ certainly was aware that 

so-called “king” Xuān was adopting a privilege suitable only for the true King, 

which explains why Mèngzǐ takes the conversation in that direction. This would 
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“as if it were an innocent person being led to the execution grounds,” that he 

immediately called a halt to the procession. When asked if the whole ritual should 

be forsaken, the king said “no,” and commanded that the ox be traded for a sheep. 

The common people (báixìng 百姓271
) unanimously believed that the king was 

more concerned with the expense, quite clearly trading the more expensive ox for 

a cheap sheep. But Mèngzǐ rightly perceives that it was the king’s sensitivity to 

the appearance of the ox that motivated him to trade the ox for a sheep. He 

concludes, “The heart-mind expressed in this [story] is sufficient for you to 

become a True King.”  

Mèngzǐ affirms that King Xuān has sufficient resources in his heart-mind 

to become a True King, evidenced by his sympathetically motivated actions 

towards an animal. But this immediately raises a question. If the king’s heart-mind 

was so easily perceived by Mèngzǐ, why did the common people think that the 

king was miserly? The simple answer is that he traded the ox, an animal of greater 

expense, for a sheep, an animal of lesser expense. But that alone, I think, is an 

insufficient reason for the common people’s grumbling. Imagine if the common 

                                                                                                                                                                 

undoubtedly have been obvious to King Xuān as well. This might have 

implications for the assumption that King Xuān was actually concerned about the 

religious ritual. Was he? If he was willing to sacrifice an animal inappropriately 

against the rites, can we really think that he was all that concerned whether or not 

the ritual went on? Or perhaps he saw it as absolutely critical, because he would 

consider the ghosts and spirits (guǐ shén 鬼神) as an integral part of his becoming 

King. Then, the sacrifice takes on an even greater significance. He does not 

necessarily want the ritual to continue because he is particularly pious, but 

because he desperately wants to secure his political position and is willing to do 

almost anything to get it. 
271

 Here we see a clear distinction made between the politically unconnected 

people (bǎixìng 百姓) and the politically connected common people (mín in the 

narrow sense of “the politically active segment of commoners” as described by 

Yuri Pines; see Pines 2009, 190). Those who were politically connected might 

possibly have known the real reason that King Xuān traded the ox for the sheep. 

But people who were not present at court, those without knowledge of the internal 

operations of the social elite, might hear only of the basic events of the story 

without having perception into the king’s heart-mind. 
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people knew from experience that King Xuān was prone to cut costs on numerous 

government projects, and used that money to assist people in need. When he 

spares an expense for this sacrifice, the anticipated response would be one of joy 

and praise. The common people would assume that the king was taking their needs 

into consideration. 

We are given a deeper insight into the relationship between King Xuān and 

his people in 1B:2. In this dialogue King Xuān complains to Mèngzǐ that the 

people consider his personal, royal park of 40 lǐ square to be too big. He jealously 

compares his park with the famed King Wén’s 文王 park of 70 lǐ square, which 

his people thought too small. How could a park of a mere 40 lǐ be too large, when 

a park of 70 lǐ was too small? Mèngzǐ explains that the people’s wish that King 

Xuān’s park was smaller came about because King Xuān hoarded the benefits of 

his smaller park and punished people severely for harvesting even one deer within 

its boundaries (the severity of the punishment indicated that the “crime” of 

harvesting a deer was the equivalent of killing a man). Because King Wén was 

generous with his park and allowed woodcutters and hunters to harvest more than 

even the basic necessities of life freely from his park, the people wished that it 

were larger so that they could enjoy the benefits of King Wén’s generosity all the 

more.  

With this additional information we are able to discern more clearly at 

least one aspect of King Xuān’s relationship with his people as exhibited in 1A:7. 

It seems that the people were not far off in their judgment. Even if he is not 

miserly, he is certainly not generous with the material gain that comes with 

holding absolute power. And the fact that he traded the ox for an animal of lesser 

expense would not have indicated to the common people, who were not present at 
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the event, that it was out of sympathy for having seen the appearance of the ox. 

The situation would clearly have had the appearance of miserliness, as Mèngzǐ 

points out in [3].
272

 Now, the explanation that Mèngzǐ gives for why King Xuān 

traded the ox for a sheep is an important point not often discussed, and I think 

little understood. 

Mèngzǐ tells the king that it is understandable that the people thought badly 

of him, because his actions were of a particular character: 是乃仁術也. English 

translations disagree on the meaning of this cryptic phrase. Lau has “it is the way 

of a benevolent man.”
273

 Ivanhoe and Van Norden have, “this is just the way 

benevolence works.”
274

 Van Norden has, “what you did was just a technique for 

(cultivating your) benevolence.”
275

 Yáng Bójùn’s modern Chinese rendering says, 

“this kind of not unsympathetic heart-mind possessed by the king truly is humane 

love.”
276

 And another modern Chinese translation reads, “this kind of not 

unsympathetic heart-mind that you have is the expression of humane love.”
277

 

Such wide disagreement between translators can indicate an important, if often 

misunderstood, portion of a text.
278

 The Chinese translations indicate that they 

take it to be a fact that the king already has a heart-mind of humane love. This is 

surely not Mèngzǐ’s meaning, otherwise we have serious difficulty explaining the 

king’s actions. Lau’s translation is difficult to make sense of, other than to say that 

it is what he wished Mèngzǐ had written. The rendering by Ivanhoe and Van 
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 For the bracketed numbers, see the translation in Appendix 1. Because of its 

length I have divided the passage into segments, marked by bracketed numbers for 

ease of reference. 
273

 Lau 2003, 17. 
274

 Ivanhoe and Van Norden 2001, 120. 
275

 Van Norden 2008, 9. 
276

 Yáng Kuān 1998, 14. “王这种不忍之心正是仁爱.” 
277

 Zhèng and Jìn 2009, 14. “您的这种不忍之心正是仁爱的表现.” 
278

 Xiè, et. al. 2010 cleverly leave the phrase largely unchanged: “This truly is rén 

shù!” 這正是仁術啊. Xiè, et. al. 2010, 320. 
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Norden is similar to Lau’s problematic rendering. Van Norden’s independent 

translation shows influence from Zhū Xī’s commentary, seeking to work the 

phrase in with a view towards self-cultivation, certainly a primary theme in the 

Mèngzǐ.
279

 But it is still inadequate because it does not answer the question why 

the king is not “loving and protecting” his people. If he had achieved some level 

of moral cultivation, we would expect to see at least some result, not merely the 

minuscule expression of his heart-mind that led him to trade an ox for a sheep. All 

of this points to a need to reassess the widespread understanding and common 

renderings of this particular phrase. The kings actions, his situation with the ox 

and sheep and his ongoing lack of compassionate care for his people, and 

Mèngzǐ’s response, warrants a closer scrutiny. 

The translation that seems to get closest to Mèngzǐ’s meaning in this case 

is by James Legge: “Your conduct was an artifice of benevolence.”
280

 “Artifice” 

(shù 術) could mean a form of deception or a contrivance in order to trick people, 

but there is no indication that the king was trying to deceive someone. Another 

option for understanding “artifice” is that it is a special skill, inventiveness, or 

ingenuity; the king’s action could eventually lead to the virtue of humane 

cultivation (rén 仁), but still fell far short of that virtue. That is, it was a creative 

attempt at being virtuous, even if he did not pass the test. After all, we still have to 

explain why he had no qualms about trading the ox for a sheep. But if the king’s 

heart-mind is not virtuous, how is it that Mèngzǐ can still affirm that the king is 

not without hope? How could king Xuān possess the necessary resources to 

become a True King if he lacks virtue? The problem, as Mèngzǐ sees it, is not that 

                                                           
279

 See my investigation into the meaning of shù in 1A:7 and my extended 

comment on Van Norden’s choice of translation in Appendix 2.  
280

 Legge 2010a, 140. 
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the king lacks the proper orientation of heart-mind, that he is totally devoid of a 

moral orientation, but rather that the king is not on the path of moral 

self-cultivation, seeking to develop the inchoate sprouts he possesses by virtue of 

being human. It is fundamentally a problem of a lack of moral self-cultivation. 

When cultivated, a heart-mind can reach a point where it is not easily swayed by 

external influences, such as Mèngzǐ’s heart-mind that cannot be moved (bú dòng 

xīn 不動心) in 2A:2. 

In 2A:6 Mèngzǐ presents his theory of four “moral sprouts” (duān 端). 

The sprouts are not fully developed moral virtues, but rather the unpremeditated 

affective responses of the person’s heart-mind to certain stimuli, which he takes as 

evidence of a natural human quality for affective responses to morally charged 

situations. Mèngzǐ does not say that the person who sees a child about to fall into 

the well acts on this initial impulse. Furthermore, in 2A:6 Mèngzǐ is not 

discussing moral self-cultivation. He is arguing for the natural orientation and 

initial impulse of the heart-mind necessary for self-cultivation to be successful. 

This is evident from the opening lines of the passage.  

人皆有不忍人之心。先王有不忍人之心，斯有不忍人之政矣。以不忍

人之心，行不忍人之政，治天下可運之掌上。 

All people have a heart-mind which is not unsympathetic to the sufferings 
of others. The Former Kings had this not-unsympathetic heart-mind, and 

so there was not-unsympathetic governance. If you use a 
not-unsympathetic heart-mind to conduct not-unsympathetic governance, 

the administration of the entire world would be as easy as rolling it around 

in your palm. 
 

It is precisely this not-unsympathetic heart-mind (bùrěn rén zhī xīn) possessed by 

every human that can be exercised in the affairs of governing a state.  

So to return to King Xuān in 1A:7, it does not seem plausible that Mèngzǐ 

regards the king as having already achieved some level of moral development. 

However, because Mèngzǐ firmly held faith in his doctrine that all humans share a 
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fundamental moral direction that provides the necessary resources by which a 

person can act morally, this explains why he encourages the king that he might 

still become a True King. Mèngzǐ’s support for the king comes not from his 

understanding that the king is even to a certain degree morally developed, but 

because he has a deep trust in his doctrine that the king has the resources within 

his nature as a human to become good. To deny him that would be to mistreat (zéi 

賊) his ruler (2A:6, 4A:1). 

 

3.1.1 Parallels with Feminist Care Ethics 

The title of this aspect of the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy (an 

affective sense of care) might immediately suggest to some readers a relationship 

with the philosophy or ethics of care, started by a leading feminist philosopher, 

Carol Gilligan, in her book In a Different Voice.
281

 Indeed, there is some overlap, 

which has been discussed recently.
282

 However, due to its conciseness and clarity, 

Joan Tronto’s work is more suitable for engaging recent scholarly debates about 

Mèngzǐ and feminist ethics of care and for exploring the intersection between care 

ethics and political science, which is more directly relevant to understanding the 

significance of Mèngzǐ’s approach to political philosophy, the central concern of 

this present work.
283

 Tronto offers this definition of “care”: 
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 Gilligan 1982. Virginia Held, another proponent of an ethics of care, has 

identified Sara Ruddick as “among the first” to articulate the general philosophical 

position with her article “Maternal Thinking” (Held 1993, 67). While most 

sources credit Gilligan with opening up the conversation on an ethics of care, 

considering that Ruddick’s article predates Gilligan’s book by two years, there is 

good reason to think that she is the first. Although the term “ethics of care” does 

not appear in Ruddick’s paper, the concept of “care” as an ethical concern features 

prominently (Ruddick 1980). 
282

 See Li 1994, 2002, Yuan 2002, Star 2002, Wee 2003, and Li 2008. 
283

 Virginia Held’s book (Held 1993), which came out the same year as Tronto’s 

(Tronto 1993) also addresses some political matters, but it is primarily a feminist 
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On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a species 

activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and 
repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That would 

include our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek 
to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.

284
 

 

Based on this definition, Tronto identifies four elements of care: caring about, 

taking care of, care-giving, and care-receiving.
285

 From these elements of care she 

derives four ethical elements of care: Attentiveness, Responsibility, Competence, 

and Responsiveness.
286

 Attentiveness is the recognition of a need. Moral evils 

against this element include selfishness and ignoring the needs of others.
287

 

Responsibility is not defined well by Tronto, but it may best be summarized as a 

role-based, culturally-defined set of social practices that require constant 

evaluation.
288

 Competence indicates the ability of the carer to do what is 

identifiably good for the person cared for; good intentions are insufficient. 

Responsiveness recognizes the vulnerability and dependency of the person cared 

for, and the need for both the carer and the cared for to be aware of the imbalance 

of power and the potential for abuse that this imbalance engenders.  

                                                                                                                                                                 

critique of democracy, and so not as suitable for engaging with the concerns of 

this project. 
284

 First published in Fisher and Tronto 1990, 40. Also quoted in Tronto 1993, 

103. Italics in original. 
285

 Tronto 1993, 105-108. In her initial analysis Tronto calls them four “phases of 

care,” but later on page 127, in a chapter entitled “An Ethic of Care,” she calls 

them “four elements.” 
286

 Tronto 1993, 127-136. 
287

 Tronto (1993, 129) notes that attentiveness (or the lack thereof) is not a new 

problem in philosophy, and references Book 1 of Plato’s Republic, where Socrates 

and Glaucon are walking back from a festival. Some friends try to stop them for a 

philosophical discussion. Socrates says he will try to convince his friends to let 

him and Glaucon go. They reply, “How will you convince us, if we refuse to 

listen?,” to which Glaucon replies, “We cannot” (Cornford 1941, 3). The issue 

Tronto wishes to raise is that you cannot convince someone of something if they 

refuse to give you their attention, which Socrates and Glaucon admit to. 
288

 Tronto 1993, 131. 
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While Tronto’s analysis deserves a more complete comparison with 

Mèngzǐ’s affective sense of care, for example, through reconstructing a definition 

of care that Mèngzǐ might find agreeable, here I will briefly outline points where 

Mèngzǐ and Tronto’s four elements align well.
289

 First, Mèngzǐ sees the 

importance of the carer recognizing a need. In 2A:6, if the person observing the 

child about to fall into a well is drunk, sleepy, stupid,
290

 or simply not aware of 

the situation, he will not feel any sense of alarm.
291

 Mèngzǐ also criticizes rulers 

for their lack of awareness of the situations of the people under their authority.
292

 

Furthermore, embedded within Chinese political traditions in Mèngzǐ’s time, and 

given support by Mèngzǐ, are specific institutional arrangements ostensibly 

intended to help keep the ruler aware of the people’s needs, such as regular 

surveys of the kingdom conducted by the ruler (1B:4, 1B:5,
293

 2A:5), and a 

hierarchical political structure where ethical demands are placed on the ruler, with 

the intention that these arrangements would help the ruler administer a kingdom 

well while maintaining centralized power (2A:5, 3A:3). These are remarkable 

anticipations of this aspect of some forms of contemporary feminist ethics of care. 
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 I do not intend to imply that there are no conflicts between Mèngzǐ’s and 

Tronto’s views. Here I only wish to demonstrate similarities. Again, a more 

complete comparison is warranted, but will not be undertaken here. 
290

 Here I think of someone like Lǔ Xùn’s 魯迅 character Ah Q 啊Q in the short 

story 啊Q正傳 (The True Story of Ah Q; Lu 1972). 
291

 怵惕惻隱之心. 
292

 Numerous passages provide examples, such as 1A:3, 1A:5, and 1B:7. 
293

 This is a special passage that only indirectly addresses the idea of a king’s 

“tour of inspection” mentioned in 1B:4. King Xuān asks Mèngzǐ about the “Bright 

Hall” 明堂, and whether it should be torn down or not. Mèngzǐ says, “Regarding 

the Bright Hall, it is the hall of a True King. If you desire to carry out kingly 

governance, then do not tear it down.” Legge (2010a, 161) notes that there were 

many such halls found in different parts of the country, because they were places 

that the king would stay during his tours of inspection around the country. To tear 

it down, then, or even to desire to tear it down, is to suggest that the tours of 

inspection were not worthwhile. Mèngzǐ, however, finds the tours to be 

indispensable to “kingly governance.” 
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Another significant subtopic under the rubric of recognition is a negative account 

when there is an unwillingness to see a need on the part of the care-giver. This is 

clearly evident in passages such as 1B:6, where King Xuān, when cornered by 

Mèngzǐ’s questions, “looked to those around him and changed the subject.”
294

  

Tronto’s definition of responsibility is not well defined. Nevertheless, a 

role-based, culturally-defined set of social practices that require constant 

evaluation is easily discernible in the Mèngzǐ. While the “Five Human Relations” 

wǔlún 五倫 are usually criticized for being patriarchal and sexist, they defined 

the preeminent social relationships in post-Qín Chinese society and essentially 

established “a culturally-defined set of social practices” based on those ten basic 

roles.
295

 Perhaps significantly, the “five” relations are never referred to directly in 

the Mèngzǐ, but “human relations” rénlún 人倫 are mentioned in five passages.
296

 

This may be taken as an indication of Mèngzǐ’s emphasis on the human aspect of 

these relationships. Animals, presumably, do not enter into them or value them, 

and their actions towards one another are not guided by these relational principles.  

                                                           
294

 See also 1B:7. 
295

 I say ten roles because each of the five relationship contains two roles, usually 

hierarchically arranged. For example, husband is one role and wife is another role. 

The five human relations are between a father and son (父子), a ruler and minister 

(君臣), a husband and wife (夫婦), an older person with a younger person (長幼), 

and relations between friends (朋友). For this final relationship, friends should not 

be considered “equals” as in many Anglo-European contexts, but rather something 

more like mentor and mentee, where one is learning from the other. See Hall and 

Ames 1998, 268-269 for péng being inferior, and yǒu being superior; see Tan 

2001 for a rebuttal to Hall and Ames. 
296

 See 3A:3, 3A:4, 4A:2, 4B:19, and 6B:10. The phrase “five human relations” 

does not appear until later Hàn dynasty texts such as the Dōng guān hàn jì 東觀

漢記 (c. 1st cent. AD) and the Hòu hàn shū 後漢書 (c. 5th cent. AD). 

Investigating this development is certainly a worthy philological study. 
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Competence can clearly be seen in passages such as 4B:2.
297

 When Zǐ 

Chǎn 子產was the minister of Zhèng 鄭 he would take people across the Zhēn 

溱 and Wěi 洧 rivers in his own carriage. Mèngzǐ comments, “It was kind, but 

he did not know how to govern.”
298

 In saying this, Mèngzǐ questions Zǐ Chǎn’s 

competence. He had a certain sense of care for the people under his authority, 

which Mèngzǐ does not question, but his good intentions were insufficient to 

really be good for the people. Instead, Mèngzǐ suggests that if Zǐ Chǎn had 

followed appropriate means of governing by maintaining the bridges, then he 

would not have to take people across individually in his own carriage. As it was, 

Zǐ Chǎn would not find enough hours in the day to bring every single person 

across. 

Responsiveness is another unclear element in Tronto’s analysis. What is 

clear is the reality of “conditions of vulnerability and inequality”
299

 in moments 

of care given and received. The vulnerability of certain classes of people, or 

certain groups of people based on identifiable characteristics seems to have been a 

widespread ethical question in ancient societies. Mèngzǐ recognizes this in 

passages such as 1B:5, recounting the example of King Wén, who gave “first 

consideration” to four kinds of people: old men without wives (widowers), old 

women without husbands (widows), elderly people without children (solitaries), 

and children without a father (orphans).
300

 The irony of 1B:5 is that King Xuān of 
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 A number of other passages suggest this element. See 1A:3, 1A:7, 1B:1, 1B:2, 

1B:10, 1B:11, 3B:8, and 7A:25. 
298

 惠而不知為政. 
299

 Tronto 1993, 134. 
300

 老而無妻曰鰥。老而無夫曰寡。老而無子曰獨。幼而無父曰孤. Modern 

sensibilities would likely have problems with some of Mèngzǐ’s descriptions, such 

as a child without a father being an orphan (what about the mother?), but we have 

to keep in mind Mèngzǐ’s pre-Qín context and the impact the absence of a father 
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Qí finds this example wonderful, and yet makes excuses as to why he cannot carry 

it out in his own state. He has the “feeling,” and yet the very moral problem that 

the ethics of care is meant to cast light on and offer a remedy for (“the possibilities 

for abuse that arise with vulnerability”) becomes quite apparent in the state of Qí. 

Mèngzǐ clearly has this in mind in his numerous rebukes to this wayward, 

self-styled “king.” 

A very interesting contrast between Tronto’s analysis of an ethics of care 

and what we find in the Mèngzǐ that we might reasonably reconstruct as a pre-Qín 

Ruist ethics of care is the political purposes they espouse or imply.
301

 First, a 

basic similarity that they share is that neither of them are seeking a Marxist or 

other form of “revolutionary overthrow.”
302

 Another claim they find agreement 

on is that “the practice of care is also a political idea.”
303

 However, Tronto insists 

that, while she desires to “redraw” or “expand the boundaries of moral life,”
304

 

she also claims that “it does not require that we disavow older beliefs or ideas 

entirely.”
305

 Mèngzǐ might find this also entirely agreeable, but from there things 

diverge quickly, for “indeed,” Tronto argues “that care is only viable as a political 

ideal in the context of liberal, pluralistic, democratic institutions.”
306

 She rejects 

                                                                                                                                                                 

would have on a family. Nevertheless, in a recent conversation I had with workers 

of a rural orphanage in China, they said that a good number of children come to 

them because the father died and the mother left the family to find a new husband 

and create a new family, and that this was not uncommon. So the idea that the loss 

of a father would make a child an orphan is not so distant from contemporary 

concerns as we might think. 
301

 A much more interesting comparison on the political purposes of an ethics of 

care that we do not have space to explore here would be between Mèngzǐ and 

Daniel Engster, who claims that an ethics of care has universal application without 

requiring a certain kind of political system. See Engster 2007. 
302

 Tronto 1983, 157. 
303

 Tronto 1983, 161. 
304

 Tronto 1983, 157. 
305

 Tronto 1983, 157-158. 
306

 Tronto 1983, 158. 
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any proposal that posits a “morality first” perspective while maintaining the 

political context, on the grounds that “outside of any transformed context, care is 

not a sufficiently broad moral idea to solve the problems of distance, inequality, 

and privilege” prevalent in most political contexts.
307

 By contrast, Mèngzǐ 

maintains a strong faith in the power of a transformed ruler to order society along 

lines that meet the peoples’ material and social needs through caring rule, while 

reinforcing certain types of social and even material inequalities. Here we might 

think of the division of labor discussed at length in 3A:4, the unquestioned support 

throughout the Mèngzǐ for hierarchical monarchy, and Mèngzǐ’s claims that all 

that is necessary for a good society where everyone is cared for is the moral 

transformation of the ruler (1A:3, 1A:7, 2A:3, 2A:5, 2A:6, 3A:2, 4A:6, 4A:12, and 

7B:37). 

That does not mean that Mèngzǐ is unaware or ignores the potential for 

abuse of power in monarchical political systems. In fact, I think the case can be 

made that Mèngzǐ is not only aware of the shortcomings of strongly centralized 

political power, but of political power in general. However, he views the 

relationship between a ruler and the ruled quite differently. For example, in 7B:8 

he says, “In ancient times, customs houses were set up to guard against violence. 

Today they are used to carry out violence.”
308

 Although Mèngzǐ works within a 

monarchical system, and even regards that system as the route to social harmony, 

he does not give the same kind of full endorsement of monarchy as Xúnzǐ.
309

 

Mèngzǐ is quite clear that there are limits to the ruler’s abuse of power (1B:8, 

2B:1). These limits come precisely when the ruler undervalues the people. One of 
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 Tronto 1983, 158. 
308

 古之為關也，將以禦暴。今之為關也，將以為暴. 
309

 For my concerns with Xúnzǐ’s endorsement of monarchical power, see 

Ciccotti 2017. 



112 

the key aspects of the ruler-ruled relationship is expressed in familial terms, the 

ruler was called the “father-mother of the people” (wèi mín fùmǔ 為民父母).
310

 

This is another aspect of Mèngzǐ’s understanding of an “affective sense of care” 

worthy of comparison with feminist care ethics that will not be explored here.  

 

3.2 Protecting the Interests (hù 護) 

The second aspect of the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy is hù “to 

protect;” I have expanded this term’s meaning to “protect the interests of.” 

Admittedly, this stretches the general sense of the word as it is usually glossed, 

and so demands some justification. What evidence do we have that this is what 

Mèngzǐ means by hù?  

A passage that sets the tone for examining this aspect of Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy is 7B:14. The first sentence is commonly used in support of some form 

of Rúist democratic principles.
311

 However, that is abstracting Mèngzǐ’s comment 

from the passage itself and from the historical and political context in which this 

passage was given. 

[1] 孟子曰：「民為貴，社稷次之，君為輕。[2] 是故得乎丘民而為天

子，得乎天子為諸侯，得乎諸侯為大夫。[3] 諸侯危社稷，則變置。犧

牲既成，粢盛既潔，祭祀以時，然而旱乾水溢，則變置社稷。」 

[1] Mèngzǐ said, ‘The people are the most valuable, the spirits of land and 

grain are next, and the ruler is the lightest. [2] For this reason, the one who 
gains the [confidence] of the common people

312
 will become the Son of 
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 See 1A:4, 1B:7, and 3A:3. Yuri Pines attributes this designation as a 

carry-over from the earlier Zhōu clan system, where the ruler actually was 

biologically related to the people he ruled. Pines 2009, 190-191. 
311

 For example, see Tan 2004, 135, and Chin 1981, 117-118. 
312

 Qiūmín 丘民 is a rather unusual construction. Legge provides a helpful 

comment: “According to the Zhōu Lǐ 周禮, nine husbandmen, heads of families, 

formed a jǐng (井); four jǐng formed a yì (邑); and four yì formed a qiū (丘), which 

would thus contain 144 families. But the phrase qiūrén 丘人, signifying the 

peasantry, is yet equivalent to ‘the people’” (Legge 2010a, 484). 
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Heaven, the one who gains the [confidence] of the Son of Heaven will 

become a feudal prince, and the one who gains the [confidence] of a feudal 
prince will become a high minister. [3] When feudal princes threaten the 

spirits of the land and grain, then new princes are put in their place. When 
the sacrificial animals are fat and without blemish, the grain is abundant 

and clean, and the sacrifices are offered at the proper time, if in spite of 

this there is drought or flood, then new spirits of the land and grain are put 
in place of the old.

313
 

 
The first thing we should notice is that Mèngzǐ is not providing a latent blueprint 

for democracy or suggesting some form of populace-oriented reform. He is 

explaining axiological principles for ruling in a monarchical context. I disagree 

with Yuri Pines’ claim that this passage “assigns the people an extraordinarily 

important political role.”
314

 Mèngzǐ is not ascribing a political role to the people, 

whether from a more democratically-oriented political system or a more Marxist 

perspective of the role of the people. Rather, he is assigning to the people a 

particular value, which a ruler should take note of, or risk losing his throne (and 
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 In my translation I have followed a comment by Legge that explains why it is 

not merely the altars that are changed, but the spirits themselves. He says, “A 

changing of the altars merely does not supply a parallel in the preceding paragraph. 

And there are traces of deposing the spirits in such a case, and appointing others in 

their places” (Legge 2010a, 484). Legge’s point needs to be developed a little bit 

further. We should note that Mèngzǐ has already thoroughly demonstrated that all 

aspects of the ritual were correct. The animals were fat and unblemished, the grain 

is abundant and clean, and the sacrifices were done at the proper time. We need 

not belabor the point that he is making, which is, all aspects of the sacrifice were 

correct. Why would it be, then, that the altars needed to be changed? Is it really 

the altars that are the problem, which is why the altars ought to be replaced (as in 

many translations, including Lau 2003 and Van Norden 2008)? Or is it the spirits 

that are the problem? Where does the assistance come from that a person seeks 

through sacrifice? Once we have affirmed that the spirits bring assistance, not the 

altars, it becomes clear that the spirits are the problem, just as the princes in the 

preceding statement were the problem. To blame the altars commits the same error 

as King Huì of Liáng in 1A:3. His people are dying and he puts the blame on a 

bad harvest. Mèngzǐ replies, “When people die, and it is said, ‘It was not me, it 

was the harvest!’, how is that different from stabbing someone to death and saying, 

‘It was not me, it was the weapon!’?” Likewise, in the case of the spirits in 7B:14, 

changing the altars is equivalent to blaming the weapon or the harvest. If that is 

the root cause of calamity, then why bother changing the princes? This is also in 

accord with Zhū Xī’s comment on this passage. 社，土神。稷，穀神 (Zhū 1983, 

367). 
314

 Pines 2009, 188. 
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probably his life, 4A:2).
315

 Two of the three elements in this hierarchy of values 

are replaceable. On Mèngzǐ’s view the people are the most valuable asset in a state, 

the various lower spiritual authorities are valued as second, and the ruler and his 

concerns are valued less than the other two categories. Nowhere does Mèngzǐ say 

that the highest value, the people, is replaceable. When these two lower values, the 

spirits and the rulers (at various ancient institutional levels), fail to fulfill their 

duty to “love and protect” the people, they can be replaced. If the people’s 

interests are not protected there is a chance that the ruler will be removed. 

Several other points are worth noting in this passage. First, the lower level 

rulers (feudal princes and high ministers) do not necessarily threaten the people 

directly. In other words, their error may not be direct oppression of the people. It 

is when the princes or ministers are negligent in piety that negative consequences 

follow, eventually imperiling the life circumstances of the people.
316

 This is a 

spiritual aspect of Mèngzǐ’s comment in 7B:14 that is often overlooked. If the 

sacrifices are not done correctly, the spirits may be displeased and bring disaster 

on the state, so a ruler had better be cautious to follow the spiritual rituals 

appropriately. In this case, it is the ruler’s responsibility to ensure that proper 
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 Here my view is similar to Kung-ch’üan Hsiao, who says, “in the thought of 

Mencius, the opinion of the people was capable only of passive manifestation, 

while the political authority was to be wholly exercised by the ‘class that worked 

with their minds’” (Hsiao 1979, 161), referring to 3A:4 and Mèngzǐ’s discussion 

of the importance of the division of labor. However, Hsiao goes too far when he 

says that Mèngzǐ also advocated a government “of the people” (Hsiao 1979, 161). 

The importance of the people—that is, a high value in the ruler’s eyes—is 

significantly different than a government of the people, meaning that the people 

participate in their own governance. On this passage Ernst Faber (1882, 275) first 

quotes the opening clause as, “the people are the chief consideration in the State,” 

and then wryly comments, “this appears self-evident, yet it is but rarely 

understood.” 
316

 See also 3B:5 where the Earl of Gě 葛伯 grossly and willfully neglected his 

sacrificial duties, and so Tāng conducted his first punitive expedition (zhēng 征) 

on Gě. 
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spiritual etiquette is attended to, so that material blessings will follow. If he fails in 

his duty, he can anticipate his removal.  

Secondly, we should not be surprised that Mèngzǐ would propose putting 

in place new rulers, as this theme runs throughout his political philosophy. This 

accords with Mèngzǐ’s comments that some rulers will either be removed almost 

by default by the people overthrowing him (1B:6, 1B:8, 4A:2, 4A:3), or that a 

ruler ought to be removed by conscientious ministers or family members (2B:1, 

5B:9). Nevertheless, removing a ruler should not merely be the prerogative of 

humans; it must also have the approval of Heaven (2B:8). Justin Tiwald rightly 

argues that there is no such idea as a “right of rebellion” in the Mèngzǐ.
317

 

Thirdly, Mèngzǐ does not indicate that the Son of Heaven can be replaced. 

In fact, it seems that in Mèngzǐ’s view, a person who is the Son of Heaven—a 

True King—will be so loved by all people that he will be beyond reproach. The 

idea that the “humanely cultivated person has no enemies” rénzhě wú dí 仁者無

敵 is another theme that runs through the Mèngzǐ.
318

 Enemies need not refer only 

to external enemies, but can also refer to factious people within a state. We might 

think Mèngzǐ is a little bit naive to think that a ruler could be entirely without 

enemies. But Mèngzǐ clearly does not mean that there will be no one who does not 

like him, or does not wish to take his throne. What Mèngzǐ means is that if a ruler 

follows Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical advice, then the people of the ruler’s state 

will be delighted and will rejoice to be his subjects, and the people of other states 

might even leave a state led by a tyrannical ruler to live under the authority of that 
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 Tiwald 2008. 
318

 See 1A:5, 1A:7, 3B:5, 2A:5, 4A:7, 6B:15, 7B:3, and 7B:4. 
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humanely cultivated ruler.
319

 The enemy that a ruler should fear is a state full of 

people who cannot wait for his demise.  

In some passages, Mèngzǐ approaches protecting the interests of the people 

through a matter of practical concern for the ruler—his own ambitions and 

self-preservation. In 1B:12 Mèngzǐ, quoting Zēngzǐ 曾子, warns, “Beware! 

Beware! That which you give out is that which you will receive back!” Mèngzǐ is 

not opposed to personally incentivizing his appeals for virtuous governance, 

appealing to a ruler’s desire to become a True King, often, though not exclusively, 

with King Xuān of Qí.
320

 In 1A:7 Mèngzǐ says, “The heart-mind expressed in this 

is sufficient for you to become a True King,”
321

 and in 1B:1 he says, “Now, if you 

shared your enjoyment with the common people (báixìng), you would become a 

True King.”
322

 

However, 7B:14 contributes most to an understanding of hù as “protect the 

interests of” by presenting a comparison of the level of concern the ruler should 

have for the people under his authority with the concern he shows for himself.
323

 

Mèngzǐ is making the people’s interests a matter of moral normativity, superior to 

the interests of the ruler. The moral force of this aspect of the core of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy is brought out strongly in 1A:1, where King Huì of Liáng 梁

惠王 asks Mèngzǐ if he has come to “benefit” (lì 利) his kingdom.
324

 Mèngzǐ 

replies that the true “benefit” to a kingdom is humane cultivation and rightness 
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 See 1A:7, 1B:10, 1B:11, 1B:15, 2A:1, 2A:5, 3A:4, 4A:13, 6B:4, and 7A:14. 
320

 See also 1B:4, 2A:3, and 2A:5. 
321

 是心足以王矣. 
322

 今王與百姓同樂，則王矣. 
323

 Here I am regarding the spirits as instrumental to satisfying a concern, rather 

than an object of concern in their own right. If they are well tended to, then the 

interests of the people will be protected. There is no evidence here of the spirits 

being themselves an object of concern. 
324

 Notably, by “kingdom” (guǒ 國), King Huì of Liáng really means himself. 
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(rén 仁 and yì 義). And in 1A:4 Mèngzǐ rebukes King Huì for having a 

well-stocked kitchen, while the people he rules over lack even basic food to stay 

alive.  

If the interests of the people are to be paramount in the heart-mind and 

actions of the wise ruler, what exactly are the interests of the people? And what 

key principles does Mèngzǐ maintain for accomplishing this task? What kinds of 

programmatic recommendations does he give for fulfilling these principles? 

 

3.2.1 Key Principles for Protecting the Interests of the People 

Several passages will be used to develop Mèngzǐ’s understanding of the 

“interests” of the people. There are four key aspects: Heaven’s oversight of 

political affairs, material enrichment, moral enrichment, and military protection. 

Material and moral enrichment are closely connected, and so will be looked at in 

one section together. 

 

3.2.1.0 Heaven’s Oversight of Political Affairs 

A presupposition
325

 to Mèngzǐ’s considerations of how a ruler protects the 

interests of the people is an awareness that Heaven is presiding over human affairs, 

and political affairs in particular. Mèngzǐ discusses two primary ways in which 

Heaven carries out this oversight: (1) in the appointment of new rulers, known 

through the will of the people, (2) and by deposing bad rulers, usually through a 

person designated as Heaven’s agent. 

                                                           
325

 As a presupposition to the following principles I have labled this section 

3.2.1.0, rather than starting with 3.2.1.1. 
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In 5A:5 Mèngzǐ’s disciple Wàn Zhāng 萬章 asks about the transition of 

power from Yáo 堯 to Shùn 舜.  

萬章曰：「堯以天下與舜，有諸？」 

“Did Yáo give the kingdom to Shùn?” Wàn Zhāng asks.  

孟子曰：「否。天子不能以天下與人。」 

Mèngzǐ replies, “No. The Son of Heaven cannot give the kingdom to any 

person.”  

「然則舜有天下也，孰與之？」 

“If it is so that Shùn possessed the kingdom, who gave it to him?”  

曰：「天與之。」 

“Heaven gave it to him.” 

「天與之者，諄諄然命之乎？」 

“In giving the kingdom to him, was it with exacting and attentive 

commands? 

曰：「否。天不言，以行與事示之而已矣。」 

“No. Heaven does not speak, it reveals the command through actions and 
affairs, that is all.” 

曰：「以行與事示之者如之何？」 

“How does it reveal the command through actions and affairs?”  
 

Mèngzǐ goes on to explain that the ruler recommends a successor both to Heaven 

and to the people. King Yáo put Shùn in charge of the sacrifices and the spirits 

were pleased, and when he was put in charge of the affairs of state, the people 

were pleased. In these ways Heaven’s will was expressed, and Shùn became the 

next ruler. 

An interesting feature of Mèngzǐ’s explanation that is not often discussed 

is one of Mèngzǐ’s final comments in this exchange. After explaining that Shùn 

retired to his own home when Yáo died, leaving the throne to Yáo’s son, and the 

people all sought Shùn’s leadership, indicating their acceptance of him as the next 

ruler, Mèngzǐ says, “If [Shùn] had moved into Yáo’s royal residence, forcing out 

Yáo’s son, it would have been a case of usurpation, and not a case of Heaven 

giving [the throne] to him.”
326

 It seems that hereditary succession was the norm, 

and would have Heaven’s approval without further qualification, as was the case 
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 而居堯之宮，逼堯之子，是篡也，非天與也. 
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with Yǔ 禹 and his son. This is further explained in 5A:6, when Wàn Zhāng asks 

if the transition from Yǔ to his son marked a decline in virtue. Mèngzǐ says that it 

did not. Yǔ recommended Yì 益, and when he died Yì withdrew, just as Shùn had 

done. But instead of going to Yì, the people sought out Yǔ’s son. Mèngzǐ explains 

that the main reason for this change is that Yì did not serve Yǔ for a time long 

enough that the people would be drawn to his virtue. Instead, they went to Yǔ’s 

son, whom they knew. Mèngzǐ concludes the story with a summary doctrine to 

explain it. 

皆天也，非人之所能為也。莫之為而為者，天也；莫之致而至者，命

也。 

All this was from Heaven, and not something that humans could have 

accomplished by their own action. When something is done though there is 
no one to do it, then Heaven [does it]. When a state of affairs is arrived at, 

but it was not reached for, the decree [brought it about]. 
 

In both situations of succession, whether hereditary or non-hereditary, Mèngzǐ 

attributed the result to the workings of Heaven. A virtuous ruler, by the very virtue 

with which he rules well, will seek a virtuous successor. But in the end, the result 

lies with Heaven. And Mèngzǐ’s strong final statement in 5A:6 indicates the 

underlying principle to both situations. In both cases the ruler employed his 

agency to secure a virtuous successor, but Heaven is the ultimate operating force. 

And in both cases, Heaven’s will was known not through divination—the common 

means for knowing the divine will at that time, but which can also be 

manipulated—but through the will of the people as they responded to the character 

of the one who is recognized as the successor. 

A second significant way Heaven is involved in political affairs is through 

deposing bad rulers. While human agents are usually the means by which a ruler is 

removed (1B:6, 1B:8, 2B:1, 4A:2, 4A:3, 5B:9), Mèngzǐ’s recommendation for 

proper political procedure is that Heaven would specifically appoint an agent to 
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carry out its will, usually in the person of another ruler. So in 2B:8, Shěn Tóng 沈

同 asks Mèngzǐ if the ruler of Yān 燕 can be overthrown, and Mèngzǐ replies 

that he can, and later qualifies this by saying that only an “agent of Heaven” (tiānlì 

天吏) should do this.
327

 We are not given further detail on how such a person is 

appointed, or how such a person knows that he has been selected to carry out 

Heaven’s will in this way. But what is clear is that Heaven is working in an 

unseen, though benevolent and beneficent, way to bring about its will for the good 

of the people, and appoints people both to fill offices of polit ical authority as 

rulers and as one who removes someone from a political office. 

 

3.2.1.1 Material and Moral Enrichment 

In the final exchange between Mèngzǐ and King Xuān found in section [9] 

of 1A:7,
328

 King Xuān admits to his ignorance and asks Mèngzǐ to elaborate on 

how governing according to rén 仁, instead of battling with other states for 

military dominance, could possibly secure the path to True Kingship. Mèngzǐ 

responds by reminding King Xuān of the primary responsibility a ruler has to look 

after the interests of the people. Mèngzǐ is confident that True Kingship is a 

certain result if a ruler follows his recommendations. When a ruler looks after the 

interests of the people, he cannot fail to become a True King.  

The interests of the people, as explained in this passage, are two-fold. The 

first aspect is basic material sustenance. Clearly Mèngzǐ does not mean that the 

ruler must see to it that agricultural productivity is always at a surplus; he 

recognizes that there are good years and bad years. But proper regulation (zhì 制) 

                                                           
327

 This passage and three others that tell the story of this situation will be dealt 

with in further detail in section 3.2.1.2. 
328

 The Chinese text and a full translation of 1A:7 can be found in Appendix 1. 
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by the ruler will make it possible for the people to enjoy the good years while not 

suffering privation in the bad years. While it is not made explicit in the Mèngzǐ, 

we might assume that proper regulation involves proper justifications for taxation 

(in addition to supporting the livelihood of the ruler; see 3A:4).
329

 Taxation would 

then not be intended for the enrichment of the ruler, but for maintaining a stable 

livelihood for the people.  

The second aspect of the people’s interests is moral education. While 

Mèngzǐ is adamant that a moral orientation is natural to human experience, he is 

equally insistent that humans need to be taught the proper expression of those 

deeply embedded emotional impulses through social rituals (lǐ 禮).
330

 Moral 

education leads to a flourishing life beyond the mere perpetuation of material 

existence. In other words, possession of adequate material goods are insufficient 

for sustaining a flourishing life.  

In sum, we could call these two aspects material and moral enrichment. 

Mèngzǐ, consistent with much of the Chinese Ruist philosophical tradition, 

considers it the ruler’s responsibility to protect these two interests of the people 

through proper regulation. The qualifier “proper” is necessary because we see in 

Mèngzǐ’s final comments in 1A:7 that the rulers of that time (including King Xuān, 

we must presume) are also “regulating” the livelihood of their people. They did so, 

however, not with the people’s interests in mind, but with their own interests as 

paramount.  

                                                           
329

 Issues of taxation in the Mèngzǐ will be examined in section 3.2.2. 
330

 I suspect that Mèngzǐ uses lǐ, a moral corrective and an indicator of the degree 

of a person’s moral cultivation, as a means for curbing the potential for tyrannical 

rule. To explore this claim, however would require a much deeper analysis of the 

Mèngzǐ and ritual observances of his day, which cannot be undertaken here. One 

example should suffice to suggest the significance of this line of study. In 2A:2 

Mèngzǐ quotes Zǐ Gòng, saying “By observing a ruler’s ritual propriety you can 

know how he governs” 見其禮而知其政. 
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These two aspects of material and moral enrichment are further elaborated 

in 3A:3. When asked about “doing government” (wéi guó 為國) by Duke Wén of 

Téng 滕文公, Mèngzǐ replied, “The business of the people cannot be put on 

hold.”
331

 His two recommendations are to give the people a “constant livelihood” 

(héng chán 恆產) and moral education focused on proper human relationships 

(rén lún 人倫). “If you put this into action with all your might, you also, by these 

means, would renew your state!”
332

  

It is highly significant that 1A:7 and 3A:3 share a number of clear parallels 

in the presentation of Mèngzǐ’s ideas, even to the point of specific language used, 

particularly because the conversations are with two different rulers. The 

similarities and differences between these passages indicate a consistency in his 

message, pointing to a single philosophical theme, which I have identified as the 

“interests of the people.”
333

 A brief comparison of these two passages will 

highlight significant points in Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy.  

First, the contexts of the two conversations, one with King Xuān and one 

with King Wén, determine different introductions to the first doctrine. With King 
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 民事不可緩也. 
332

 子力行之，亦以新子之國. “Also” refers back to King Wén, whom Mèngzǐ 

mentions in the preceding sentence, not quoted here. The implication is that Duke 

Wén might also achieve the same results as King Wén. 
333

 It is certainly possible that this “consistency” is manufactured by the writer of 

the Mèngzǐ, assuming that it was either Mèngzǐ himself, or a later writer or writers, 

creating what they wish Mèngzǐ had said. Bruce and Taeko Brooks have advanced 

wildly speculative claims along these lines regarding the text of the Mèngzǐ 

(Brooks and Brooks 2002). I have chosen not to entertain them or engage in their 

discursive rhetoric on this issue. Even if the text was a later creation, it has stood 

as a canonical text for more than 2,000 years. The repetition in the two passages 

indicates that someone, at some time, thought that these ideas were important 

enough to include them twice in the text of the Mèngzǐ, therefore indicating that 

they are worthy of our examination. So the “Mèngzǐ” that I speak of is the Mèngzǐ 

of the canonical text as we have it. We need not be burdened with 

historiographical doubts. 
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Xuān, Mèngzǐ may be delivering a subtle insult, indicating that the king does not 

have the requisite intellectual resources to maintain a constant heart-mind, which 

is why he brings up the comparison between a “scholar” (shì 士) and a king. In 

both conversations, however, the people’s interests are the primary focus. 

Following the introductory remark, the doctrine in complete form is given. It 

follows a syllogistic structure that is simple to follow: 

A. If the people have a constant livelihood, they will have a constant 

heart-mind. 

B. Without a constant livelihood, the people will not have a constant 

heart-mind. 

C. Without a constant heart-mind, the people will be prone to all kinds of 

immoral behavior. 

D. Unstated: A good ruler will punish people for immoral behavior. OR, It 

is the ruler’s duty to punish immoral behavior. 

E. To punish the people for immoral behavior when their livelihood has 

not been made constant by the ruler is the same thing as setting a 

trap for them. 

F. [A rhetorical question] The ruler who does not maintain a constant 

livelihood for the people is a person lacking in humane cultivation, 

or is, in other words, a bad ruler. 

 
Mèngzǐ then draws conclusions for each ruler, contextually applying the 

conclusion of the doctrine to each king’s specific context. With King Xuān, earlier 

in the conversation Mèngzǐ was seeking to move the king to act on behalf of his 

people. “Now, your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, but the effects [of your 

kindness] does not reach the common people” (1A:7 [5]). King Xuān’s problem is 

not giving to the people what they need.  

For King Wén the issue appears to be over-taxation. “Therefore, a ruler of 

virtue and excellence will certainly be respectful, frugal and follow propriety 
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towards those below him, taking from the people only according to proper 

regulations.”
334

 We are not told how King Xuān is taxing his people, but we see 

that he is not giving back to them when they lack a constant livelihood. King Wén 

needs to keep his taxation under control, so that in good and bad years he is not 

taking more than what is necessary. 

One final pattern that appears in both passages is an exhortation to follow 

up the material enrichment with moral enrichment.
335

 For King Xuān, Mèngzǐ’s 

exhortation is to lead the people to follow proper ritual concern and care in 

relationships. By regulating the livelihood of the people “will be driven towards 

the good.” It is only after their material needs have been met that the people will 

“have leisure to study ritual and rightness” from a ruler who is “careful to conduct 

civil instruction, explaining the filial and fraternal duties” of each person in 

society according to their particular social roles. 

For King Wén, Mèngzǐ focuses on the broader moral question of all the 

key human relationships summed up in the term rén lún, going well beyond 

familial relationships emphasized in 1A:7. While the emphasis is slightly different 

between the two conversations, the central concern in each is instruction in 

morality offered by the rulers. 

 

3.2.1.2 Military Protection 

The period of time in which Mèngzǐ lived came to be known exclusively 

for its continual warring between rival states. This is therefore a good place to 

investigate the circumstances under which Mèngzǐ considers war an acceptable 
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 是故賢君必恭儉禮下，取於民有制. 
335

 I have pointed out in an earlier publication that this order of priority (material 

needs followed by moral needs) bears some resemblance to Maslow’s “hierarchy 

of needs.” See Ciccotti 2014, 305n40. 
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action, and how protecting the people’s interests might include some form of 

military recommendations. 

Mèngzǐ is not ignorant of the usefulness and even necessity of war, but he 

takes a position very different from the leaders of the various states of his time. In 

2A:3 Mèngzǐ says, 

孟子曰：「以力假仁者霸，霸必有大國，以德行仁者王，王不待大。

湯以七十里，文王以百里。以力服人者，非心服也，力不贍也；以德

服人者，中心悅而誠服也，如七十子之服孔子也。《詩》云：『自西

自東，自南自北，無思不服。』此之謂也。」 

The one who pretends to humane cultivation through power becomes a 
tyrant. To become a tyrant requires a large state. One who through virtue 

acts humanely cultivated becomes a True King. To become a True King 
one need not wait for a large [state]. Tāng [achieved this] with [a state of] 

70 lǐ, and King Wén [achieved this] with [a state of] 100 lǐ. When one uses 

power to cause people to submit, their hearts do not submit. It is merely 
that their strength is insufficient [to resist]. When one uses virtue to cause 

people to submit, they sincerely submit from the center of a happy heart, 
just as the 70 disciples submitted to Kǒngzǐ. It says in the Odes, “From the 

west, the east, the south, and the north, no one thought of not 

submitting.”
336

 This is like what I have said. 
 

The difference between a tyrant and a True King, on Mèngzǐ’s view, is the means 

by which they achieve their political power. A tyrant uses military might, while a 

True King uses the power of his virtue.
337

 For a military strongman submission is 

given unwillingly, as Mèngzǐ suggests in a number of places,
338

 but it is quickly 

removed when the opportunity arises. Submission is given willingly to the 

humanely cultivated ruler because the people are confident that the ruler will work 

for their good. They support the ruler to such an extent that they would even be 

willing to risk their lives in battle for him (1A:2, 1B:12, 1B:13).
339
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 Ode III, 1, X, 6. See Legge 2010b, 463. 
337

 The idea that a king rules by his virtue is not new with Mèngzǐ. It has been an 

ideal of Chinese kingship since the earliest surviving records. See Nivison 1996, 

chapters 2 and 3. 
338

 See 1B:8, 1B:10, 2A:4, and 2B:9. 
339

 In 1B:12 Duke Mù of Zōu asks Mèngzǐ how he is to deal with a rather sticky 

dilemma. His military officers died in battle and the people did not fight to defend 
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Even more harshly, Mèngzǐ condemned ministers who sought to further 

their own political causes by enriching their rulers at the expense of the people. In 

4A:14 he says, “For their crimes, death is too light of a punishment. Therefore, 

those [claiming to be] skilled at war should receive the highest punishment; those 

[claiming to be good at] forming alliances with other princes come next; and those 

[claiming to be good at] opening up wild and fallow lands and burdens the people 

to cultivate it are last.”
340

 At each level these ministers encouraged their ruler’s 

rapaciousness and marketed themselves based on various skills designed to gain 

political employment. Their purpose was to enrich themselves by enriching the 

ruler, and their methods came at the expense of the people. Notably, Mèngzǐ 

regarded using war for personal gain as the most serious offense. 

However, there were certain cases in which Mèngzǐ seemed to look at war 

with at least some toleration. In 7B:2 Mèngzǐ says,  

《春秋》無義戰。彼善於此，則有之矣。征者上伐下也，敵國不相征

也。 

In the Spring and Autumn Annals there are no right wars. There are only 
cases of one being better than another. [Regarding] a punitive expedition, 

it is a case of a superior punishing an inferior. Rival enemy states do not 

[amount to] punitive expeditions. 
 

Elsewhere, in 7B:4, to boast of one’s ability in war is, in Mèngzǐ’s mind, a great 

crime (dà zuì 大罪). A humanely cultivated ruler would have no need for experts 

                                                                                                                                                                 

them. The people deserve to be punished, and but they are too numerous to punish. 

Yet if he does not punish them, then he would be implicitly approving their 

essentially treasonous behavior. After criticizing Duke Mù for protecting his own 

interests instead of the people’s interests, he says, “When their lord practices 

benevolent governance, the people will have familial affection for all those above 

them, and would die for their officers” 君行仁政，斯民親其上，死其長矣. 1B:13 

is therefore an example of the common people being willing to die with a ruler 

who is truly looking out for their interests. 
340

 罪不容於死。故善戰者服上刑，連諸侯者次之，辟草萊、任土地者次之. The 

reason the third kind of minister is so insidious is that he proposes opening up 

more land and forcing the people to cultivate it, with the proceeds going to fill the 

ruler’s coffers. Certainly in this case the Marxists are not far wrong in accusing 

those with power of stealing from those without power. See also 6B:9. 
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in waging war, because such a ruler would have “no enemies” (wú dí 無敵).
341

 

Nevertheless, as I said earlier (in 3.2), the enemy Mèngzǐ has in mind is a state full 

of people who are seeking his removal. We will come back to this idea in a 

moment, after one final comment on war.  

There is one other context in which Mèngzǐ sanctions war, in what appears 

to be one historical situation that can be identified in two paired passages, the first 

pair found in 1B:10 and 1B:11, and the second pair in 2B:8 and 2B:9. 

Chronologically, the passages should be read 2B:8, 1B:10, 1B:11, and 2B:9.
342

 In 

2B:8, Shěn Tóng 沈同 is a high minister under the authority of King Xuān in the 

state of Qí, but he asks Mèngzǐ, apparently not at the king’s request, if it is 

acceptable to punish the ruler of Yān through a military expedition.
343

 Shěn 

cleverly conceals his own vainglorious pursuits by asking if a punitive expedition 

is permissible against Yān, without indicating that it would be Qí who would carry 

it out. Mèngzǐ, not one to be duped by a crafty minister, responds just as cleverly 

with an affirmation that this thing can be done, and provides a hypothetical 
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 Some translators prefer to render wú dí as “matchless” or “have no match,” 

avoiding the uncomfortable rendering of “no enemies” (see Lau 2003). This is a 

legitimate translation of the term, but it must be considered in context. Kroll 2017, 

82, entry 3 says, “be a match for, correspond to” indicating that, in order to 

translate dí as “matchless” or “have not match,” it usually requires an object, 

something with which it can be a match for, or correspond to. None of the nine 

instances of wú dí in the Mèngzǐ have this construction, and so in each case we 

should conclude that it is better rendered “no enemies.” 
342

 There is a discrepancy between the Shǐjì and the Mèngzǐ, as to whether this 

incident occurred during the reign of King Xuān or King Mǐn 齐湣王. If it 

occurred during the reign of King Mǐn, then it would probably not have occurred 

while Mèngzǐ was advising the king of Qí, and the story recorded in the Mèngzǐ 

would be spurious. I provisionally accept that Mèngzǐ’s account is correct. 
343

 It seems that Shěn came on his own account, seeking Mèngzǐ’s support for his 

warmongering. Shěn is precisely the kind of minister that Mèngzǐ so harshly 

condemns in 4A:14, one who sees war as a means for personal gain. 
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situation for comparison in order to support his affirmation.
344

 After Qí attacks 

Yān, someone asked Mèngzǐ if he encouraged Qí to attack Yān. Mèngzǐ says that 

he did not. He did affirm that Yān should be punished, but he adds that it should 

only be done by an “agent of Heaven” (tiānlì 天吏). We can see Mèngzǐ’s 

consistency, not encouraging what he discouraged elsewhere (7B:2).  

In 1B:10, having listened to the advice of Shěn Tóng as we might presume, 

King Xuān attacked and defeated Yān. “Defeat” is rather exaggerated, since, as 

Legge notes, the people of Yān made no resistance to the army of Qí.
345

 King 

Xuān takes this as a good omen from Heaven, but because his ministers are not all 

in agreement that he should annex the state, he inquires of Mèngzǐ what should be 

done. Mèngzǐ says, “If the people of Yān will be pleased by your annexing it, then 

annex it.”
346

 He then cites the historical examples of King Wǔ and King Wén, and 

there the passage ends.  

The story continues in 1B:11. King Xuān justifies to himself that it is right 

to annex Yān. The feudal princes of other states decide that Qí is becoming a 

                                                           
344

 What is most clever in Mèngzǐ’s response has to do with Shěn’s question. 

Shěn asked if a “punitive expedition” fá 伐 was permissible against Yān. As we 

saw in 7B:2, Mèngzǐ regards war to come in two kinds. The first is fighting 

between equal states dí guó 敵國, of which there is no truly righteous fighter, but 

only differences of degree. The second kind of war is “punitive,” in that the 

attacker has the authority to punish the state being attacked, because he is a True 

King. In other words, the aggressor’s motives come from a humanely cultivated 

heart-mind and motive, which is ultimately concerned with the welfare of the 

people, both in his own state and in other states. Shěn asks if a “punitive 

expedition” is permissible, and Mèngzǐ says, “of course it is!” In the situation of 

Yān, an arrogant ruler, King Kuài 噲王, hoping to artificially boost his support 

among the people, abdicated his throne to his prime minister Zǐ Zhī 子之, 

thinking that the prime minister would reject the offer. Much to the king’s surprise, 

Zǐ Zhī accepted the offer, Kuài lost his throne, and the state of Yān fell into chaos. 

Mèngzǐ regards this as an unacceptable transmission of power, and so agrees that 

Zǐ Zhī deserves to be punished by one with the authority to punish him. See Lau’s 

note (2003, 91) for details of this incident. See also Yáng Kuān 1998, 357. 
345

 Legge 2010a, 169. 
346

 取之而燕民悅，取之. 
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liability, and so they conspire to bring Qí down. Terrified, knowing that he is 

outmatched, he consults Mèngzǐ again. Mèngzǐ, clearly frustrated with King 

Xuān’s actions—not necessarily for annexing Yān, but for his treatment of the 

people of Yān—rebukes him with another history lesson, this time about Tāng, 

who began his kingly rule with only 70 square lǐ. King Xuān has already acquired 

more than 1,000 square lǐ, so Mèngzǐ’s comparison would undoubtedly have been 

a painful slap in the face to the king. But what was it that made Tāng successful? 

His interests were those of the people, so much so that when Tāng marched in one 

direction, the people in the other direction complained that he was not coming to 

liberate them first. “He punished the rulers and sympathized with the people, like 

the falling of seasonal rain. The people were greatly pleased.”
347

 But after this 

indirect criticism, Mèngzǐ speaks directly to the king’s situation without mincing 

words.  

今燕虐其民，王往而征之。民以為將拯己於水火之中也，簞食壺漿，

以迎王師。若殺其父兄，係累其子弟，毀其宗廟，遷其重器，如之何

其可也？天下固畏齊之彊也。今又倍地而不行仁政，是動天下之兵也。

王速出令，反其旄倪，止其重器，謀於燕眾，置君而後去之，則猶可

及止也。 

Now [the ruler of] Yān was abusing his people, and your Majesty went to 

punish him. The people thought [you were coming] to rescue them [as if] 
from the midst of fire and water, they welcomed your Majesty’s army with 

food and drink. But since
348

 you have killed their fathers and older 

brothers, you have placed burdens on their sons and younger brothers, you 
have destroyed and desecrated their ancestral temples and stolen their 

valuable [ritual] vessels, how can this be permissible? The power of Qí 
was certainly respected by the whole world. Now, moreover, by not 

putting into practice humanely cultivated governance, you have doubled 

your territory. This has set in motion the armies of the whole world. If your 
Majesty would send out a command, return the old and young [taken 

hostage], stop [taking] their precious [ritual] vessels, consult with the 
people of Yān to appoint a ruler and then withdraw from Yān, then you 

still may have the possibility of stopping [the advance of the armies]. 
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 誅其君而弔其民，若時雨降。民大悅. 
348

 For rendering ruó 若 as “since” see Legge’s note on the force of the word 

within the passage (Legge 2010b, 171). 
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Mèngzǐ was not opposed to King Xuān annexing Yān, on the condition that Xuān 

conduct himself appropriately. Mèngzǐ clearly had high hopes that King Xuān was 

on his way to becoming the True King Mèngzǐ was looking for, who would unite 

the warring feudal states under the moral power of a humanely cultivated ruler 

(2B:13, 7B:38). Obviously, King Xuān’s failure was a great disappointment to 

Mèngzǐ.  

After annexing Yān, we read in 2B:9 that the people of Yān staged a 

rebellion against King Xuān. King Xuān is ashamed to face Mèngzǐ, and Xuān’s 

minister, Chén Jiǎ 陳賈, consoles the king with words that have an aire of 

sympathy, comparing the king to the Duke of Zhōu, Kǒngzǐ’s favorite historical 

exemplar. Chén then offers to defend the honor of the king and challenge Mèngzǐ 

for being too critical. Chén presents to Mèngzǐ the same argument, that even the 

Duke of Zhōu made mistakes, and so Mèngzǐ should not be so harsh with King 

Xuān. Mèngzǐ smartly replies that, although you could rightly say that the Duke of 

Zhōu made mistakes, it was because he was virtuous and acted out of filial love 

for his brother that the error was made.
349

 Mèngzǐ continues,  

且古之君子，過則改之；今之君子，過則順之。[……] 豈徒順之，又

從為之辭。 

Furthermore, when the person of cultivated character of the past made 

mistakes, they would amend themselves. When the person of “cultivated 
character” of today makes mistakes, he continues on the same course. [… 

He] does not merely continue on the same course, he also tries to explain it 

away.”
350
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 This is not an explanation that would carry merit among most philosophers 

today, and whether it was, in fact, good or not will not be dealt with here. In any 

case, it is not the only time Mèngzǐ makes this kind of argument. In 5A:2 and 

5A:3 the argument is made with Mèngzǐ’s favorite historical example, Shùn 舜. 
350

 I have placed the second phrase, “cultivated character,” in scare quotes to 

indicate that I think Mèngzǐ is being heavily sarcastic. Surely, if he is inheriting 

and using the moral category of jūnzǐ from Kǒngzǐ, we would not see him apply it 

to persons he deems severely morally handicapped. They would certainly be petty 
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After this rebuke Mèngzǐ sees no future in advising King Xuān. Passages 2B:11 to 

2B:14 record Mèngzǐ departing from Qí with a heavy heart, so heavy that Chōng 

Yú 充虞 asks whether it is acceptable for a cultivated individual (jūnzǐ) is 

permitted to reproach Heaven (2B:13). Mèngzǐ’s cryptic answer has been debated, 

without a definitive interpretation.
351

 

Earlier I alluded to the idea that the only enemy that a ruler should fear is a 

state full of people who want nothing more than his removal. This was the case in 

Yān, a situation which King Xuān was quick to take advantage of. Within a state 

filled with dissatisfied people, the people were more than happy to welcome a 

savior from a neighboring state. In 4A:9 Mèngzǐ says that the way to gain or lose 

“the empire”
352

 (tiānxià 天下) is ultimately through gaining or losing the 

heart-minds of the people. 

[1] 孟子曰：「桀紂之失天下也，失其民也；失其民者，失其心也。[2] 

得天下有道：得其民，斯得天下矣；[3] 得其民有道：得其心，斯得民

矣；[4] 得其心有道：所欲與之聚之，所惡勿施爾也。[5] 民之歸仁也，

猶水之就下、獸之走壙也。[6] 故為淵敺魚者，獺也；為叢敺爵者，鸇

也；為湯武敺民者，桀與紂也。今天下之君有好仁者，則諸侯皆為之

敺矣。雖欲無王，不可得已。[7] 今之欲王者，猶七年之病求三年之艾

也。苟為不畜，終身不得。苟不志於仁，終身憂辱，以陷於死亡。《詩》

云『其何能淑，載胥及溺』，此之謂也。 

                                                                                                                                                                 

persons, or xiǎo rén 小人. But because Mèngzǐ is trying to make a point of 

comparison, he borrows the term in order to draw out a difference between them. 

The story does not actually end with this statement by Mèngzǐ. The remaining 

passages in 2B (10-14) recount Mèngzǐ leaving Qí sorely disappointed, his hopes 

for a True King to arise in his lifetime dashed. 
351

 See Ivanhoe’s (1988) excellent summary of many scholars both classical and 

modern, in Chinese, English and other languages, on the question of how to read 

Mèngzǐ’s final statement. 
352

 “Empire” is the common rendering of tiānxià, but is anachronous here, 

because an “empire” was not established until 220 BC. Something like “united 

kingdom under the heavens” or “undivided political state” would be more suitable, 

but lacks the aesthetically pleasing simplicity of “empire,” so I have maintained it 

here. 
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[1] Mèngzǐ said, “Jié and Zhòu’s losing the empire was a case of their 

losing the people; losing the people is a case of losing their [the people’s] 
heart-minds. [2] There is a way to gain the empire: gain the people of the 

empire, then you will have gained the empire. [3] There is a way to gain 
the people of the empire: gain their heart-minds, then you will have gained 

the people. [4] There is a way to gain the heart-minds of the people: It is 

this: that which is desired, store up and give it [to them]; that which is 
detested, do not give it [to them]. [5] The people return to cultivated 

humaneness like water flowing downward or animals heading for the open 
wilderness. [6] So, the otter drives the fish into the deep, the hawk drives 

little birds into thickets, and Jié and Zhòu drove the people to [kings] Tāng 

and Wǔ. Now, if a ruler in the empire is fond of cultivated humaneness, 
then the feudal princes will all drive the people to him. Even if he desired 

to not become a True King, he could not acquire [what he desired]. [7] 
Today, [the situation of] those who desire to become a True King are like 

[a person] sick for seven years seeking a ‘three-year remedy’. If he does 

not prepare it, he will wait his entire life to get it. If one’s will is not set 
firmly on cultivated humaneness, his entire life will be one of sorrow and 

disgrace, eventually ensnared in death. As the Odes say, ‘How can you 
make good [of this]? [Even as you try to do good,] you will all sink 

together in ruin.’”
353

 

 
There is a vagueness within this passage; it is found in how one decides to read 

what it is that is “desired,” and who it is that is doing the desiring, both occurring 

at [4]. The grammar of the classical Chinese (suǒ yù 所欲) leaves the desirer 

unstated, making it possible that the desirer could be either the people or the ruler. 

Determining who the desirer is would then help us determine what it is that is 

desired. Most translations in English and modern Chinese identify the desirer as 

the people. For example, D. C. Lau has “amass what they [the people] want for 

them; do not impose what they dislike on them.”
354

 This is reasonable, and finds 

support even in the 2nd century commentary by Zhào Qí,
355

 followed by Zhū Xī’s 

influential commentary in the Sòng dynasty.
356

 However, an alternative is 

                                                           
353

 For the rendering of this quotation from the Odes I have relied on James 

Legge’s translation. See Legge 2010b, 522. 
354

 Lau 2003, 159. Brackets are my own. Similar readings can be found in Cài and 

Hé 1998, Yáng Bójùn 2008, Zhèng 2009, Legge 2010a, Xiè, et. al. 2010, and Ráo, 

Huáng, and Wàn 2012. 
355

 Zhào 1963, 58-59. 
356

 Zhū 1983, 280. 
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possible, as suggested by Bryan Van Norden’s translation, rendering it, “that 

which you [the king] desire, share with them [the people] in accumulating, and 

that which you dislike, do not inflict on them.”
357

 In a footnote Van Norden cites 

the Mèngzǐ 1B:5 and the Lúnyǔ 15.24
358

 in support of this alternative reading.  

I have attempted a middle way between these two readings in my 

translation above, by rendering suǒ 所 as “that which is,” allowing the vagueness 

of the passage to be evident. This, then, allows the reader to discover who is 

desiring, and what it is that is desired through the context, rather than being told 

by the translator who is doing the desiring. While Van Norden’s choice for the 

“king’s desire” has interesting textual support, it can be ruled out because later in 

the passage, at [6] and [7], the king’s desire is identified—he wants to be a True 

King.
359

 If that is the case, it cannot be that the king should try to give to the 

people what he desires, because what he desires it to be a True King, something 

that cannot be given to the people.
360

 Does that mean, then, that the majority of 

translators are correct in taking the desirer to be the people. What is it that the 

people want?  

We might be inclined to think that this desire is whatever simple and small 

desires humans have. Wealth? Health? Longevity? Polit ical power? These are all 

                                                           
357

 Van Norden 2008, 94. Brackets are my own. 
358

 子貢問曰：「有一言而可以終身行之者乎？」子曰：「其恕乎！己所不欲，

勿施於人。」 Tzu-kung asked, “Is there a single word which can be a guide to 

conduct throughout one’s life?” The Master said, “It is perhaps the word ‘shu’. Do 

not impose on others what you yourself do not desire” (Lau 1992, trans.). 
359

 The king in this passage, however, is not identified. We might guess that it is 

King Xuān, who was not too shy to share with Mèngzǐ his “supreme desire,” to 

become the True King (see 1A:7). 
360

 That is, unless we wish to impose a Freudian subconsciousness on the king’s 

desire, indicating an unacknowledged wish to create a democracy “by the people,” 

making them all “kings.” But even in such a case, Mèngzǐ is quite clear that one 

person cannot give the empire to another. It is the prerogative of Heaven to give 

the empire to someone. See 5A:5. 
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possible, but we do not have to guess, because at [5] Mèngzǐ tells us what the 

people desire. First and foremost, they desire a ruler who will rule according to 

humane cultivation. It is not enough merely to give the people material and moral 

increase. They are looking for a good ruler, a ruler who protects their interests. 

While one cannot quantify the loyalty and love of the people, technical means for 

such calculations are unnecessary. If a ruler acts with cultivated humaneness he 

need not fear losing the people’s heart-minds; he will have no enemies, and the 

hegemons and tyrants would drive the people from the surrounding states to him. 

 

3.2.1.3 Why Not Mínběn 民本? 

Mínběn 民本 is another term often claimed as a key principle of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy, and is used as a placeholder for latent democratic sentiments 

in the Mèngzǐ, despite the fact that the term does not appear in the Mèngzǐ. An 

often cited passage from the Mèngzǐ to support the idea of mínběn is 7B:14, 

discussed above. However, the closest early attestation to something near to the 

phrase mínběn in early Chinese literature is in the Shàngshū 尚書, which says, 

“The people are the only root of the country; when the root is firm, the country is 

tranquil.”
361

 But even here, the phrase is not mín wéi bāng běn 民為．邦本, which 

might be reduced to mín wéi běn 民為本, and eventually simplified to a political 

or philosophical slogan, mínběn 民本. The text actually reads mín wéi bāng běn 

民惟．邦本, “the people are the only root of the country,” indicating that there is no 

other root in a state except for the people.
362

 But again, even in the context of this 

                                                           
361

 民惟邦本，本固邦寧. See Legge 2010c, 158. 
362

 I am following a suggestion in Kroll 2017, 472. The entry under wéi 惟, 

which indicates that it is graphically interchangeable with 唯, usually indicating 
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passage of the Shàngshū, the writer is not advocating or even hinting that the 

people should somehow steer the state, or be responsible for making political 

decisions, or hold political power. The general intention of the passage is to point 

out that if the people are not properly cared for, if their interests are not protected, 

then the state faces a desperate situation, because it lacks the confidence of the 

people. The implication is that a ruler should always take the people’s interests as 

the most important consideration in any political action. 

I have titled this brief section “Why Not Mínběn?” to highlight my 

reluctance to use this term when discussing Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. 

However, the brief explanation I have provided here seems like it aligns very well 

with Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical priorities.
363

 I could very well have titled all 

of section 3.2, “Key Principles in Mèngzǐ’s Mínběn Theory,” as there seems to be 

so many parallels. So why not mínběn?  

My primary reason for not using the term mínběn is to move the 

conversation away from topics related to democracy, and the confusion this 

orientation creates when reading the Mèngzǐ. That is not to say that it is entirely 

illegitimate to seek wisdom for non-monarchical political contexts in the Mèngzǐ. 

But because so much of the concern in contemporary discussions of Rú political 

philosophy, beginning in the early 20th century, has to do with democratic 

                                                                                                                                                                 

that “only A is X.” Another example of this use of 惟 in the Mèngzǐ is in 3A:4, 

where Mèngzǐ says, “Only Heaven is great” 惟天為大. An alternative reading of 

wéi 惟 is possible grammatically, but departs even further from the interests of 

mínběn proponents. The third entry under 惟 in Kroll (2017, 472) says that wéi 

can be rendered “because of, owing to, deriving from.” This then begs the 

question, derives from what? Is owing to what? We might reasonably conclude in 

this context, that it derives from the ruler. 
363

 Xiè Xiánghào (1986, 165) considers mínběn similar enough to other terms 

such as “the importance of the people” zhòngmín 重民 and “the high value of the 

people” guìmín 貴民 to group them as three terms for one view. 
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arguments and refers to the term mínběn, it is difficult at this time to dissociate 

mínběn from those arguments.  

In Hsiao Kung-chuan’s magnum opus on Chinese political thought, in a 

section on Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy entitled “The Importance of the People,” 

several statements are worth singling out for particular discussion. First, he says, 

“Mencius believed that the ultimate sovereignty lay with the people.”
364

 This 

cannot be correct. As I have shown, it first and foremost lies with Heaven, and 

although Heaven does not speak, its will can be known through the voice of the 

people. But the voice of the people does not amount to “sovereignty.” Later Hsiao 

says, “The ruler’s relation to the people becomes in the last analysis one of 

equality.”
365

 This conclusion is based on 1B:12, where Mèngzǐ observes that if 

the people are greatly displeased, the ruler should be extra cautious because he is 

likely to lose his throne. There is no indication, however, that Mèngzǐ intends a 

principle for how a political system should operate. He is describing what the 

people will do when they find themselves tormented by a tyrant. This is part of the 

difficulty with reading the Mèngzǐ from the perspective of a political system that 

was entirely unknown to Mèngzǐ. Hsiao is careful to avoid the error of full 

endorsement of the democratic ideal as a political structure that is “for the people, 

of the people, and by the people.”
366

 He also emphasizes that the people are 

                                                           
364

 Hsiao 1979, 158. 
365

 Hsiao 1979, 159. F. W. Mote, the translator of Hsiao’s volume, supplies an 

additional sentence in support of Hsiao’s claim in brackets. “That is, possessing 

the right to respond in kind to the ruler’s treatment of themselves, the people stand, 

in this way, on the same footing with him” (159). This can hardly be Mèngzǐ’s 

meaning. The idea that the people possess “rights” and stand equal with the ruler 

would have been repugnant to Mèngzǐ’s metaphysics, the basis of his political 

philosophy, and to every principle that derives from that basic structure of the 

universe, in Mèngzǐ’s view. 
366

 Hsiao 1979, 148-166. This definition is usually attributed to Abraham Lincoln, 

in his famous “Gettysburg Address.” The origin of the phrase has been explored, 
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important, and that Mèngzǐ’s claims should not be confused with modern 

democracy. Nevertheless, Hsiao seems unable to accept that Mèngzǐ did not have 

latent democratic desires, or at least that Mèngzǐ would have had them if he had 

lived in a different time and place. Hsiao says,  

All these aspects of Mencius’ thought reflect the limitations imposed by 
the contemporary environment. When we note that in Europe…not until 

the eighteenth century and later did the theory and the institutions of 

popular rule begin to be developed and become widespread, then we can 
look back at Mencius, who advocated the importance of the people and the 

relative insignificance of the ruler already in the fourth century B.C., and 
conclude that one may “find no flaw in him” there.

367
 

 

David Elstein has done much to disabuse anyone from assuming too quickly that 

any configuration of the Rú tradition can be used to support or generate any 

number of configurations of 21st century ideas about democracy.
368

 He rightly 

orients the focus of the discussion on the ruler and away from laws and 

structures.
369

 While Elstein’s purpose is largely negative, raising key points that 

stand at the core of early Rú political philosophy that are entirely contrary to core 

notions of democracy, the overall tenor of the paper raises the question again as to 

whether terms like mínběn as they are currently used, should continue to be a part 

of Rú political philosophical terminology when they seem to lead to more 

confusion than significant contributions to the political philosophical discussion.  

Obviously, mínběn can easily be distinguished from other terms such as 

mínzhǔ zhǔyì 民主主義, the common Chinese rendering of “democracy,” but the 

                                                                                                                                                                 

and although ultimately inconclusive, points to a number of influences on Lincoln, 

though the phrase as stated in the Address remain Lincoln’s own original 

contribution to contemporary Anglo-European political philosophy. See Haney 

1944. 
367

 Hsiao 1979, 161-162. 
368

 See Elstein 2010. Elstein does an excellent job outlining problems in this 

debate, and defining what he means by both key terms of “Confucianism” and 

“democracy.” 
369

 Elstein 2010, 434. 
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problem is not whether a distinction can be made, but whether the term mínběn 

has its own attendant problems. Clearly, in contemporary discussions of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy mínběn easily lends itself to democratic distortion. Because of 

this “tainting” of the term of mínběn, as an alternative I have chosen to focus on 

the core principle that stands behind mínběn, which is the responsibility a ruler has 

to protect the interests of the people. Now, if we are looking for structures, 

systems, or techniques that Mèngzǐ suggests for how this key principle in the core 

of his political philosophy is worked out, we are given a few insights, which will 

be described in the following section. 

 

3.2.2 Mèngzǐ’s Programmatic Suggestions 

Mèngzǐ proposes a number of specific programs that a ruler can carry out 

in order to accomplish the overarching principle of protecting the interests of the 

people.
370

 On some accounts of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy these programs are 

regarded as philosophical principles in their own right. However, I think they are 

better described as programs that operate within or under the rubric of a principle 

of “protecting the interests of the people,” as I shall demonstrate. 

First, it is helpful to keep in mind how Mèngzǐ approaches specific 

recommendations for political action. In section 3.2 of this work I established the 

significance of an affective sense of care. In 4A:1 Mèngzǐ picks up this same 

principle, but with a more critical edge.
371

  

今有仁心仁聞而民不被其澤，不可法於後世者，不行先王之道也。故

曰， 

                                                           
370

 I do not recall any secondary sources that describe these passages in the 

Mèngzǐ as “programs.” I think my explanation will make my choice in this matter 

self-evident. 
371

 This same idea of following the models of the Former Kings is used in 4A:2, 

but will not be examined here. 



139 

徒善不足以為政，徒法不能以自行。 

《詩》云： 

『不愆不忘，率由舊章。』遵先王之法而過者，未之有也。 

Now, [when you have a situation where] there are those with humanely 

cultivated heart-minds and a reputation for humane cultivation, but whose 

people are not affected by his beneficence, and [that one] cannot be a 
model for later generations. [This is a case of] not putting into action the 

way of the Former Kings. Therefore it is said, 
“mere goodness is insufficient for governance,  

Mere models
372

 are unable to put themselves into action.” 

                                                           
372

 There are eleven occurrences of fǎ 法 in eight passages in the Mèngzǐ, four of 

which occur in 4A:1 (one occurrence does not appear in this partial quotation). 

Only one occurrence, in 2A:5, clearly intends a meaning similar to “law” in 

contemporary English. Regardless, many English and modern Chinese translators 

regularly render fǎ as “laws” or some variant. Nevertheless, in most cases it quite 

clearly indicates a “model” that someone is to imitate. It would require a study 

beyond the scope of this work to fully defend my choice, but at present I think, 

with the exception of the one occurrence in 2A:5, that fǎ throughout the Mèngzǐ 

should be rendered “model” or something similar based on context, and not “laws.” 

This is certainly the case in this passage, where Mèngzǐ is seeking to set before his 

audience the example of the Former Kings, and condemning contemporary rulers 

for their inability to serve as a model for later generations. Even the use of the 

phrase fǎyú (不可法於．．後世者) in this sentence matches that of the occurrence in 

4B:28, where Mèngzǐ says that the sage-king Shùn became an example to the 

whole world (舜為法於．．天下). It makes much more sense in the second 

occurrence in this passage for Mengzi to intend “model,” thereby making the 

quoted saying match the pattern of his criticism. 

 

(A) “good” heart-mind and reputation 

(B) model for later generations and putting into action the model provided by 

the way of the Former Kings 

(A’) goodness in governing 

(B’) models put into action 

 

Regarding the final fǎ in the quotation presented here (leaving the fourth fǎ for 

another occasion), “model” again seems to be a better rendering than “laws.” In 

James Legge’s translation of the Shījīng (Legge 2010b, 482-483) from which this 

quotation in the Mèngzǐ is taken, he comments on the Shījīng passage (stanza two, 

line six), saying, “率由=循從, ‘to observe and follow.’ ‘The old statutes’ are the 

rules and laws of the ancient good kings.” Without clearly indicating, Legge 

seems to be following Zhū Xī’s gloss (from the Four Books, not the Shījīng) of 

zhāng 章 as diǎn fǎ 典法 (Zhū 1983, 276), and rejecting the interpretation 

mentioned later by Ke Pun (the romanization in Legge’s volume is not standard, 

and he does not provide Chinese characters or any other identifying reference for 

this name. It likely would be rendered Qi Ben, but beyond that we cannot know 

for certain who this referes to). This interpretation is mentioned in regards to 

stanza three, line four (率由君匹), which shares two similar characters with stanza 
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The Odes say, 

“Without error, without forgetting, 
Following the old models.” 

There has never been one who followed the model of the Former Kings 
and transgressed. (4A:1) 

 

It is not enough, Mèngzǐ says, to have right feelings and right models, as 

important as they are. A monarchical ruler must act in ways that accord with 

humane cultivation (rén 仁) and the ways of the Former Kings. This will be 

addressed more in detail in section 3.4. For now, we need to notice that Mèngzǐ 

does not elaborate here on the “ways” of the Former Kings. It is clear that these 

“ways” are beneficent and that they accord with the natural feelings of a person’s 

heart-mind (2A:6), but beyond that, the models that he points us to are not meant 

to be imitated in every little detail.
373

  

We can further reinforce the idea that Mèngzǐ was intent on general 

principles, but not “the letter of the law,”
374

 through passages such as 4A:17, 

                                                                                                                                                                 

two, line six (率由). Regarding this similarity Legge says, “The meaning of 率由 

is not quite different from that of the same phrase in the last st., but we cannot 

translate it in the same way. Ke Pun says, ‘率由舊章 means—to imitate his 

ancestors; 率由君匹 means—to honour the worthy’” (Legge 2010b, 483). Legge 

apparently did not think Ke Pun’s comment was important enough for interpreting 

stanza two, line six. But when Ke Pun’s comment is brought into context with 

these discussions of fǎ and its occurrences in the Mèngzǐ 4A:1 and other passages 

in the Mèngzǐ, we can begin to see a new pattern emerge in Mèngzǐ’s use of this 

passage from the Shījīng in support of the larger argument he is trying to make in 

4A:1 regarding the importance of following earlier models of virtuous rule. Ke 

Pun’s suggestion that 率由舊章 refers to imitating ancestors strengthens a 

reading that takes fǎ to mean “models” rather than “laws,” and more completely 

matches Mèngzǐ’s argument that the way(s) of the Former Kings should be 

imitated by the rulers of his own day. 
373

 This is further support to rendering fǎ as “models” rather than “laws.” It would 

be difficult to conceive of how and why Mèngzǐ would think that his audience 

would follow the laws of the Former Kings, when so much of the social and 

political situation had changed between the “former time” and Mengzi’s own time. 

Mèngzǐ is quite aware that circumstances have a significant impact on a person’s 

choices and actions. 
374

 This is an idiomatic phrase in English, the concept of which can be traced back 

to 2 Corinthians 3:6 in the Bible, which says, “[God] has made us sufficient to be 
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4B:11, and 7A:39. In 4A:17 Mèngzǐ is asked about the ritual (lǐ) and whether it is 

acceptable to grab one’s sister-in-law by the hand to save her from drowning. 

Mèngzǐ responds that it is absolutely acceptable to save your sister-in-law, even if 

you have to grab her hand to do so, despite that according to ritual men and 

women should not touch when giving and receiving. Mèngzǐ’s interlocutor, 

Chúnyú Kūn 淳于髡 then seeks to use this against Mèngzǐ, who is not willing to 

be flexible with the rites in political matters, saying, “Now, the whole world
375

 is 

drowning! Why will you not rescue it?!”
376

 Mèngzǐ replies, “When the whole 

world is drowning, you rescue it with the way [of the sage-kings]. When your 

sister-in-law is drowning, you use your hand to rescue her. Do you desire that I 

use my hand to rescue the whole world?”
377

  

                                                                                                                                                                 

ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, 

but the Spirit gives life” (ESV). This idea, that there is an intention that may not 

be fully revealed in the words of a text (or utterance), and that the former is 

generally regarded as more important than the latter, has made its way into 

popular Anglo-European cultures. For example, in Shakespeare’s play, The 

Merchant of Venice, Shylock the money lender agrees that if Antonio cannot 

repay a debt, that Shylock is entitled to take “a pound of his flesh.” In the end, 

Antonio cannot repay the debt, but the heroine Portia intervenes and turns the 

wicked methods of Shylock on himself, insisting on the “letter” of the 

agreement—that Shylock can have a pound of Antonio’s flesh, but none of his 

blood. If Shylock can accomplish this, taking his flesh but none of his blood, then 

Shylock is welcome to take it. Of course, that is near impossible, and so Antonio 

is spared. 
375

 The term here is tiānxià 天下 and can be difficult to translate consistently. It 

is often rendered “empire,” but this is a great misnomer, considering that there 

was no “empire” until the Qín dynasty was established in 221 BC. In this passage 

I think “whole world” is the best approximation in English, rather than the 

hyphenated “all-under-heaven” used by some scholars. See also footnote 346 

above. 
376

 今天下溺矣，夫子之不援，何也? 
377

 天下溺，援之以道；嫂溺，援之以手。子欲手援天下乎? My rendering of dào 

道 as  rendering of 欲手援天下乎 to rendering urrence does not appear in this 

partial quotation). Only one dào throughout the Mthrou. Although Mèngzǐ’s reply 

is clever, there is also a point at which it poses a problem. The normal mode of 

interaction between men and women prescribed by ritual is that they do not touch. 

This should be followed by everyone. However, under certain desperate 
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In 4B:11 we see clearly Mèngzǐ’s priority of working within the context of 

a situation, and the priority of principles over inflexible consistency. “The great 

person does not necessarily adhere to his words, and he [may] not carry his actions 

out to [their intended] goal. He only keeps to what is right.”
378

 This is a 

well-known passage illustrating the shrewd deliberation that a wise person makes 

in each situation. Rather than reading it as a matter of extreme inconsistency, we 

can see Mèngzǐ’s point is that the wise person does what is right, and does not 

insist on keeping to a certain predetermined program. We do not see here Mèngzǐ 

advocating having no program whatsoever. That might be something closer to a 

Daoist perspective of acting spontaneously.
379

 But, if the context changes, the 

wise person has no problem with altering what she says or does in order to do 

what is right, rather than strictly holding to a plan that will lead away from what is 

right. 

Finally, in 7A:39, we see two contrasting examples, demonstrating that 

exigencies may cause a modification of wise action. In the first case, King Xuān 

wishes to cut short the period of mourning for a deceased relative. King Xuān 

receives counsel from Gōngsūn Chǒu 公孫丑 that doing a little is surely better 

than doing nothing at all. Mèngzǐ is apparently present at this conversation, and 

criticizes both King Xuān and Gōngsūn Chǒu for abandoning what ought to be 

                                                                                                                                                                 

circumstances, it is acceptable to set aside propriety for the sake of life itself. 

Chúnyú Kūn then draws a parallel to the empire, pointing out that it, too, is 

drowning. Mèngzǐ accepts this, and says that he will rescue the whole world with 

the way of the sage-kings, not with his hand. This is where the problem lies. Is 

rescuing the whole world with the way of the sage-kings only something to be 

done in an emergency, and contrary to something that should normally be done? 

Or is it the way that rulers should always conduct themselves, which, in the 

comparison that has already been established, would make the way of the 

sage-kings similar to ritual, and which should be set aside in emergencies? 
378

 大人者，言不必信，行不必果，惟義所在. See also 6B:12. 
379

 See Lai 2007, 329-332. 
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done. This seems to be gross inflexibility on Mèngzǐ’s part. Did we not just look 

at 4A:17 and 4B:11, in which the wise person does not have to follow through on 

what, under normal circumstances, is normally right? Why can we not bend the 

one cubit to make eight cubits straight (3B:1)? The second case in 7A:39 is of a 

situation, apparently some time later but near enough to the earlier conversation 

with King Xuān that Gōngsūn Chǒu can ask, “what about in this case?” In this 

case, the mother of one of the king’s sons dies. Legge notes that this son is likely 

from a concubine, and so the “queen mother” would not permit the son of a 

concubine to carry out the full three years of mourning, and limits him to only a 

few months.
380

 In such a case, the desire of the son is to carry out the full and 

proper period of mourning but is prevented from doing so. Mèngzǐ says, “Adding 

a single day is better than none at all. What I spoke of before was a case where a 

person did not act when nothing prevented him from acting.”
381

  

What is salient between these three passages is the importance of holding 

to a principle, but with a degree of flexibility that allows for circumstantial 

modifications. Each case is different, and yet the principled approach in each case 

remains the same. What we will look at now are various types of programs that 

Mèngzǐ recommends to rulers. What we will observe is that there is some 

consistency throughout various passages, that Mèngzǐ had a number of key 

programs in mind, but that none of them are a hard and fast rule for a ruler to 
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 Legge 2010a, 473. Zhou 2013 does an excellent job of explaining the various 

ritual requirements of mourning for a wide variety of grades (or kinds) of mothers 

(i.e. - primary mothers, step mothers, mothers who are concubines, and so on). In 

many cases, the full “three-year” mourning period is permissible for mothers of 

many different grades. It could be that the “queen mother” was adding additional 

restrictions on this son, beyond the traditional ritual requirements, out of jealousy 

or fear. 
381

 雖加一日愈於已，謂夫莫之禁而弗為者也. 
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implement. They are guidelines meant to be adapted to various political, 

geographical, and social situations. 

The first program, and the one that is most often and incorrectly turned 

into a political philosophical principle, can be translated as “sharing enjoyments” 

(tōng lè 同樂, xié lè 偕樂). An example of regarding this program as a principle 

can be found in Chén Gùyuǎn’s monograph on Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy.
382

 

He refers to 1A:2 and 1B:1 as evidence of a principle of “mutual enjoyment-ism” 

(tóng lè zhǔyì 同樂主義).
383

 In 1A:2 Mèngzǐ is standing with King Huì over a 

pond, and the king asks if a virtuous person is also able to enjoy the delights of an 

aesthetically pleasing landscape. Mèngzǐ replies, “It is only after a person has 

become virtuous that this can be enjoyed. A person who is not virtuous, even if he 

possessed it, does not enjoy it.”
384

 After quoting and commenting on Ode 242,
385

 

Mèngzǐ then says, “The Ancients shared their enjoyment with the people, and 

were thereby able to find enjoyment.”
386

 In 1B:1 Mèngzǐ again points out that if 

the king
387

 would simply share the things he enjoys (music and hunting are 

mentioned) with the common people, then he would without question be a True 

King.
388

  

                                                           
382

 Ch日愈於已，謂夫莫之禁而弗為者也 
383

 Ch日愈於已，謂夫莫之禁而弗為者也 Zhou 2013 does an excelletóng lè 

zhǔyì is tóng xiǎng 同享 in Yè 1993, 136-139. 
384

 賢者而後樂此，不賢者雖有此，不樂也. 
385

 See Legge 2010b, 456-457. 
386

 古之人與民偕樂，故能樂也. 
387

 Legge notes that the minister Ms an excellent job of explaining the va莊暴, 

was a minister in Qí, so the king Mèngzǐ speaks with is likely King Xuān. This 

suggests two different contexts in which Mèngzǐ proposes his political programs, 

and shows some level of consistency over time and place. See Legge 2010a, 150.  
388

 今王與百姓同樂，則王矣. There is a wonderful play on visual characters, the 

words for enjoyment and music in Chinese being the same character lè (enjoy) and 

yuè (music) 樂. 
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The phrase tōng lè appears in 1B:1 and 1B:4, and xié lè in 1A:2, though a 

number of other passages illustrate the concept without using these phrases.
389

 

The basic idea is that a good ruler will share with the people the good things that 

he enjoys. The things mentioned that should be shared include the ruler’s royal 

park, terrace and pond/landscape, and the “Snow Palace” (1A:2, 1B:2, 1B:4), good 

food (1A:4, 1B:4), music (1B:1, 1B:4), hunting (1B:1, 1B:2), money and sex
390

 

(1B:5), and troubles
391

 (1B:4), but we need not think that the list stops with these 

examples. The reason this should be considered a program rather than a principle 

is that in each of the passages under consideration, Mèngzǐ gives specific kinds of 

actions that realize “sharing the enjoyment,” and not a general principle to be 

followed. Certainly “sharing the enjoyment” can be considered one way to 

“protect the interests of the people,” but that is precisely why it is not itself a key 

principle of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. It is one form of support for the key 

principle that can take many forms, depending on the circumstances. 

A second program proposed by Mèngzǐ is the regulation of taxation.
392

 As 

a society based primarily on agricultural modes of production, two key aspects of 

this program are ensuring that the land boundaries are correctly laid (1A:7, 3A:3, 

7A:23), and that the men of society are not pulled away to wars during critical 
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 Other passages include 1A:4, 1B:2, and 1B:5. 
390

 While for the ruler, who undoubtedly had many concubines at his disposal, for 

the common people, Mg the same character h Mèngzǐhere was no “eands and 

wives together by reducing the wars the husbands must fight in. When the 

husband is called away to war, spouses are separated temporarily, and when they 

die, permanently. While feminists might jump on this passage as evidence of 

chauvinism, it should be noted that Mèngzǐ does not regard sex as only the 

pleasure of the husband. There is also satisfaction for the wife as well.  
391

 This is an interesting addition to the list of “good” things that are shared. What 

is intended is that the ruler, through the “tour of inspection” mentioned in 1B:4, 

will come to know the troubles his people face, and will help the people carry 

whatever burdens they face. For more on this story, see discussion below. 
392

 Passages that relate to taxes include 1A:5, 1A:7, 2A:5, 2B:10, 3A:3, 3A:4, 

3B:8, 7A:23, and 7B:27. 
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times in the agricultural cycle (1A:3, 1A:5, 1A:7). Mèngzǐ is not particular about 

any certain form of taxation, but makes recommendations about a variety of forms 

of revenue collection, including taxes on commerce, border duties, and land and 

agricultural taxes, (2A:5, 3A:3, 7B:27). In a conversation with Chén Xiāng 陳相 

about the division of labor, Mèngzǐ says, “Sharing one’s wealth with others is 

called ‘kindness’.”
393

 While this makes it sound like taxes are not even a 

requirement, he does not advocate abolishing them entirely. Those who “labor 

with their heart-minds”
394

 still need the support of the people (those who labor 

with their strength
395

) in order for harmony to be obtained in society (3A:4). And 

in 6B:10 he says, “those who desire to lighten taxes below the way of Yáo and 

Shùn are, to a greater or lesser extent, of the northern primitive tribes. Those who 

desire to increase taxes beyond the way of Yáo and Shùn are, to a greater or lesser 

extent, just a Jié.”
396

 In the passages that discuss taxation programs, there is some 

consistency between passages, but there is also a loose diversity, indicating that 

Mèngzǐ did not think that any certain mode of taxation was a matter of principle. 

The one idea that we find repeated in many passages is that taxes should be 

reduced, and that this is a sure way to win the heart-minds of the people (1A:5, 

2A:5, 3B:8, 7A:23, 7B:27). 

Another programmatic issue that is covered less extensively in the Mèngzǐ, 

and yet is very important for strongly centralized political systems, is the issue of 

the transition of power. This question is dealt with in detail in a series of passages 

in Book Five (Wàn Zhāng 萬章) of the Mèngzǐ, which presents a sort of ideal 
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 分人以財謂之惠. 
394

 勞心. 
395

 勞力. 
396

 欲輕之於堯舜之道者，大貉小貉也；欲重之於堯舜之道者，大桀小桀也. 
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picture of power transition between the sage-kings, Yáo 堯, Shùn 舜, and Yǔ 禹, 

and then on to Yǔ’s son, Qǐ 啓. Between the first three, the succession was 

determined by selection of a virtuous person. Yáo chose Shùn, and Shùn chose Yǔ. 

In each of these cases, the successor faithfully served the ruler he was to replace 

for many years in what might be considered a role of prime minister. The reigning 

ruler presented the successor to Heaven, and the spiritual forces indicated their 

approval (5A:5, 5A:6). When the reigning ruler died, the nominated successor 

withdrew so that the former ruler’s son might have an opportunity to take the 

throne. However, because the nominee was already well-liked by the people they 

“voted with their feet” and succession passed to the nominee, a non-hereditary 

successor. However, when we come to Yǔ, Yǔ recommended Yì 益 (a 

non-hereditary succession) to Heaven, and although Yì was approved by Heaven, 

the throne did not pass to Yì. Instead, it passed to Qǐ, Yǔ’s son. Mèngzǐ gives two 

reasons for this difference. The first reason is that Yì did not serve in Yǔ’s court 

long enough for the people to have a highly favorable opinion of him. And 

secondly, Mèngzǐ mentions that the sons of Yáo and Shùn were both wicked and 

did not have the requisite moral character to receive the throne, while Qǐ was 

“worthy” (xián 賢), making the succession legitimate. The principle behind 

succession is what will work out for protecting the interests of the people. The 

program of succession itself is flexible, depending on the situation, and no two 

situations are alike. 

Lastly, a number of passages mention a variety of programmatic ideas at 

least once, intended to help a ruler get started down the path of protecting the 
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interests of the people.
397

 These include not interfering with various seasonal 

regulations such as harvesting fish and wood with proper methods, following 

proper breeding methods for animals, punishing lower level rulers who abuse the 

people, ensuring that every household of even the smallest size has adequate 

resources to be clothed and fed,
398

 punishments for crimes were restricted to the 

offender, and caring for the most destitute (Mèngzǐ mentions four “classes”: 

widowers, widows, elderly people without children, and orphans
399

). In 4B:2, 

Mèngzǐ also demonstrates awareness that the ruler cannot do everything for the 

people, and needs to be selective, choosing programs that have a broad impact 

rather than seeking to benefit others on an individual basis.
400

  

A final point remains, to demonstrate that Mèngzǐ is not prescribing hard 

and fast rules for each ruler he advises to follow strictly, but rather is proposing 

programs that need to be adjusted to particular situations and contexts. First, in 

6B:6 we see Mèngzǐ defending himself against Chúnyú Kūn, the same person who 

criticized Mèngzǐ in 4A:17 seen above.
401

 Chúnyú Kūn criticizes Mèngzǐ for 
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 See 1A:3, 1A:5, 1A:7, 1B:5, 4B:2, and 7A:22. 
398

 Mee 1A:3, 1A:5, 1A:7, 1B:5, 4B:2, and 7A:22., which is used for raising silk 

worms, the silk then used for making good clothing. It appears in 1A:3, 1A:7, and 

7A:22. 
399

 Guān 鰥, guā 寡, dú 獨, gū 孤 (1B:5). 
400

 Regarding the ruler’s actions, Legge notes, “the practice of government is to 

be seen not in acts of individual kindness and small favours, but in the 

administration of just and beneficent laws” (Legge 2010a, 317). The question of 

laws aside, as discussed earlier, Legge’s general point is well-received. The ruler 

ought to be concerned with what impacts everyone’s lives, or a great many lives, 

and leave the smaller matters to either the lower officials, or to the people 

themselves. 
401

 From these two passages, 4A:17 and 6B:6, we can see that Chúnyú Kūn is 

very much a pragmatist, interested in superficial, short-term results at the expense 

of true transformation. 
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leaving Qí
402

 before producing political results, striking at Mèngzǐ’s core political 

philosophical priorities.  

夫子在三卿之中，名實未加於上下而去之，仁者固如此乎? 

You, sir, were one of the three highest ministers of the state. You are 
leaving your post without having benefited [your ruler] above and [the 

people] below. Is this really how it is with a humanely cultivated 
individual?  

 

Chúnyú Kūn attacks all three of Mèngzǐ’s key initiatives: to transform the ruler, to 

benefit the people, and he calls into question the character of a humanely 

cultivated individual. Mèngzǐ’s response reveals his understanding of how his key 

principles are to be realized. He briefly mentions the actions of three historical 

individuals who held political roles. Bó Yí 伯夷 would not serve a bad ruler. Yī 

Yǐn 伊尹, possibly Mèngzǐ’s favorite example of a good minister, appeared to 

lack consistency by repeatedly traveling back and forth between the rulers Tāng 

湯 and Jié 桀. Nevertheless, the point of his travels was to admonish and teach 

rulers how to rule well (Tāng), and to punish those who departed from humanely 

cultivated rule (Jié), and he was not partial to a good ruler (Tāng) or a bad ruler 

(Jié). Liǔxià Huì 柳下惠, quite the opposite of Bó Yí, saw no problem with 

serving a bad ruler. Mèngzǐ concludes, 

三子者不同道，其趨一也。一者何也？曰：仁也。君子亦仁而已矣，

何必同？ 

These three masters each followed a different way, but they all hastened 

towards one [goal]. What was this one [goal]? It is said, “humane 

cultivation.” The only [goal] of the person of cultivated character is 
humane cultivation and nothing more. Why do they need to follow the 

same [methods]? 
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 The passage does not indicate which state Mèngzǐ is departing from, but as 

Legge notes in a comment to 4A:17, Chúnyú Kūn was a native of Qí, and so it is 

likely that Mèngzǐ was departing Qí (Legge 2010a, 307). This is all the more 

likely given that Mèngzǐ’s departure from Qí was something of a spectacle 

following the whole affair with the state of Yān, recorded in 2B:8-14, and so 

Chúnyú Kūn is taking advantage of Mèngzǐ’s lost hopes in that state. 
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Through this response we see that Mèngzǐ is not particular about the way in which 

his principles are realized, so long as the core principles are maintained.
403

 Two 

more passages support this conclusion.  

In 1B:4 and 3A:3 we see programmatic suggestions made to a ruler 

without holding him to any certain realization of them. In 1B:4 Mèngzǐ retells a 

story to King Xuān about Duke Jǐng of Qí 齊景公. Duke Jǐng’s adviser Yàn Zǐ 

晏子 advises the duke on how to properly conduct a tour of inspection, and 

contrasts it with the practice of rulers of their day. Yàn Zǐ concludes, “It is up to 

my lord to act.”
404

 In response to Yàn Zǐ’s instructions, Duke Jǐng decides to take 

a tour of inspection and notes the needs of his people. He then “ordered fasting 

throughout the capital, and took up a humble residence on the outer edge of the 

city. Having done this, he began to distribute [food] to those who lacked [it]. He 

called on the Grand Master [Musician] and said, ‘Make music for me that 

represents delight between a ruler and his subjects!’”
405

 

In 3A:3 Mèngzǐ speaks with Duke Wén of Téng and presents many of the 

programmatic elements we have reviewed earlier. In the same passage, though 

apparently at a later time, the duke sends his minister, Βì Ζhàn 畢戰, to inquire 

about the “well-field system.”
406

 Mèngzǐ obliges, and admonishes Βì Ζhàn that 

                                                           
403

 It should be noted that this explanation is a justification for Mèngzǐ’s actions, 

not the actions of a ruler. Nevertheless, they are consistent with his overall outlook 

of flexibility within the boundaries of certain core principles. Ministers should 

also follow this example. 
404

 惟君所行也. 
405

 景公說，大戒於國，出舍於郊。於是始興發補不足。召大師曰：『為我作

君臣相說之樂！』. Lau notes that by moving to the outer edge of the city and 

living in a humble dwelling, Duke Jǐng was making “preparations for giving help 

to the needy and marked the solemnity of the occasion by leaving the comforts of 

his palace” (2003, 37). 
406

 This is a system of agricultural organization by which the people would farm 

nine equally-sized plots of land. Eight plots will be farmed by eight families for 
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Duke Wén has given him a solemn responsibility that should not be taken lightly. 

After describing basic programmatic parameters for Βì Ζhàn to get started, he 

concludes with, “This is a general outline. As for smoothing out the details, that 

remains with you and your prince.”
407

 While in this passage Mèngzǐ has some 

strong convictions about how to carry out a particular program, his final comment 

is consistent with other passages, that the most important issue is protecting the 

interests of the people, and that remains in the hands of a ruler. 

 

3.3 The People (mín 民) 

The object of the affective sense of care is the people. Up until this point 

an understanding of who “the people” are has been assumed. Now is an 

appropriate point at which to clarify what is meant by this term.  

In 1A:7 Mèngzǐ says, “Love and protect the people.” In the text of the 

Mèngzǐ several different terms can be translated as “people” in English, two of 

which appear in 1A:7. The first term mentioned in 1A:7 is mín 民, as Mèngzǐ says, 

“Love and protect the mín.” This is the most important occurrence, because in this 

phrase the mín are the direct object of Mèngzǐ’s recommended action to King 

Xuān. The entry for mín in the Routledgecurzon Encyclopedia of Confucianism 

                                                                                                                                                                 

their own sustenance, and the ninth will be communally farmed to be given as a 

tax to the ruler. This demarcation of land would prevent the ruler from over-taxing 

the people, and would ensure that they have enough to live in bad years and plenty 

in good years. It is rather baffling that Legge takes the “squares” so literally, 

complaining in a note, “but can we suppose it possible to divide a territory in this 

way? The natural irregularities of the surface would be one great obstacle. And we 

find below the ‘holy field,’ and other assignments, which must continually have 

been requiring new arrangements of the boundaries” (Legge 2010a, 243-244). 

Legge’s comment is most surprising, given Mèngzǐ’s closing remark in this 

passage that the ruler and ministers have the responsibility for adjusting the details 

to work with a real situation. To insist on a square shape of the fields seems 

obstinately and uncharacteristically obtuse on Legge’s part. 
407

 此其大略也。若夫潤澤之，則在君與子矣. 
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gives a general meaning in English: “Mín broadly refers to the masses, the 

common people, those who are governed, the subordinates of a nation. More 

specifically, mín refers to the members of the four traditional classes of society (sì 

mín 四民): gentry (shì 士), farmers (nóng 農), artisans (gōng 工) and merchants 

(shàng 商).”
408

 While the term mín includes these four classes, the only “class” 

outside of them is the ruler, so the distinction between the ruler and the various 

categories that can be termed “the people” is fairly straightforward and inclusive 

of all humans within the boundaries of a particular state under the authority of a 

ruler.  

The second mention of “people” occurs in Mèngzǐ’s comment at the end of 

section [2] in 1A:7, but here the term is báixìng 百姓 (lit. “the hundred clans”). It 

is the báixìng (as distinct from the mín) that were disgruntled at the king’s trading 

an ox for a sheep, thinking the king was miserly. In the text of the Mèngzǐ overall, 

báixìng occurs nineteen times in eight passages. The two primary meanings of this 

term in classical Chinese is “people” (which, in modern Chinese is usually 

rendered rénmín 人民 or lǎobáixìng 老百姓) and “nobility” (guìzú 貴族).
409

 

The terms rénmín and lǎobáixìng refers to the common people in a general sense, 

and more specifically to the particular people of a single state under the authority 

of a ruler. This accounts for all but one of the nineteen uses of báixìng in the 

Mèngzǐ. The one instance in which báixìng refers to nobility in the Mèngzǐ is in 

5A:4, where Mèngzǐ quotes from the Shūjīng,  

《堯典》曰：『二十有八載，放勳乃徂落，百姓如喪考妣，三年，四

海遏密八音。』  

It is said in the Canon of Yao, “After twenty and eight years, the Highly 
Meritorious one deceased. The people acted as if they were mourning for a 

                                                           
408

 Yao 2003, vol. A-N, 426-427. 
409

 Wú 2011, 471. 
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father or mother for three years, and up to the borders of the four seas 

every sound of music was hushed.”
410

 
 

In some instances in classical literature it can refer to the nobility as distinct from 

the common people, but this seems to be reserved for some instances in older texts 

such as the Shūjīng, as this example shows. 

A third term usually rendered “people” in English, and which appears eight 

times in five passages in the Mèngzǐ, is guórén 國人.
411

 This term could 

variously refer more generally to all the people of a state, or as David Elstein takes 

it, to refer to the people of the capital city (guórén), as opposed to those outside 

the capital (yè rén 野人).
412

 In 1B:7 guórén is used to distinguish common 

people from those who are politically employed in positions of high power (zhū 

dàfū 諸大夫). In 1B:7 Mèngzǐ tells King Xuān that a ruler should listen not only 

to his advisers, but to the common people (guórén). In this way he will certainly 

be able to make wise decisions that will win the heart-minds of the people 

(guórén).
413

  

A final term that deserves mention is rén 人. Generally speaking, it refers 

to a human in the modern sense, similar to the Greek anthrōpos ἄνθρωπος, though 
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 Translation from Legge 2010a, 351-352. Legge notes that this passage, in the 

text as we have it today, is not found in the Canon of Yáo, as Mèngzǐ claims, but 

in the Canon of Shùn. In the Shūjīng Legge renders the passage slightly differently. 

“After twenty-eight years the emperor demised, when the people mourned for him 

as for a parent for three years. All within the four seas, the eight instruments of 

music were stopped and hushed” (Legge 2010c, 40-41). An explanation for this 

could be found in the fact that the Legge’s translation of the MLegge was revised 

in 1893, but the Shūjīng was never revised after the 1865 publication. Thank you 

to Lauren Pfister for this suggestion. 
411

 See 1B:7, 2B:10, 3B:3, 4B:3, 7B:23. 
412

 Elstein 2010, 436-437. Lau takes this latter rendering in his translation of 

2B:10 (2003, 93), but the former rendering in passages such as 7B:23 (319). See 

also Hsu 1999, 572. 
413

 This passage has been used to defend a form of “popular rule” similar to a 

government “by the people” in democratic contexts. Elstein (2010, 437) has 

soundly refuted such a connection. 
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in certain contexts it carries a more refined meaning, indicating someone who is 

ritually and morally cultivated to some basic level.
414

 In some contexts it also 

carries a masculine hue, to the exclusion of women, so we need to be sensitive to 

that possible bias. The instances of rén in the Mèngzǐ are too numerous to explore 

the individual meanings in each passage.
415

 Provisionally, I will accept that it 

generally refers to people similar to the Greek sense mentioned above, without 

any particular political connotations, with meanings heavily dependent on 

context.
416

  

What is salient between these various terms is the distinction between the 

ruler and the multiple permutations of “the people,” indicating that there are few 

restrictions on who receives the benefits of the ruler’s good governance.
417

 All of 

these terms, in one way or another, are the objects of the ruler’s love and 

protection. Context may at times impose certain limitations on who the recipient is, 

but in general Mèngzǐ does not qualify the objects of the ruler’s beneficial actions. 

He does not discriminate between those who deserve to receive the benefits based 

on a certain “legal test,” and those who should stand outside the purview of the 

ruler’s largess. 
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 See 2A:6. 
415

 The ICS Ancient Chinese Texts Concordance to the MThe I cites 611 instances 

(Lau 2006, 203-207). 
416

 In fact, many of the instances are binomes or compound words, such as 

shèngrén 聖人, guórén 國人, rénrén 仁人, g  zhī rén 古之人, qírén 齊人, 

chrénī 楚人, yànrén 燕人 and so on, which would then acquire different 

connotations than merely “human.” I also follow Angle in rejecting Gassman’s 

(2000) claim that “ren and min mark off distinct social groups based on clan 

relationships” (Angle 2012, 157n22). 
417

 This division between the ruler and the ruled (even including those of noble 

stature or the politically connected) can be further substantiated by the repeated 

use of guhis  寡人 by rulers in the Mby ru. The term guThe  appears 

twenty-three times in fourteen passages, with an additional twelve occurrences in 

an additional six passages of gup 寡 without rén 人 (see Lau 2006, 134), which 

can be rendered “the solitary person,” indicating the ruler’s special status among 

other humans. 
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But surely there must be some limitation to the distance a ruler’s kindness 

can extend. Does this mean that the love and protection of the ruler includes all 

individuals or groups of people even beyond the ruler’s realm (the geographical 

space that delineates the authority of the ruler)? Several passages indicate it should 

extend as far as the heart-mind can see. In 3A:4 a man named Xǔ Xíng 許行, 

along with his entourage of disciples, comes to Téng 滕 from Chǔ 楚 while 

Mèngzǐ is serving Duke Wén. Later in the same passage, two brothers come to 

Téng from Sòng 宋. All three have heard rumors that Duke Wén practices 

humanely cultivated governance, and they wish to live under the rule of such a 

person. Duke Wén is flattered by their compliments and allows them to take up 

residence, and in the case of Xǔ even provides him with a plot of land to 

cultivate.
418

 This would be a situation where those outside the realm of the ruler 

enter into his realm in order to become objects of his love and protection. We 

might call these situations cases of immigration—people not within the ruler’s 

range of political responsibility (his realm) are drawn to the ruler and desire to 

become recipients of his kindness. A ruler following Mèngzǐ’s political advice 

should expect to see immigrants come in droves, and should certainly qualify as 

objects of his authoritative “love and protection.” 

But this again relates to persons within the ruler’s realm, whether they 

were born there or immigrated there. Can this care extend beyond the borders of a 

                                                           
418

 I take the arrangement between the duke of Tr compound words, smething like 

an emolument for a scholar or support for a philosopher. We are told early in the 

passage that he has probably 30 or 40 disciples (其徒數十人). This would explain 

why he is provided with a plot of land, in addition to being a peculiarity of his 

philosophy that every person ought to be cultivating land for his own support, 

including the ruler. He would not have accepted the usual means of support by 

receiving taxes from the people (probably in the form of grain), but he could 

certainly accept a plot of land for his own cultivation. Mèngzǐ certainly regards Xǔ 

as a competitor standing in opposition to his own program of the division of labor. 
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ruler’s realm? And if so, how might that be realized? As we saw in 3.2.1.2, 

Mèngzǐ gives assent to the idea that a ruler has, under certain circumstances, 

permission to invade other states and to depose tyrannical rulers (1B:10-11, 

2B:8-9). Mèngzǐ says, “If the people (mín) of Yān will be pleased with your 

annexing it, then annex it. If the people of Yān will not be pleased with you 

annexing it, then do not annex it.”
419

 Regarding the same set of circumstances, 

after Qí attacks and annexes Yān, Mèngzǐ is asked why he encouraged Qí to annex 

Yān. Mèngzǐ replies that he did not encourage Qí to annex Yān. 

沈同問：『燕可伐與？』吾應之曰：『可。』彼然而伐之也。彼如曰：

『孰可以伐之？』則將應之 曰：『為天吏，則可以伐之。』 

Shěn Tóng asked me: “Can Yān be punished?” I replied, saying, “Yes.” 

They [meaning Qí] then attacked Yān. If he had asked, “Who can punish 
Yān?” then I would have replied, “If one has become an agent of Heaven, 

then one can punish Yān.”
420

 (2B:8) 
 

The implication is that it is not just anyone who can carry out military actions 

against other states. To be an agent of Heaven is to receive from Heaven a 

mandate to overthrow the power of a tyrant. And this is known by observing the 

need of the people prior to invasion, and anticipating the response of the people 

whose country you are invading. 

以萬乘之國伐萬乘之國，簞食壺漿以迎王師，豈有他哉？避水火也。 

When a state of ten thousand chariots attacks another state of ten thousand 

chariots, and your Majesty’s army is greeted with food and drink, can there 
be any other reason than that [the people] are escaping from fire and water? 

(1B:10) 
 

This idea, that the people will welcome an invasion and see it as liberation, is a 

theme picked up elsewhere in the Mèngzǐ.
421

 What is relevant to my purpose here 

is simply to observe that a ruler has certain obligations to people under the 

                                                           
419

 取之而燕民悅，則取之。……取之而燕民不悅，則勿取. 
420

 Legge notes that fá 伐 is difficult to translate, because it “implies the idea of 

Yen’s deserving to be punished” (Legge 2010a, 223). This explains my two 

different renderings, as “punish” and “attack.” 
421

 See 3B:5. 
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authority and governance of other rulers. They are not “his” people, but they are 

people nonetheless, and their love and protection should be paramount in his 

deliberations, even for going to war. Mèngzǐ also seems to assert some level of 

social and political autonomy to cohesive groups of people. After King Xuān 

invaded Yān and deposed the illegitimate ruler, he asked Mèngzǐ if it would be 

acceptable to annex the state, or bring it under his own authority and extend the 

borders of his realm. Mèngzǐ replied, as we saw earlier, that it depends on the 

people of Yān. If they will be pleased that the king annexes Yān, then do so. If not, 

then do not do so. 

For Mèngzǐ, the various terms referring to various groups of “people” take 

on different constituencies under different circumstances, but he is without 

equivocation that the welfare of all these groups are and should be the primary 

concern of the ruler.  

 

3.3.1 The Question of Tiānxià 天下 

It would be difficult to justify rendering the binome tiānxià 天下 as “the 

people,” and yet the question of the meaning of tiānxià in the Mèngzǐ should be 

investigated here, if for no other reason than that it will become significant for a 

comparison with Marcus Aurelius and the Stoic concept of cosmopolis 

κοσμόπολις. A recent surge of interest among scholars in the concept of tiānxià 

has led to the publication of books and papers in English and in Chinese which 

take tiānxià as a comparative category to the Greek concept of cosmopolis.
422

 

Furthermore, publications in Chinese and English have explored the significance 

of the concept of tiānxià for philosophical and historical inquiry, as well as for 

                                                           
422

 Of particular note is the work by Zhào Tīngyáng. See Zhào 2005 and Zhao 

2006. 
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current PRC internal and international political issues.
423

 As interesting as 

contemporary debates and applications are, an analysis of their relative merits will 

have to be set aside at this time, in order to allow for an interpretation less 

obscured by contemporary concerns. In this section I will look briefly at uses of 

tiānxià in three early Chinese texts that have had a significant impact on the 

Mèngzǐ, and then look at uses of tiānxià in the Mèngzǐ, to approximate an 

understanding of what Mèngzǐ meant by the term. As with all hermeneutic 

projects, we can only hope to recreate an approximation of the author’s (or 

authors’) intentions in using any particular term. The texts I have chosen are 

generally accepted to have preceded the writing of the Mèngzǐ, and having at least 

one occurrence of tiānxià, appear to have had significant influence on the 

Mèngzǐ.
424

 

One of the earliest attestations of tiānxià in early Chinese canonical 

literature is the Shījīng 詩經.
425

 It appears in just one passage, the Dà Yǎ, Decade 

of King Wén, Huáng Yǐ (大雅，文王之什，皇矣), stanza five:
426

 

帝謂文王、 God said to king Wén, 

                                                           
423

 Zhào Tīngyáng has been the most vocal proponent of this view. See Zhào 

2005, Zhao 2006 and Zhào 2008. It has generated numerous responses, both 

positive and negative. 
424

 I am measuring influence using the digital resource created by Dr. Donald 

Sturgeon, The Chinese Text Project. An identical search may be reproduced using 

the tools available on the website. The online tools allow you to specify certain 

texts, for example in the M An i and the Shàngshū, and search the selected texts 

for parallel phrases that can be as short as a few characters up to long paragraphs. 

For a full description, see Sturgeon 2018, https://ctext.org/tools/parallel-passages. 
425

 This text is useful in that it is the earliest occurrence of tiānxià in any 

canonical Classical text, and because M occurrence of DrShījīng 41 times. This 

figure was arrived at using the parallel text search tool on Sturgeon 2018. 
426

 This is particularly interesting because tiān 天 occures 170 times in the 

Shījīng, indicating a possible development of thought, tiān and tiānxià serving 

different linguistic functions and not necessarily directly related to each other in 

meaning. Furthermore, while a deeper investigation is needed, this also suggests 

that tiān as a concept preceded the idea of tiānxià. 
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無然畔援、 ‘Be not like those who reject this and cling to that; 

無然歆羨、 Be not like those who are ruled by their likings and desires;’ 

誕先登于岸。 So he grandly ascended before others to the height [of virtue]. 

密人不恭、 The people of Mì were disobedient, 

敢距大邦、 Daring to oppose our great country, 

侵阮徂共。 And invaded Ruǎn, marching to Gòng. 

王赫斯怒、 The king rose majestic in his wrath; 

爰整其旅、 He marshalled his troops, 

以按徂旅、 To stop the invading foes; 

以篤于周祜、 To consolidate the prosperity of Zhōu; 

以對于天下。 To meet [the expectations of] all under heaven.
427

 

 

Significantly, although tiān appears 170 times in the Shījīng, the one occurrence of 

tiānxià in the text is close in relation to an occurrence of Dì 帝428
 and not tiān. 

Based on the context of the occurrence in this stanza, and in the chapter as a whole, 

Legge’s rendering of Dì 帝 as “God” does not need to be contested. Furthermore, 

because Dì is used in the Huáng Yǐ chapter to represent deity rather than tiān, we 

can more easily suppose a greater distance of meaning between tiān and tiānxià. If 

tiān also appeared in this chapter, then we might need to investigate whether tiān 

is more closely related to tiānxià. Here it is relatively clear that tiānxià refers to 

the people who are “under heaven,” probably taking tiān to mean something like 

“sky.” However, this does not help us in discerning the scope of its meaning. Does 

tiānxià refer to every living human with ground under his feet and sky above his 

head? Or, does it refer to all the people within the area ruled by the Zhōu monarch, 

King Wén? This is a question that cannot be resolved by the scope of this present 

study. Because this is the one occurrence of tiānxià in the Shījīng, we do not have 

intra-textual evidence and contexts by which we may compare its usages. In this 

case, the best conclusion is based on the immediate context, which suggests that 
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 Translation from Legge 2010b, 452-453. 
428

 Dì occurs 43 times in the Shījīng, 24 occurrences of which are linked as a 

binome with shàng 上, forming Shàng Dì 上帝,which is less frequently disputed 

as a reference to deity. 
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tiānxià refers to something larger than the Zhōu kingdom, but with a limit that is 

undefined. It is not impossible to think that it refers to all humans in the world (as 

it was known at that time), but it is also sufficiently vague so that we cannot 

determine with a high degree of confidence that it does not refer to “the kingdom,” 

as some translators render it.
429

 

In the second text, the Shàngshū 尚書, tiānxià occurs nineteen times, 

more than can be examined passage by passage for the purposes of this work.
430

 

Nevertheless, a pattern emerges in the usage of tiānxià that will become useful in 

comparison with occurrences of tiānxià in the Lùnyǔ and in the Mèngzǐ. Three 

primary categories of meaning emerge when the occurrences of tiānxià are read 

together. We may be able to break these categories down further, but these three 

categories are sufficient to make useful distinctions between usages of the term. A 

discerning reader will also notice that there is some overlap between each of the 

three categories, which is understandable, given that a single term is being used in 

at least three different ways. Nevertheless, I think that the distinctions I will draw 

between them make each category sufficiently different from the other two to 

consider them to be different meanings. The three categories are 1) a location, 2) a 

group of people, and 3) a realm. 

In seven passages in the Shàngshū, tiānxià refers to a place or a 

geographical area in which something occurs. The first meaning is simply a place 

or location, often indicating where an event has, is, or will take place, and 

                                                           
429

 This vagueness is recognized in the article on “Tian xia 天下” in the 

Encyclopedia of Confucianism (Thacker 2003, 615-616). The first sentence says, 

“Tian xia denotes the world, or in context, the Asian world or simply all of China” 

(615). However, as will be shown, the “context” does not often define the 

boundaries of what is included in tiānxià. 
430

 The Shàngshū was selected because of its clear influence on the Mwas s. Ms 

selected becausShàngshū 45 times. This figure was arrived at using the parallel 

text search tool on Sturgeon 2018. 
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occasionally it has a sense of an area containing a group of people.
431

 For 

example, the Lì Zhèng (立政) chapter says, “Have well arranged also your 

military accoutrements and weapons, so that you may go forth beyond the steps of 

Yǔ, and be able to travel over all beneath heaven, even to beyond the seas, 

everywhere meeting with submission.”
432

 The second meaning found in seven 

passages, while it still indicates a geographical area, emphasizes the people of that 

area.
433

 So, we see in the Counsels of the Great Yǔ (大禹謨), “Without any 

prideful presumption, there is no one in the empire to contest you with the [claim] 

of ability; without any boasting, there is no one in the world to contest with you 

the claim of merit.”
434

 The third meaning found in three passages can more easily 

be read as a realm governed by a ruler.
435

 Of course, this includes a geographical 

area and people which inhabit this area, but the focus is on the activity of the ruler. 

The Wǔ Chéng (武成) chapter says, “Then he had only to let his robes fall down, 

and fold his hands, and the world was orderly ruled.”
436

 These three “types” of 

tiānxià, or usages, seem to become a pattern in later literature. 

Tiānxià appears 23 times in the Lùnyǔ, and the same three types or 

categories of usage appear. Fitting with the first type,
437

 a location, Kǒngzǐ says, 

“The person of cultivated character, wherever he goes, is neither for or against 

                                                           
431

 See Legge 2010c, 1, 250, 432, 521, 566, 571, and 610-611. 
432

 其克詰爾戎兵以陟禹之跡，方行天下，至于海表，罔有不服. Legge 2010c, 

521, trans. 
433

 See Legge 2010c, 40, 54, 60, 158, 308, 312, and 558. 
434

 汝惟不矜，天下莫與汝爭能。汝惟不伐，天下莫與汝爭功. Legge 2010c, 

60-61, trans. I have modified Legge’s translation with the bracketed word “claim,” 

replacing “palm,” which I think was Legge’s intention.  
435

 See Legge 2010c, 315, 316, and 333. 
436

 惇信明義，崇德報功。垂拱而天下治. Legge 2010c, 316, trans. 
437

 See the LSee  4.10, 16.2, 17.6, 17.21, 18.6, and 19.20. 



162 

anything; he only seeks to align himself with what is right.”
438

 Of the second type 

there is only one occurrence, in the Lùnyǔ 20.1, “Restore states that have been 

destroyed, restore [family] lines that have been cut off, raise up those in reclusion, 

and the people [of the world; of the kingdom] will give their hearts back [to 

him].”
439

 The third type, a realm governed by a ruler, is more well attested in the 

Lùnyǔ.
440

 In the Lùnyǔ 8.20 we are told, “Shun had five ministers, and [the world; 

the kingdom] was governed.”
441

  

Turning now to the Mèngzǐ, tiānxià occurs 174 times in the text. In lieu of 

an investigation into every occurrence of tiānxià in the Mèngzǐ—a project beyond 

the scope of this work—I will give a brief summary of these occurrences using the 

categories of meaning used in studying occurrences of tiānxià in earlier texts (the 

Shījīng, the Shàngshū, and the Lùnyǔ), that will then be used to develop Mèngzǐ’s 

understanding of tiānxià, and conclude with how it contributes to an 

understanding of “the people” as it has been discussed earlier. 

The first usage indicates a place or location, often describing where an 

event has, is, or will take place, and occasionally it has a sense of an area 

containing a group of people.
442

 For example, in 2B:2 Mèngzǐ says, 

天下有達尊三：爵一，齒一，德一。 

There are three things in [the world; the kingdom] that are honorable: 
nobility is one, age is one, and virtue is one. 

 

                                                           
438

 「君子之於天下也，無適也，無莫也，義之與比。」The Lhe 於 4.10. My 

translation. 
439

 興滅國，繼絕世，舉逸民，天下之民歸心焉. The Lhnyǔ 20.1. My translation. 

I have bracketed “of the world; of the kingdom” because it is not clear how tiānxià 

should be rendered. We are not given a strong indication in either direction. See 

also footnotes 346 and 369 above. 
440

 See the Lùnyǔ 3.11, 3.24, 8.1, 8.13, 8.18, 8.20, 12.1, 12.22, 14.5, and 14.17. 
441

 舜有臣五人而天下治. My translation. 
442

 See 1A:5, 2B:2, 3B:2, 4B:24, 4B:26, 6A:7, 6A:9, and 7A:36. 
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As I did with the earlier texts, I have bracketed two possible translations of tiānxià, 

both of which are possibilities in this context.
443

 In this passage, obviously it is 

people that regard something as honorable or not, but the use of tiānxià in this 

context focuses on a place of particular size (whether the whole world or the 

kingdom) rather than the people in the place indicated. In 4B:24 Mèngzǐ says,  

逄蒙學射於羿，盡羿之道，思天下惟羿為愈己，於是殺羿。 

Páng Méng studied archery with Yì. Having thoroughly learned the way of 

Yì, he realized that in [the world; the kingdom] only Yì was better than he 
was, and so he killed Yì. 

 

Again, there is a comparative reference to all the people in tiānxià, and yet the 

focus is not on the people, but that among the people within a certain 

geographical area no one could compare with Páng Méng other than Yì.  

In contrast to this, the second meaning emphasizes the people, often using 

tiānxià in the grammatical position of a modifier. As with the example cited from 

the Lùnyǔ 20.1, in the Mèngzǐ we see the recurring use of “天下之X,” where X 

can stand for any number of categories of people, including in a broad sense 民, 

人, and in a more specific sense 欲 (者, nominalization implied), 窮民, 兵, 不

助苗張者, 士, 商, 旅, 農, 所順 (者, implied), 賤, 良, 生 (者, implied), 君, 

大, 父, 為父子者, and 善士.
444

 There are also cases where tiānxià serves as a 

collective noun for all the people in tiānxià.
445

 So in 7A:26, Mèngzǐ says, 

楊子取為我，拔一毛而利天下，不為也。 

                                                           
443

 For English renderings in 2B:2 of tiānxià as “the world,” see Lau 2003, Van 

Norden 2008, and for “in the kingdom, see Legge 2010a. The bi-lingual 

translation, Cài and Hé 1998, has “大家” and in English they avoid the translation 

altogether with “It is generally accepted…” In modern Chinese, Yáng Bójùn 2008 

and Ráo, Huáng, and Wàn 2012 has “天下公,” and Zhèng 2009 has “天下有三种

东西为人们所……“ 
444

 See 1A:3, 1A:6, 1A:7, 1B:3, 1B:5, 2A:2, 2A:5, 2B:1, 2B:11, 3B:1, 3B:9, 4A:9, 

4A:13, 4A:28, 5A:1, 5A:6, 5B:2, 5B:8, and 6A:1. 
445

 See 1B:3, 2B:1, 4B:28, 7A:15 and 7A:26. 
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Yángzǐ took [as his guiding principle] “for oneself.” Plucking one hair in 

order to benefit [the world; the kingdom] is something he would not do. 
 

In this passage tiānxià is made to be a plural noun standing for all the people in 

tiānxià, rather than a focus on the geographical location of those people, as 

discussed in the first category. One additional example of this expression of the 

second category is easily identified by a verb following the plural noun tiānxià.
446

 

So, in 1A:6 Mèngzǐ says, 

對曰：『天下莫不與也。』 

Mèngzǐ replied, “[All of the people in] [the world; the kingdom] will give 

it to him.”
447

  
 

And in 4A:4, 

其身正而天下歸之。 

When a person is correct in himself, [the world; the kingdom] will turn to 

him. 
 

It should be clear by now that the people in tiānxià are people within a certain 

geographical area under the authority of someone. However, the focus of the 

second category is on the people as agents or as a collective agent.  

The third category of meaning of tiānxià in the Mèngzǐ focuses on this 

collective agent within a geographical area as an object (usually singular) to be 

governed, often denoting the realm of the ruler, and sometimes as an object that 

can be possessed by a ruler.
448

 The most obvious examples of tiānxià as a 
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 See 1A:6, 1B:3, 1B:10, 2B:1, 3B:9, 4A:4, 4A:6, and 4A:28. 
447

 In this sentence it is difficult to achieve the force of the Chinese double 

negative 莫不 in English, so I have chosen the dynamic equivalent of “all…will 

give it.” An alternative with a stronger double negative might be, “None [of the 

people in] tiānxià will not give it to him,” but this sounds very unnatural in 

English. 
448

 See 1A:6, 1A:7, 1B:3, 1B:4, 2A:1, 2A:2, 2A:5, 2B:7, 2B:12, 3A:4, 3A:5, 3B:4, 

3B:5, 4A:1, 4A:3, 4A:5, 4A:7, 4A:9, 4A:11, 4A:17, 4B:16, 4B:29, 5A:3, 5A:4, 

5A:5, 5A:6, 5A:9, 6B:9, 6B:13, 7A:9, 7A:19, 7A:20, 7A:21, 7A:22, 7A:23, 7A:24, 

7A:35, 7A:42, 7B:3, 7B:4, 7B:13, and 7B:32. 
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governable object are found in sentences when it is preceded by 治. So in 4A:1, 

Mèngzǐ says, 

堯舜之道，不以仁政，不能平治天下。 

The way of Yáo and Shùn, without making use of humanely cultivated 
governance, would not be able to peacefully order [the world; the 

kingdom]. 
 

Other examples, such as 4A:3, lacks 治, but tiānxià is still certainly something 

that is governed by a ruler. 

孟子曰：「三代之得天下也以仁，其失天下也以不仁。 

Mèngzǐ said, “It was by humane cultivation that rulers of the three 
dynasties

449
 gained [the world; the kingdom], and it was by malfaction 

that they lost [the world; the kingdom]. 
 

And lastly, at times tiānxià is an object that can be possessed or not possessed by a 

ruler. 

然則舜有天下也，孰與之？ 

If that is so, then Shùn had [the world; the kingdom]. So who gave it to 
him? 

 
Having surveyed the uses of tiānxià in four Classical texts, including the Mèngzǐ, 

one might hope that we would be in a better place to understand what tiānxià 

refers to. We have been able to deduce that it can take on three relatively distinct 

(though not mutually exclusive) meanings, referring to 1) a location, 2) a group of 

people, and 3) a realm. All three contain references to a geographical area, usually 

indicating the people of that area, governed by a ruler. Nevertheless, each category 

can be distinguished by its emphasis on one or another of these three parts. What 

we are not given is a clearer picture of the extent of the reference. Does it refer to 

the greater “Chinese” kingdom, inclusive of all the states at war with each other, 

but exclusive of the external “barbarian tribes” that resided on the north, south, 

                                                           
449

 That is, the Xià 夏, Shāng 商, and Zhōu 周. 
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east, and west? Does it refer to all hominoid-type people in all lands everywhere, 

regardless of whether they adhered to ancient norms or rituals?  

Because the term tiānxià has been used by a number of scholars to 

approximate something similar to the Greek concept of cosmopolis, it was 

important to first examine what some of the earliest texts in the Rú tradition have 

to say on the topic.
450

 While the above study is relatively inconclusive regarding 

some of the finer details regarding tiānxià, this analysis will be important for the 

later comparison with Marcus’s concept of cosmopolis in chapter five.  

 

3.4 Governance, not Government (zhèng 政) 

The fourth element at the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy is a 

prescription for action, as opposed to a description or proposal for a certain 

structure of the ideal form of government. Another way to say this is, Mèngzǐ is 

focused on governance rather than government. This is different from, say, the 

famous quote from Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address,” that the soldiers 

fought and died in order to preserve a “government […] by the people.” That is, 

the soldiers fought and died for a form of government, not for the way that that 

form of government (or any form of government) was carried out.
451

 A 

preoccupation with forms of government has steered Anglo-European discussions 

of political philosophy away from questions of governance.
452

 In the scholarly 

                                                           
450

 It may be that other texts present a view substantially different from the Rú 

perspective I have sketched out here. But that is beyond the scope of this work.  
451

 It has been pointed out that even M achieve the force of the Chinese double 

negative A:28, 5A:1, 5A:6, 5B:2, 5B:8, and 6A:1.ple has been pointed out that 

even M achieve the force of the Chinese double negative A:28, 5A:1, 5A:6, 5B:n, 

who was a mere farmer before Yáo selected him as successor to the throne). But it 

has been suggested by some (Tan 2004, 145), that Rú or “Confucian” political 

goals must be “reconstructed to advocate government by the people.” 
452

 A likely contributing cause to this emphasis on form is the necessity for 
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world, governance is a subject mostly reserved for political science and political 

theory, not political philosophy.
453

 Nevertheless, it is an appropriate subject for 

political philosophy, as demonstrated by Mèngzǐ. 

All through Mèngzǐ’s political philosophical statements we see that 

Mèngzǐ is interested in how a ruler carries out his responsibilities of his office.
454

 

We have already seen that those responsibilities include a ruler’s affective sense of 

care for and protecting the interests of the people. In this final element in the core 

of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy we see that Mèngzǐ is interested in action with an 

arresting sense of immediacy. 

Throughout 1A:7 we can see that Mèngzǐ is thinking about action, but this 

is most clearly evident at the end of section [5]. 

‘Now,’ continued Mèngzǐ, ‘your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, 

but the effects [of your kindness] does not reach the common people. How 
is your situation singularly different? The reason a single feather is not 

lifted is because strength is not used; a wagon-load of sticks is not seen 

because one’s sight is not used; that the people do not see their interests 
protected is because kindness is not used. Therefore, the reason your 

Majesty is not a True King is because you do not act, not because you are 
unable to act.’ 

 

                                                                                                                                                                 

proponents of democracy to push for its legitimacy against other forms of 

government. What is distinctive about democracy is its form, as opposed to the 

function that ought to be standard for all political forms—to benefit the people. 
453

 For example, see the influential work of Mark Bevir, Professor of Political 

Science at UC Berkeley: Bevir 2007, Bevir 2008, Bevir 2010, Bevir 2013. A great 

weakness of Bevir’s work is his clear goal of engaging and promoting only 

democratic forms of government from a political science perspective. As I have 

pointed out in the introduction to this work, he is essentially ignoring 

approximately half of the world’s political entities, for whom governance, and 

good governance, is of particularly high importance, and who are legitimate 

political players in the world. 
454

 It is not at all implausible that Mèngzǐ is concerned with the form or structure 
of government, and very likely he would agree that it should be patterned after 

Heaven. But nowhere do we see that explicitly discussed in the text. Again, it 
might be argued that the “way of the former kings” might refer to such an ideal 

form of government. This is easily dismissed, as the phrase itself contains the 

answer. What Mèngzǐ intends in that phrase is a way of ruling, not a form. The 
form is already implied in the persons of the kings. 
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King Xuān exhibited the first and second elements of the core of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy in his response to seeing the ox. It is evident that he has a 

heart-mind sensitive to the situation of other sentient beings, he is aware of the 

interest the ox visibly has in maintaining its life, and he is even able to turn the 

affective sense initiated by the sprouts of goodness in his heart-mind into action. 

The problem is that King Xuān is not doing the same for the people. Mèngzǐ is not 

a technocrat. He does not criticize King Xuān for having incorrect bureaucratic 

systems in place or for failing to call a referendum on an issue of state-wide 

concern, such as how large the king’s personal park should be and who can hunt in 

it (1B:2). The issue is that the king is not governing the people in a way that 

comes from an affective sense of care that protects the interests of the people. A 

few lines later Mèngzǐ deepens his criticism, saying,  

That by which the Ancients greatly exceeded other people was nothing 

other than simply being good at extending their actions and nothing more. 

Now, your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, but the effects [of your 
kindness] does not reach the common people. How is your situation 

singularly different? 
 

The ancients did not surpass other men through inventing creative political 

systems that put the power in the hands of the people, or by devising political 

structures to ensure that everyone could demand their fair share (though Mèngzǐ is 

concerned with making current political structures work for the benefit of the 

people). The difference that Mèngzǐ highlights between the ancients and King 

Xuān is the ability of the ancients to act in accordance with the direction of their 

heart-minds, in consideration of the interests of the people. Mèngzǐ is concerned 

that the rulers act. 

In the opening lines of 2A:6 we see that Mèngzǐ’s purpose in this passage 

is not merely to argue about human moral ontology; he is interested in political 
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action: using “a not-unsympathetic heart-mind to conduct not-unsympathetic 

governance…”
455

 And as Mèngzǐ says 4A:1 quoted earlier in section 3.2.2, when 

a ruler who is humanely cultivated and has a reputation for humane cultivation, 

but the people do not feel the effects of his beneficence, it is nothing but a failure 

to put “into action the way of the Former Kings,” 

The “way of the Former Kings” will be addressed again later. The 

important point to see in this passage is that it is not enough to have a warm heart 

and good intentions. They must be followed up with action. We see this again in 

4A:2, where Mèngzǐ speaks without any ambiguity. There are actions that are 

proper to a ruler, and actions that are improper.
456

 He then cites a spurious 

quotation from Kǒngzǐ.
457

 “There are two ways, cultivated humaneness and 

malefaction, that is all.”
458

 These are all fine statements to support political 

activity. But what if a ruler has been acting improperly and desires to make things 

right? Power and wealth are addicting, is it possible to slowly wean off of the 

abuse brought on the people by poor leadership? 

In 3B:8 Mèngzǐ converses with the high minister of the state of Sòng, Dài 

Yíngzhī 戴盈之, regarding the excessive taxes the ruler is imposing on the people. 

Dài, apparently in response to Mèngzǐ’s inquiry regarding the tax situation, says, 

“In this present year we are not able to adopt a ten percent tax rate and abolish the 

customs and market taxes. We could lighten them, and wait until next year to fully 

                                                           
455

 以不忍人之心，行不忍人之政…… 
456

 欲為君，盡君道. 
457

 I say “spurious” because this line, as far as I can tell, cannot be found in 

another classical Chinese text. 
458

 孔子曰：『道二，仁與不仁而已矣。』 My appreciate goes out to Lauren Pfister 

for the suggestion of “malefaction” as a suitable opposite term denoting action, 

not merely volition. 
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implement this plan. What do you think of that?”
459

 Mèngzǐ, after giving an 

illustration of a man who steals chickens and proposes to steal fewer chickens this 

year, and stop stealing next year, says, “If you know that what you are doing is not 

right, it should be stopped immediately. Why wait until next year?”
460

 It is not a 

matter of having a correct policy, and implementing it over time. It is about doing 

what is in the best interests of the people, and doing it now. As we saw in the 

discussion on self-cultivation, Mèngzǐ is confident that each person has the 

resources for immediate moral action (6A:6, 6A:15, 6B:2, and 7A:3). It just has to 

be applied in political contexts as well. 

 

3.4.1 The Way of the True King (wáng dào 王道) 

A final phrase should be explored before concluding a study of Mèngzǐ’s 

core political philosophical principles. Many accounts of Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy use the phrase “wáng dào” 王道 as an all-encompassing term to 

describe it, rather than humanely cultivated governance (rénzhèng 仁政) as I have 

done in this work.
461

 Here are a few reasons why the term wáng dào is helpful. 

First, within the term itself there is an emphasis on the priority of action in ruling, 

indicating a particular “way” that a ruler should conduct himself. Secondly, it also 

directly indicates the nature of Mèngzǐ’s audience in presenting his principles. He 

is not speaking with “the people,” he is speaking to a monarchical ruler. Finally, 

the term has some historical precedent, even in Mèngzǐ’s time. The phrase wáng 

                                                           
459

 戴盈之曰：什一，去關市之征，今茲未能。請輕之，以待來年，然後已，

何如? 
460

 如知其非義，斯速已矣，何待來年? 
461

 For example, see Hè 1993 and Yáng 2005. 
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dào appears three times in the “Great Plan” (Hóng fàn 洪範) chapter of the 

Shàngshū, with two additional oblique references included in the passage.
462

 

無偏無陂， Without deflection, without unevenness, 

遵王之義； Pursue the Royal righteousness; 

無有作好， Without any self likings, 

遵王之道．．．； Pursue the Royal way; 

無有作惡， Without any selfish dislikings, 

尊王之路．．．。 Pursue the Royal path; 

無偏無黨， Without deflection, without partiality, 

王道．．蕩蕩； Broad and long is the Royal path. 

無黨無偏， Without partiality, without deflection, 

王道．．平平； The Royal Path is level and easy; 

無反無側， Without perversity, without one-sidedness, 

王道．．正直。 The Royal path is right and straight. 

會其有極， Seeing this perfect excellence, 

歸其有極。 Turn to this perfect excellence.
463

 

 

These positive reasons aside, there is good reason not to accept wáng dào as a 

suitable term to cover Mengzi’s political philosophy.
464

 First, the term itself only 

appears one time in the entire text (1A:3), in comparison with rénzhèng, which 

appears ten times in the Mèngzǐ. 

Secondly, beyond mere numerical occurrences, the context of the 

occurrence of wáng dào in 1A:3 does not present a convincing case that Mèngzǐ 

intended it to be representative of his entire political philosophy. In the context of 

1A:3, Mèngzǐ describes a number of programmatic elements that are included 

                                                           
462

 Here I am thinking of phrases such as wáng zhī dào 王之道, and wáng zhī lù 

王之路. Clearly they are intending a very similar meaning, but based on the 

rhyme scheme, require a slight variation in phrasing. While the dates for 

significant portions of the the Shàngshū may be legitimately questions, the dating 

of the “Great Plan” seems to rest on somewhat firmer ground, though admittedly 

the evidence is not conclusive (Shaughnessy 1993, 379). 
463

 Translation by Legge 2010c, 331-332. 
464

 The frequent use of wáng dào by contemporary scholars could be attributed to 

Mèngzǐ’s discussion of the difference between wáng 王 and bà 霸 in 2A:3. 

However, there is not space here to verify that possibility. 
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within a broader idea of protecting the interests of the people (already examined in 

section 3.2.2). Following these programmatic prescriptions, Mèngzǐ concludes, 

“This is the beginning of the way of the [True] King.”
465

 And yet, for some 

reason we are never given any more information about wáng dào. It is never 

developed anywhere else in the Mèngzǐ. By contrast, Mèngzǐ regularly refers to 

rénzhèng in a variety of settings, with a multiform meaning that far surpasses that 

of wáng dào. 

Now, thirdly, it might be argued that Mèngzǐ does elaborate on wáng dào, 

but under a variety of terms. Indeed, we see a number of instances where Mèngzǐ 

refers to various specific kings and their particular “ways.” So we have the “way 

of the Former Kings” (先王之道 3A:4, 3B:4, 4A:1), the “way of Yáo and Shùn” 

(堯舜之道 2B:2, 2B:14, 4A:1, 5A:7, 6B:2, 6B:10, 7B:37), the “way of the sage” 

(聖人之道 3B:9), the “way of a lord” (君子之道 3B:8, 5B:6), the “way of 

Kǒngzǐ and the way of the earlier sages” (孔子之道、先聖之道 3B:9), and the 

“ancient way” (古之道 4A:25). But if we were looking for a “way” that would be 

more encompassing of an entire political philosophy, the “way of Yáo and Shùn” 

seems like a better alternative to wáng dào because it is repeated in seven passages 

throughout the text. In spite of this, however, the way of Yáo and Shùn is not 

entirely suitable, given Mèngzǐ’s claim in 4A:1 that “the way of Yáo and Shùn, 

without making use of humanely cultivated governance, would not be able to 

peacefully order [the world; the kingdom].”
466

 So even their wáng dào requires 

rénzhèng in order to be successful.  

                                                           
465

 王道之始也. 
466

 堯舜之道，不以仁政，不能平治天下. 
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One final word explaining the popularity of the term wáng dào in 

contemporary scholarship is worth mentioning. The term wáng dào is actually 

quite rare in nearly all pre-Qín and Hàn texts. Other than the twelve occurrences in 

the Chūn qiū fán lù 春秋繁露 (two of which occur in chapter titles; and the 

whole of the text which comes after Mèngzǐ’s lifetime), the only three texts with 

more than ten occurrences of wáng dào are the Shǐjì 史記 (27), the Hànshū 漢書 

(47), and the Hòuhànshū 後漢書 (17), all of which were produced much later 

than Mèngzǐ’s lifetime.
467

 The rise in usage of a relatively rare term in all other 

early Chinese literature is understandable, given the purposes for which the history 

texts were written, which is to support and validate the authority of the Hàn 

dynasty and its rulers. It is these “history” texts which seem to have influenced 

contemporary scholars’ assessments of one occurrence of wáng dào in the Mèngzǐ, 

retroactively attributing it to Mèngzǐ.  

  

                                                           
467

 These figures were calculated using the Ctext database search function. See 

Sturgeon 2018. Also worth noting, one phrase from the Shàngshū, 無偏無黨，王

道蕩蕩, is quoted once in the Shis , and three times in the Hànshū. 
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CHAPTER 4: CORE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES IN 

THE MEDITATIONS 

 
Identifying a “core” to Marcus’s political philosophy is a little more 

difficult when compared with Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. This is, at least in 

part, a result of the form that Marcus used in writing the Meditations and the 

purpose for which he was writing. Nevertheless, by identifying a few themes we 

can focus on issues central to Marcus’s political thought that we can then 

reconstruct into a political philosophical core. As I mentioned in the introduction 

to this work, because Marcus did not write a specifically political philosophical 

treatise, and because the Meditations does not present itself as having direct 

political relevance, it is not often read as political philosophy, or for political 

philosophical insight. Nevertheless, it has not gone unnoticed that Marcus was an 

emperor, and so what is recorded in the Meditations has been explored to some 

degree as political philosophy.
468

 In this chapter, in which I reconstruct a core for 

Marcus’s political philosophy, I propose a primary principle around which three 

secondary principles revolve. The primary political philosophical principle for 

Marcus is the Stoic idea of cosmopolis. The three supporting, secondary principles 

are (1) a rational sense of affection for fellow citizens, (2) the common benefit and 

good, and (3) justice.  

Another difficulty one has to face when reading the Meditations as 

political philosophy, or from a philosophical perspective, is where to begin. In the 

Mèngzǐ, despite it being a collection of thoughts segmented into various 

monologues and dialogues, we can see connections and recurring themes between 

many passages which lend themselves easily to a systematic reconstruction of 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. Furthermore, the context of many 

                                                           
468

 These attempts were mentioned in the introduction (1.2.3). 
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passages—discussions with kings or other people in political authority—offer 

helpful starting points. For the Meditations, it will be helpful to keep in mind that 

Marcus is writing to himself, a ruler of a vast empire. So in this way, any passage 

could be considered a “dialogue” between “Marcus the Ruler” and “Marcus the 

Adviser.” That does not narrow the field very much in terms of finding a starting 

place in the text, but it clarifies how the text as a whole can be read to develop 

Marcus’s political philosophical thought. As part of the reconstructive process, 

when appropriate, I will avail myself of scholarly discussions relating to earlier 

Stoic political philosophical texts and ideas as a guide, while maintaining a focus 

on the text of the Meditations.  

While it remains an open question whether Marcus had any intention that 

other rulers would adopt his Stoic admonitions to himself, it is not a question that 

needs to be addressed here. In section 1.1.2.1 of this work I pointed out that recent 

political leaders in both the United States and the PRC have made clear 

declarations of the influence that the Meditaitons has had on them, and, by 

extension, their rule. Furthermore, as I pointed out in section 2.2.2, the form of the 

Meditations does make it more challenging to read as political philosophy, or to 

find political philosophical principles within its pages. Nevertheless, my 

preliminary comparison with the Mèngzǐ in that same section demonstrated that it 

does, in fact, reflect similar modes of admonition to political rulers in a text that is 

more widely regarded as political philosophy, and so can be read in a similar 

fashion. Whether Marcus intended it to be read by others, and read as political 

philosophy, is irrelevant. It could even be argued that Marcus had no intention of 

it being read as political philosophy. That does not prevent us from reading it for 

political philosophical insight. There are passages where political elements are 
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clearly evident in Marcus’s consciousness. In addition, political implications of 

each principle is in my exploration of Marcus’s political philosophy. 

 

4.1 The Primary Principle: Cosmopolis (κοσμóπολις) 

“I am a citizen of the world.”
469

 So goes the saying of Diogenes the 

Cynic,
470

 who, when asked where he came from, replied with his now-famous one 

word answer (in Greek). “Cosmopolitanism” has become a contemporary 

philosophical hot topic, though you cannot find a single definition that captures 

the diversity of contemporary views espoused today.
471

 But in each of these 

contemporary attempts at bringing the richness of Diogenes’ very simple answer 

to bear on contemporary questions lies a cluster of interconnected concepts that go 

back to the early Stoa, each of which find their expression in the Meditations. 

Diogenes’ declaration is the only occurrence of this phrase in extant early classical 

Mediterranean philosophical literature, not appearing again until the first century 

A.D. in the writings of Philo of Alexandria.
472

 David Konstan, following John 

                                                           
469

 Kosmopolitēs Κοσμοπολίτης. Diogenes Laertius 6.63. See Hicks 1925, 64-65. 

There is no relation between Diogenes the Cynic (c. 412-323 BC) and Diogenes 

Laertius (AD 180-240). 
470

 The authenticity of this saying has long been questioned. Hicks makes a note 

of it (Hicks 1925, 64). See also Konstan 2009, 473. 
471

 For example, Gillian Brock (2015) identifies two salient forms of 

cosmopolitanism: (1) “identity and responsibility cosmopolitanism,” and (2) 

“moral and institutional cosmopolitanism.” Simon Caney (2009) and Fuyuki 

Kurasawa (2011) both see three distinct kinds of cosmopolitanism, with some 

overlap in ideas. Caney lists them as (1) juridical, (2) ethical, and (3) political 

cosmopolitanism. Kurasawa lists them as (1) citizenship, (2) identity, and (3) 

ethical cosmopolitanism. Tomas Pogge (2007) identifies four kinds of 

cosmopolitanism: (1) Legal, (2) Social Justice, (3) Monistic, and (4) Ethical 

Cosmopolitanism. 
472

 Konstan 2009, 473. Konstan notes (475) that three of the nine occurrences of 

the term in Philo’s writings are reputed to be from Chrysippus, indicating that the 

term might have had more currency than current available textual evidence can tell 

us. 
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Moles,
473

 has pointed out that there is even a fair degree of ambiguity in the use 

of kosmos, evident in another saying of Diogenes also recorded by Diogenes 

Laertius, that “good birth and fame and all such distinctions” were 

“prokosmēmata
474

 of vice,”
475

 and that “the only correct civil polity was that 

which occurs in kosmos.”
476

 The not so subtle pun between the first instance of 

the root word (prokosmēmata) and the use of kosmos at the end of the sentence 

could also indicate a meaning of “good order” or “behavior,” suggesting “that he 

may have meant that the only correct form of government lies in one’s own 

comportment (the absence of the definite article before kosmos also points to this 

interpretation).”
477

 In spite of this possibility, there is substantial evidence that by 

the time Zeno inherited the Cynic thought of Diogenes through Crates of Thebes 

(c. 365 - c. 285 BC), the Stoic school was already oriented towards accepting a 

meaning similar to “a civic member of the ordered universe.”
478

  

While most scholars are in agreement that the Stoic account of cosmopolis 

is a departure from Diogenes’ intention, most ancient accounts of cosmopolis 

regard the cosmos as a political organization (usually called a city or polis πόλις) 

in which certain civic members participate, according to a certain set of criteria. 

Several features of the Stoic theory have come to the forefront of this discussion in 

                                                           
473

 Moles 1996. 
474

 “Cosmetics,” according to Konstan’s translation (2009, 473), or “showy 

ornaments” in Hicks’ translation (1925, 75). 
475

 εὐγενείας δὲ καὶ δόξας καὶ τὰ τοιαῦτα πάντα διέπαιζε, προοκοσμήματα κακίας 

εἶναι λέγων· Translation by Hicks 1925, 74-75. See also Konstan 2009, 473. 
476

 μονήν τε ὀρθὴν πολιτείαν εἶναι τὴν ἐν κόσμῳ. My translation. See Hicks 1925, 

74-75. 
477

 Konstan 2009, 473. 
478

 My own, very literal rendering of kosmopolitēs. Daniel Richter (2011, 63), 

following Malcolm Schofield (1991), has pointed out that “the early Stoa was 

more concerned with the line that separated insiders and outsiders in late classical 

Athens. It was the Roman Stoics…who fully developed the sort of 

cosmopolitanism that both ancients and moderns often associate with Zeno.” 
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contemporary scholarship that can provide a framework for inquiring into 

Marcus’s own ideas about cosmopolis.
479

 

 

4.1.1 Four Key Features of Cosmopolis 

The first key feature of a Stoic cosmopolis is members that compose this 

cosmic community. We can approach understanding it through a highly 

contentious question among contemporary scholars, which is, who participates in 

this community? Katja Vogt analyzes this question at length, examining four 

distinct views presented in early Stoic literature and argued for in contemporary 

interpretations.
480

 We will look at each briefly, expounding on them from the 

most restricted to the least restricted definition. The four positions, based on 

various readings of Stoic literature, are as follows: 1) It is a city of sages (Thesis 

S).
481

 This view indicates that the only living beings you meet in this “city” are 

humans of supreme virtue.
482

 2) It is a city of sages and gods (Thesis SG).
483

 

                                                           
479

 For leading works in contemporary scholarship on Stoic ideas of cosmopolis, 

see Schofield 1991, Annas 1993, Vander Waerdt 1994, Obbink 1999, Brown 2006, 

Sellars 2007, Vogt 2008, and Richter 2011. 
480

 Vogt 2008. These four views are initially presented on page 71, and then 

analyzed throughout the rest of the chapter. Vogt’s own position regarding these 

four views is controversial (see Schofield’s highly critical review; Schofield 2009), 

and in some cases, tenuous. I will not engage them here. Regardless, she concisely 

presents these four key views, and so it is useful for situating Marcus within the 

broader Stoic conversation on the “cosmic city.” 
481

 Some scholars, such as Brown 2006, read Diogenes Laertius 7.32-33 as 

indicating that the city is composed only of citizens, all of which are sages. The 

passage reads, “All who are not virtuous are foes, enemies, slaves and estranged 

from one another, including parents and children, brothers and brothers, relations 

and relations. They criticize him again for presenting only virtuous people in the 

Republic as citizens, friends, relations, and free.” Translation from LS 67B.  
482

 Problematic with this view is the fact that the Stoics have not identified 

anyone in history who has ever qualified as a sage. See Brouwer 2014. 
483

 To represent this position Vogt refers to a partially preserved manuscript 

analyzed by Obbink (1999), a line of which, when reconstructed, reads, “For 

among fools there is no city or law, but rather among the communities composed 

of gods and sages” (translation by Obbink 1999, 193). The Greek reconstruction 
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Sages and gods are often equated in respect of their virtue.
484

 Moreover, as we 

will see later, the gods occupy the same cosmic space as humans, and so it seems 

reasonable that they would be included together as co-equal civic members of this 

cosmic city. 3) It is a city of humans (Thesis H).
485

 This view considers all 

humans, as bearers of reason and regardless of their virtue, to have membership in 

the cosmic community.
486

 4) It is a city of humans and gods (Thesis HG). This is 

the most comprehensive view, and has some support in early texts.
487

  

                                                                                                                                                                 

by Obbink reads, “ἀ[φρ]όνων γὰρ πόλις [οὐκ ἔσ]|τιν οὐδὲ νόμος, ἀλλὰ τῶ[ν] | ἐκ 

θεῶν καὶ σοφῶν συστημά|των” (Obbink 1999, 192). 
484

 Vogt points out that with respect to virtue, gods and sages are described with 

the same adjectives: “wise, virtuous, happy (eudaimōn), and perfectly reasonable” 

(Vogt 2008, 113). She goes on to say that “the core idea is that only a perfectly 

reasonable living being is a citizen” (114), and that Plutarch cites Chrysippus 

saying that Zeus, referred to in Stoic literature as either one god in the pantheon of 

gods or more often a name used to refer to God in the singular, is not superior than 

“Dion” (Dion is the ancient Greek equivalent of a generic name like “John Doe”): 

“‘Zeus does not exceed Dion in virtue, and Zeus and Dion, given that they are 

wise, are benefited alike by each other whenever one encounters a movements of 

the other’ (Plutarch, On Common Misconceptions 1076A = LS 61J, translation 

LS).” 
485

 Plutarch attributes this view to Zeno’s Republic. Summarizing Zeno’s view he 

writes, “Moreover, the much-admired Republic of Zeno, the founder of the Stoic 

sect may be summed up in this one main principle: that all the inhabitants of this 

world of ours should not live differentiated by their respective rules of justice into 

separate cities and communities, but that we should consider all men to be of one 

community and one polity, and that we should have a common life and an order 

common to us all, even as a herd that feeds together and shares the pasturage of a 

common field” (Babbitt 1936, 396-397). Vander Waerdt reads “all the inhabitants 

of this world” (pantas anthrōpous πάντας ἀνθρώπους) as applying only to those 

who are wise, and so supporting thesis (S). See Vander Waerdt 1994, 284. 
486

 Vogt interestingly introduces a differentiation between those who are virtuous 

and those who are not, indicating that the latter “have some lower kind of political 

status.” I have not seen any primary source testimony to support this claim. The 

only support Vogt offers is that “it seems only plausible to assume” some kind of 

differentiation between “citizens and inhabitants.” See Vogt 2008, 92. 
487

 Obbink supports Thesis HG with a passage from Philodemus, which says, “the 

cosmos is a single entity of (or for?) the wise, its citizenship, he says, being held 

jointly by gods and human beings” (Κ[ός]|μον ἕνα τῶν φρο|νίμ[ω]ν, 

συνπολει|τευ[ό]μενον θεοῖς | καὶ ἀνθρώποις) (Obbink 1999, 184-185, 

parenthetical addition in original). For firmer, but later support, see Cicero’s 

testimony. “For the world is as it were the common dwelling-place of gods and 

men, or the city that belongs to both; for they alone have the use of reason and live 
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The second feature is the role of “law” in the “cosmic city.” The ideas of a 

“common law” (ho nomos ho koinos ὁ νόμος ὁ κοινός
488

) and “natural law” 

(phusei nomos φύσει νόμος
489

) have had profound influence on modern 

Anglo-European political and legal systems. But the Stoic notion does not 

conform to the traditional sense of law as it applies in most nation-states today.
490

 

Rather, law is a normative principle that derives from a (meta)physical
491

 

understanding of reason and rationality, the feature which gods and humans have 

in common with each other. In this sense, reason as law is an internal, prescriptive 

                                                                                                                                                                 

by justice and by law” (Est enim munus quasi communis deorum atque hominum 

domus, aut urbs utrorumque; soli enim ratione utentes iure ac lege vivunt) 

(Rackham 1933, 272-273). See also Seneca’s repetition of this claim. “We must 

grasp that there are two public realms, two commonwealths. One is great and truly 

common to all where gods as well as men are included, where we look not to this 

corner or that, but measure its bounds by the sun. The other is that in which we are 

enrolled by an accident of birth - I mean Athens or Carthage or some other city 

that belongs not to all men but only to a limited number. Some devote themselves 

at the same time to both commonwealths, the greater and the lesser, some only to 

the one or the other” (Cooper and Procopé 1995, 175). (Duas res publicas animo 

complectamur, alteram magnam et vere publicam, qua dii atque homines 

continentur, in qua non ad hunc angulum respicimus aut ad illum, sed terminos 

civitatis nostrae cum sole metimur; alteram, cui nos adscripsit condicio nascendi. 

Haec aut Atheniensium erit aut Carthaginiensium,aut alterius alicuius urbis, quae 

non ad omnis pertineat homines sed ad certos. Quidam eodem tempore utrique rei 

publicae dant operam, maiori minorique, quidam tantum minori, quidam tantum 

maiori) (Basore 1932, 187-188). 
488

 See Diogenes Laertius 7.87-88 (Hicks 1925, 196-197). See also, nomō koinō 

νόμῳ κοινῳ in Plutarch, Moralia IV: On the Fortune or the Virtue of Alexander 

329B (Babbitt 1936, 396). 
489

 See the quotation from Eusebius’s Praepatario Evangelica, footnote 499 

below. 
490

 “Law so conceived is the law of some community or city or state; and it 

derives its authority as law from the fact that it is somehow the voice of the city or 

community or state in question. But such a conception of the authority of law is 

precisely what the Stoics reject” (Schofield 1991, 69; emphasis original).  
491

 I use this creative term as an attempt to bridge the distance between more 

common understandings of the cosmos that takes Platonic or Aristotelian 

perspectives. For the Stoics, there is no “meta” to the cosmos. There is simply the 

material cosmos. Nevertheless, that does not prevent us from speaking about 

ultimate reality in a Stoic view. So this hybrid term is meant to point to the fact 

that in English we currently lack a suitable lexical reference for the Stoic sense of 

ultimate reality that is entirely material. For some discussion on this matter, see 

Brunschwig 2003. 
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guide, “instructing [gods and humans] how to treat each other as social 

animals.”
492

 

The third feature is the mode of the city, discerning how it is experienced. 

Under this feature falls two sub-questions. First, is this city a real, existing city, or 

an ideal city?
493

 This question is not addressed in primary sources, but comes out 

of interpretive assumptions of contemporary scholarship. While not addressed in 

primary texts, one or the other position (real or ideal) often appears in 

contemporary scholarship in discussions of Zeno’s Republic and its possible 

polemical positioning with respect to Plato’s Republic, which is widely regarded 

as presenting an “ideal” polity to strive for.
494

 Whether one should read Zeno’s 

Republic as an ideal alternative to Plato’s ideal, or as a real alternative to an ideal 

theory need not be resolved here. All that is needed is to observe that there is a 

debate, and then see how we read the Meditations in relation to it. A second 

question often raised is, does the “cosmic city” refer to a geographical “place” 

(location), or a social “organization” (system), or both?
495

 Malcolm Schofield 

identifies both aspects as relevant in early primary sources.
496

 Cicero clearly 

thinks of the cosmic city in terms of a place where humans and gods dwell.
497

 

                                                           
492

 Schofield 1991, 72. I object to Schofield’s categorization of the gods with 

humans as “animals.” Social “beings” would have been a better choice. This is 

because it is precisely the animal impulses which differentiate humans from gods, 

the gods enjoying a freedom to live according to nature without hinderance caused 

by incorrect impulses, which humans must continually fight against. 
493

 For an example of those who see it as real, see Vogt 2008. For an example of 

those who see it as ideal, see Brown 2006. 
494

 Vogt directly addresses the issue and vigorously defends the position that the 

Stoic city is a real city. Vogt 2008, 65-110. 
495

 See Schofield 1991, 84-92 and Vogt 2008, 65-66. 
496

 Schofield 1991, 84. See also Vogt 2008, 65-66. 
497

 Cicero writes, “In the first place the world itself was created for the sake of 

gods and men, and the things that it contains were provided and contrived for the 

enjoyment of men” (Principio ipse mundus deorum hominumque causa factus est, 

quaeque in eo sunt ea parata ad fructum hominum et inventa sunt) (Rackham 1933, 
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Arius Didymus, quoted in Eusebius’s Praepatario Evangelica, in addition to 

describing the universe as a “habitation” of gods and men, also describes the 

universe as an “organization” of gods and men.
498

  

A fourth significant feature is the nature of the whole-part relationship 

(mereology) of the cosmos and each distinguishable part. Intimately linked with 

this concept is the ethical demands captured in the Stoic technical term oikeiōsis
499

 

(οἰκειωσις; often rendered “appropriation”
500

). Following Cicero,
501

 many 

scholars divide the doctrine of oikeiōsis into two aspects, personal and social.
502

 

However, Katja Vogt has rightly pointed out that, “since human beings are 

                                                                                                                                                                 

272-273.). 
498

 “The universe is said to be an organization of heaven and air and earth and sea 

and the natures within them. The universe is called also the habitation of gods and 

men and the organization of gods and men and the things which have come into 

being for their sake. For just as the city is spoken of in two ways, as the habitation 

and as the organization of the inhabitants along with the citizens, so also the 

universe is as it were a city consisting of gods and men, the gods exercising 

leadership, the men subordinate. Community exists between them because they 

partake in reason, which is natural law; and all else has come into being for their 

sake. In consequence of which it must be believed that the god who administers 

the whole exercises providence for men, being beneficent, kind, well-disposed to 

men, just and having all the virtues” (Schofield 1991, trans.). (καὶ τὸ μὲν ἐκ τῆς 

πάσης οὐσίας ποιὸν κόσμον ἀΐδιον εἶναι καὶ θεόν· λέγεσθαι δὲ κόσμον σύστημα 

ἐξ οὐρανοῦ καὶ ἀέρος καὶ γῆς καὶ θαλάττης καὶ τῶν ἐν αὐτοῖς φύσεων· λέγεσθαι 

δὲ κόσμον καὶ τὸ οἰκητήριον θεῶν καὶ ἀνθρώπων <καὶ> <τὸν ἐκ θεῶν καὶ 

ἀνθρώπων> καὶ τῶν ἕνεκα τούτων γενομένων συνεστῶτα. Ὃν γὰρ τρόπον πόλις 

λέγεται διχῶς, τό τε οἰκητήριον καὶ τὸ ἐκ τῶν ἐνοικούντων σὺν τοῖς πολίταις 

σύστημα, οὕτως καὶ ὁ κόσμος οἱονεὶ πόλις έστὶν ἐκ θεῶν καὶ ἀνθρώπων 

σθνεστῶσα, τῶν μὲν θεῶν τὴν ἡγεμονίαν ἐχόντων, τῶν δὲ ἀνθρώπων 

ὑποτεταγμήνων. κοινωνίαν δ’ ὑπάρχειν πρὸς ἀλλήλους διὰ τὸ λόγου μετέχειν, ὅς 

ἐστι φύσει νόμος· τὰ δ’ ἄλλα πάντα γεγονέναι τούτων ἕνεκα. Οἷς ἀκολούθως 

νομιστέον προνοεῖν τῶν ἀνδρώπων τὸν τὰ ὅλα διοικούντα θεόν, εὐεργετικὸν ὄντα 

καὶ χρηστὸν καὶ φιλάνθρωπον | δίκκαιόν τε καὶ πάσας ἔχοντα τὰς ἀρετάς) (Mras 

1956, 379-380). 
499

 Significantly, Vogt (2008, 101) points out that Chrysippus links “common law” 

together with oikeiōsis (Diogenes Laertius 7.87-88). While this connection need 

not be explored here, it demonstrates a thoughtful coherence within the Stoic 

system. 
500

 This concept will be elaborated on further in section 4.2.2. 
501

 Cicero, On Ends 3.16-3.22, 3.62-3.68 (Rackham 1914, 232-241, 280-289). 
502

 For example, see Gill’s explanation in his introduction to a partial translation 

of the Meditations. Gill 2013, xxxviii. 
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familiar with themselves, and are a part of nature, being familiar with their own 

natures can be extended to understanding that one is familiar with, or belongs to, 

all of nature—that, in fact, one is part of a whole, animate entity.”
503

 

 

4.1.2 Four Key Features of Cosmopolis in the Meditations 

We are now prepared to examine the Meditations for how it displays these 

four key features of cosmopolis.  

 

4.1.2.1 Members of the Cosmic Community 

In order to identify members of the cosmic community in the Meditations 

we can ask, who counts as members of the cosmic community? Passages 

indicating an answer to this question can be grouped under five descriptions: God 

and humans, all humans, rational beings, the virtuous, and a category far less 

precise in its account. The latter three categories occur with less frequency and can 

be discussed briefly together. Passages in support of these categories indicate that 

the cosmic city is composed of rational beings (5.11 and 7.55),
504

 the virtuous 

(5.12),
505

 and one passage that is too vague to draw a definite conclusion 

(10.33).
506

 The distinction Marcus makes in 5.11 is important, and is a good 

                                                           
503

 Vogt 2008, 101. 
504

 This category does not have a definite equivalent to the four categories in Vogt 

2008, probably because it is so near to Thesis H. Nevertheless, I have 

differentiated it here because these two passages do not explicitly identify the 

rational beings as humans. By a process of deduction from other passages in the 

Meditations we can infer that they are human beings, but subtle elements in these 

two passages to be discussed later warrants their differentiation. 
505

 This is similar to Thesis S in Vogt 2008. 
506

 This passage talks about “one who is by nature a [civic member].” This could 

indicate that “civic members” refers to “all rational beings,” but this potentially 

includes the gods, and the context of the passage seems to indicate against that 

reading. Nevertheless, within the context of the Meditations as a whole, it is 

charitable to read it as indicating humans who all share equally in rationality. 



184 

example of why this description should be distinguished from the first two, from 

both a community of gods and humans (all of which are considered rational 

beings), and all humans. Marcus asks himself,  

“Πρὸς τί ποτε ἄρα νῦν χρῶμαι τῇ ἐμαυτοῦ ψυχῇ;” παῤ ἕκαστα τοῦτο 
ἐπανερωτᾶν ἑαυτὸν, καὶ ἐξετάζειν, τί μοί ἐστι νῦν ἐν τούτῳ τῷ μορίῳ, ὃ δὴ 

ἡγεμονικὸν καλοῦσι; καὶ τίνος ἄρα νῦν ἔχω ψυχήν; μήτι παιδίου; μήτι 
μειρακίου; μήτι γυναικαρίου; μήτι τυράννου; μήτι κτήνους; μήτι θηρίου; 

To what purpose, then, am I presently using my soul? Ask yourself this 

question at every moment and examine yourself as follows: what is 
presently to be found in that part of me which is called the ruling centre? 

And whose soul do I have at present? That of a child? That of an 
adolescent? That of a woman, of a tyrant, of a domestic animal, of a wild 

beast? 

 
In Stoic theory, consistent with other Greek schools of thought, while all adult 

human beings are considered to have rationality, some sentient beings that today 

we would consider to be full participants in human essence might not qualify, 

including women, children, and adolescents, mentioned in this passage.
507

 So if 

some human beings, because of age or gender, are not included in Marcus’s 

thinking, they might be considered “human” on some level, but not participants in 

full rationality, and therefore not civic members of the cosmic city. They may, like 

male children, possibly develop into full participants, but that still leaves women 

out, just like other animals (including tyrants, or extremely vicious rulers, who are, 

                                                           
507

 This might seem like a departure from the “orthodox” Stoic position as is often 

presented in contemporary European and Anglophone scholarship. There is quite a 

bit of discussion that indicates that the Stoics were more open to gender equality 

than many other philosophical schools. One key piece of evidence in this regard is 

Diogenes Laertius 7.175, where we are told that one of Cleanthes’ works was 

titled, “On the Thesis that Virtue is the Same in Man and Woman” (Περὶ τοῦ ὅτι ἡ 

αὐτὴ ἀρετὴ [καὶ] ἀνδρὸς καὶ γυναικός) Hicks 1925, 282-283). Nevertheless, 

Manning (1973), while looking primarily at Seneca, has pointed out that a good 

portion of Stoic virtue is dependent on a person’s particular station in life, 

determining what is a “proper function” (kathēkon) and what is not, and so 

Cleanthes’ claim does not necessarily imply equality in respect to contemporary 

concerns for women’s rights. Engel (2003) evaluates a wider range of evidence 

from Zeno to Epictetus (and so excluding Marcus), and concludes that most 

scholars’ claims to a feminist inclination in Stoicism is “exaggerated” (287), so 

that it is “essentially incompatible” with contemporary feminism (288).  
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on Marcus’s reckoning, as close to animals as humans can get). Nevertheless, 

there is some evidence that indicates Marcus, perhaps in his more rational 

moments, recognized the equal status particularly of women. For example, the 

third person mentioned in Book One (1.3) is his mother, whom he reveres for her 

piety and generosity, and her ability to “abstain not only from doing wrong but 

even from contemplating such an act.”
508

 And despite rumors of infidelity in 

historical sources from Marcus’s own time period, in 1.17 Marcus thanks the gods 

for his wife’s obedience, affection and straightforwardness. These comments 

certainly would not qualify Marcus for a feminist hall of fame, but it at least 

demonstrates a high estimation for women that were close to him, and suggests 

that he is open to considering women differently from his contemporaries. 

One of the more commonly recurring representations of the cosmic 

community is one composed of all rational adult human beings, exclusive of the 

gods.
509

 On this view it does not matter whether a person is virtuous or not. In 

fact, quite often Marcus is encouraging and reminding himself that in spite of 

other peoples’ lack of virtue, they are still of the same stock as he is, and should 

be treated with respect that is consummate with their (meta)physical status as 

rational beings. This is nowhere more clearly illustrated than in 2.1. 

Ἕωθεν προλέγειν ἑαυτῷ· συντεύξομαι περιέργῳ, ἀχαρίστῳ, ὑβριστῇ, 
δολερῷ, βασκάνῳ, ἀκοινωνήτῳ. πάντα ταῦτα συμβέβηκεν ἐκείνοις παρὰ 

τὴν ἄγνοιαν τῶν ἀγαθῶν καὶ κακῶν. 
Say to yourself at the start of the day, I shall meet with meddling, 

ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, and unsociable people. They are 

                                                           
508

 καὶ ἀφεκτικὸν οὐ μόνον τοῦ κακοποιεῖν, ἀλλὰ καὶ τοῦ ἐπὶ ἐννοίας γίνεσθαι 

τοιαύτης· 
509

 See 2.1, 4.4, 7.9 (though in this passage it could also be inclusive of the gods), 

9.29, 10.6, 11.9, 11.18, 12.26, and 12.36. As we saw in footnote 507, this may or 

may not be inclusive of women and children, depending on how you read the 

tradition. I will leave the question open, while leaning towards at least the 

possibility that women and children could be included. 
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subject to all these defects because they have no knowledge of good and 

bad. 
 

Marcus then distinguishes himself from them by demonstrating his own 

knowledge of what is good and bad from a Stoic point of view, emphasizing the 

kinship between himself and all people. This is not a strictly biological connection 

(“not because he is of the same blood and seed”
510

), but a (meta)physical 

connection, because they share “as I do in mind and thus a portion of the 

divine.”
511

 Continuing in 2.1, Marcus illustrates this intimate bond with a body 

metaphor, claiming that  

Γεγόναμεν γὰρ πρὸς συνεργίαν, ὡς πόδες, ὡς χεῖρες, ὡς βλέφαρα, ὡς οἱ 

στοῖχοι τῶν ἄνω καὶ κάτω ὀδόντων. τὸ οὖν ἀντιπράσσειν ἀλλήλοις παρὰ 
φύσιν· ἀντιπρακτικὸν δὲ τὸ ἀγανακτεῖν καὶ ἀποστρέφεσθαι. 

We have come into being to work together, like feet, hands, eyelids, or the 

two rows of teeth in our upper and lower jaws. To work against one 
another is therefore contrary to nature; and to be angry with another person 

and turn away from him is surely to work against him. 
 

This is clearly a human community, exclusive of the gods, both because of the 

early qualification talking about vicious people,
512

 and because of the other 

distinctions made throughout the passage that indicate human to human relations. 

While accepting these passages as indicating that the cosmic city includes rational 

adult human beings, it is not all that Marcus has to say about the community of the 

cosmic city. 

Several passages indicate that Marcus recognized the gods as a part of the 

cosmic community.
513

 In 3.13 he says that the divine and human realms are so 

                                                           
510

 οὐχὶ αἵματος ἢ σπέρματος τοῦ αὐτοῦ. 
511

 ἀλλὰ νοῦ καὶ θείας ἀπομοίρας μέτοχος. 
512

 The gods, by their very nature, cannot be vicious. 
513

 See 3.13, 5.27, 5.34, 7.53, and 10.1. This is flat out rejected by Schofield 

(1991, 68n13), based on a single passage (4.4). But as I will point out later, 

Marcus’s focus is his own actions (as ruler), and so it makes sense for him to 

emphasize human relations in most passages of the Meditations. In addition, 

Schofield does not mention any of the passages in which the gods and humans are 
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united by the common bond of reason that he “will never act well in any of [his] 

dealings with the human unless [he] refer[s] it to the divine, and conversely in [his] 

dealings with the divine.”
514

 And in 5.27 he admonishes himself to “live with the 

gods,”
515

 implying that they are in the same community and can be lived with, if 

he so chooses. When speaking of this broader sense of community inclusive of the 

gods, Marcus seems to indicate that the community is somewhat fluid. In 10.1 he 

laments, 

Ἔσῃ ποτὲ ἆρα τοιαύτη, οἵα θεοῖς τε καὶ ἀνθρώποις οὕτως 

συμπολιτεύεσθαι ὡς μήτε μέμφεσθαί τι αὐτοῖς μήτε καταγινώσκεσθαι ὑπ’ 

αὐτῶν; 
Will there ever come a day when you are so much a member of the 

community of gods and human beings as neither to bring any complaint 
against them nor to incur their condemnation? 

 

While it is not stated directly, the use of hoia (οἵα) here suggests that Marcus had 

in mind a certain “fitness” required for membership in the human-divine 

community. And in the context of the passage Marcus laments his lack of fitness 

to be a member of this community, because of his own complaints given and 

condemnations received. Nevertheless, hoia could merely be used to point out that, 

although Marcus is a member of this cosmic community, made possible by his 

rationality, his worthiness to be a member can be called into question because he 

is not living well in it. This sense of adequacy or inadequacy is heightened in 

passages where Marcus uses social and political metaphors to describe someone 

who has, in one way or another, cut themselves off from the cosmic community 

through vices such as those in 4.29 (fugitive), 10.25 (a runaway slave), and 11.9 

(deserter). Elsewhere Marcus uses other biological metaphors (plants and human 

                                                                                                                                                                 

collectively considered a part of the cosmic community. 
514

 οὔτε γὰρ ἀνθρώπινόν τι ἄνευ τῆς ἐπὶ τὰ θεῖα συναναφορᾶς εὖ πράξεις οὔτ̓ 

ἔμπαλιν. 
515

 Συζῆν θεοῖς. 
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bodies) to describe a person who has somehow severed their social ties with the 

cosmic community through vice.
516

 

A last point needs be made regarding the composition of this community. I 

have discussed five different descriptions of community, two that feature more 

heavily throughout the Meditations, but without reconciling them to each other. 

The former three I think can, with relative ease, be subsumed under the category 

of a “cosmic city composed of all humans.” Granting myself this, there are still 

two descriptions that need to be reconciled. At times Marcus talks about a 

community of humans only, and at other times he seems to include gods within 

the cosmic community, so we do well to ask Marcus this question: Does the 

cosmic city include the gods or not? I think the answer does not need to be too 

complex; it can be both depending on his own interpretive perspective. While 

Marcus is aware that the gods are always present and active in the universe, his 

primary focus is on human action and the effects of good or bad actions for 

humans. This accounts for the greater number of passages that focus specifically 

on human relationships. But just because he speaks only of human relationships 

does not imply that the gods are excluded, and nowhere does Marcus explicitly 

say that the gods are not a part of the cosmic community. In fact, as we explore 

the other three features of the cosmic community, it will become clear that 

Marcus’s view must be inclusive of gods and all humans.  

 

4.1.2.2 The Role of Law of the Cosmic Community 

An interesting aspect of Marcus’s philosophy generally, and his political 

philosophy in particular, is his view of “law” (nomos νόμος) because it is one of 

                                                           
516

 See 4.29, 5.8, 8.34, 9.23, 11.8, and 11.20. 
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the few instances in which he uses a Stoic technical term with some regularity, 

and for which he gives us more than just a hint of a framework for understanding 

his position.
517

 Of the twelve passages in the Meditations in which the Greek 

word nomos appears, only one occurrence is a non-technical use (1.16),
518

 

referring to Roman laws and customs. The remaining passages that contain nomos, 

with the addition of a few occasions where a different word or phrase is used but 

indicates a similar meaning, provide a two-sided representation of Marcus’s 

understanding of the law that governs the cosmic city. 

First, we see that the law itself has an external, cosmic scope.
519

 In 2.16 it 

is qualified as the “reason and law (thesmō) of the most venerable of cities and 

constitutions.”
520

 The law is ascribed to the cosmic polity, or taken to be a 

property of the universal system that governs all social actions. Because it is 

cosmic in scope, it is singular. There are not two or more laws (nomoi) throughout 

the cosmos, but one law for all rational beings (7.9). It is entirely self-sufficient; 

                                                           
517

 We do well to pay attention to the difference in our contemporary use of the 

word “law” (nomos νόμος) in English. As Gerard Watson (1971, 217) points out 

in reference to the term “natural law” in Stoicism, “it is undoubtedly a 

complicating factor that even when discussing natural law in the Stoic context one 

tends to use the term in English, with all the associations that have been built up 

for it there over the centuries.” The same is true for “law” itself. We should 

proceed with caution. 
518

 “And most admirable too was his readiness to give way without jealousy to 

those who possessed some special ability, such as eloquence or a knowledge of 

law and custom and the like” (Μάλιστα δὲ τὸ παραχωρητικὸν ἀβασκάνως τοῖς 

δύναμίν τινα κεκτημένοις, οἷον τὴν φραστικὴν ἢ τὴν ἐξ ἱστορίας νόμων ἢ ἐθῶν ἢ 

ἄλλων τινῶν πραγμάτων·). 
519

 See 2.5, 2.16, 4.20, 7.9, 10.11, 10.25, 11.27, 12.1, and 12.36. 
520

 τέλος δὲ λογικῶν ζῴων, τὸ ἕπεσθαι τῷ τῆς πόλεως καὶ πολιτείας τῆς 

πρεσβυτάτης λόγῳ καὶ θεσμῷ. In Diogenes Laertius 7.87, to Chrysippus is 

attributed the idea that “the law [that is] common to all things” is equivalent to 

“right reason which pervades all things, and is identical with this Zeus, lord and 

ruler of all that is” (ὁ νόμος ὁ κοινός…ἐστὶν ὁ ὀρθὸς λόγος, διὰ πάντων ἐρχόμενος, 

ὁ αὐτὸς ὢν τῷ Διὶ, καθηγεμόνι τούτῳ τῆς τῶν ὄντων διοικήσεως ὄντι·) (Hicks 

1925, 196-197). If we accept this testimony, then reason (in DL “right” reason, 

orthos) and law can be seen as synonyms. 
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“beautiful of itself and complete in itself” (4.20).
521

 From a cosmic perspective, 

the law is something external to each human being, so that for “a [civic member] 

of this great city….what is laid down in its laws is equitable for all” (12.36).
522

 

While we might be inclined to think that this law is something that the gods hand 

to human beings,
523

 as a king promulgates civil laws to his subjects, Marcus 

seems to indicate that the law as he conceives of it applies even to the gods, “who 

accomplish their work according to the same laws and in an unvarying fashion” 

(11.27).
524

 Marcus also says that “the law is our master,”
525

 being at the same 

time “the power which [ordains] all things” (10.25).
526

 As something that exists 

external to human beings, it is something to which a person’s actions can conform 

or not conform (12.1), and is a “straight path” by which a person can “follow God” 

(10.11).
527

 

                                                           
521

 ἐξ ἑαυτοῦ καλόν ἐστι, καὶ ἐφ’ ἑαυτὸ καταλήγει. 
522

 ἐπολιτεύσω ἐν τῇ μεγάλῃ ταύτῃ πόλει·…τὸ γὰρ κατὰ τοὺς νόμους ἴσον 

ἑκάστῳ. Hard trans., modified. 
523

 Though nomos is not mentioned, the idea is suggested in 2.5, where Marcus 

says, “You see how few are the things that a person needs to master if he is to live 

a tranquil and god-fearing life; for the gods themselves will demand nothing more 

from one who observes these precepts” (Ὁρᾷς, πῶς ὀλίγα ἐστίν, ὧν κρατήσας τις 

δύναται εὔρουν καὶ θεουδῆ βιῶσαι βίον· καὶ γὰρ οἱ θεοὶ πλέον οὐδὲν ἀπαιτήσουσι 

παρὰ τοῦ ταῦτα φυλάσσοντος). 
524

 ὡσαύτως τὸ ἑαυτῶν ἔργον διανυόντων καὶ τῆς τάξεως. Taxeōs τάξεως 

generally refers to an orderly arrangement, but can have the meaning of a political 

order, as Aristotle uses it in the Politics 1271b40, where it is rendered “institutions” 

(see Rackham 1932, 150-151). Hard renders it “law.” While this is a bit of a 

stretch, it still fits the general Stoic meaning of that which brings order. Also, it 

should be noted that in the Greek the word is singular, although Hard renders it 

plural. Properly, and in accordance with Marcus’s view, it should be singular.  
525

 κύριος δὲ ὁ νόμος. 
526

 τῶν ὑπὸ τοῦ τὰ πάντα διοικοῦντος τεταγμένων. Hard trans., modified. 
527

 εὐθεῖαν περαίνειν and ἕπεσθαι τῷ θεῷ. 
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But law is not only something that exists external to a person. Secondly, 

Marcus’s use of law in 4.4 can serve as a useful bridge for seeing his idea of law 

as that which is both external and internal.
528

 

If intelligence is common to us, reason too is common to us, [according to 
which we are] rational beings. If so, the reason that tells us what to do or 

not is also common to us. If so, the law too is common; if so, we are fellow 
[civic members]. If so, we share in a [civic community]; if so, the universe 

is a kind of city; in what other common constitution will anyone say that 

the whole human race shares?
529

 
 

Marcus begins with what is “common” (koinos) to “us” (here reading back from to 

tōn anthrōpōn paν τὸ τῶν ἀνθρώπων πᾶν, literally, “the whole of humans,”
530

 that 

comes at the end of the sorites).
531

 Intelligence is common, and so is reason. We 

do well to note that there is not one, but two “reasons” mentioned here. The first is 

that which establishes each human being also as a rational being, and the second is 

that which “tells us what to do or not.” The first seems to be an ontological 

statement and the second a normative statement. These are not two different kinds 

of reason, but the very same substance (as Marcus points out in 7.9), which also 

forms a common law, civic community (politeumatos) and a universe which is a 

kind of city.
532

 In this passage Marcus begins with the internal phenomena 

(intelligence, reason) which act as an ontological ground and a normative guide, 

and then moves to external phenomena, demonstrating that they are multiple 

manifestations of the single body of the universe. It is the same cosmic 

                                                           
528

 See 3.11, 4.3, 4.4, 4.12, 8.45, and 10.13. 
529

 Translation from Gill 2013, 21, modified. 
530

 We might be inclined to say “the whole human race” in English, but there is 

no equivalent term for “race” in the Greek, and is an anachronistic insertion.  
531

 Farquharson notes that Marcus employs here a kind of a syllogism called a 

sorites, where the predicate of a proposition becomes the subject of the following 

premise, repeated in close succession (Farquharson 1944, II:311). 
532

 This view of law is supported by Scholfield’s analysis of two approaches to 

Stoic justice, and his discussion of the relation of law to justice. See Schofield 

1995, 206. 
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principle-matter (pneuma) constituting the universe that constitutes a rational 

being. As an internal phenomenon it acts with an authoritative function (“kingly 

and law-making”
533

), leading an individual to act in ways that “benefit humans”
534

 

(4.12).  

In 8.45 Marcus mentions that he will keep his guardian-spirit (daimon) 

“well-disposed” (hileōn ἱλεων) if he is “faithful to the requirements of his 

“particular furnishings,”
535

 which I take to be the “reason and law” found in each 

rational being. In further support of an internal sense of law, in 10.13 Marcus 

speaks of “the most precious part of” himself as that “in which there emerges, if 

only a person wishes it, faith, modesty, truth, law, and a good guardian-spirit 

within.”
536

 So law is something which “emerges” or comes into a new state of 

being (gignomai γίγνομαι) in a person as that person develops morally through 

self-cultivation. 

 

4.1.2.3 Mode of the Cosmic Community 

This feature of the cosmic city looks at how it is experienced. 

Contemporary scholarship focuses on two main questions. The first question is, is 

this cosmic city a real city or an ideal city?
537

 And the second question is, is the 

cosmic city locational, organizational, or both?
538

 

                                                           
533

 Βασιλικῆς καὶ νομοθετικῆς. 
534

 ἐπ' ὠφελείᾳ ἀνθρώπων. 
535

 My own translation of idia kataskeuē ἰδίᾳ κατασκευῇ. 
536

 ἀλλὰ τῷ τιμιωτάτῳ ἑαυτῶν μέρει, ᾧ γίνεται, ὅταν θέλῃ <τις>, πίστις, αἰδώς, 

ἀλήθεια, νόμος, ἀγαθὸς δαίμων; Hard trans., modified. 
537

 Katja Vogt comes down decidedly on the “real” side, arguing that the Stoics, 

from Zeno onward, never conceived of the cosmic city as an ideal, but always as 

something real. See Vogt 2008, 66, and the argument that follows. 
538

 For passages that relate to the mode of the cosmic community, see 2.16, 3.11, 

4.3, 4.4, 4.29, 8.52, 9.12, 9.23, 9.29, 10.6, 10.15, 10.33, 11.8, 11.18, 12.1, and 
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Regarding the reality or ideality of the cosmic city, Marcus is 

unequivocally on the side of reality. There is not a single passage in the 

Meditations that indicates he thinks of it as an ideal that will be realized in the 

future. In 9.29 he says, “You should not hope for Plato’s ideal state, but be 

satisfied to make even the smallest advance, and regard such an outcome as 

nothing contemptible.”
539

 In 4.3 he says, “Call to mind…all the proofs that the 

[cosmos] should be regarded as a kind of [city].”
540

 And in 12.36 he says, 

Ἄνθρωπε, ἐπολιτεύσω ἐν τῇ μεγάλῃ ταύτῃ πόλει· τί σοι διαφέρει, εἰ πέντε 

ἔτεσιν <ἢ ἑκατόν>; τὸ γὰρ κατὰ τοὺς νόμους ἴσον ἑκάστῳ. τί οὖν δεινόν, εἰ 

τῆς πόλεως ἀποπέμπει σε οὐ τύραννος οὐδὲ δικαστὴς ἄδικος, ἀλλ̓ ἡ φύσις 
ἡ εἰσαγαγοῦσα. 

[O Man], you have been a citizen of this great city [of the universe]. What 
difference if you live in it for five years or a hundred? For what is laid 

down in its laws is equitable for all. Where is the hardship, then, if it is no 

tyrant or unjust judge who sends you out of the city, but nature who 
brought you into it?

541
 

 
These few examples are sufficient to illustrate that Marcus considered the cosmic 

city to be a real community, not something that should be anticipated or brought 

about through radical institutional changes. Further to the point, quite different 

from the ideal good city made up entirely of good people described by Dio 

Chrysostom,
542

 Marcus’s comment in 9.29 indicates his awareness that the 

cosmic city was a real community that is a work in progress. It is certainly not a 

mystery that Marcus regularly encountered vicious people, as so many passages in 

                                                                                                                                                                 

12.36. For discussion of the cosmic city as being locational and organizational, see 

Schofield 1991, 84-92 and Vogt 2008, 66-67, 91-98. 
539

 μὴ τὴν Πλάτωνος πολιτείαν ἔλπιζε· ἀλλὰ ἀρκοῦ, εἰ τὸ βραχύτατον πρόεισι, καὶ 

τούτου αὐτοῦ τὴν ἔκβασιν ὡς μικρόν τί ἐστι, διανοοῦ. 
540

 ἀνανεωσάμενος τὸ διεζευγμένον·…καὶ ἐξ ὅσων ἀπεδείχθη, ὅτι ὁ κόσμος 

ὡσανεὶ πόλις. Hard trans., modified. 
541

 Hard trans., modified. The first brackets are my modification. The second 

brackets are Hard’s own modification of the Greek text, which does not contain 

“of the universe.” It is not an unreasonable supplement, but not necessary. 
542

 See Schofield 1991, 57-63. 
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the Meditations are admonitions to be understanding and gracious to them.
543

 

Notably Marcus saw it as his responsibility as a leader among humans to lead and 

instruct fellow members in how to live well in this real cosmic community. This is 

further evidence that Marcus envisioned a real city, with real problems, that also 

had real solutions found predominantly, in Marcus’s mind, in the Stoic 

philosophical system. 

Accepting that the cosmic city is real, how does Marcus conceive of it? Is 

it an intangible organization, like a “body politic”? Or, is it more like a spatial 

location with defined boundaries, a conventional city with walls? Like earlier 

Stoic sources,
544

 Marcus employs metaphors to illustrate both forms. In a number 

of passages Marcus talks about the “city” as a place to be lived in.  

Οὐδὲν γὰρ διαφέρει, ἐκεῖ ἢ ὧδε, ἐάν τις πανταχοῦ ὡς ἐν πόλει τῷ κόσμῳ. 

For what matter whether you live here or there, if everywhere you live in 
this great city of the universe? (10.15) 

 

Ὁ μὲν μὴ εἰδὼς, ὅ τι ἐστὶ κόσμος, οὐκ οἶδεν, ὅπου ἐστίν. ὁ δὲ μὴ εἰδὼς 
πρὸς ὅ τι πέφυκεν, οὐκ οἶδεν ὅστις ἐστίν, οὐδὲ τί ἐστι κόσμος. 

He who does not know what the universe is does not know where he is. He 
who does not know the purpose of its existence knows neither who he is 

nor what the universe is. He who fails in any of these questions could not 

even tell why he himself was born. So what do you make of someone who 
shuns or pursues the praise of those who offer their applause and yet are 

unaware of where or who they are? (8.52) 
 

Another very clear passage is 12.36 quoted above. That the cosmic city is a spatial 

location hardly needs to be explained further. These examples suffice to 

demonstrate that the cosmic city is a place. You can live in it, and you can leave it 

(in a sense),
545

 and you can ask sensible questions like “where am I?” and expect 

                                                           
543

 For one example, see 2.1. If we take the texts from Book Two to Twelve to be 

largely chronological, 2.1 would have been one of his earliest recorded 

observations. This would then form a strong thread throughout the rest of his 

writing. 
544

 Schofield (1991, 84-92) gives a number of examples. 
545

 “Leaving” the cosmic city should be qualified, in that the city is “cosmic” in 
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an answer that will not only tell you where you are, but also provide a purpose for 

your life (8.52).  

Marcus also thinks of the city as an organization, an idea that is closely 

related to the question of membership investigated in section 4.1.2.1. In 9.23 

Marcus says, 

Ὥσπερ αὐτὸς σὺ πολιτικοῦ συστήματος συμπληρωτικὸς εἶ, οὕτως καὶ 

πᾶσα πρᾶξίς σου συμπληρωτικὴ ἔστω ζωῆς πολιτικῆς. ἥτις ἐὰν οὖν πρᾶξίς 
σου μὴ ἔχῃ τὴν ἀναφοράν εἴτε προσεχῶς εἴτε πόρρωθεν ἐπὶ τὸ κοινωνικὸν 

τέλος, αὕτη διασπᾷ τὸν βίον καὶ οὐκ ἐᾷ ἕνα εἶναι καὶ στασιώδης ἐστίν, 
ὥσπερ ἐν δήμῳ ὁ τὸ καθ’ αὑτὸν μέρος διιστάμενος ἀπὸ τῆς τοιαύτης 

συμφωνίας. 

Since you yourself are one of the parts that serve to [complete] a [political] 
system, let your every action contribute to the [completing] of social life. 

Any action of yours, then, which has no reference, whether direct or 
indirect, to these social ends, tears your life apart, prevents it from being at 

one, and creates division, as does the citizen in a state who for his own part 

cuts himself off from the concord of his fellows. 
 

Here the “state” is clearly a social organization, one which can be divided by 

members who cut themselves off from “symphonic fellowship” (sumphōnias) with 

other members of the political organism. And in 11.18 Marcus acknowledges two 

different roles for himself within the political system. 

Καὶ πρῶτον, τίς ἡ πρὸς ἀνθρώπους μοι σχέσις· καὶ ὅτι ἀλλήλων ἕνεκεν 
γεγόναμεν· καὶ καθ’ ἕτερον λόγον προστησόμενος αὐτῶν γέγονα, ὡς κριὸς 

ποίμνης ἢ ταῦρος ἀγέλης. 
First, consider how you stand in relation to them, and how we were born to 

help one another, and, from a different angle, how I was born to preside 

over them, as the ram over his flock, or the bull over his herd. 
 

This comment is interesting in that what is traditionally considered Marcus’s 

“political” role as ruler of the empire seems to be subordinated to his role as one 

member of the cosmic city, fulfilling his duty as one person born to help another. 

                                                                                                                                                                 

scope and so cannot be departed from, technically speaking. The Stoic concept of 

cosmos embraces all material everywhere. But Marcus’s meaning in 12.36 is that 

he currently is a living being in this cosmic city, and will depart from it when he 

dies, while undoubtedly acknowledging that the material that composes his body 

will remain, but in a different form and without his rational, conscious 

participation. 
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This subordination is further reinforced through imagery in 3.11, where Marcus 

describes “human beings as [civic members] of that highest of cities of which all 

other cities are, as it were, mere households.”
546

 What is most remarkable about 

this way of representing his own position within the cosmic city, is that it strips 

him of privileges and powers normally accorded to a person as emperor. It is not 

that he has given up these conventional tools, but in his mind they are to be used 

only for the benefit of all (fellow civic members), and for the whole. This will be 

further elaborated on section 4.3. Here it is right to also note that Marcus was 

aware of his “mundane” role as ruler of the Roman empire. How this operates in 

his political philosophy will be examined in the next section. 

 

4.1.2.4 The Whole-Part Relationship of the Cosmic Community 

The final feature of the cosmic city to be examined is the whole-part 

relationship that defines the structure of the city. The Stoics (Marcus included) 

conceived of the universe as a material monism. But this monism does not imply 

that the universe is an amorphous and undifferentiated mass. In order to overcome 

this problem common to monistic theories, the Stoics posited a variation of 

pneuma held in dynamic tension (tonos). Marcus captures this image in 6.38:
547

 

Πολλάκις ἐνθυμοῦ τὴν ἐπισύνδεσιν πάντων τῶν ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ καὶ σχέσιν 
πρὸς ἄλληλα. τρόπον γάρ τινα πάντα ἀλλήλοις ἐπιπέπλεκται, καὶ πάντα 

κατὰ τοῦτο φίλα ἀλλήλοις ἐστίν· καὶ γὰρ ἄλλῳ ἄλλο ἑξῆς ἐστι ταῦτα διὰ 
τὴν τονικὴν κίνησιν καὶ σύμπνοιαν καὶ τὴν ἕνωσιν τῆς οὐσίας. 

Reflect again and again on how all things in the universe are bound up 

together and interrelated. For all things, in a sense, are mutually 
intertwined, and by virtue of that all are dear to one another; for one thing 

follows duly upon another because of the tensile movement and the 

                                                           
546

 τίνα δὲ ὡς πρὸς τὸν ἄνθρωπον, πολίτην ὄντα πόλεως τῆς ἀνωτάτης, ἧς αἱ 

λοιπαὶ πόλεις ὥσπερ οἰκίαι εἰσίν· 
547

 See also 7.39 for a very similar claim. 
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common breath that pervades throughout the unity of all substance. 

(6.38)
548

 
 

It is the dynamic interconnectedness between the parts, and between the parts and 

the whole, that gives rise to essentially all ethical demands in Stoicism.
549

 As 

Robert Sharples has said, “Pneuma is capable of simultaneous movement 

outwards (probably due to fire) and inwards (probably due to the air), and the 

resulting ‘tension’…is used to explain phenomena as diverse as the mechanism of 

sight and the intellectual and hence moral condition of a person’s soul.”
550

 One of 

the repeated analogies Marcus uses to describe this whole-part relationship is a 

human body. In 4.29 we see Marcus blending body imagery with ideas of the 

cosmic city. 

Εἰ ξένος κόσμου ὁ μὴ γνωρίζων τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ ὄντα, οὐχ ἧττον ξένος καὶ ὁ μὴ 
γνωρίζων τὰ γινόμενα. Φυγὰς, ὁ φεύγων τὸν πολιτικὸν λόγον· τυφλὸς, ὁ 

καταμύων τῷ νοερῷ ὄμματι· πτωχὸς, ἐνδεὴς ἑτέρου καὶ μὴ πάντα ἔχων 
παρ’ ἑαυτοῦ τὰ εἰς τὸν βίον χρήσιμα· ἀπόστημα κόσμου, ὁ ἀφιστάμενος 

καὶ χωρίζων ἑαυτὸν τοῦ τῆς κοινῆς φύσεως λόγου διὰ τοῦ δυσαρεστεῖν 

τοῖς συμβαίνουσιν· ἐκείνη γὰρ φέρει τοῦτο, ἣ καὶ σὲ ἤνεγκεν· ἀπόσχισμα 
πόλεως, ὁ τὴν ἰδίαν ψυχὴν τῆς τῶν λογικῶν ἀποσχίζων, μιᾶς οὔσης. 

If he is a stranger of the [cosmos], a person who has no knowledge of what 
it contains, he is no less a stranger who has no knowledge of what comes 

about in it. He is a fugitive, he who flees from the reason that governs our 

social life; a blind man, he who closes the eyes of his mind; a beggar, he 
who depends on another and does not possess within himself all that is 

necessary for life; an abscess on the body of the universe, he who sets 
himself apart and cuts himself off from the reason of our common nature 

because he is dissatisfied with what comes to pass; for this is brought 

about by the same order of nature that brought you into being. And he is a 
limb amputated from human society, he who severs his own soul from the 

soul of all rational beings, which is but one.
551

 
 

                                                           
548

 Haines’ (1930) rendering of dia tēn tonikēn kinēsin διὰ τὴν τονικὴν κίνησιν, 

(rendered by Hard as “the tensile movement”), captures better this dynamic 

inward-outward movement of pneuma: “by reason of their contracting and 

expanding motion.” 
549

 See the Med. 2.3, 2.9, 4.29, 6.38, 6.42, 8.7, and 9.1. See Stephens 2012 for a 

thorough analysis of Marcus’s mereology. 
550

 Sharples 1996, 45. 
551

 Hard trans., modified. 
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A second analogy that Marcus relies on to illustrate to himself the whole-part 

relationship of the cosmic city is more generally biological, using plants or 

animals.
552

 In 8.7 he says, 

μέρος γὰρ αὐτῆς ἐστιν [τῆς κοινῆς φύσεως],
553

 ὡς ἡ τοῦ φύλλου φύσις τῆς 
τοῦ φυτοῦ φύσεως· πλὴν ὅτι ἐκεῖ μὲν ἡ τοῦ φύλλου φύσις μέρος ἐστὶ 

φύσεως καὶ ἀναισθήτου καὶ ἀλόγου καὶ ἐμποδίζεσθαι δυναμένης, ἡ δὲ τοῦ 
ἀνθρώπου φύσις μέρος ἐστὶν ἀνεμποδίστου φύσεως καὶ νοερᾶς καὶ δικαίας, 

εἴγε ἴσους καὶ κατ’ ἀξίαν τοὺς μερισμοὺς χρόνων, οὐσίας, αἰτίου, 

ἐνεργείας, συμβάσεως, ἑκάστοις ποιεῖται. σκόπει δέ, μὴ εἰ τὸ <ἓν> πρὸς τὸ 
ἓν ἴσον εὑρήσεις ἐπὶ παντός, ἀλλὰ εἰ συλλήβδην τὰ πάντα τοῦδε πρὸς 

ἀθρόα τὰ τοῦ ἑτέρου. 
For it [referring to the “common nature” discussed in the preceding 

sentence] is a part of [cosmic] nature, just as a leaf’s nature is part of a 

plant’s nature, with this difference, however, that the leaf’s nature is part 
of a nature that is devoid of sentience and reason and is susceptible to 

hindrance, whereas human nature is part of a nature that is not subject to 
hindrance and is intelligent and just, in so far as it assigns to every being, 

equally and in proportion to its worth, its share of time, substance, cause, 

activity, and the contingent. What you must look to, however, is not 
whether you will find one thing equal to another in every respect, but 

whether what is assigned to one thing, taken overall, is equal to the sum of 
what is assigned to the other.

554
 

 

It is important to note Marcus’s awareness that these analogies have limitations, 

and in 8.7 he points out to himself the specific aspect of the plant analogy that 

relates to his more comprehensive purpose, which is to see the relationship 

between the whole and the part. The overall purpose of these analogies is to serve 

as reminders of Marcus’s place in the cosmic city, as one part among the many 

interconnected, interdependent parts of a greater whole, which he serves by 

working for the good of the whole. This, incidentally, works out for the good of 

each part, according to Marcus (4.1, 5.22, 6.54, 10.6, 10.33), an idea that we will 

pick up again in section 4.4. 
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 For example, see 5.1, 6.54, 10.8, and 11.18. 
553

 I have brought this phrase in brackets from earlier in the passage, because the 

first clause refers to it without naming it. 
554

 Hard trans., modified. 
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A key aspect of being a “part” is knowing the function that one plays in the 

system of the larger whole. In the preceding section I noted that Marcus 

acknowledges two different roles for himself, first and primary is his role as one 

member in the cosmic community. The second role, which receives less attention 

in the Meditations, but is none the less quite significant, particularly for the 

present investigation, is his role as ruler of the Roman Empire. Questions about 

this role are closely connected to a key ethical term for the Stoics, kathēkon 

(καθηκόν), often rendered “proper function,”
555

 or “appropriate acts.”
556

 

Discussion of this principle in contemporary works is often argued from Cicero’s 

accounts in two texts, Academica
557

 and On Ends,
558

 and was a favorite term for 

Epictetus.
559

 Marcus may have been familiar with these texts or others, but does 

not elaborate on the details of “appropriate acts.” Nevertheless, the use of the 

word in eight passages helps us derive his general sense of how he thought of it.
560

 

In 1.12 we see that Marcus learned to be conscientious about his social duties, an 
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 Long and Sedley 1987, 491. 
556

 Inwood and Gerson 1997, 399, and Rist 1969, 97-111. Note Hadot (1998, 86, 

188-190) who calls kathēkon, an “appropriate act,” one of three “proper functions” 

of the soul (along with judgment and impulse). 
557

 See Book 1, § 35-38 (Rackham 1933, 444-447). As Rist points out (1969, 97), 

this account differs somewhat from the one Cicero gives in On Ends, deriving 

three types of actions from the doctrine that there are only virtues, vices, and 

things we should be indifferent towards. He describes the latter actions as 

intermediate actions, which are neither virtuous nor vicious, but are “appropriate” 

and “inappropriate.” This cannot be the case however, because other Stoic 

testimony describes these intermediate actions as ones that can become virtuous 

actions (katorthōmata κατορθώματα), which are “perfect appropriate acts” of the 

sage. The correction is made in On Ends, where the intermediate actions are all 

appropriate actions, and inappropriate actions are consigned to vice. 
558

 Book 3, § 20-23, 58-59 (Rackham 1914, 236-243, 276-279). 
559

 In the Discourses, see 1.7, 1.18.2, 1.22.15, 1.27.7, 1.28.5, 2.5.24-25, 2.7.1-3, 

2.9.29, 2.9 (and title)*, 2.14.18, 2.17.31, 3.2.2, 3.2.4, 3.7.25*, 3.22.74, 4.1.134, 

4.4.16*, 4.7.19, and 4.12.16*. And in the Handbook see 30*, 33.13, and 42. 

Passages marked with an asterisk * are most directly related to expounding the 

principle of kathēkon. 
560

 See 1.12, 3.1, 3.16, 6.22, 6.26, 7.5, 10.3, and 12.17. 
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ability to discern them which he is concerned that he might lose prior to his death 

through the process of aging (3.1). He tries to put away distractions and attend to 

his duties (6.22), which are composed of a number of elements to be observed in a 

methodical manner (6.26). And whether he delegates a duty to someone or 

attempts it himself, his actions should always strain towards “the common [service] 

and harmony” (7.5).
561

  

What is interesting in Marcus’s use of kathēkon is its complete lack of 

connection with the “natural” impulses that it is usually associated with, 

particularly in Cicero’s account.
562

 It is more likely that Marcus was following 

Epictetus’s accounts, which tend to focus more on social relationships, and the 

duties that obtain for an individual in particular relational contexts.
563

 Further 

discussion on Marcus’s view of social relationships will continue in section 4.3 

 

4.2 A Rational Sense of Affection for Fellow Citizens 

Affective experience plays a central role in Stoic ethics. According to the 

general Stoic theory, affective experience comes in two types which can be 

differentiated by calling the first “passions” (pathē πάθη), and the second 

“emotions” (eupatheiai εὐπαθειαι, literally, “good passions”).
564

 Along with a 
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 εἰς τὸ κοινῇ χρήσιμον καὶ εὐάρμοστον. Hard trans., modified. 
562

 On Ends, Book 3, § 20-23 (Rackham 1914, 236-243). Interestingly, Hadot’s 

account (1998, 188-190) hardly mentions passages in the Meditations (only 9.6 

and 11.37 are cited, neither of which contain the term kathēkon), and focuses 

mainly on Epictetus’s ideas. Hadot places more emphasis on the natural source of 

“duties” that, when processed through a person’s rationality, produce rational 

moral values in what the Stoics call oikeiōsis. This concept will be looked at in 

detail in section 4.2.2. 
563

 See Discourses 2.9, 3.7.25-27, and 4.12.16, and the Handbook 30. 
564

 Some scholars prefer “emotions” and “good emotions” to reflect the similarity 

between the Greek terms, but I find “passion” works well in English to bring out 

the excessive nature of pathē, as described in many early Stoic fragments. See LS 

65. Martha Nussbaum uses “passions” and “emotions” interchangeably, and 
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third affective concept often rendered “appropriation” (oikeiōsis οἰκείωσις) in 

English, these ideas form a core feature of Stoic political philosophy, readily 

apparent in Marcus’s Meditations. 

 

4.2.1 Pathē πάθη and Eupatheiai εὐπαθειαι 

Marcus is consistent with the broader Stoic tradition in his basic 

orientation towards the affective life of humans, dividing affective experience into 

two types, pathē and eupatheiai.
565

 He captures the contrast between these two 

forms of affect in Book One, recounting the character of one of his teachers. 

καὶ τὸ μηδὲ ἔμφασίν ποτε ὀργῆς ἢ ἄλλου τινὸς πάθους παρασχεῖν, ἀλλὰ 
ἅμα μὲν ἀπαθέστατον εἶναι, ἅμα δὲ φιλοστοργότατον· 

And [Sextus] never displayed even a sign of anger or of any other passion, 

but seemed at once to be completely free of passion and full of affection 
for his fellow human beings (1.9).  

 
The former affective experiences (passions) are to be completely extirpated from 

one’s life; the latter (emotions, summarily described in 1.9 as “full of affection”) 

are to be cultivated to perfection. Marcus is aware that these affective experiences 

have a profound impact on how a ruler conducts himself, and continually 

encourages himself to develop emotions and suppress passions. A ruler given to 

                                                                                                                                                                 

places little emphasis on the role of “good emotions” (eupatheiai) in her 

substantial accounts of early Greek and Hellenistic “therapeutic arguments” in The 

Therapy of Desire (Nussbaum 1994, 319n4, and 398-401). This could be due to an 

overemphasis in Nussbaum’s analysis on having a soul that is “undisturbed” 

(ataraktos ἀτάρακτος). Marcus does not use this term often (it appears in five 

passages—1.16, 4.24, 4.37, 7.16, 12.3, and only used in a more technical sense in 

4.37), but, as I will show, he has a lot to say about (good) emotions. 
565

 Troels Engberg-Pedersen (1998) has written on Marcus’s view of emotion, 

attempting to “forget about [Marcus’s] relationship with his philosophical 

predecessors,” allowing him to speak for himself. While this is in some ways 

helpful in highlighting Marcus’s unique philosophical contributions in the Roman 

period, Engberg-Pedersen cannot help but refer to the Stoic tradition regarding 

emotion at times, and I do not think such a strong stance is necessary to highlight 

Marcus’s unique contributions. 
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passions becomes a tyrant; a ruler moved by emotion has the potential to 

transform society. 

 

4.2.1.1 Passions (Pathē πάθη)  

Passions can be defined as the unstable vacillation of the human rational 

soul caused by improper or irrational judgments, leading to excessive impulses 

that are disobedient to reason.
566

 Passions, as the Stoics conceive of them, pose a 

considerable obstacle to a ruler with Stoic commitments. Passions, the source of 

all vice,
567

 are the very root that leads to tyrannical rule; the potential pitfalls that 

a person given to passions faces are numerous. What evidence do we have that 

Marcus was concerned to decisively deal with his passions? 

Marcus mentions impulse (hormē) in forty passages in the Meditations, 

indicating a clear awareness of the importance of the subject.
568

 More than that, 

he is aware of the problem that uncontrolled impulses can have in a person, 

especially in a ruler. Without conscious effort a person will tend to be led by 

impressions, and therefore irrational or excessive impulses.
569

 In 3.16 he says, 

Τὸ δὲ νευροσπαστεῖσθαι ὁρμητικῶς καὶ τῶν θηρίων καὶ τῶν ἀνδρογύνων 

καὶ Φαλάριδος καὶ Νέρωνος· τὸ δὲ τὸν νοῦν ἡγεμόνα ἔχειν ἐπὶ τὰ 

                                                           
566

 This is a dense distillation of various ancient and contemporary sources. For 

ancient sources, see LS 65. For contemporary discussions, see Inwood 1985, 

128-129, Long and Sedley 1987, I:422, and Graver 2007, 28-34. 
567

 “For passion is vicious and uncontrolled reason which acquires vehemence 

and strength from bad and erroneous judgement” (καὶ γὰρ τὸ πάθος εἶναι λόγον 

πονηρὸν καὶ ἀκόλαστον ἐκ φαύλης καὶ διημαρτημένης κρίσεως σφοδρότητα καὶ 

ῥώμην προσλαβούσης). LS 61B(11). 
568

 See 2.2, 2.7, 2.10, 2.16, 3.1, 3.6, 3.16, 4.1, 4.22, 4.40, 5.3, 5.14, 5.20, 5.37, 

6.16, 6.28, 6.36, 6.44, 6.50, 7.4, 7.62, 7.75, 8.1, 8.7, 8.16, 8.28, 8.35, 8.41, 9.1, 9.7, 

9.21, 9.28, 9.29, 9.31, 10.6, 10.26, 11.21, 11.37, 12.17, and 12.31. 
569

 For passages where Marcus mentions impulse, see 2.2, 2.7, 2.10, 2.16, 3.1, 3.6, 

3.16, 4.1, 4.22, 4.40, 5.3, 5.14, 5.20, 5.37, 6.16, 6.28, 6.36, 6.44, 6.50, 7.4, 7.62, 

7.75, 8.1, 8.7, 8.16, 8.28, 8.35, 8.41, 9.1, 9.7, 9.21, 9.28, 9.29, 9.31, 10.6, 10.26, 

11.21, 11.37, 12.17, and 12.31. 
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φαινόμενα καθήκοντα, καὶ τῶν θεοὺς μὴ νομιζόντων καὶ τῶν τὴν πατρίδα 

ἐγκαταλειπόντων καὶ τῶν <πᾶν> ποιούντων, ἐπειδὰν κλείσωσι τὰς θύρας. 
To be drawn this way and that by the puppet-strings of impulse, we share 

with wild beasts, with catamites, and with a Phalaris or a Nero; and to have 
the intellect as a guide towards what appear to be duties is something that 

we share with those who do not believe in the gods, with those who betray 

their country, with those who will do anything whatever behind locked 
doors. 

 
We cannot help but notice the political reference in the midst of Marcus’s personal 

warning, mentioning both Phalaris, the famed Sicilian ruler of Agrigentum from c. 

570 BC to c. 554 BC, and Nero, Roman emperor from 54-68 AD, both known for 

their tyranny and cruelty.
570

 To neither of them does Marcus even grant the status 

of full-fledged rational beings in the scala naturae, but associates them instead 

with wild beasts and “catamites.”
571

  

One of the great challenges Marcus faces is that impulse comes from 

within a person’s own soul, arising from the assent of their decision-making 

                                                           
570

 Smith 1894, 595-596 and 685-686. 
571

 This unusual term in English deserves a brief explanation. In Greek Marcus 

uses the term androgunōn ἀνδρογύνων, a reference to a male youth (usually 

between the ages of 12 and 20 or so) who receives sexual advances from older 

men (Williams 2010, 19). Marcus is drawing attention to the idea that he was well 

aware of Roman social customs as was suitable for a manly man, and even 

boasting in 1.17 that he did not “play the man’s part” until the appropriate age. To 

“play the man’s part” means to have the dominant, penetrative role in sexual 

intercourse (Williams 2010, 18). So when Marcus refers to a “catamite,” he is 

referring to a youth who was not yet of an age to play the “manly” role in sexual 

intercourse, and so in social hierarchy was considered a lower status. These youths 

would play the “receptive” role, which was considered beneath the status of a 

Roman man. Marcus demonstrates his own knowledge of Roman custom by 

grouping these boys in with wild animals, since they were considered to be led by 

their passions rather than by reason. The variety of English and Chinese 

renderings are only partially helpful, because such social considerations do not 

exist today. Gill has “effeminates,” Farquharson has “men who sin against nature,” 

Grube has “male prostitutes,” Staniforth has “homosexuals,” Haines has “pathics,” 

George Long has “men who have made themselves into women (which explains 

Hé’s (1989 and 2008) direct rendering of Long’s translation as 把自己變成女人

的男人). Wáng (2010) has bìtóng 嬖童, meaning a young male prostitute, Zhū 

(1998) has 耽於欲乐的人, Liáng has 嬖童, and adds a note from Haines’ 

translation, that “pathics” refers to 男性之賣淫者, a male prostitute for other 

men. 
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faculty (hēgemonikon) to impressions (phantasia), as Seneca says, “Impulse never 

exists without the mind’s assent.”
572

 In 8.28 Marcus says, “Every judgement, 

impulse, desire, or aversion arises from within us, and nothing evil can enter in 

from outside.”
573

 However, despite his confidence that evil cannot enter in from 

outside, he sees a very clear risk that if impulses are not brought under the control 

of his reasoning powers, then his responses to these external impressions will lead 

him into vice (2.10). Marcus’s visceral urgency for the need to retain control of his 

impulses is felt in a short exclamatory passage: 

Ἐξαλεῖψαι φαντασίαν· στῆσαι ὁρμήν· σβέσαι ὄρεξιν· ἐφ’ ἑαυτῷ ἔχειν τὸ 
ἡγεμονικόν. 

Blot out imagination; put a curb on impulse; quench desire; your ruling 
centre [should have possession of itself.

574
 (9.7) 

 

The implication is that if these natural psychological phenomena are not subjected 

to his ruling center, then the ruling center will not be able do what it is designed to 

do, which is rule the soul and lead a person to the desired smooth flow of life in 

obedience to reason and in alignment with nature.  

Marcus is also well aware of the four-fold division of passions, which are 

impulse responses to four types of judgments. They can be diagrammed along 

axes of time and value: 

pathē παθή 
VALUE 

Good Evil 

TIME 

Future 

Appetite 

ἐπιθυμία 
epithumia 

Fear 

φόβος 
phobos 

Present 

Pleasure 

ἡδονὴ 
hēdonē 

Distress 

λύπη 
lupē 

Figure 2: Passions 

                                                           
572

 LS 65X. 
573

 πᾶσα γὰρ κρίσις καὶ ὁρμὴ καὶ ὄρεξις καὶ ἔκκλισις ἔνδον καὶ οὐδὲν ὧδε 

ἀναβαίνει. 
574

 Hard trans., modified. 
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The four primary passions appear in the Meditations in various combinations.
575

 

For example, in 10.25 Marcus says,
576

 

ὁ ἄρα φοβούμενος ἢ λυπούμενος ἢ ὀργιζόμενος δραπέτης. 

And one who yields to fear or distress or anger is therefore a runaway 

slave. 
 

And in 2.10 he says, 

Φιλοσόφως ὁ Θεόφραστος, ἐν τῇ συγκρίσει τῶν ἁμαρτημάτων, ὡς ἄν τις 

κοινότερον τὰ τοιαῦτα συγκρίνειε, φησὶ βαρύτερα εἶναι τὰ κατ̓ ἐπιθυμίαν 
πλημμελούμενα τῶν κατὰ θυμόν. [2] ὁ γὰρ θυμούμενος μετά τινος λύπης 

καὶ λεληθυίας συστολῆς φαίνεται τὸν λόγον ἀποστρεφόμενος· ὁ δὲ κατ̓ 
ἐπιθυμίαν ἁμαρτάνων, ὑφ̓ ἡδονῆς ἡττώμενος, ἀκολαστότερός πως 

φαίνεται καὶ θηλύτερος ἐν ταῖς ἁμαρτίαις. ὀρθῶς οὖν καὶ φιλοσοφίας 

ἀξίως ἔφη, μείζονος ἐγκλήματος ἔχεσθαι τὸ μεθ̓ ἡδονῆς ἁμαρτανόμενον 
ἤπερ τὸ μετὰ λύπης· ὅλως τε ὁ μὲν προηδικημένῳ μᾶλλον ἔοικε καὶ διὰ 

λύπης ἠναγκασμένῳ θυμωθῆναι· ὁ δὲ αὐτόθεν πρὸς τὸ ἀδικεῖν ὥρμηται, 
φερόμενος ἐπὶ τὸ πρᾶξαί τι κατ̓ ἐπιθυμίαν. 

Theophrastus speaks like a true philosopher when he says in his 

comparison of faults (for one may take such a comparison when speaking 
in a more or less popular sense) that faults committed through appetite are 

graver than those committed through anger. For when a person loses his 
temper, he seems to turn his back on reason with a kind of [distress] and 

[contraction], but when he offends through appetite and is overpowered by 

pleasure, he somehow seems more licentious and more unmanly in his 
wrongdoing. Theophrastus was right, then, and was speaking as befits a 

philosopher, when he maintained that wrongdoing associated with pleasure 
calls for harsher condemnation than that associated with [distress]. 

Generally speaking, in the latter case the offender is more like a person 

who has first been [wronged] by another and has been driven by [distress] 
to lose his temper, while in the former he has been impelled to do wrong as 

a result of his own inclination, being carried away by appetite to act as he 
does.

577
 

 

Conspicuous in these passages (and in 1.9) is anger (orgē ὀργή), which is not 

listed among the four primary categories of passions mentioned by early Stoics.
578

 

                                                           
575

 The four key terms are underlined in the English renderings for ease of 

identification. 
576

 This same cluster of passions are mentioned again in 11.20. 
577

 Hard trans., modified. 
578

 That does not mean it would not fit under one of the four main categories as a 

secondary passion. Pleasure is mentioned often in the Meditations, quite 

commonly alongside pain (ponos πόνος), but in those contexts it seems to refer 

not to a passion, but to a sense impression. For the most in-depth analysis Marcus 

offers of pleasure and pain see 9.1. 
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However, it was emphasized by sources from later Stoic thought in the Roman 

period, such as Cicero,
579

 Seneca,
580

 and Epictetus,
581

 so it is not surprising to 

see Marcus adopt it here and place it in similar rank with the common four 

primary passions. Although Marcus never identifies any irrational expressions of 

the rational faculty in some kind of formal hierarchy such as primary and 

secondary, these five passions appear in many passages throughout the 

Meditations, indicating awareness on his part of their important role in moral 

cultivation.
582

  

 

4.2.1.2 Emotions (Eupatheiai εὐπαθειαι) 

The Stoic goal for the affective life is not merely to be “without passion” 

(apathēs ἀπαθής), a term which appears only four times in the Meditations,
583

 but 

to have positive affective experiences that, in many cases, directly mirrors the 

negative affective experiences (passions) that should be avoided or suppressed. 

We can chart the primary emotions on the same two axes of time and value used 

to chart passions. 

 

 

                                                           
579

 See Tusculan Disputations IV, especially §48-55 and §77-79 (Graver 2002, 

56-59, 67-68). 
580

 See On Anger (Kaster and Nussbaum 2010, 3-129.). 
581

 See Discourses 1.15, 1.18, 1.28.6-10 (Hard 2014, 36-37, 41-43, 60). 
582

 For passages containing one or more of the four key passions, with the 

addition of anger, see: (1) epithumia - 2.10, 3.7, 4.32, 6.10, 7.16, 8.29, 9.40, 10.1, 

and 12.19; (2) phobos - 2.12, 4.49, 5.6, 6.57, 7.16, 8.6, 8.58, 9.1, 9.18, 9.40, 10.25, 

12.1, and 12.35; (3) hēdonē - 2.10, 2.11, 2.12, 2.16, 2.17, 3.3, 3.4, 3.6, 4.3, 5.1, 5.9, 

5.31, 6.34, 8.8, 8.10, 8.14, 8.19, 8.39, 8.41, 9.1, 10.1, 10.30, 11.19, 12.8, and 

12.34; (4) lupē - 2.1, 2.10, 4.3, 4.44, 4.49, 6.18, 7.16, 8.40, 8.42, 8.47, 9.40, 10.25, 

10.28, 11.18, and 11.20; and (5) orgē - 1.9, 2.1, 2.16, 5.22, 5.28, 6.26, 6.57, 7.17, 

7.26, 9.24, 10.8, 10.25, 10.30, 11.18, and 11.20. 
583

 The term appears in 1.9, 6.16, 7.50, and 11.18. 
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eupatheiai εὐπάθειαι 
VALUE 

Good Evil 

TIME 

Future 

Volition 

βουλήσις 
boulēsis 

Caution 

εὐλάβεια 
eulabeia 

Present 

Joy 

χαρά 
chara 

  X
584

 

Figure 3: Emotions 

Mirroring the definition of passions given earlier, emotions can be defined as 

having the same experience, but responded to in the opposite way. Emotions are a 

stable response of the human rational soul caused by proper and rational 

judgments that lead to appropriate impulses that are obedient to reason. There are 

few occurrences of these Stoic technical terms for primary emotions in the 

Meditations, but that does not mean that Marcus lacks vocabulary to express 

positive affective experience. In fact, he employs a rich vocabulary expressing a 

wide variety of emotions that he clearly thinks are acceptable, virtuous and 

properly rational to have, articulated in his own idiosyncratic and thoroughly 

creative way.  

In 6.30 Marcus lists four of the six most commonly recurring emotions in 

the Meditations. 

τήρησον οὖν σεαυτὸν ἁπλοῦν, ἀγαθόν, ἀκέραιον, σεμνόν, ἄκομψον, τοῦ 
δικαίου φίλον, θεοσεβῆ, εὐμενῆ, φιλόστοργον, ἐρρωμένον πρὸς τὰ 

πρέποντα ἔργα. 

Keep yourself simple, then, and good, sincere, dignified, free from 
affectation, a friend to justice, reverent towards the gods, [with 

kindness,]
585

 affection, and firm in the performance of your duties. 
 

                                                           
584

 The Stoics do not acknowledge an emotion that corresponds to a present evil, 

because they do not believe that any present state of affairs can be evil. This is 

because every state of affairs was providentially brought about by God, and is 

therefore good for every part and for the whole cosmos. Marcus clearly accepts 

this in the many passages where he encourages himself to accept what nature 

brings to him. 
585

 This word was missing in Hard’s rendering. 
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The commonly recurring terms in the Meditations are affectionate love (philon 

φίλον
586

), satisfaction (arkoumenos ἀρκούμενος), kindliness (eumenē εὐμενῆ) and 

simplicity (haploun ἁπλοῦν). Two additional emotions that appear with high 

frequency but are not found in 6.30 are freedom (eleutheros ἐλεύθερος) and 

graciousness (hilaos ἱλαος).
587

  

Satisfaction
588

 and simplicity
589

 are relatively easy to explain within 

Marcus’s broader philosophical outlook, both referring to a person’s rational 

engagement in the providential ordering of the rational universe. Satisfaction, and 

similarly being pleased (areskō ἀρέσκω
590

), indicate a willing acceptance of the 

destiny or fate that the gods have handed to a person, and can relate to one’s own 

actions, as long as they accord with nature. So Marcus says in 4.25, 

Πείρασον πῶς σοι χωρεῖ καὶ ὁ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἀνθρώπου βίος τοῦ 

ἀρεσκομένου μὲν τοῖς ἐκ τῶν ὅλων ἀπονεμομένοις, ἀρκουμένου δὲ τῇ ἰδίᾳ 
πράξει δικαίᾳ καὶ διαθέσει εὐμενεῖ. 

Try living the life of a good man, and see how you fare as one who is well 

pleased with what is allotted to him from the whole and finds his 
contentment in his own just conduct and benevolent disposition. 

 

                                                           
586

 Philon is a partial exception, because in the context of 6.30 it is used 

somewhat differently. First, it is used as an adjective rather than a verb. 

Nevertheless, the nearness between being “friendly” (philos) towards something 

and “having affectionate love” (phileō) for something diminishes this exception 

considerably. And secondly, in combination with storgē στοργή, philostorgon 

φιλόστοργον. Marcus uses this term four times in the Meditations (1.9, 1.17, 6.30, 

and 11.18). While it would carry a slightly different connotation to a simple philon, 

it is a close cognate, and so I count it here. 
587

 Another possible additional term is ethelō ἐθέλω, meaning wish or will, but 

Marcus’s use of it is ambiguous. At times it is positive, and at times negative, so I 

have not included it for analysis here. 
588

 See 1.7, 1.16, 2.3, 2.13, 3.6, 4.3, 4.25, 4.32, 5.1, 5.14, 5.27, 5.31, 5.33, 6.2, 

6.23, 6.30, 6.45, 7.28, 7.66, 8.1, 8.32, 8.45, 8.48, 8.50, 9.26, 9.42, 10.1, 10.11, 

10.31, 10.34, and 11.21. 
589

 See 3.4, 3.6, 3.16, 4.37, 5.7, 5.9, 6.30, 7.31, 8.51, 9.29, 9.37, 10.1, 10.9, 10.32, 

and 11.15. 
590

 This term also seems to fall into the category of emotions, but because of its 

relative infrequency I have chosen not to focus on it. See 3.4, 4.25, 5.27, 6.59, and 

8.53. 
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Simplicity is another way of saying free from passions, referring to a way of life 

that is in accordance with nature and undisturbed by irrational or incorrect 

judgments. 

Ἤδη τεθνήξῃ, καὶ οὔπω οὔτε ἁπλοῦς, οὔτε ἀτάραχος, οὔτε ἀνύποπτος τοῦ 
βλαβῆναι ἃν ἔξωθεν, οὔτε ἵλεως πρὸς πάντας, οὔτε τὸ φρονεῖν ἐν μόνῳ τῷ 

δικαιοπραγεῖν τιθέμενος. 
You will soon be dead and you are not yet simple, or unperturbed, or free 

from the suspicion that things from outside can harm you, nor are you yet 

gracious to everyone, nor do you yet believe that wisdom lies in one thing 
alone, in acting [justly]. (4.37)

591
 

 
Freedom

592
 is experienced when a person is unhindered by passions. It is an 

emotion that arises as the result of properly exercising the power of the ruling 

faculty. “For your part, I say, you must in all simplicity and freedom choose what 

is [better] and hold to that” (3.6).
593

 A person experiencing this freedom sees 

himself or herself as unencumbered by external influences, able to make rational 

value judgments in accordance with one’s own nature and the nature of the whole 

(4.49). 

One of the more richly employed terms expressing emotion in the 

Meditations is kindliness,
594

 which indicates a proper response to circumstances 

brought about by nature, or a proper response to other human agents falling short 

of the goal of living in agreement with nature. In 8.51 Marcus dramatically 

illustrates the purity of a soul that cannot be defiled by another person’s evil, a 

mind that continually brims over with goodness. And in 12.3 Marcus says, 

                                                           
591

 Hard trans., modified. 
592

 See 1.8, 3.6, 4.3, 4.49, 5.5, 5.7, 5.29, 6.16, 6.23, 7.67, 8.1, 8.16, 8.48, 10.8, and 

12.1. 
593

 Σὺ δέ, φημί, ἁπλῶς καὶ ἐλευθέρως ἑλοῦ τὸ κρεῖττον καὶ τούτου ἀντέχου· Hard 

trans., modified. 
594

 See 1.9, 3.4, 3.12, 4.25, 5.5, 6.20, 6.30, 6.47, 7.3, 7.26, 7.52, 8.5, 8.43, 8.51, 

9.11, 9.42, 10.4, 10.12, 10.36, 11.13, 11.15, 11.18, and 12.3. 
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ἐὰν χωρίσῃς, φημί, τοῦ ἡγεμονικοῦ τούτου τὰ προσηρτημένα ἐκ 

προσπαθείας […] δυνήσῃ τό γε μέχρι τοῦ ἀποθανεῖν ὑπολειπόμενον 
ἀταράκτως καὶ εὐμενῶς καὶ ἵλεως τῷ σαυτοῦ δαίμονι διαβιῶναι. 

If, I say, you will put away from your ruling centre all that accretes to it 
from the affections of the body […] then you will be able to pass at least 

the time that is left to you until you die in calm and kindliness, and as one 

who is at peace with the guardian-spirit that dwells within him. 
 

Here we see both the kindliness that comes to a person when the “affections of the 

body” (prospatheias) are “put away,” and the graciousness
595

 (hileōs
596

) that 

obtains in the soul of a person so affectively disposed. 

Finally, the crowning emotion is affectionate love (philein).
597

 

Affectionate love seems to be the predominant emotion for Marcus, occurring 

more often in the Meditations than any other positive affective term. In 3.16 

Marcus highlights special “characteristics of a good person,” the first of which is 

“to love and welcome all that happens to him and is spun for him as his fate.”
598

 

Marcus is particularly concerned that he develop an affectionate love for his fate, 

the circumstances that the universe hands to him and is uniquely designed with 

him in mind (6.44).
599

 It is not enough just to welcome or accept one’s personal 

fate; the good person ought to have a special affectionate love for it, because it is 

particularly fitting or agreeable to a person, having been designed by the gods with 

an individual’s good in mind (2.3). Affectionate love should also occur for one’s 

                                                           
595

 See 2.3, 2.17, 3.16, 4.37, 4.48, 5.33, 8.45, 8.47, 10.36, 12.3, and 12.36. 
596

 Renderings of this term throughout the Meditations are inconsistent, though 

there is a general sense of kindness or graciousness. The various uses under the 

entry hilaos ἱλαος given in the standard Liddell, Scott, Jones English-Greek 

lexicon has “of the gods, propitious, gracious,” “of things, propitious, blameless, 

atoned for,” and “of men, gracious, kindly” (Liddell, Scott, and Jones 1940, 827) 

In 12.3 Hard, Haines and Grube all render hileōs “peace,” Farquharson has 

“reconciled.” 
597

 See 1.8, 1.9, 1.13, 1.14, 1.16, 2.13, 3.16, 4.1, 4.23, 4.31, 4.36, 5.1, 5.7, 5.9, 

5.31, 6.15, 6.30, 6.38, 6.39, 7.13, 7.22, 7.31, 7.57, 8.31, 9.27, 9.34, 10.1, 10.11, 

10.21, 11.1, 11.9, 11.31, 12.1, and 12.4. 
598

 φιλεῖν μὲν καὶ ἀσπάζεσθαι τὰ συμβαίνοντα καὶ συγκλωθόμενα αὐτῷ· For a 

very similar expression, see 7.57. 
599

 This refrain also occurs in 4.23, 10.21 and 12.1. 
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own nature (5.1). Affectionate love should be extended to other human agents and 

their actions, regardless of whether they are in accordance with nature or not. 

Οἷς συγκεκλήρωσαι πράγμασι, τούτοις συνάρμοζε σεαυτὸν· καὶ οἷς 

συνείληχας ἀνθρώποις, τούτους φίλει, ἀλλ’ ἀληθινῶς. 

Adapt yourself to the circumstances in which your lot has cast you; and 
[treat with affectionate love] these people among whom your lot has fallen, 

but love them in all sincerity. (6.39)
600

 
 

Ἴδιον ἀνθρώπου φιλεῖν καὶ τοὺς πταίοντας. τοῦτο δὲ γίνεται, ἐὰν 

συμπροσπίπτῃ σοι, ὅτι καὶ συγγενεῖς καὶ δ’ ἄγνοιαν καὶ ἄκοντες 
ἁμαρτάνουσι. 

It is a special characteristic of human beings to love even those who 
stumble. And that sentiment arises as soon as the thought strikes you that 

these are your relations and do wrong through ignorance and against their 

will. (7.22) 
 

What now needs to be demonstrated is how the whole-part relationship of Stoic 

physics, significant for political concerns as we saw in section 4.1.2.4, connects 

with this affective principle as a political principle. This brings us to the concept 

of oikeiōsis. 

 

4.2.2 Oikeiōsis (οἰκείωσις) 

Oikeiōsis οἰκείωσις (usually rendered “appropriation” or “affinity” in 

English) refers to a naturally occurring, instinctive impulse of self-preservation.
601

 

When, through rationality (the logos that qualifies humans as rational beings), this 

impulse is applied beyond oneself in “ever-widening circles of application,” it 

                                                           
600

 Hard trans., modified. 
601

 We should be cautious employing a term like “self” here, because the Stoic 

vision of self clearly rests on a cosmic vision of a single body of the cosmos, 

united by a common pneuma, and so a “self” can only exist (ontologically and 

existentially) in relationship to others. Marcus brings this out in numerous 

passages that employ the metaphor of a cooperative body (2.1). Gill seems to 

overlook this, and emphasizes an individual’s wholeness in relation to themselves, 

rather than the “part-ness” of the greater, cosmic whole. Gill 2006, 45-46. 
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finally culminates in “love of the whole human race.”
602

 This concept has been 

linked specifically to Stoic political philosophy in both Diogenes Laertius’s 

description of Chrysippus’s ideas and in Cicero’s On Ends.
603

 Pembroke provides 

some helpful context of the use of the term in Stoic literature. 

In the Stoa, oikeiōsis is never used in the active sense of appropriation. 
What it denotes is a relationship, but this is not bilateral, and it is the 

subjective factor, the consciousness of such a relationship—which does not 

have to be reciprocated—on which most emphasis is placed.
604

 
 

Although Marcus uses the term oikeiōsis only once in the technical sense, the 

general concept is used in many passages in the Meditations, and will link the 

affective principle of a benevolent disposition towards all rational beings with two 

practical principles to be discussed in sections 4.3 and 4.4. 

In 3.9 Marcus says, 

Τὴν ὑποληπτικὴν δύναμιν σέβε. ἐν ταύτῃ τὸ πᾶν, ἵνα ὑπόληψις τῷ 
ἡγεμονικῷ σου μηκέτι ἐγγένηται ἀνακόλουθος τῇ φύσει καὶ τῇ τοῦ 

λογικοῦ ζῴου κατασκευῇ. αὕτη δὲ ἐπαγγέλλεται ἀπροπτωσίαν καὶ τὴν 

πρὸς ἀνθρώπους οἰκείωσιν καὶ τὴν τοῖς θεοῖς ἀκολουθίαν. 
Venerate your faculty of judgement. For it depends entirely on this that 

there should never arise in your ruling centre any judgement that fails to 
accord with nature or with the constitution of a rational being; and it is this 

that guarantees freedom from hasty judgement, and fellowship with 

humankind, and obedience to the gods. 
 

As we saw in section 4.2.1.1, irrational judgments lead to excessive impulse. But 

if our judgments are brought under the control of our ruling center (hēgemonikon), 
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 Peters 1967, 140. See Ramelli 2009 for an analysis of oikeiōsis by Hierocles 

(100 - 150 AD), an early contemporary of Marcus’s. Hierocles’ text is useful for 

its depictions of oikeiōsis involving concentric circles, with the self in the center. 

Each successive ring represents relationships regarded as further from oneself. 

The goal is to draw people in the outer ring towards oneself, which nicely depicts 

the idea of “appropriation.” You are bringing people in or appropriating them into 

yourself, valuing them on the same level. See also Pembroke 1971 and Long 1996, 

250-263. 
603

 See Diogenes Laertius 7.87-88 (Hicks 1925, 194-197) and Cicero, On Ends 

3.63-64 (Rackham 1914, 282-285). 
604

 Pembroke 1971, 116. 
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Marcus believes it is virtually guaranteed that you will have “fellowship”
605

 with 

other human beings in the cosmic city. What this “fellowship” entails will be 

explored in section 4.3. 

In another statement Marcus says, “What brings no benefit (sumpheron) to 

the hive brings none to the bee” (6.54). If a person acts only for self-interest, it 

does not result in benefit for the whole, and is therefore not a benefit or a good to 

the individual agent. At best it might be a preferred indifferent; far worse, it is a 

bad action that harms the person’s ruling center, as we saw in 9.5. Similarly, in 

5.22 Marcus says, “What causes no harm to the city causes no harm to the citizen. 

Every time that the idea occurs to you that you have been harmed, apply this rule: 

‘If the community is not harmed by this, neither am I.’”
606

 So again, nothing that 

a rational being encounters can be considered bad, provided it does not harm the 

cosmic city. 

Another aspect of oikeiōsis is its relationship to the fourth core principle, 

justice. Twice, in his Moralia, Plutarch points out that the initial impulse of 

self-preservation, also shared by plants and non-rational animals, serves as “the 

very foundation of our social life and administration of justice.”
607

 We see 

Marcus acknowledge the connection between this benevolent disposition that 

leads to care for others and justice in 11.20. 
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 “Fellowship” is a more dynamic translation of oikeiōsis (in Hard and Haines; 

“at home among men” in Grube even more so). Gill has “familiarization,” which 

more closely approximates the meaning of oikeiōsis, and yet would obscure the 

meaning in the context of the sentence for most readers less familiar with the 

technical Stoic vocabulary. 
606

 There is a very similar iteration of this in 10.33. 
607

 μὲν ἡμῖν κοινωνίας καὶ δικαιοσύνης τιθέμενοι. Plutarch, Moralia XII, 962A 

(Cherniss and Helmbold 1957, 336-337). For the other occurrence, see Plutarch, 

Moralia VI, 495B-C (Helmbold 1962, 342-343). This perspective is further 

affirmed in Prophyry, On Abstinence from Killing Animals III.19 (G. Clark 2000, 

91). 
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πρὸς ὁσιότητα γὰρ καὶ θεοσέβειαν κατεσκεύασται οὐχ ἧττον ἢ πρὸς 

δικαιοσύνην. καὶ γὰρ ταῦτα ἐν εἴδει ἐστὶ τῆς εὐκοινωνησίας, μᾶλλον δὲ 
πρεσβύτερα τῶν δικαιοπραγημάτων. 

For it [the ruling center] was created for holiness and service to the gods 
no less than for justice to man. For these affections

608
 too have to do with 

good fellowship, and, indeed, are of a higher dignity
609

 than the practice of 

justice. 
 

And in 4.3 he says, 

ἀναλογισάμενος τὸ κρῖμα, ὅτι τὰ λογικὰ ζῷα ἀλλήλων ἕνεκεν γέγονε, καὶ 

ὅτι τὸ ἀνέχεσθαι μέρος τῆς δικαιοσύνης. 
Call to mind the [judgment] that rational creatures have come into [being] 

for the sake of one another, and that [forbearance] is a part of justice.
610

 
 

In 11.20 we see the priority given to certain “affections.” Although these 

affections are not the one’s normally thought of when discussing oikeiōsis, it 

serves to point out that Marcus considered both gods and men in relation to ethical 

obligations put on a person as a member of the cosmic city. This dramatically 

overturns Schofield’s claim that Marcus held to a  

revisionist treatment of the cosmic city as common not to gods and men, 

but to men alone…So far as I can discover, this is a view of the cosmic 
city unique to Marcus…Here is striking evidence of Marcus’ unorthodox 

disbelief in the doctrine of the kinship of man and god.
611

 
 

We have already seen in section 4.1.2.1 that Marcus regards the gods as members 

of the cosmic city. Over and over in a variety of ways Marcus repeats that 

“rational creatures have come into [being] for one another”
612

 (4.3), so we should 

not be surprised that the gods, who are also rational, would receive some mention 
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 A corresponding term for “affections” does not show up in the Greek. Hard is 

inferring from the grammar that Marcus is talking about the “holiness and service 

to the gods” ὁσιότητα…καὶ θεοσέβειαν mentioned in the previous sentence. 

Nevertheless, the term is appropriate in that these two dispositions could be 

considered affective states. 
609

 “Dignity” skews the reading here somewhat. Presbutera πρεσβύτερα usually 

refers to a person who is older and so socially of a higher rank, or of greater 

importance. 
610

 Hard trans., modified. 
611

 Schofield 1991, 68n13. Schofield was commenting on 4.4, but making a broad 

claim for Marcus without substantial support. 
612

 Hard trans., modified. 
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in a discussion of oikeiōsis. All other rational beings ought to be the recipient of a 

person’s natural and positive affective dispositions. 

 

4.2.3 Marcus, a Ruler of Rational Affection for Fellow Civic Members 

At the outset of this chapter I asserted that the Stoic concept of cosmopolis 

is Marcus’s primary political philosophical principle, supported by three 

sub-principles. I later claimed that “rational affection for fellow civic members” is 

the first supporting principle expressed in “affectionate love,” “kindliness,” and 

“graciousness,” among other emotions. Here in this section we have examined 

three affective concepts (passions, emotions, and oikeiōsis) and briefly illustrated 

each from the Meditations. But how does Marcus demonstrate that proper 

affective concepts translate into a rational affection for fellow members of the 

civic community? How does affective experience provide support to the concept 

of cosmopolis, a cosmic city of gods and human beings? 

In 2.16 Marcus directly links a person’s efforts at suppressing passions to 

participation in the cosmic city. Drawing on the body imagery recalling the 

whole-part relationship, Marcus says that anyone who does violence to himself is 

like “an abscess and a sort of morbid outgrowth on the universe.” How is this 

violence carried out? Marcus describes five ways: 1) by opposing what the 

universe ordains for you, 2) by “turning away from any other person”
613

 through 

passionate responses (Marcus uses anger as an example), 3) when a person gives 

in to pleasure or pain, 4) by living untruthfully, 5) and by failing to direct one’s 
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 ἄνθρωπόν τινα ἀποστραφῇ. 
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impulses towards a definite good, defined as following “the reason and laws of the 

most venerable of cities and constitutions.”
614

  

Without abandoning his primary principle of the duties enjoined on a 

person by being a member of the cosmic community, Marcus also recognizes that 

other members of this community can pose challenges to realizing that goal.  

Καθ’ ἕτερον μὲν λόγον ἡμῖν ἐστιν οἰκειότατον ἄνθρωπος, καθ’ ὅσον εὖ 

ποιητέον αὐτοὺς καὶ ἀνεκτέον· καθ’ ὅσον δὲ ἐνίστανταί τινες εἰς τὰ οἰκεῖα 
ἔργα, ἕν τι τῶν ἀδιαφόρων μοι γίνεται ὁ ἄνθρωπος οὐχ ἧσσον ἢ ἥλιος ἢ 

ἄνεμος ἢ θηρίον. ὑπὸ τούτων δὲ ἐνέργεια μέν τις ἐμποδισθείη ἄν· ὁρμῆς δὲ 
καὶ διαθέσεως οὐ γίνεται ἐμπόδια διὰ τὴν ὑπεξαίρεσιν καὶ τὴν περιτροπήν. 

περιτρέπει γὰρ καὶ μεθίστησι πᾶν τὸ τῆς ἐνεργείας κώλυμα ἡ διάνοια εἰς 

τὸ προηγούμενον· καὶ πρὸ ἔργου γίνεται τὸ τοῦ ἔργου τούτου ἐφεκτικὸν· 
καὶ πρὸ ὁδοῦ τὸ τῆς ὁδοῦ ταύτης ἐνστατικόν. 

From one point of view, [a human being is the being who is] closest to us, 
in so far as we must do good to our fellows and [bearing with them]: but in 

so far as any of them stands in the way of our closest duties, a human 

being then comes to be one of the things that are indifferent to me, no less 
than the sun, or the wind, or a wild beast. Now these may hinder one or 

other of actions, but they are not hindrances to impulses or my disposition, 
because I have the power to act with reservation and turn circumstances to 

an advantage. For the mind adapts and converts everything that impedes its 

activities into something that advances its purpose, and a hindrance to its 
action becomes an aid, and an obstacle on its path helps it on its way.

615
 

(5.20) 
 

While there is no guarantee that any member of the cosmic city will follow the 

guidance of their ruling center, that does not change the fact that they should be 

treated with the same familiar brotherhood or camaraderie expected of every 

member of the cosmic city. Nor does it raise a concern that a wayward person 

such as we saw in 9.23 earlier (section 4.1.2.2) could possibly undermine the 

rational enterprise of living in accordance with nature. In fact, such a person, who 

is acting as “an abscess and a sort of morbid outgrowth on the universe” (2.16; cf. 
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 τὸ ἕπεσθαι τῷ τῆς πόλεως καὶ πολιτείας τῆς πρεσβυτάτης λόγῳ καὶ θεσμῷ. 

Marcus’s use of thesmō is a bit confusing here. Clearly he is refering to the cosmic 

law (which is also identified with reason logō), but he chose a word that refers 

generally to human legal institutions. So, while Hard’s rendering is somewhat 

loose, it seems to approximate Marcus’s meaning. 
615

 Hard trans., modified. 
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4.29), can even become an “aid,” “an obstacle on its path” that actually helps a 

person “turn circumstances to [his] own advantage” (5.20).
616

 And what is the 

goal of a being endowed with intellect?
617

 As we have seen, it is to live for the 

sake of other rational beings, which is the same thing as saying, live according to 

nature of the cosmos and one’s own nature as a rational being.  

So how is a person to overcome these difficult people without being 

overcome by them? Marcus returns again and again to one kind of action 

throughout the Meditations: treat them with affectionate love (philei φίλει). As we 

saw earlier, in 6.39 he says, “Adapt yourself to the circumstances in which your 

lot has cast you; and [treat with affectionate love] these people among whom your 

lot has fallen, but do this genuinely.”
618

 This seems like a fairly reasonable 

demand for intimate relationships with family, friends, and even co-workers or 

people we see on a regular basis. So how might this translate into a political 

context? How does Marcus, ruler of a vast empire, treat with affectionate love 

these people among whom his lot has fallen? Two main ways will be examined in 

the next two sections. 

 

4.3 The Common Benefit and Good 

In the Meditations 4.12 Marcus mentions two criteria which should compel 

him to change his opinion regarding a matter: when something relates to justice or 

the common benefit.  

                                                           
616

 τὴν περιτροπήν. Hard’s translation makes use of the context of the passage to 

render this single word. Haines and Farquharson render it similarly. Regarding the 

ability of the hēgemonikon to convert any event into material that can help attain 

its goal, see 4.1. 
617

 Hard renders διάνοια “mind,” but I think “intellect” is better. 
618

 Hard trans., modified. 
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Δύο ταύτας ἑτοιμότητας ἔχειν ἀεὶ δεῖ· τὴν μὲν, πρὸς τὸ πρᾶξαι μόνον, ὅπερ 

ἂν ὁ τῆς βασιλικῆς καὶ νομοθετικῆς λόγος ὑποβάλλῃ, ἐπ’ ὠφελείᾳ 
ἀνθρώπων· τὴν δὲ, πρὸς τὸ μεταθέσθαι, ἐὰν ἄρα τις παρῇ διορθῶν καὶ 

μετάγων ἀπό τινος οἰήσεως. τὴν μέντοι μεταγωγὴν ἀεὶ ἀπό τινος 
πιθανότητος ὡς δικαίου ἢ κοινωφελοῦς γίνεσθαι, καὶ τὰ παραπλήσια 

τοιαῦτα μόνον εἶναι δεῖ, οὐχ ὅτι ἡδὺ ἢ ἔνδοξον ἐφάνη. 

You should always be ready to apply these two rules of action, the first, to 
do nothing other than what the kingly and law-making art ordains for the 

benefit of humankind, and the second, to be prepared to change your mind 
if someone is at hand to put you right and guide you away from some 

ill-grounded opinion. But this change of view must always be based on a 

conviction that it serves justice or the common benefit; and this or 
something like it should be the sole reason for your choice, rather than the 

impression that it would be pleasant or popular. 
 

These two themes appear throughout the Meditations, suggesting that Marcus was 

particularly preoccupied with their contents. This section and the next section will 

examine these two points, beginning with common benefit.  

The specific term rendered “common benefit” (koinōphelēs κοινωφελής) in 

4.12 is rare in the Meditations, occurring four times,
619

 but the general sense of 

the word indicates an awareness of what is of common advantage or common 

usefulness. Terms Marcus uses more often to indicate something communally 

advantageous include sumpheron συμφέρον, occurring 24 times in 16 passages,
620

 

and agathon ἀγαθόν, occurring 118 times in 57 passages,
621

 both of which occur 

in 5.16:  

Οἷα ἂν πολλάκις φαντασθῇς, τοιαύτη σοι ἔσται ἡ διάνοια· βάπτεται γὰρ 

ὑπὸ τῶν φαντασιῶν ἡ ψυχή. βάπτε οὐν αὐτὴν τῇ συνεχείᾳ τῶν τοιούτων 
φαντασιῶν· οἷον ὅτι, ὅπου ζῆν ἐστιν, ἐκεῖ καὶ εὖ ζῆν· ἐν αὐλῇ δὲ ζῆν ἐστιν· 

ἔστιν ἄρα καὶ εὖ ζῆν ἐν αὐλῇ. καὶ πάλιν ὅτι οὗπερ ἕνεκεν ἕκαστον 
κατεσκεύασται, [πρὸς ὃ δὲ κατεσκεύασται,] πρὸς τοῦτο φέρεται· πρὸς ὃ 
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 See 1.16, 3.4 (twice), and 4.12. 
620

 See 2.3, 2.12, 3.6, 3.7, 4.9, 5.8, 5.16, 6.27, 6.44, 6.45, 6.54, 10.3, 10.6, 10.20, 

11.13, and 12.23. 
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 Not all 118 uses are in reference to what is good for human beings. For those 

that do relate to what is good for humans (or what they think is good, but does not 

measure up to a Stoic definition of good), accounting for 36 passages, see 2.1, 2.3, 

2.11, 2.13, 3.4, 3.6, 4.39, 4.42, 5.12, 5.15, 5.16, 5.26, 5.34, 5.37, 6.41, 6.44, 6.51, 

7.15, 7.17, 7.26, 7.59, 8.1, 8.10, 8.14, 8.20, 9.1, 9.16, 9.17, 9.41, 10.1, 10.30, 

11.16, 11.21, 12.23, 12.34, and 12.35. 
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φέρεται δέ, ἐν τούτῳ τὸ τέλος αὐτοῦ· ὅπου δὲ τὸ τέλος, ἐκεῖ καὶ τὸ 

συμφέρον καὶ τὸ ἀγαθὸν ἑκάστου· τὸ ἄρα ἀγαθὸν τοῦ λογικοῦ ζῴου 
κοινωνία. ὅτι γὰρ πρὸς κοινωνίαν γεγόναμεν, πάλαι δέδεικται. ἢ οὐκ ἦν 

ἐναργὲς ὅτι τὰ χείρω τῶν κρειττόνων ἕνεκεν, τὰ δὲ κρείττω ἀλλήλων; 
κρείττω δὲ τῶν μὲν ἀψύχων τὰ ἔμψυχα, τῶν δὲ ἐμψύχων τὰ λογικά. 

As are your habitual conceptions, so will your mind be also; for the soul 

takes its colouring from its conceptions. Dye it, then, with a succession of 
conceptions such as these: where it is possible to live, there it is also 

possible to live well; now it is possible to live at court, so it must also be 
possible to live well at court. Or again: towards that for the sake of which 

each being has been constituted and for which it was made, towards that it 

strives; now in what it strives towards, there resides its end; and where its 
end lies, there also lies [the] specific advantage and good. It follows that 

the good of a rational being must be fellowship with other [rational beings]; 
for it has long been proved that we were born for fellowship. Or is it not 

clear that inferior beings were made for the sake of the superior, and 

superior beings for the sake of one another? Now animate beings are 
superior to the inanimate, and rational beings to those that are merely 

animate. 
 

Despite these frequent terms denoting something positive for human beings, it can 

be difficult to pin Marcus down on exactly what this “advantage” or “good” or 

“common benefit” is for human beings. At its most basic level Marcus recognizes 

two kinds of good. The first good is that which comes to each person from the 

cosmos, which I will call the “passive good.” The second good is an achievement 

of a rational being by participating in the rational activity of the cosmos, that is, 

the cosmic city, and I will call this the “active good.” I will look at each in turn. 

 

4.3.1 Passive Good 

The first good is anything that happens to a person apart from their own 

agency, any circumstance, situation or event that involves them in some way. I 

have called it the “passive good” because it comes to a person without requiring 

their own effort, action or agency—it is a good that a person passively receives 

from the providential power of the gods. In 2.3 Marcus says,  
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πάντα ἐκεῖθεν ῥεῖ· πρόσεστι δὲ τὸ ἀναγκαῖον, καὶ τὸ τῷ ὅλῳ κόσμῳ 

συμφέρον, οὗ μέρος εἶ. παντὶ δὲ φύσεως μέρει ἀγαθόν, ὃ φέρει ἡ τοῦ ὅλου 
φύσις, καὶ ὃ ἐκείνης ἐστὶ σωστικόν. σῴζουσι δὲ κόσμον, ὥσπερ αἱ τῶν 

στοιχείων, οὕτως καὶ αἱ τῶν συγκριμάτων μεταβολαί.  
Everything flows from there [i.e. providence]; but necessity is implicated 

too, and the benefit of the whole [cosmos] of which you are a part. Now 

for every part of nature, the good is that which universal nature brings, and 
which serves to sustain [the cosmos]; and the [cosmos] is sustained not 

merely by the changes of the elements, but also by the changes of the 
bodies compounded from them.

622
 

 

The nature of the whole (holou phusis ὅλου φύσις) brings good to each person. 

Receiving this good requires no effort on the part of the recipient; it is a matter of 

course. And it works out for the good of every individual person because, within 

the Stoic vision of a substantial monistic universe, each person is a part of the 

single body of universal nature. A reasonable conclusion follows, that what 

universal nature brings to a person is likewise good for the universe. For example, 

if I cut my hand, I put antibiotic medicine on the wound to avoid infection. The 

medicine is good for my hand, which is also good for my whole body. Under this 

vision of the constitution and relationship of the universe and the individual 

person, Marcus concludes that all individual events that happen to a person are 

good.
623

 All events and circumstances are a result of the will of the universe, and 

nothing falls outside the providentially good will of the universe. Marcus is clearly 
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 Hard trans., modified. 
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 In his comment on this passage, Gill (2013, 90) notes that “the specific line of 

thought developed here starts from the Stoic idea of universal causal determinism, 

according to which all events form part of a seamless web of causes….This causal 

web is conceived as both predetermined and informed by divine providential 

rationality and care (pronoia); thus, the totality of events is seen as good, and not 

morally neutral…” The difference between the “totality of events” as Gill 

describes it, and Marcus’s own description of “all that happens to the individual” 

should be recognized. The way Gill states it, it could mean that the sum total of 

events is good, but individual events within that sum may be bad. However, 

Marcus’s own view seems to be that all events, not merely their total, are good. 

Furthermore, according to Marcus, if you do not recognize an event as good, it is 

because you are looking from the wrong perspective. 
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aware that a person not committed to a Stoic view may have difficulty accepting 

this latter conclusion. In 5.8 he insists that we should 

ἀσπάζου πᾶν τὸ γινόμενον, κἂν ἀπηνέστερον δοκῇ, διὰ τὸ ἐκεῖσε ἄγειν, ἐπὶ 

τὴν τοῦ κόσμου ὑγίειαν, καὶ τὴν τοῦ Διὸς εὐοδίαν καὶ εὐπραγίαν. οὐ γὰρ 

ἂν τοῦτό τινι ἔφερεν, εἰ μὴ τῷ ὅλῳ συνέφερεν. οὐδὲ γὰρ ἡ τυχοῦσα φύσις 
φέρει τι, ὃ μὴ τῷ διοικουμένῳ ὑπ’ αὐτῆς κατάλληλόν ἐστιν. 

Welcome whatever comes [to us], even if it appears somewhat unpalatable, 
because it contributes to this great end, the health of the universe and the 

well-being and well-doing of Zeus. For he would not have brought it on 

anyone if it were not to the benefit of the whole, any more than any nature 
you care to mention brings on anything which is against the interest of that 

which is governed by it. 
 

Was cutting my hand also to the benefit of the hand? Unless a reader is steeped in 

the Stoic tradition, it is likely that cutting my hand would be considered a harm. 

But, on Marcus’s view, it is inconceivable that the universe would bring upon 

itself (which naturally includes each and every part) anything that is not good for 

it. Marcus gives further elaboration on this problem in 6.45. 

Ὅσα ἑκάστῳ συμβαίνει, ταῦτα τῷ ὅλῳ συμφέρει· ἤρκει τοῦτο. ἀλλ̓ ἔτι 

ἐκεῖνο ὡς ἐπίπαν ὄψει παραφυλάξας, ὅσα ἀνθρώπῳ, καὶ ἑτέροις 
ἀνθρώποις. κοινότερον δὲ νῦν τὸ συμφέρον ἐπὶ τῶν μέσων λαμβανέσθω. 

[1] All that happens to the individual is to the benefit of the whole; and 
that should be sufficient. [2] But if you look carefully, you will generally 

observe this further point, that what benefits one [human] also brings 

benefits to other [persons]. [3] In this case, however, the word ‘benefit’ 
should be understood in its everyday sense, as applied to things which are 

neither good nor bad
624

 in themselves.
625

 
 

Here Marcus speaks of all events that happen to an individual as a “benefit” 

(sumpheron) rather than a “good.” But as we saw in 2.3 and 5.16, Marcus uses 

sumpheron as a near synonym for agathon. However, by using sumpheron in this 

passage, instead of good, Marcus is able to make a play on words, the first 

occurrence of “benefit” indicating that which is the ultimate good according to 

                                                           
624

 The term mesōn that Marcus uses here is a circumlocution used to refer to 

things which are “in between” what is good and bad. So while Hard’s rendering is 

a little bit liberal, it presents the meaning well. 
625

 Hard trans., modified. 
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Stoic thought, and the second occurrence of “benefit” as that which most people 

consider to be good. This highlights two important points to consider in regards to 

what Marcus takes to be the passive good for all people.  

The first thing to notice is that there are actually two kinds of passive good. 

The first passive good, which is ultimate, unequivocal and all-encompassing, is 

presented in 6.45 at [1]. Whatever the universe providentially supplies in the life 

of an individual is good for the individual. Likewise, whatever happens to the 

individual is also good for the universe.
626

 For the cultivated Stoic philosopher, 

this principle “should be sufficient” for conducting the life of a rational being. 

Nothing more is needed in order to live a good life than accepting what the 

universe gives to each person. However, because the world is full of rational 

beings who do not properly exercise that rationality, Marcus makes a distinction 

between the “good of the whole” and the “good of others,” that is, other 

humans.
627

 A second kind of good that appears in 6.45 at [2] and [3] results from 

this distinction. Most English translations capture the playfulness of Marcus’s 

stress on the word “benefit” in [3],
628

 indicating that it does not carry the same 

meaning as it is used in [1]. Marcus assists us towards this interpretation in his 

final comment, pointing out that there are two understandings of the word 
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 This idea could be concluded from the general Stoic ethical principle of 

oikeiōsis that we looked at earlier. 
627

 Farquharson seems to miss this distinction when he comments, “What 

advantages the individual advantages the whole; what benefits one man benefits 

the rest” (Farquharson 1944, II:350). Marcus’s point is that the whole is distinct 

from its parts, regardless of how many you count. Even if a great man, nearly a 

sage and the only one in the world, benefitted all human beings in the world, it 

may still be only the second-order good that is not really the Good. The Whole 

and the “rest” of humankind must be kept distinct, just as a good and the Good are 

distinct. 
628

 Haines puts the word (interest) in italics; Gill and Hard both use quotation 

marks (“benefit”). Farquharson is the only translation in English that does not 

acknowledge this distinction in the translation itself. 
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“benefit,” the second and lesser of which is an “everyday” sense used by 

philosophically uncultivated rational beings who place value on “things which are 

neither good nor bad in themselves.”  

Secondly, in a Stoic philosophical framework things that are neither good 

nor bad are called “indifferents” (adiaphora ἀδιάφορα). According to many Stoics 

going all the way back to Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, between good and bad 

there are things which are preferred (proēgmena προηγμένα) and dispreferred 

(aproēgmena ἀποπροηγμένα).
629

 Preferred indifferents are best understood as 

instrumental materials that can contribute to a flourishing life, so long as they are 

valued for what they are, and not for more than what they are worth. So, food is 

preferred, and being hungry is dispreferred. But a person’s virtue is neither 

harmed nor benefited when food is present or absent. Indifferents can come to a 

person independent of their will, and should be viewed as neither good nor bad.
630

 

As Marcus says at the end of 2.11, 

θάνατος δέ γε καὶ ζωή, δόξα καὶ ἀδοξία, πόνος καὶ ἡδονή, πλοῦτος καὶ 
πενία, πάντα ταῦτα ἐπίσης συμβαίνει ἀνθρώπων τοῖς τε ἀγαθοῖς καὶ τοῖς 

κακοῖς, οὔτε καλὰ ὄντα οὔτε αἰσχρά. οὔτ̓ ἄρ’ ἀγαθὰ οὔτε κακά ἐστιν. 

Now death and life, fame and obscurity, wealth and poverty, happen to 
good and bad [people] in equal measure, being neither [noble] nor [base] 

in themselves; and so it follows that they are neither good nor bad.
631

 
 

So, the passive good can be either the absolute or ultimate good, which Marcus 

identifies with a disposition that is submitted to the will of the gods, or that which 

is relative to its availability and a person’s preference—preferred and dispreferred 

indifferents. 

                                                           
629

 For this terminology, see Long and Sedley 1989, I:359, and for Stoic primary 

sources that discuss this issue, LS 58. Sharples (1996, 102) uses “preferred” and 

“unpreferred,” but I find LS’s terminology “preferrable.” See also A. A. Long’s 

(1974, 191-199) in-depth discussion of this Stoic concept and some of its 

difficulties. 
630

 See also 9.1. 
631

 Hard trans., modified. 
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A final point should be made regarding preferred and dispreferred 

indifferents. In 9.11
632

 Marcus says, 

Εἰ μὲν δύνασαι, μεταδίδασκε· εἰ δὲ μή, μέμνησο, ὅτι πρὸς τοῦτο ἡ 

εὐμένειά σοι δέδοται. καὶ οἱ θεοὶ δὲ εὐμενεῖς τοῖς τοιούτοις εἰσίν· εἰς ἔνια 

δὲ καὶ συνεργοῦσιν, εἰς ὑγίειαν, εἰς πλοῦτον, εἰς δόξαν· οὕτως εἰσὶ χρηστοί. 
ἔξεστι δὲ καὶ σοί· ἢ εἰπέ, τίς ὁ κωλύων; 

If you can, show them the error of their ways; but if you cannot, remember 
that [favor] was granted to you for this. The gods themselves [show favor] 

to such people; and even help them to certain ends, to health, to wealth, to 

reputation, such is their [kindness]. And you could do so too; or tell me 
this, who is preventing you?

633
 

 
We might be surprised to see that Marcus believes that the gods give preferred 

indifferents to people, and that Marcus calls this “favor” (eumeneia; also, “good 

will”) and “kindness” (chrēstos), considering that the only true value is what is in 

accordance with the will of the gods, which is also right reason (orthos logos
634

) 

and virtue. But in a Stoic worldview it could not be any other way, for 

“providence permeates the works of the gods,” and “everything flows from there” 

(2.3), including preferred and dispreferred indifferents. There is no other source 

for anything, and everything that the gods give, as we have seen, is ultimately 

good. What does that mean for a ruler who holds to Stoic principles? Marcus does 

not leave us guessing. In 6.27 he says, 

Πῶς ὠμόν ἐστι, μὴ ἐπιτρέπειν τοῖς ἀνθρώποις ὁρμᾶν ἐπὶ τὰ φαινόμενα 

αὐτοῖς οἰκεῖα καὶ συμφέροντα· καίτοι τρόπον τινὰ οὐ συγχωρεῖς αὐτοῖς 

τοῦτο ποιεῖν, ὅταν ἀγανακτῇς, ὅτι ἁμαρτάνουσι. φέρονται γὰρ πάντως ὡς 
ἐπὶ οἰκεῖα καὶ συμφέροντα αὐτοῖς. “Ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἔχει οὕτως.” οὐκοῦν δίδασκε 

καὶ δείκνυε μὴ ἀγανακτῶν. 
How cruel it is not to let people strive after what they regard as suitable 

and beneficial to themselves. And yet, in a sense, you are not permitting 

them to do so whenever you grow angry at their bad behaviour. For it is 
surely the case that they are simply drawn towards what [is] suitable and 
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 See also 9.27. 
633

 Hard trans., modified. 
634

 This is a Stoic technical term indicating the proper use of reason, usually 

attributed to the gods, and the sage or wise person See Inwood and Gerson 1997, 

405. But Marcus seems to think that it is possible even for himself. See 3.6, 3.12, 

11.1, 11.9, and 12.35. 



225 

beneficial to themselves. “Yes, but they are wrong to think that.” Well, 

instruct them, then, and show them the truth, without becoming 
annoyed.

635
 

 
While his tendency might be to restrict a person’s pursuit of what they believe to 

be beneficial to themselves, or to be angry when they do not measure up, the true 

path for a Stoic ruler is to be like the gods, who help people to certain ends, even 

if they are not proper ends for a rational being. One of the keys to attaining that 

end is having a right view of the cosmos. To that end, Marcus encourages himself 

to instruct others, to help them see the truth of reality through reason. In a sense, 

to evangelize the non-Stoic so that they come around to having the right view of 

the cosmos as he does. 

 

4.3.2 Active Good 

The second kind of good Marcus speaks of, the active good, are situations, 

events or states of affairs that come about through the decisions and actions of the 

agent himself or herself. In 6.44 Marcus first recounts the providential working of 

the gods, and that every deliberation they make is to his benefit, or if they did not 

deliberate about him, at least their actions would be to the benefit of the cosmic 

city as a whole. But even if they take no counsel about the affairs of human beings 

at all, Marcus says,  

ἐμοὶ μὲν ἔξεστι περὶ ἐμαυτοῦ βουλεύεσθαι· ἐμοὶ δέ ἐστι σκέψις περὶ τοῦ 
συμφέροντος. συμφέρει δὲ ἑκάστῳ, τὸ κατὰ τὴν ἑαυτοῦ κατασκευὴν καὶ 

φύσιν· ἡ δὲ ἐμὴ φύσις λογικὴ καὶ πολιτική· πόλις καὶ πατρὶς ὡς μὲν 

Ἀντωνίνῳ μοι ἡ Ῥώμη, ὡς δὲ ἀνθρώπῳ ὁ κόσμος. τὰ ταῖς πόλεσιν οὖν 
ταύταις ὠφέλιμα μόνα ἐστί μοι ἀγαθά. 

It is still possible for me to take counsel about myself and it is for me to 
consider where [the] benefit lies. And the benefit of every being lies in 

what accords with its own constitution and nature. Now my nature is that 

of a rational and sociable being. As Antoninus, my city and fatherland is 
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 Hard trans., modified. 
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Rome; as a human being, it is the [cosmos]; so what brings benefits to 

these is the sole good for me.
636

 
 

Again, we see “benefit” and “good” being used interchangeably. We have also lost 

none of the force of the priority of the ultimate good, which is whatever brings 

benefit to the whole cosmos, of which Marcus is a part, and also to Marcus’s 

specific locale, of Rome. 

But standing in the shadows of this idea is the understanding that lesser 

goods are preferred by most people. And if we take Marcus’s admonition to 

himself in 7.26 seriously, Marcus also often prefers these lesser goods.  

Ὅταν τις ἁμάρτῃ τι εἰς σέ, εὐθὺς ἐνθυμοῦ, τί ἀγαθὸν ἢ κακὸν ὑπολαβὼν 

ἥμαρτεν. τοῦτο γὰρ ἰδὼν ἐλεήσεις αὐτὸν, καὶ οὔτε θαυμάσεις, οὔτε 
ὀργισθήσῃ. ἤτοι γὰρ καὶ αὐτὸς τὸ αὐτὸ ἐκείνῳ ἀγαθὸν ἔτι ὑπολαμβάνεις ἢ 

ἄλλο ὁμοειδές. δεῖ οὖν συγγινώσκειν. εἰ δὲ μηκέτι ὑπολαμβάνεις τὰ 

τοιαῦτα ἀγαθὰ καὶ κακά, ῥᾷον εὐμενὴς ἔσῃ τῷ παρορῶντι. 
Whenever somebody wrongs you, ask yourself at once, “What conception 

of good and evil led him to commit such a wrong?” And when you have 
seen that, you will pity him, and feel neither surprise nor anger. For you 

yourself still hold the same opinion about what is good as he does, or 

another not unlike it; and you are thus obliged to [pardon] him. Or if you 
no longer suppose that things of that kind are good or bad in themselves, 

you will find it easier to show kindness to one who is still in the dark.
637

 
 

We might assume that in 6.44 Marcus is thinking in hypothetical terms, supposing 

that his comment in 2.3 (that the providential working of the universe is for his 

good) is false. If it were the case that the gods do not take counsel about him, and 

do nothing for his good or ill, he still has the ability to be concerned for himself 

and to know where he can use reason to achieve his own good. This good, he says, 

is what is in accordance with his nature as a rational and civic (logikē kai politikē 

λογικὴ καὶ πολιτική) being. If Rome benefits,
638

 or if the universe benefits, that is 

good for Marcus. If we accept that the principles that lead to his conclusion are 
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 Hard trans., modified. 
637

 Hard trans., modified. 
638

 Here, I take it that the city of Rome stands for the empire, but it is not out of 

the question that Marcus is referring to a smaller “city” within the cosmic city. 
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universal (“the benefit of every being” in 6.44
639

), that the good of all rational and 

social beings have both particular and universal properties, then the good of any 

individual would be nearly identical to Marcus’s claim, relative only to the 

difference in their individual particulars (such as being a Roman senator, a soldier 

in a German tribe, or a servant in the Persian empire rather than a Roman emperor; 

the universal benefit would remain the same). 

Another way to understand what Marcus envisions as the good is to look at 

the opposite of what is good. For example, in 9.4 Marcus says, “Whoever does 

wrong, wrongs himself; whoever acts unjustly, acts unjustly towards himself 

because he makes himself bad.” While this statement does not tell us what the 

good is, it clarifies how the bad actions of others cannot be included in the 

reckoning of the overall good of the universe. The only person affected by a 

person’s bad action is the acting person himself; it does not affect other people. If 

bandits were to attack a Stoic on a highway and leave him wounded on the side of 

the road, the only person the Stoic would see as truly harmed is the bandits. 

Certainly it would be preferable to the Stoic to not be attacked. But since the event 

occurred, universal nature must have providentially considered this the best 

circumstance for the whole, as well as ordained for the good and benefit of the 

individual. The only bad that occurred was in the bandits themselves, for they 

harmed the rational decision-making faculty of the soul, the hēgemonikon 

(ἡγεμονικον). 

Through this analysis it may appear that the passive good is of no 

consequence for how a ruler conducts himself, and all that matters is the active 

good. For if the passive good is entirely independent of the ruler’s action and is 
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 It should be noted that “being” is inferred from the context but does not appear 

in the Greek. However, it is a reasonable inference from ἑκάστῳ. 
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always good, how can it be of any consideration in ruling? If whatever happens by 

command of the universe is good (a passive good, which includes all events and 

states of affairs), why belabor the point in a discussion of active good? It demands 

particular mention here because the action of accepting the current state of affairs 

is the business of the rational human being. Like the proverbial dog tied to a 

cart,
640

 each person has the choice to accept reality and go along with it, or resist 

the irresistible and be dragged along regardless. The good is going along with the 

cart. It can be either more or less preferable, based on the action of the dog, to 

move with the cart.  

What is disappointing in many of Marcus’s discussions of what is good or 

beneficial is a lack of detail regarding the nature or content of what is good or 

beneficial. It is one thing to say, “do good for someone else,” and quite another 

thing to specify a particular good, such as provide food for them, or protect them 

from invading enemies. In general we can assume that doing what is good is 

acting virtuously. Within the Stoic ethical system the only thing that is truly good 

is virtue, and the only thing truly bad is vice.
641

 An examination into the 

“common good,” referred to in many places in the Meditations, will add another 

dimension to what Marcus has in mind when he speaks of doing good for other 

members of the cosmic city. He also has a strong preference for justice, which I 
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 For this clever Stoic illustration of possible human responses to the power of 

providence, see LS 62A, which says, “They too [Zeno and Chrysippus] affirmed 

that everything is fated, with the following model. When a dog is tied to a cart, if 

it wants to follow it is pulled and follows, making its spontaneous act coincide 

with necessity, but if it does not want to follow it will be compelled in any case. 

So it is with men too: even if they do not want to, they will be compelled in any 

case to follow what is destined.” 
641

 “They [the Stoics] say that some existing things are good, others are bad, and 

others are neither of these. The virtues…are good. The opposites of these…are 

bad. Everything which neither does benefit nor harms is neither of these.” 

Diogenes Laertius 7.101, translation from LS 58A. See also LS 60 for more on 

Stoic good and evil. 
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will take up as the final consideration for reconstructing a core to Marcus’s 

political philosophy. 

 

4.3.3 The “Common” Good 

In the previous two sections we examined the passive and active good as 

Marcus conceives of it. It remains to discuss in what ways these goods are 

“common,” and delineate the difference between active good and common good. 

The term Marcus uses to refer to what is common or shared in the cosmic city is 

koinos κοινός and its cognates,
642

 together occurring 90 times in 67 passages. 

Nevertheless, not all of these occurrences are useful for our purposes here.  

In several occurrences Marcus uses koinos to refer to what is common in 

the sense of “everyday” or “popular” (2.10, 4.20, 6.45). These occurrences are not 

particularly philosophically relevant. 

At other times he uses koinos to refer to properties of a thing (humans, 

gods, animals, and so on) that are shared by members of that class in a more 

narrow sense.
643

 So, in 8.12
644

 he says, “Sleep is something that you have in 

common with animals devoid of reason.”
645

 These are not properties that relate 

specifically to rational beings (gods and humans) as rational beings, and so do not 

qualify for consideration in relation to the cosmic city. 
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 Hereafter I will just use koinos, and take it to refer to the word and its cognates. 

The inverse of koinos is idios ἴδιος, or what is particular, occurring 71 times in 51 

passages. 
643

 See 3.16, 4.4, 5.34, 6.35, 6.36, 7.9, 7.53, 8.12, 8.41, 9.9, 9.10, 9.41, 10.6, 

10.34, 12.26, and 12.30. 
644

 It should be noted that in ten of the twenty passages that refer to a property of 

a thing, the particular property in question is reason, which would be nearly as 

broad of a category as “common nature” to be looked at below, and is therefore 

more philosophically relevant. See 4.4, 5.34, 6.35, 6.36, 7.9, 7.53, 8.12, 9.9, 9.10, 

and 12.26. 
645

 τὸ δὲ καθεύδειν κοινὸν καὶ τῶν ἀλόγων ζῴων· 
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And again, at other times koinos is used to refer to other humans in a 

relational sense.
646

 In 6.16 Marcus encourages himself to “be in harmony with 

your fellows,”
647

 and that he should treat all people “according to the natural law 

of companionship” (3.11).
648

 One particular use of koinos as a property occurs 

with higher frequency, giving the meaning of “sociability” (3.4, 5.6, 10.24, 11.19), 

a use that is more philosophically relevant. At times it indicates a “social duty” 

(8.12, 9.31), and at other times it modifies the kind of being that a human is, 

which is “sociable” (3.4, 5.6, 5.29, 6.14, 6.23, 8.2). This is a quality that 

predisposes a human being towards actions that accord with one’s nature as a 

rational being, and qualifies a person as a member of the cosmic community, as 

examined in section 4.1.2.1. 

Two remaining ways in which koinos is used will help us understand what 

the “common” good is that Marcus speaks of. 

First is a frequent reference to “universal nature.”
649

 This is Hard’s 

consistent choice of translation for hē koinē phusis ἡ κοινὴ φύσις, though 

translators vary widely on how they decide to translate each occurrence.
650

 The 
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 See 3.11, 5.6, 6.16, 7.5, 7.67, 10.36, and 11.4*. Hard renders 11.4 “Have I 

done something useful to my fellows?” Πεποίηκά τι κοινωνικῶς; but I think it is 

better rendered “Have I done something for the common good?” 
647

 καὶ τοῖς κοινωνοῖς εὐάρμοστον. Haines’ Greek text has καὶ τοῖς ἀνθρώποις 

εὐάρμοστον. Haines’ does not make note of any variants, but Farquharson’s 

apparatus criticus notes a variation between the two primary manuscripts for the 

Meditations, Vaticanus Graecus (A) and a text (P) printed by Conrad Gesner 

(1516-1565), based on a manuscript now lost (P cod.). P has κοινωνικοῖς, 

corrected to what is quoted above in an edition published in 1816 in France by 

Adamantios Coray, followed by Farquharson. The word is entirely omitted in A. 

A third fragmentary text (D, Codex Darmstadtinus 2773), contains ἀνθρώποις. I 

have followed Farquharson, which seems to carry the greater weight of textual 

evidence. 
648

 κατὰ τὸν τῆς κοινωνίας φυσικὸν νόμον. Haines translates, “in accordance with 

the natural law of neighborliness.” 
649

 See 5.3, 5.8, 5.25, 6.58, 8.7, 8.46, 9.1, 9.29, 10.8, 11.10, and 12.32. 
650

 See Appendix 3 for a comparison of six English and three Chinese renderings 
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wide variations of translation seem to indicate that translators do not regard this as 

a very significant or possibly technical term in Marcus’s writing. However, the 

frequency and consistency of occurrences seems to indicate otherwise. Moreover, 

Marcus uses other terms to describe the all-encompassing being in Stoic physics, 

including phusis φύσις, holon ὅλον, holōn phusis ὅλων φύσις, kosmos κόσμος, and 

kosmou phusei κόσμου φύσει, and yet hē koinē phusis is sometimes rendered into 

the same terms in English or Chinese as the preceding terms or phrases.
651

 

Nevertheless, hē koinē phusis is a significant term in its own right. Koinos has a 

number of uses, one of which means “general, “universal,” and this is likely where 

most translations in English are arriving at the rendering “universal nature.”
652

 

However, there is a significant difference between what is “universal” and what is 

“common.” Using “universal” instead of “whole” or “common” is suggestive of a 

Platonic worldview that accepts the existence of real but abstract entities that are 

not tied to any particulars.
653

 When we say that something is common, it turns our 

attention to specific instances or particulars, which cannot be considered “ideal” in 

any Platonic sense. In a Stoic worldview, significantly, there are no universals, 

there are only particulars.
654

 Even the “universe” (kosmos) taken as a single entity 

                                                                                                                                                                 

of this phrase. 
651

 A frequent example is “universal nature” for holōn phusis, which is better 

rendered “the nature of the whole.” See 2.9*, 2.11, 5.8 (this passage is helpful 

because it has both holōn phusis and koinē phusis, both rendered “universal 

nature”), 5.10*, 6.9*, 7.5, 7.18, 7.23*, 7.75, 8.5, 8.6, 8.26, 8.50, 9.1 (this is 

another good example of a single rendering for different terms similar to 5.8), 9.35, 

10.11, 10.20, 11.5, 11.13, and 12.26*. Passages marked with * are correct 

renderings as “the nature of the whole.” All renderings are according to Hard’s 

translation. 
652

 See Liddell, Scott and Jones 1940, 968-969. 
653

 Hoffman and Rosenkrantz 2003, 46. 
654

 “As ‘not-somethings’, universals find themselves relegated to a metaphysical 

limbo, altogether outside the Stoic ontological scheme…. Stoic metaphysics 

simply has no place for non-individuals.” Long and Sedley 1987, 181. 
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in Stoic philosophy is itself a particular. This seems to be missed by translators,
655

 

and even at times by scholars of Stoicism. For example, A. A. Long recognizes the 

importance of rendering koinos as “common” in some places, but then 

inconsistently renders it “universal” in other places:
656

 

As Heraclitus speaks of a logos which is ‘common’ (koinos) and a single 
divine law… (47) 

 

Cleanthes then analyses the failure of the bad to observe or listen to the 
‘universal law’ (koinos nomos). (48) 

 
Cleanthes develops the moral consequences of obedience to and 

recognition of the ‘common’ logos or nomos. (48) 

 
What is meant by ‘the common logos’ from which arts and virtues are 

derived?…If we take koinos logos in a familiar Stoic sense the heading 
becomes intelligible and highly significant. The phrase should mean the 

community of reason which unites human beings and god. (103) 

 
But if we were to render these occurrences of hē koinē phusis in the Meditations 

as “common nature” (as is done in some cases, but not all cases where the Greek 

demands it), we can begin to gain some clarity regarding Marcus’s intentions in 

regularly using hē koinē phusis. Modifying Long’s conclusion above, “The phrase 

should mean the community [of beings that share a common nature] which unites 

human beings and god.” This then puts the instances of hē koinē phusis in a 

similar category mentioned above, in the same category as the koinos which refers 

to properties of a thing that are shared by members of that class in a more general 

sense. But in this case, it is not a limiting property (as in the example of sleep, in 

8.12 above), but the most broadly inclusive category of all who share in the 

rationality of the cosmic city. The hē koinē phusis is the nature of the cosmic city, 

a nature shared by gods and humans. And when a person realizes that their nature 
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 G. M. A. Grube (1983) and George Long (1896) use “common” more than 

other translators in English. Wáng Huànshēng (2010) and Hé (1989) do better in 

Chinese than Liáng (1959). 
656

 Long 1996. Greek terms in parantheses are in Long’s text. 
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is the same as that with the cosmos, and with every rational being in the cosmos, 

the demands of living according to nature (kata phusin zēn κατὰ φύσιν ζῆν)
657

 

become much more concrete and realizable. I do not have to conform to some 

abstract and invisible form; I can observe myself, my own thoughts, and the world 

around me, and come to conclusions about how to act virtuously, which is the 

same as acting for the common good, and simultaneously is in agreement with 

reason and nature. 

Finally, a substantial number of occurrences of koinos are best rendered 

“the common good.”
658

 Often these occurrences coincide with nouns indicating 

action such as praxis πρᾶξις (“act”) and ergon ἔργον (“work”).
659

 So Marcus 

encourages himself to focus on “deeds directed to the common good” (4.33),
660

 to 

uphold “actions that serve the common good”
661

 as of greater value and more 

deserving of effort (5.1), and to be “acting for the common good” (5.6).
662

 The 

term koinos does not inherently indicate something “good” or “beneficial.” It 

could indicate common suffering. So why impute this further detail to the word? 

First, from its many occurrences we can see that it has a strong relationship to the 

nature of the cosmos, which Marcus clearly indicates is good and does good, as 

we have seen regarding the passive good. For a rational being to engage in what is 
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 This is the Stoic formula that should guide a person’s life, and is a continual 

standard for Marcus, appearing in a number of passages, in several different 

formulations. For kata phusin zēn, see 1.9, 1.17, 10.15, and 12.1. For kata phusin 

biou (κατὰ φύσιν βίου), see 1.17 and 4.39. For kata phusin (κατὰ φύσιν) see 2.17, 

3.11, 4.1, 4.39, 4.48, 4.51, 5.3, 5.4, 5.9, 5.29, 7.11, 7.56, 7.74, 9.31, 10.36, 11.16, 

11.20 and 12.5. 
658

 As with instances of hē koinē phusis in the Meditations, translators are not 

consistent in how this term is rendered. See 4.33, 5.1, 5.6, 5.30, 5.35, 6.7, 6.30, 

6.44, 7.5, 7.52, 7.55, 7.64, 7.67, 8.7, 9.6, 11.4, 11.13, 11.21, 11.37, and 12.20. 
659

 See 4.33, 5.1, 5.6, 6.7, 6.30, and 9.6. Occasionally he uses a verb such as 

energeō ἐνεργέω (“to act”), as in 5.6. 
660

 πράξεις κοινωνικαὶ. 
661

 πράξεις κοινωνικαί. 
662

 κοινωνικῶς ἐνεργεῖ. My translation. Hard has “acting for the good of society.” 
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“common,” is to be “sociable” and do what is good for all members of the cosmic 

city. Secondly, Marcus links koinos with two terms that indicate a “benefit” or a 

“good.” In 11.13 Marcus says that he ought to feel “supremely anxious that by one 

means or another the common benefit should be brought to fruition.”
663

 Rather 

than the more common use of koinos without a modifier, here Marcus explicitly 

identifies that what is common is also beneficial (sumpheron). We saw this word 

early in our discussion of “common good,” occurring with significant frequency.  

We also see koinos linked with another term, ōpheleia ὠφέλεια, indicating 

a “benefit” and briefly mentioned earlier in connection with 4.12. In 4.12 ōpheleia 

is joined with koinos to form the word koinōphelēs κοινωφελής. It is quite an 

obscure word, occurring only a handful of times in just a few ancient texts. Of the 

more well-known texts,
664

 we see it appear once in Epictetus’s Discourses,
665

 

two times in the writings of Plutarch,
666

 and once in a letter by Basil of 

Caesarea.
667

 Among this sparse collection, quite remarkably Marcus uses it four 

times in three passages. The Liddell, Scott, and Jones lexicon of Greek terms 

glosses koinōphelēs as “of common utility.”
668

 But ōpheleia by itself is glossed as 

something that is useful, profitable, or advantageous.
669

 When combined with 

koinos it is easy to see how the term can come to acquire a meaning of “common 

benefit,” and that seems to be how Marcus is using it. So in 3.4 Marcus says,  

Μὴ κατατρίψῃς τὸ ὑπολειπόμενον τοῦ βίου μέρος ἐν ταῖς περὶ ἑτέρων 
φαντασίαις, ὁπόταν μὴ τὴν ἀναφορὰν ἐπί τι κοινωφελὲς ποιῇ. 
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 τεταμένος πρὸς τὸ γίνεσθαι δι’ ὅτου δὴ τὸ κοινῇ συμφέρον. 
664

 The Liddell, Scott and Jones lexicon cites several other sources, but they are 

not well-known and difficult to obtain. 
665

 See 4.10.12 (Hard 2014, 266; Oldfather 1928, 400-401). 
666

 Lives VI. Aemilius Paulus. 8.2 (Perrin 1918, 372-373), and Moralia I. The 

Education of Children 7 (Babbitt 1927, 36-37). 
667

 Letter 265 (Deferrari and McGuire 1934, 106-107). 
668

 See Liddell, Scott and Jones 1940, 970. 
669

 See Liddell, Scott and Jones 1940, 2041-2042. 
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Do not waste what remains of your life in forming impressions about 

others, unless you are doing so with reference to the common good. 
 

Later in 3.4 he adds that the ideal man portrayed earlier in the passage is 

δικαιοσύνῃ βεβαμμένον εἰς βάθος, ἀσπαζόμενον μὲν ἐξ ὅλης τῆς ψυχῆς τὰ 

συμβαίνοντα καὶ ἀπονεμόμενα πάντα, μὴ πολλάκις δὲ μηδὲ χωρὶς μεγάλης 
καὶ κοινωφελοῦς ἀνάγκης φανταζόμενον. 

deeply steeped in justice, welcoming with his whole heart all that comes 
about and is allotted to him, and never, save under some great necessity 

and for the good of his fellows, [gives] thought to what another is saying 

or doing or thinking. 
 

Finally, in 1.16, in Marcus’s encomium to his adoptive father and the previous 

ruler of the Roman Empire, Antoninus Pius, Marcus provides this small detail, 

that he was always ready “to lend a ready ear to those who have anything to 

propose for the common benefit.”
670

  

In addition to the occurrences of ōpheleia in the Meditations,
671

 these 

occurrences of koinōphelēs suggests that Marcus was concerned with what was 

“beneficial” or “good” for all members of the cosmic city, based on a common 

nature. While some of this comes to a person from the gods as a passive good to 

be gratefully received, it is also something Marcus must play an active role in 

bringing about, whether in Rome or throughout the cosmos. And taking into 

consideration his role as an emperor, he must have felt the burden to be quite 

heavy. 

Having described the common good, it now remains to distinguish it from 

the active good. The active good, as I said earlier, is any good that is the direct 

result of human agency. In that sense, the common good can be seen as a subset of 

the active good. And yet, as we saw in the discussion of passive goods, there are 

goods in two kinds of senses. The first is what is ultimately good, and the second 

                                                           
670

 καὶ τὸ ἀκουστικὸν τῶν ἐχόντων τι κοινωφελὲς εἰσφέρειν· 
671

 See 4.12, 6.44, 7.53, 7.74, 9.1, 9.34, and 11.4. 
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what is proximately good, or as the Stoics call it, preferred indifferents. Both are 

gifts, so to speak, of the cosmos (in the passive good sense), and yet only ultimate 

goods are truly in harmony with the nature of the cosmos. So, we can distinguish 

the common good from the active good in this aspect. We saw in 2.11, 7.26, and 

9.11 that Marcus recognizes the possibility of seeing some things as “ lesser goods,” 

and yet the cosmos clearly gives these things to people on certain occasions. 

Marcus feels no restriction in himself from giving these lesser goods, and yet he 

also feels an obligation to provide more than that; he ought to, as ruler, seek what 

is good for all people qua rational being, the single common factor among all the 

particulars that compose an individual. Since knowledge of what is good is based 

on knowledge of a person’s nature, which is linked with the nature of the cosmos, 

the “common good” is what is good in the Stoic ultimate sense, that which is 

virtuous and in conformity with the nature of the cosmos. It is not something that 

is based on a person’s particulars, such as being a father, or a senator. It is based 

on a person’s being a rational being, a member of the cosmic city.
672

 

 

4.4 Justice 

In 4.12 quoted at the beginning of the previous section, I noted that Marcus 

would change his opinion based on two criteria. The first criterion, the common 
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 This is, in some ways, quite similar to what is referred to today as “human 
rights,” although that term did not exist in Marcus’s day. The Stoic influence on 

this contemporary concern, in this regard, is evident, though whether such an 
attribution is warranted from the extant textual evidence is disputed. Richard Bett 

(2012) has skillfully and succinctly pointed out where the Stoics might be 

considered proto-human rights advocates, and where they face significant 
problems in that same regard, namely in their doctrine regarding sages. Marcus is 

a particularly interesting Stoic figure in this regard, because he does not share with 
many other Stoics the notion that only the Sage can act virtuously. He seems to 

believe that he can at least approximate the sagely ideal, even if its full realization 

is beyond his reach. For some scholars this may place him outside the Stoic family, 
and yet in many other ways he still retains a special place in the school.  
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benefit, we have examined. It remains to examine the second criterion, justice. 

First, I will have to establish that justice was an important concept for Marcus. 

Then I shall have to describe Marcus’s understanding of justice. In the process I 

will uncover how this concept relates to the cosmic city and why it is central to 

Marcus’s political philosophy. Three further points of concern will also emerge, a 

question of value, of truth, and how the path towards justice should be pursued.  

 

4.4.1 The Role of Justice in Marcus’s Political Philosophy 

In the preceding sections (4.1-4.3) we have seen how Marcus encourages 

himself to pursue rational affection for the sake of other rational beings, all of 

whom are members of the cosmic city. We have also seen how there are two kinds 

of goods, active and passive, and that Marcus has a responsibility as emperor to 

provide what is in accordance with nature for all members of the cosmic city. 

Marcus ties these themes together in 10.11 through the concept of justice.  

[1] Πῶς εἰς ἄλληλα πάντα μεταβάλλει, θεωρητικὴν μέθοδον κτῆσαι, καὶ 
διηνεκῶς πρόσεχε, καὶ συγγυμνάσθητι περὶ τοῦτο τὸ μέρος. οὐδὲν γὰρ 

οὕτω μεγαλοφροσύνης ποιητικόν. [2] ἐξεδύσατο τὸ σῶμα καὶ ἐννοήσας, 

ὅτι ὅσον οὐδέπω πάντα ταῦτα καταλιπεῖν ἀπιόντα ἐξ ἀνθρώπων δεήσει, 
ἀνῆκεν ὅλον ἑαυτὸν δικαιοσύνῃ μὲν εἰς τὰ ὑφ’ ἑαυτοῦ ἐνεργούμενα, ἐν δὲ 

τοῖς ἄλλοις συμβαίνουσι τῇ τῶν ὅλων φύσει. [3] τί δ’ ἐρεῖ τις ἢ 
ὑπολήψεται περὶ αὐτοῦ ἢ πράξει κατ’ αὐτοῦ, οὐδ’ εἰς νοῦν βάλλεται δύο 

τούτοις ἀρκούμενος εἰ αὐτὸς δικαιοπραγεῖ τὸ νῦν πρασσόμενον καὶ φιλεῖ 

τὸ νῦν ἀπονεμόμενον ἑαυτῷ· [4] ἀσχολίας δὲ πάσας καὶ σπουδὰς ἀφῆκε, 
καὶ οὐδὲν ἄλλο βούλεται, ἢ εὐθεῖαν περαίνειν διὰ τοῦ νόμου καὶ εὐθεῖαν 

περαίνοντι ἕπεσθαι τῷ θεῷ. 
[1] Acquire a method to examine systematically how all things are 

transformed from one to another, and direct your attention constantly to 

this area of study, and exercise yourself in it, for nothing is so conducive to 
elevation of mind. [2] Someone who does this has stripped away his body, 

and, reflecting that in no time at all he will have to leave all this behind 
and depart from the company of human beings, he offers himself up 

without reservation to justice as regards that which is accomplished by him 

and [to the nature of the whole] as regards what happens otherwise. [3] As 
to what others may say or think of him or do against him, he gives not a 

thought, but is satisfied if he can achieve these two things, to act justly in 
what he is presently doing, and to welcome what is presently assigned to 
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him. [4] And he has put aside every distraction and care, and has no other 

desire than to hold to the straight path according to the law, and by holding 
to it, to follow God.

673
 

 
In this passage Marcus begins (at [1]) with an empirical method for understanding 

the nature of all things (that they “transform from one to another”), including 

oneself and the transitoriness of one’s own life (at [2]). We have already seen that 

these (meta)physical considerations directly impact ethical considerations. Having 

established this natural, rational basis for ethics, two paths are given (at [2] and 

[3]), both of which involve personal responsibility. The first responsibility is to 

actively pursue the realization of justice for members of the cosmic city; the 

second responsibility is to accept what comes to him from the nature of the 

whole.
674

 These two responsibilities parallel the active and passive good we saw 

in section 4.3. Instead of listening to the opinions of those who do not live 

according to reason (cf. 4.18), Marcus is satisfied if he lives according to these 

two responsibilities, and has no other wish (bouletai βούλεται
675

) but to walk a 

straight path according to law (this is the same law examined in section 4.1.2.3), a 

path by which he will also be a follower of God (hō theō). At [2] we also see that 

Marcus is concerned to maintain his ability to withhold final judgment, so that he 

might adjust his expectations and judgments to what the gods have decreed for 

him as his lot in life. Although in other passages in the Meditations Marcus uses 

the Stoic technical term hupexairesis ὑπεξαίρεσις
676

 (usually rendered 
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 Hard trans., modified. 
674

 Significantly, it is not the “cosmic nature,” as we looked at in the preceding 

section. 
675

 This is a rare instance of one of the primary Stoic emotions present by name in 

the Meditations. 
676

 This term in the whole of the Stoic philosophical tradition is something of a 

curiosity. The term itself is rare in ancient literature, and not evident in texts from 

the early Stoa that are available today. Furthermore, it only appears a few times in 

later Stoics. See Seneca, On Favours 4.34.4, 4.39.4 (Basore 1935, 276-277, 
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“reservation,” in 4.1, 5.20, 6.50, 8.41*, 11.37**
677

) for this “withholding of 

judgment,” though here the concept is present without the term.
678

 Nevertheless, 

what is important to notice is what Marcus is offering himself up to: justice and 

the nature of the whole. These are two things for which there need not be any 

concern of inappropriate indulgence, because this leads precisely to the Stoic goal 

of living according to nature. 

In 5.12 Marcus recounts the four virtues widely accepted by most 

Mediterranean philosophical schools since the time of Plato,
679

 “wisdom, 

temperance, justice, and courage,”
680

 and contrasts these “genuine goods” 

(alēthōs agatha ἀληθῶς ἀγαθά) with things that “appear good to the mass of 

people,”
681

 including “wealth and the blessings associated with luxury and 

fame.”
682

 Here justice is counted among other virtues as a “true good.” Indeed, 

                                                                                                                                                                 

286-287). Seneca uses the Latin word exceptio, as a plausible translation of the 

Greek. A second passage does not contain the Latin word, but seems to 

approximate the meaning (see On Tranquility of the Soul 13.3, see Basore 1932, 

266-267). Epictetus (through Arrian’s hand) uses the Greek term in Handbook 2.2 

(Oldfather 1928 484-487; see also Discourses 2.6.9-19, Oldfather 1925, 248-251, 

where the term hupexairesis does not appear, but the concept is present). There are 

five occurrences in Marcus’s Meditations as noted, and one additional occurrence 

in a fragment found in Stobaeus 2.155.5-17 (SVF 3.564, 632; LS 65W). It has 

been discussed in a few works, but because the evidence is thin, a final conclusion 

is difficult to come by. See Inwood 1985, 118-126; Long and Sedley 1987, II:417; 

Nussbaum 1994, 399; Brennan 2000, and Reydams-Schils 2005, 28-29. 
677

 The asterisk * notes a negative use of the term in 8.41 anupexairetōs 

ἀνυπεξαιρέτως, and the double asterisk ** indicates that Marcus attributes the 

passage he quotes to Epictetus, and so it is also included in translations of 

Epictetus as Fragment 27 (Oldfather 1928, 470-471). 
678

 Hard renders the phrase anēken holon heauton ἀνῆκεν ὅλον ἑαυτὸν well, 

though creatively. Rendered literally, it would be “he offers his whole self,” which 

indicates that nothing is held back, or, without reservation. 
679

 See Plato, Republic, Book IV, 427e and 435b (Shorey 1937, 346-347, 

376-377). 
680

 φρόνησιν, σωφροσύνην, δικαιοσύνην, ἀνδρείαν. 
681

 Ὁποῖά τινά ἐστι τὰ τοῖς πολλοῖς δοκοῦντα ἀγαθά. 
682

 τοῦ πλούτου καὶ τῶν πρὸς τρυφὴν ἢ δόξαν εὐκληρημάτων παρεδεχόμεθα. 

Diogenes Laertius, summarizing Zeno’s views of the cosmic city, said that, “He 

would ridicule good birth and fame and all such distinctions, calling them showy 
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we regularly see justice placed among other virtues in a series.
683

 This might lead 

us to think that for Marcus justice is just one among a host of virtues, all of equal 

value. So why should justice receive a privileged place in his political philosophy, 

as I am indicating here? In 11.10 Marcus indicates that, while justice is itself a 

virtue among others, it is also, in a sense, the chief virtue and the fountain of all 

other virtues. 

πᾶσαι δέ γε τέχναι τῶν κρειττόνων ἕνεκεν τὰ χείρω ποιοῦσιν· οὐκοῦν καὶ ἡ 

κοινὴ φύσις. καὶ δὴ ἔνθεν μὲν γένεσις δικαιοσύνης, ἀπὸ δὲ ταύτης αἱ 
λοιπαὶ ἀρεταὶ ὑφίστανται· οὐ γὰρ τηρηθήσεται τὸ δίκαιον, ἐὰν ἤτοι 

διαφερώμεθα πρὸς τὰ μέσα ἢ εὐεξαπάτητοι καὶ προπτωτικοὶ καὶ 

μεταπτωτικοὶ ὦμεν. 
[1] Now all the arts create the lower for the sake of the higher, so [common] 

nature surely does the same. And this accounts for the origin of justice, and 
it is from justice that all the other virtues spring; [2] for justice will not be 

maintained if we value indifferent objects, or are readily deceived, and are 

hasty in our judgement, and lacking in constancy.
684

 
 

For now I will only deal with [1], and discuss [2] in the next section. First, we note 

that, without any extensive analysis or debate, Marcus reminds himself (and us) 

that justice comes directly from the common nature of all things. No other virtues 

are accorded this status in the Meditations. Additionally, Marcus says, all the other 

virtues are subordinated to (huphistantai ὑφίστανται
685

) justice. This subordination 

of all other virtues to justice can be seen in other passages. In 4.37 Marcus says 

“that wisdom lies in one thing alone, in acting [justly].”
686

 And in 5.34 Marcus 

                                                                                                                                                                 

ornaments of vice” (εὐγενείας δὲ καὶ δόξας καὶ τὰ τοιαῦτα πάντα διέπαιζε, 

προκοσμήματα κακίας εἶναι λέγων·) (Hicks 1925, 74-75). This does not imply that 

Marcus was reading Zeno, but the sentiment seems to run through the Stoic 

tradition. 
683

 See 3.6, 4.33, 4.49, 7.63, 8.1, 8.5, 8.32, 8.51, 12.3, and 12.27. 
684

 Hard trans., modified. 
685

 In this context huphistantai is causal, the objects being the other virtues, the 

indirect object being justice. So the other virtues are caused to be subordinate to or 

placed under justice. 
686

 τὸ φρονεῖν ἐν μόνῳ τῷ δικαιοπραγεῖν τιθέμενος. I have modified Hard’s 

translation of dikaiopragein as “acting righteously.” 
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identifies two common characteristics of the members of the cosmic city,
687

 the 

second of which is “to [come to posses the] good [through] a just disposition [and 

just action] and to make that the limit of one’s desire.”
688

  

Another aspect of justice that is highly important for a Stoic ruler to take 

note of is the unwavering commitment a person must have in order to live justly. 

What is there to distract a person? We have already looked at the enticement of 

the passions, but as a ruler, Marcus has additional sources of temptation that 

bombard a person even from the moment he awakes. In 10.13 he says, 

Πυνθάνεσθαι ἑαυτοῦ εὐθὺς ἐξ ὕπνου γενόμενον· “Μήτι διοίσει σοι, ἐὰν 
ὑπὸ ἄλλου γέγηται τὰ δίκαια καὶ καλῶς ἔχοντα; οὐ διοίσει. μήτι 

ἐπιλέλησαι ὅτι οὗτοι οἱ ἐν τοῖς περὶ ἄλλων ἐπαίνοις καὶ ψόγοις 
φρυαττόμενοι”, τοιοῦτοι μὲν ἐπὶ τῆς κλίνης εἰσί, τοιοῦτοι δὲ ἐπὶ τῆς 

τραπέζης, οἷα δὲ ποιοῦσιν, οἷα δὲ φεύγουσιν, οἷα δὲ διώκουσιν, οἷα δὲ 

κλέπτουσιν, οἷα δὲ ἁρπάζουσιν, οὐ χερσὶ καὶ ποσίν ἀλλὰ τῷ τιμιωτάτῳ 
ἑαυτῶν μέρει, ᾧ γίνεται ὅταν θέλῃ <τις>, πίστις, αἰδώς, ἀλήθεια, νόμος, 

ἀγαθὸς δαίμων; 
The moment you awaken from your sleep, ask yourself this question: will 

it make any difference to me if someone else criticizes me for actions 

which were just and [noble]? Or have you forgotten what these people who 
assume grand airs when praising or blaming others are like in their beds or 

at table, and what actions they commit, and what sort of things they flee 
from or pursue, and how they thieve and plunder not with their hands and 

feet, but with the most precious part of themselves, the part in which there 

emerges, if only a person wishes it, faith and modesty, truth and law, and a 
good guardian-spirit within?

689
 

 
Marcus does not specify who it might be that is criticizing him. It is more likely an 

aristocrat or someone who has regular access to the emperor, though it is not 

unheard of for the Roman people to have an audience with their ruler either.
690

 

The vagueness actually adds strength to Marcus’s statement, however, because as 
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 Here we see again Marcus’s broad inclusivity for membership in the cosmic 

city, although the context of the cosmic city is not directly mentioned: “The souls 

of God and [humans] alike, and of every rational creature” (τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ τῇ τοῦ 

ἀνθρώπου καὶ παντὸς λογικοῦ ζῴου ψυχῇ) (Hard trans., modified). 
688

 τὸ ἐν τῇ δικαικῇ διαθέσει καὶ πράξει ἔχειν τὸ ἀγαθὸν, καὶ ἐνταῦθα τὴν ὄρεξιν 

ἀπολήγειν. Hard trans., modified. 
689

 Hard trans., modified. 
690

 Millar 1977 covers the many possibilities for interaction with the emperor. 
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we have seen, all people, whether of high or low status, are members of the 

cosmic community, and the duty to treat each rational being with the same regard 

applies equally to all. And besides, Marcus reminds us that “it is a king’s part to 

do [well] and be ill spoken of (7.36).”
691

 While that might be the dual role of the 

emperor, criticisms should not dissuade Marcus from “actions which [are] just and 

right” (10.13).  

In a number of passages Marcus uses the metaphor of staying on a straight 

path to represent this steadfast, single-minded purpose needed to achieve the goal 

of living justly.
692

 As we saw in 10.11, Marcus encourages himself to “hold to the 

straight path.”
693

 A person who wishes to live in this way must not even give a 

glance in a sideways direction, but must keep his gaze fixed on the goal.  

Ὅσην εὐσχολίαν κερδαίνει ὁ μὴ βλέπων τί ὁ πλησίον εἶπεν ἢ ἔπραξεν ἢ 

διενοήθη, ἀλλὰ μόνον τί αὐτὸς ποιεῖ, ἵνα αὐτὸ τοῦτο δίκαιον ᾖ καὶ ὅσιον· ἢ 
κατὰ τὸν ἀγαθὸν μὴ μέλαν ἦθος περιβλέπεσθαι, ἀλλ᾽ ‘ἐπὶ τῆς γραμμῆς 

τρέχειν ὀρθόν, μὴ διερριμμένον.’ 

What ease of mind a person gains if he casts no eye on what his neighbor 
has said, done, or thought, but looks only to what he himself is doing, to 

ensure that his own action may be just, and holy, and good in every regard. 
Do not look back to examine the black character of another, but run 

straight towards the finishing line, never glancing to the right or left. (4.18) 

 
And in 8.5 he says, 

τί τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἡ φύσις ἀπαιτεῖ, πρᾶξον τοῦτο ἀμεταστρεπτὶ καὶ εἰπέ, ὡς 

δικαιότατον φαίνεταί σοι, μόνον εὐμενῶς καὶ αἰδημόνως καὶ ἀνυποκρίτως. 

Whatever human nature demands, you must fulfill without the slightest 
deviation and in the manner that seems most just to you; only do so with 

kindness and modesty, and without false pretenses. 
 

We have come full circle from 4.12 at the beginning of this section. By using an 

empirical method to observe the world, a person can know the demands placed on 

                                                           
691

 [Ἀντισθενικόν] “Βασιλικὸν μὲν εὖ πράττειν, κακῶς δὲ ἀκούειν.” Hard trans., 

modified. 
692

 See 3.6, 4.18, 4.49, 5.34, 8.5, 8.32, 10.11, and 10.12. 
693

 Is it possible that Marcus was aware that the root meaning for dikē δίκη was “a 

path”? See Thomson 1949, 134. This raises an interesting comparative parallel 

with the Chinese term dào 道, but will not be explored here. 
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one by nature, which is the common nature of all rational beings. And knowing 

one’s own nature, a person should not deviate from it in the slightest, but do what 

that nature demands “in the manner that seems most just.” How we determine 

what is just will be explored in the next section. 

 

4.4.2 Marcus’s View of Justice 

In the previous section we have seen that justice is intimately tied to 

(meta)physical considerations and that it plays a central role in Marcus’s political 

philosophy. It remains to explore the content of the concept of justice as Marcus 

understands it. 

There is no single, accepted definition of justice in early Greek thought.
694

 

Throughout the history of the Stoic school, though, a generally accepted definition 

of justice was the correct distribution of goods according to what one deserves.
695

 

So Stobaeus records that for the Stoics, “justice primarily studies individual 

deserts.”
696

 We are told by Plutarch that Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, defined 

justice as “practical wisdom regarding things assigned,”
697

 and Chrysippus, the 

third head of the Stoa, is cited as saying, “justice is the science concerned with 

distributing individual deserts.”
698

 Evidence in the Meditations points to Marcus’s 

                                                           
694

 For early Greek concepts up to the time of Plato, see Havelock 1978. Notably, 

there does not appear to be a single monograph looking at the history of various 

Mediterranean philosophical views of justice from Plato onward. See the absence 

of any broad historical studies in the bibliographies of two notable online 

encyclopedia entries, Lane 2017 and Miller 2017. 
695

 See LS 61B, C, D, H. 
696

 καὶ τὴν δικαιοσύνην προηγουμένως μὲν τὸ κατ’ ἀξίαν ἐκάστῳ σκοπεῖν. 

Stobaeus 2.63 (SVF 3.280.16), English rendering from LS 61D5. 
697

 τὴν δὲ δικαιοσύνην φρόνησιν ἐν ἀπονεμητέοις. Plutarch, On Stoic 

Self-contradictions, my translation. See also LS 61C2, and Cherniss 1976, 

424-425. 
698

 δικαιοσύνην δὲ ἐπιστήμην ἀπονεμητικὴν τῆς ἀξίας ἑκάστῳ. This quote from 

Stobeaus 2.59.4, quoted in Long and Sedley (LS 61H), does not identify the origin 
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acceptance of this definition. He says he learned from Antoninus Pius to “never be 

deflected from rewarding each person according to his deserts”
699

 (1.16). And in 

11.18 he says, “no soul is ever willingly deprived of the capacity to deal with each 

person as he deserves.”
700

 But this does not get us very far in understanding how 

this works out in practical political matters, where real lives and livelihoods are at 

stake. How does a ruler with a Stoic philosophical orientation determine what it is 

that a person “deserves”? And how can that be applied in a monarchical political 

context, for a ruler towards the people? 

Similar to what we have seen in regards to concepts examined earlier in 

this chapter, knowing the content of what a person deserves is, in large part, 

determined by knowledge of their nature and the nature of the cosmos.
701

 In 5.30 

Marcus says, 

Ὁ τοῦ ὅλου νοῦς κοινωνικός. πεποίηκε γοῦν τὰ χείρω τῶν κρειττόνων 

ἕνεκεν· καὶ τὰ κρείττω ἀλλήλοις συνήρμοσεν. Ὁρᾷς, πῶς ὑπέταξε, 

συνέταξε, καὶ τὸ κατ’ ἀξίαν ἀπένειμεν ἑκάστοις καὶ τὰ κρατιστεύοντα εἰς 
ὁμόνοιαν ἀλλήλων συνήγαγεν. 

The mind of the whole is concerned for the [common good]. In any event, 
it has made the lower for the sake of the higher, and adapted them to one 

another. You can see how it has subordinated, co-ordinated, and assigned 

to each the lot that is owing to it and brought the superior beings into good 
accord with one another.

702
 

 
“The mind of the whole,” or Zeus, has organized the cosmos in such a way that 

everything has its place, whether higher or lower in the scala naturae, and to each 

thing Zeus has assigned what it deserves. This, however, only gets us one step 

closer to understanding Marcus’s idea of justice in relation to himself as a ruler. 

                                                                                                                                                                 

with Chrysippus. But in Peters 1967, 40 he is credited with the saying. 
699

 καὶ τὸ ἀπαρατρέπτως [εἰς] τὸ κατ’ἀξίαν ἀπονεμητικὸν ἑκάστῳ· 
700

 οὕτως καὶ τοῦ κατ’ ἀξίαν ἑκάστῳ προσφέρεσθαι. 
701

 Indeed, it seems to be the conclusion of some scholars regarding the Stoic 

tradition as a whole that humans are entirely determined, from one perspective or 

another. See Bobzien 1998, and a thorough review of Bobzien’s book in Brennan 

2001. 
702

 Hard trans., modified. 



245 

We do well to ask, does “what is assigned” include things considered unpleasant 

to the majority of people, like losing your keys or your job, getting sick or even 

dying? And if it does, is that something that Marcus might consider an acceptable 

choice for a ruler to make for some people as their deserts? On Marcus’s view 

(and in accordance with the general Stoic view), the answer is “yes”: deserts 

include all things, whether a good (i.e., virtue), or a preferred or dispreferred 

indifferent. In 10.25 he says, 

Ὁ τὸν κύριον φεύγων δραπέτης· κύριος δὲ ὁ νόμος καὶ ὁ παρανομῶν 

δραπέτης. ἀλλὰ καὶ ὁ λυπούμενος ἢ ὀργιζόμενος ἢ φοβούμενος οὐ 

βούλεταί τι γεγονέναι ἢ γίνεσθαι ἢ γενήσεσθαι τῶν ὑπὸ τοῦ τὰ πάντα 
διοικοῦντος τεταγμένων, ὅς ἐστι νόμος νέμων, ὅσα ἑκάστῳ ἐπιβάλλει. ὁ 

ἄρα φοβούμενος ἢ λυπούμενος ἢ ὀργιζόμενος δραπέτης. 
One who flees from his master is a runaway slave; now the law is our 

master, and one who departs from it is therefore a runaway slave. And 

likewise one who, yielding to grief, anger, or fear, wishes that something 
had not come about, or were not coming about, or should not come about, 

of what has been ordained by the power which governs all things; for that 
too is law, assigning to each of us what is due to him; and one who yields 

to fear or distress or anger is therefore a runaway slave. 

 
Readers without Stoic commitments will likely find this to be one of the more 

uncomfortable doctrines in Stoic teaching, and yet it receives Marcus’s full 

endorsement. Nevertheless, we should be cautious to apply this principle to 

Marcus, as there is no direct evidence that Marcus thought that it applied to 

himself. While he does consider himself to have some kind of authoritative role 

over the people (11.18), and while on some level he considers the actions of the 

cosmos to be something to emulate, there is no evidence in the Meditations that 

Marcus considered the possible ramifications of emulating all aspects of the 

providential ordering of the cosmos. In other words, Marcus did not see himself as 

a kind of surrogate “master,” a human law-giver on par with the cosmos in the 

sense we saw in section 4.1.2.3. We have already been given positive affirmation 

of what Marcus considered his chief aim, which is the common benefit and good 
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for all members of the cosmic city. And from what we have seen in the previous 

section on the common benefit and good, there are two kinds of good, passive and 

active. It is the responsibility of the cosmos (or Zeus) to distribute all passive 

goods according to what seems just or “what is due to him,” but it remains 

Marcus’s responsibility to participate in that distribution actively, always with a 

mind towards what will help people towards living ethically, which means in 

accordance with nature as rational beings in a rational cosmos. 

Now, depending on your philosophical orientation, this may be a comfort 

(if it is Stoic), and it may be quite unsettling (if it is anything other than Stoic). 

Firmin DeBranander has raised a thorny question as to whether a Stoic ruler is 

really desirable at all in his provocatively titled paper, “Stoic Realpolitik.”
703

 

DeBranander focuses on what he considers to be a core ethical question of 

detachment in Stoicism, rooted in the pursuit of apatheia.
704

 “Philosophy for the 

Stoics entails ultimate unconcern for consequences, but politics puts a premium on 

consequences, and feasible action demands some degree of attachment. In this 

regard, how practical is the Stoic philosopher king?”
705

 This completely 

misrepresents the Stoic position. As we saw in section 4.2, Marcus (and the Stoics 

in general) did not advocate merely the absence of any affective experience as the 

term apatheia might seem to imply.
706

 Rather, a truly cultivated Stoic (who need 

not be a sage, in Marcus’s view) would have a well-developed sense of concern 
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 DeBranander 2006. 
704

 DeBranander 2006, 281. 
705

 DeBranander 2006, 288. 
706

 There are a number of other substantial errors in DeBranander’s paper. Here is 

one example, involving Marcus. DeBranander says, regarding Marcus, that “for 

his own sake, the philosopher emperor ought not play teacher to the masses. His 

ideals are useless with respect to them” (2006, 288). This seems quite 

inconceivable. DeBranander completely overlooks numerous passages in which 

Marcus enjoins himself to teach a wayward person led astray by base impressions 

(5.22, 5.28, 6.27, 9.11, 9.42, 10.4, 11.13, and 11.18). 
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for fellow civic members of the cosmic city. Notably also, we have seen 

repeatedly that Marcus is concerned for the consequences of his actions, that they 

always be for the good of all members of the cosmic city, and in alignment with 

nature and the will of the gods (all three of which are essentially the same thing). 

Furthermore, as we saw in section 4.3, the Meditations 9.11 and 9.27 demonstrate 

that the gods are so concerned for all members of the cosmic city that they even 

give to people “things on which their hearts are set” (9.27),
707

 including health, 

wealth, and reputation (9.11), none of which are on the Stoic “good” list, which 

includes only virtues. It seems that the gods, who always operate according to 

reason, are not opposed to giving things that are not evil, so why would Marcus be 

opposed to giving them as well? 

We have nearly returned to a discussion of the common benefit and good, 

yet we see this same generosity as regards indifferents affirmed in discussion of 

justice, too. In 3.11 Marcus encourages himself that seeing the world through 

empirical analysis
708

 will enable him to see things  

in such a way as to consider what kind of use each thing serves in what 

kind of a universe, and what value it has to human beings as citizens of 
that highest of cities of which all other cities are, as it were, mere 

households.
709

  
 

And having assessed the value of each thing, and Marcus’s own relation to each 

member of the cosmic city, he will then be able to “treat [each person] kindly and 

                                                           
707

 πρὸς ἃ ἐκεῖνοι διαφέρονται. 
708

 This is similar to what we saw in 10.11 earlier, even down to saying that such 

an investigation leads to “elevation of mind” (megalophrosunēs μεγαλοφροσύνης), 

two of three occurrences of this word in the Meditations. 
709

 ὥστε συνεπιβάλλειν, ὁποίῳ τινὶ τῷ κόσμῳ ὁποίαν τινὰ τοῦτο χρείαν 

παρεχόμενον τίνα μὲν ἔχει ἀξίαν ὡς πρὸς τὸ ὅλον, τίνα δὲ ὡς πρὸς τὸν ἄνθρωπον, 

πολίτην ὄντα πόλεως τῆς ἀνωτάτης, ἧς αἱ λοιπαὶ πόλεις ὥσπερ οἰκίαι εἰσίν· 
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justly, according to the natural law of [fellowship], though aiming at the same 

time at what he deserves with regard to things that are morally indifferent.”
710

  

So a Stoic ruler would have genuine affective concern and care for his 

fellow citizens, and will even distribute to the people “things that are morally 

indifferent.” But we should not allow ourselves to be misled by this statement. As 

we can see from many passages in the Meditations, the category of morally 

indifferent things include things that non-Stoics would consider to be not simply 

“dispreferred” (though able to be accepted), but things that should be avoided or 

grieved if experienced, such as sickness and death. Quite to the point in 2.11, 

Marcus says, “now death and life, fame and obscurity, wealth and poverty, happen 

to [the] good [ones] and [the] bad [ones] in equal measure, being neither right nor 

wrong in themselves; and so it follows that they are neither good nor bad.”
711

 And 

again, in 9.1, to be anything but neutral to what universal nature brings—Marcus 

mentions “pleasure and pain, or life and death, or reputation or disrepute”—is to 

commit a “manifest impiety.”
712

 So for Marcus to hand these things out to the 

people would not be working against nature, since they are also what nature brings 

to each person. So instead of seeing “detachment” as the problem with a Stoic 

ruler as DeBranander has claimed, the problem lies in the different valuation that a 
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 διὰ τοῦτο χρῶμαι αὐτῷ κατὰ τὸν τῆς κοινωνίας φυσικὸν νόμον εὔνως καὶ 

δικαίως· ἅμα μέντοι τοῦ κατ’ ἀξίαν ἐν τοῖς μέσοις συστοχάζομαι. Hard trans., 

modified. Most translations read tois mesois (meaning “middle”) to have a 

strongly moral connotation, and so Hard (the translation used here), Haines, 

Farquharson, Grube, George Long, and Gill all render it similarly. Gill provides a 

helpful note on this passage and the use of ta mesa here, pointing out its use 

similarly to refer to moral things in 5.36, 6.45, and 11.10 (Gill 2013, xliii).  
711

 θάνατος δέ γε καὶ ζωή, δόξα καὶ ἀδοξία, πόνος καὶ ἡδονή, πλοῦτος καὶ πενία, 

πάντα ταῦτα ἐπίσης συμβαίνει ἀνθρώπων τοῖς τε ἀγαθοῖς καὶ τοῖς κακοῖς οὔτε 

καλὰ ὄντα οὔτε αἰσχρά. οὔτ' ἄρ’ ἀγαθὰ οὔτε κακά ἐστι. Hard trans., modified. 
712

 For many passages expressing sentiments regarding death and other 

dispreferred indifferents, see 2.11, 2.12, 2.17, 4.5, 4.44, 4.48, 4.50, 7.35, 8.14, 

8.58, 9.1, 9.3, 10.8, 10.29, 11.34, 12.7, 12.8, 12.31, 12.34, and 12.35. 
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Stoic places on various things in life. A Stoic ruler’s priorities are substantially 

different than the great mass of people who do not subscribe to a Stoic worldview, 

not because he is indifferent towards people and things in the world, but because 

his value set is vastly different. In 4.10 Marcus says, “All that comes about, comes 

about justly. You will discover this to be the case, if you look closely. I do not say 

simply according to the sequence of cause and effect, but according to justice as if 

assigned by somebody according to the merits of the case.”
713

 From a Stoic 

perspective, the attitude each person should adopt in the face of dispreferred 

indifferents is acceptance, whether the dispreferred indifferent comes from nature 

in a way that seems outside of all human agency (like rainfall or an earthquake), or 

by means of a human agent. This issue is avoided by Pierre Hadot in his landmark 

monograph on Marcus and the Meditations. Hadot devotes a substantial section to 

discussing justice,
714

 and yet never discusses the variety of values that people 

hold and how a Stoic ruler’s choices might interact with different value sets. A 

particularly poignant case study is the Christians at Lugdunum (present-day Lyon, 

France), a matter which has garnered significant scholarly attention because of its 

offensiveness to most common conceptions of justice.
715

 In the summer of 177, 

forty-eight Christians in Lugdunum were arrested and tried by the local authorities 

for the crime of being Christians,
716

 after receiving significant pressure from 

people of the city. After learning that one of the members of the group was a 
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 Ὅτι πᾶν τὸ συμβαῖνον δικαίως συμβαίνει· ὃ, ἐὰν ἀκριβῶς παραφυλάσσῃς, 

εὑρήσεις· οὐ λέγω μόνον κατὰ τὸ ἑξῆς, ἀλλ’ ὅτι κατὰ τὸ δίκαιον καὶ ὡς ἂν ὑπό 

τινος ἀπονέμοντος τὸ κατ’ ἀξίαν. 
714

 Eight and a half pages in the English translation by Chase (Hadot 1998, 

215-223), in addition to numerous references throughout the text. 
715

 See Thompson 1912 and 1913, Phipps 1932, Sherwin-White 1952, Keresztes 

1968, Brunt 1979, Croteau 1992, Burliga 2011. 
716

 Birely notes that “the precedent had already been established [by Marcus’s 

time], that to be a Christian was in itself a capital crime” (Birley 1987, 203). 
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Roman citizen, the case was handed up to Marcus for a decision. Marcus 

responded in a rescript that those who recanted should be released, and those who 

refused to recant should be put to death.
717

 The sentence was carried out, and 

none survived.
718

 Because of Marcus’s personal involvement in this situation, it is 

a useful example of how Marcus considered a case where different values were at 

play. What did the “common good” look like? And how did that connect with 

justice? 

If we accept consistency on Marcus’s part (that his philosophy impacted 

his politics), then it is relatively easy to conclude that Marcus’s decision to have 

the Christians who refused to recant their religious convictions put to death was in 

line with his view of justice. He did not do wrong to the Christians. In fact, 

showing mercy by setting them free and having them put to death are equally 

possible decisions, with equally moral conclusions.
719

 From Marcus’s perspective, 

life and death, and even torture, are questions of relative value, and the outcome 

should be accepted by the Christians with equanimity as handed to them from the 

cosmos.  

So how does a person respond to this view of justice? Marcus insists that it 

is not an abstract, impersonal determinism that brings about our life circumstances, 

even if we are put to death for our religious beliefs. All events and states of affairs 

in the cosmos come about “as if assigned by somebody according to the merits of 

the case,” indicating observation, analysis and judgment. Each person’s life is 
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 Those who were Roman citizens were to be beheaded, those who were not 

were to be spectacles in the amphitheater. 
718

 For a fairly reliable account of the situation, see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical 

History. 5.1.47. Lake 1926, 406-437. 
719

 That is not to say that other considerations, such as Roman law, might not play 

a part in his decision. But from a purely Stoic philosophical perspective, the 

decision to release them or to have them punished and put to death are equally 

acceptable. 
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individually crafted with intentional design, based on the specific details of that 

person’s life and according to what they deserve (kat’ axian). Did the Christians 

deserve death? Or is it more a matter of what was best for the whole, as 

determined by Zeus, and Marcus was merely the instrument through which justice 

was achieved?
720

 As Marcus says, “All that happens to the individual is to the 

benefit of the whole, and that should be sufficient” (6.45).
721

 But, as we saw in 

10.11 in the preceding section, a person who does not look with scrutiny at the 

cosmos would be inclined to place blame, ironically, where blame is not due—in 

other words, not according to the merits of the case. And this blaming leads to 

injustice, because we place a value on something that is not worthy of such 

valuation (6.41). In fact, Marcus says, no one should be blamed, not the 

gods—because they do no wrong either voluntarily or involuntarily (12.12), nor 

any another human—because they only commit wrong involuntarily (7.62, 12.12) 

and have failed to see that they act wrongly (10.4). You should not even blame 

yourself (10.4).  

In the passages that discuss blame Marcus does not offer a reason why a 

person should not blame himself. But looking elsewhere we can find an answer. In 

11.1 he describes the rational soul and links it with the cosmic principle of right 

reason and justice. 

ἴδιον δὲ λογικῆς ψυχῆς καὶ τὸ φιλεῖν τοὺς πλησίον καὶ ἀλήθεια καὶ αἰδὼς 
καὶ τὸ μηδὲν ἑαυτῆς προτιμᾶν, ὅπερ ἴδιον καὶ νόμου: οὕτως ἄῤ οὐδὲν 

διήνεγκε λόγος ὀρθὸς καὶ λόγος δικαιοσύνης. 

A property, too, of the rational soul is love of one’s neighbor,
722

 and 
truthfulness, and modesty, and to regard nothing as of higher value than 
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 See 2.3, 5.10, 5.30, 6.45, 9.10, 9.28, 9.39, 10.6, 10.7, 11.18, 11.20, 12.23, and 

12.26. 
721

 Ὅσα ἑκάστῳ συμβαίνει, ταῦτα τῷ ὅλῳ συμφέρει· 
722

 Readers from a Christian background might be struck by the echo from Mark 

12:31, where Jesus of Nazareth recites the second greatest commandment, which 

is to love your neighbor has yourself. The word neighbor is the same (tous plēsion 
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itself (which is also a property of law, and there is thus no difference 

between right reason and the reason that underlies justice). 
 

If a person acts according to the guidance of the rational, leading part of their 

human nature (hēgemonikon), they will live according to law, which is right 

reason. This is the same rationality that generates justice, which is giving to each 

what is deserved. It is also that which is true—true to the nature of the cosmos and 

to one’s own nature as a rational being that shares rationality with the cosmos. But 

what if someone is not living according to reason? Regardless of the outcome of 

the actions of an ignorant person (for only people who are ignorant do wrong), 

Marcus would surely conclude that it is ultimately one more part of the 

providential outworking of the will of the gods. 

Marcus regularly links or pairs the concept of truth with justice, and so this 

merits brief consideration here.
723

 In 6.47 Marcus says, “In this world there is 

only one thing of real value, to pass our days in truth and justice, [by being] 

gracious to those who are false and unjust.”
724

 Truth, and knowledge of the truth, 

is a crucial condition for carrying out and bringing about justice. This is why 

Marcus repeatedly encourages himself to study the nature of the cosmos and 

human nature, as we have seen, and in 4.12 why he insists that he should be quick 

                                                                                                                                                                 

τοὺς πλησίον) in both passages, and the parallel between this phrase in the New 

Testament and the Stoic concept of oikēosis is striking. Distinctively, Jesus uses 

agapēseis Ἀγαπήσεις, whereas Marcus uses philein φιλεῖν. The comparison is 

compelling but will be explored here. 
723

 See 3.6, 4.12, 4.33, 4.49, 6.47, 7.44, 7.63, 8.5, 8.7, 10.1, 10.11, 11.1, 11.10, 

11.18, 12.1, 12.3, and 12.15. Dean Hammer explores Marcus’s use of “truth” in 

the Meditations, but he pairs it with the Roman concept of “manliness” (Hammer 

2014, 366-371). While I think Hammer is correct to point out a link between truth 

and manliness, the connection is one of generation (truth generates manliness in a 

person) rather than seeing manliness as the public dimension of a private, inner 

freedom attained through self-cultivation and a focus on what is “up to oneself” 

(eph’ hemin) as Hammer describes it. 
724

 Ἓν ὧδε πολλοῦ ἄξιον, τὸ μετ’ ἀληθείας καὶ δικαιοσύνης εὐμενῆ τοῖς ψεύσταις 

καὶ ἀδίκοις διαβιοῦν. Hard trans., modified. 
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to change his mind, but only on the conditions of justice or the common benefit. 

Both of these conditions are dependent on knowing the true nature of the cosmos 

and oneself, which Marcus believes comes through an empirical examination of 

all things. Ignorance of what is really real, and what is really true is what leads 

towards vice and injustice.  

To wrap up the discussion of justice, we can return to the latter half of the 

quotation from 11.10 discussed in the preceding section. Marcus says, “It is from 

justice that all the other virtues spring; for justice will not be maintained if we 

value indifferent objects, or are readily deceived, and are hasty in our judgement, 

and lacking in constancy.” All the virtues “spring” from justice, and yet Marcus 

follows that up by saying that justice as experienced in the cosmic city cannot be 

maintained without certain conditions. We have explored these conditions in this 

section. If the Stoic ruler values something other than what is in accordance with 

nature, if he is readily deceived or hasty in judgment, and if he cannot hold to 

justice like walking on a straight path, then justice will not be found in the cosmic 

city. We also do well to keep in mind the particular values a Stoic ruler would 

hold, as that will dispose us either positively or negatively towards his rule. 
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CHAPTER 5: A COMPARISON OF MARCUS’S AND MÈNGZǏ’S CORE 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES 

5.1 Comparisons, Concepts, and Intuitions 

Aaron Stalnaker and Ralph Weber have proposed similar methods for 

doing comparative philosophy, identifying “bridge concepts” or “tertia 

comparationii” as a means for bringing the two comparata together for 

comparison. This, in a sense, creates a third thing, or a “point of contact,”
725

 by 

which the two comparata are enabled to be brought into conversation with each 

other. This is a useful means of comparing things when there is an identifiable 

“bridge” or “tertia” by which things can be compared, but it can also be an 

obstacle when a point of contact is not readily forthcoming. Weber misses this 

because he is concerned only with the similarities between the comparata, which 

automatically suggests points of contact.
726

 But how do we deal with clear 

differences? And how can differences contribute to understanding the 

philosophical positions of each of the comparata? How do these differences move 

the philosophical conversation forward? 

These questions can be answered through the comparative method 

proposed in chapter two, which I have called the Intuitive Ontological Approach 

to comparative philosophy. The Míng dynasty Neo-Confucian scholar Chén 

Báishā’s insight into the ontologically-based experience of the world in the 

heart-mind of the person opens up a way for any comparison to take place, 

without having to resort to an external “bridge” or “ tertia.” Comparing things is a 

human project, and the comparer himself or herself is the bridge. Things in the 

world (whether material objects, conceptual constructions, or completely 
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 Stalnaker 2006, 122. See also, Geoffrey Lloyd 2004, 32. 
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 He does this through three categories: “similarity,” “family resemblances,” 

and “analogy.” Weber 2014, 156-162. 
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imaginative objects like a unicorn) are compared on the basis of their shared 

ontology in the heart-mind of the person doing the comparison. Comparisons are 

creative acts that occur first in the heart-mind of the comparer, not in the world 

“out there.” In every case it remains with the comparer to state why these 

particular comparata are chosen for the comparison, and in what respect(s) they 

are to be compared. The comparer has the responsibility for justifying the 

comparison, articulating similarities and differences, and any further critique or 

conclusions drawn from the comparison. The reader can then judge whether the 

justifications for comparison were adequate, and whether the comparison was 

successful or not. 

In this work I am proposing a comparison between specific ideas in two 

texts, the Meditations by Marcus Aurelius and the Mèngzǐ by Mèngzǐ, reading 

them for political philosophical insight. We might already identify this as Weber’s 

tertia comparationis, so why would I need the Intuitive Ontology Approach to 

follow through with the comparison? First, I have already established that a 

political philosophical reading of the Meditations is unlikely at best, because of 

how this text has been read by the great majority of scholars. It is not immediately 

obvious that the Meditations can be read with political philosophical insight. 

However, through an initial comparison on textual and rhetorical levels I 

established that the Meditations can be read quite similarly to how we read the 

Mèngzǐ, in that they are both works that contain political philosophical advice to 

rulers. Mèngzǐ discourses with rulers in various states, and Marcus, through 

writing the Meditations, acts as his own adviser. In both cases rulers of states are 

admonished with advice on how to rule well. The comparison was not initially 

based on an obvious point of shared philosophical conceptual contact, but rather 
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on an effort to look for a way to bring them into contact on the topic of 

monarchical governance in the first place. 

Once it has been established that both texts can speak to philosophical 

matters related to monarchical governance, each text was separately analyzed for 

its own political philosophical insight into this form of governance from a 

non-modern, non-democratic political perspective. These analyses produced 

chapters three and four, a distillation of the core political philosophies of Marcus 

and Mèngzǐ. While pursuing these separate investigations into the concerns about 

monarchical governance of Marcus and Mèngzǐ, particular points of comparison 

emerged on certain issues that can be regarded as points of contact. It is important 

to note that a “point of contact” does not necessarily indicate a similarity. It might 

be that the initial point of contact reveals deeper differences.
727

 There are four 

points of contact in the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ that deserve careful 

comparison. These are the concept of polity (cosmopolis and tiānxià), a ruler’s 

affective experience, the purpose of the polity, and the delimitation of the people. 

Each of these categories of comparison will be explored in sections 5.2.1-5.2.4. 

There also emerged three points of fairly obvious non-convergence, 

non-contact, or contrast: justice in the Meditations, governance in the Mèngzǐ, and 

the question of “law” in both texts. These points of non-convergence will be 

particularly informative for how the Intuitive Ontology Approach functions, 

because a common ground is not readily apparent between the two comparata. In 

what way, then, can they be compared? This question and my suggested answers 

will be explored in section 5.4. 

                                                           
727

 This is, I think, what Lee Yearly was getting at when he talked about finding 

“similarities in differences and differences in similarities” when doing 

comparisons (Yearly 1990, 32, 159, 188, 203). 



257 

5.2 Four Points of Contact 

5.2.1 The Concept of Polity: Cosmopolis (κοσμόπολις) and Tiānxià (天下) 

A reasonable place to begin the comparison is with the respective concepts 

of “polity” according to Mèngzǐ and Marcus. For Marcus, the key concept for his 

political philosophy is a “cosmic city.” Although most scholarly accounts use the 

term cosmopolis to describe this cosmic polity, Marcus does not make direct use 

of the phrase as conceived by Diogenes the Cynic, but instead makes repeated 

references to the “cosmos” that is “a kind of city” (4.3), and of his membership in 

this cosmic polity. This explains, at least in part, why scholars until now have 

been reluctant to read the Meditations as having political philosophical 

significance. One will not find in that volume a strong political philosophical 

blueprint for “mundane” political questions. Marcus does not deny that there is a 

mundane political reality, as he says in 6.44, “As Antoninus, my city and 

fatherland is Rome; as a human being, it is the cosmos.” But the mundane reality 

is secondary; the interests of the mundane polity for Marcus should be subordinate 

to the interests of the cosmic polity. In fact, whether it is acknowledged or not, in 

Marcus’s view, this subordination is not a choice, for the mind of the whole 

ordains all things, including mundane political realities. So long as that priority is 

kept in its proper order, Marcus assures himself that all will go well for himself 

and for all members of the cosmic city, including members of the Roman Empire.  

For the most part, Mèngzǐ’s concept of polity was not directly addressed in 

chapter three. We know that he traveled from state to state advising rulers on how 

to rule well, suggesting that his primary considerations were mundane political 

realities. While Mèngzǐ recognizes and emphasizes the metaphysical and spiritual 

realms as a foundation for political concerns (7B:14), the majority of his 
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statements are directed towards and about monarchical human rulers and their 

actions. This puts his ideas of polity in strong contrast to Marcus’s more “elevated” 

ideas of a cosmic city, where mundane concerns are subordinated to 

(meta)physical
728

 concerns.  

Our analysis of Marcus’s cosmic city in chapter four covered four key 

features. It is clearly for Marcus a real polity that exists in the present, and not an 

ideal to be attained at some point in the future (if at all). And yet the cosmic city is 

also a work in progress, in that many of its members (humans) are ignorant of both 

the nature of the cosmos and their own nature, and the moral obligations that these 

(meta)physical realities place on them. Mèngzǐ also sees the “dirty reality” present 

in the belligerent and selfish rulers that he advises (and those he does not have an 

opportunity to advise), but he, like Marcus, has hope that an understanding of 

one’s own nature will set any monarchical ruler on the right path towards virtue 

and good rule. 

Marcus’s cosmic city is composed of all rational beings (gods and humans) 

in the cosmos, though Marcus, as supreme ruler of an empire, also recognizes his 

responsibility for the people that have been placed under his authority and care. 

Members of Mèngzǐ’s concept of polity extends only to humans.
729

 The spirits 

and Heaven are certainly a consideration when ruling, but humans do not share 

social space with them in the same way that they do in Marcus’s cosmic city.
730

 

Furthermore, while Marcus’s God rules over the cosmos as a law-giver and 

providential determiner of every detail of every circumstance, Mèngzǐ’s Heaven is 
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more distant. While Heaven is involved in at least some of the details of political 

concerns, humans seem to be accorded a greater degree of agency.
731

 

 For Marcus, the cosmic city is both locational (the physical cosmos) and 

organizational (body politic).
732

 He talks about the organization of rational beings 

as a community (“body politic”) and uses the metaphor of “body” as an 

illustration that each person is a part of the body of the cosmos, having been given 

a particular role (or roles) to play for the good of one and all.
733

 Marcus is aware 

that his role is that of ruler over the people (11.18). For Mèngzǐ the polities he 

addresses first are always localized human communities, identifiable by physical 

boundaries, so that he speaks with monarchical rulers such as the king of Qí or the 

king of Liáng. Yet there is a second dimension to “the boundaries” of Mèngzǐ’s 

thinking on human polities. Although the numerous occurrences of tiānxià in the 

Mèngzǐ was discussed under the broader heading of “the people,”
734

 one of the 

ways it is used is to denote the territory over which a supreme ruler has authority. 

And if the Chinese term tiānxià is taken literally, it refers to “all under 

Heaven/heaven.” This ideal of a supreme king or lord ruling over all people 

“under Heaven/heaven” was never realized among the monarchical rulers of 

Mèngzǐ’s day, though it was Mèngzǐ’s hope that through his philosophical 

guidance, someone might achieve that supreme position of a True King for the 

good of all people within that heavily delimited realm. 

We can see that Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s conceptions of the polity they 

speak of are radically different in a number of ways, stemming in large part from 

their metaphysical assumptions. We might have anticipated significant differences, 
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considering the historical and cultural differences between Marcus and Mèngzǐ, 

but in neither case does it seem like the differences are merely explainable through 

these other means. Marcus and Mèngzǐ both take up philosophical positions that 

are either relatively novel, or not entirely popular in their own contexts. Though 

Marcus’s Stoicism was more broadly accepted in 2nd century Rome than 

Mèngzǐ’s Ruist views in the Warring States period, the fact that Marcus is widely 

considered the last great Stoic for whom we have extant texts indicates that the 

decline of the school was occurring even in his own lifetime. And it is from these 

firmly committed philosophical positions that they advocate their concepts of 

polity. It is with a little bit of irony that both Marcus and Mèngzǐ may be seen as 

“political failures,” in light of the culturally-embedded histories in which they take 

part. Yet they have been philosophical beacons for benevolent and beneficent 

governance, and continue to be so. 

 

5.2.2 A Monarchical Ruler’s Affective Experience 

Both Marcus and Mèngzǐ take human affective experience to be central to 

the activities of the ruler. Contrary to common conceptions, both ancient and 

modern, Marcus and Mèngzǐ seem to be in agreement that human beings have 

some degree of control—to a greater (Marcus) or lesser (Mèngzǐ) extent—over 

our affective lives. Marcus ascribes a very strong role to the ruling center 

(hēgemonikon), which is able to accept or reject, and even create impressions that 

give rise to impulses. These impulses are the source of all affective experiences, 

whether positive (emotions, eupatheiai) or negative (passions, pathē).
735

 

Mèngzǐ’s “weaker” position regards affective experience to be more passive, in 
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that Mèngzǐ’s version of the “ruling center,” the heart-mind (xīn), generates at 

least some affective responses to external stimuli.
736

 But he does not assert that 

we have quite the same power of control over what affective experience we have. 

Mèngzǐ does indicate, however, that we do have the ability to restrain our 

emotions, as he indicates in 2A:2, discussing a heart-mind that cannot be moved 

(bú dòng xīn 不動心).
737

 

Mèngzǐ and Marcus are in agreement that the foundational source of 

emotions is identical with the core of our being, whether that is the heart-mind or 

the ruling center.
738

 Mèngzǐ’s theory of the four “sprouts” of the heart-mind does 

not find a direct corollary in Marcus’s Stoic unitary theory of the ruling center, so 

that we should refrain from trying to find a pattern between the four “sprouts” in 

Mèngzǐ
739

 and the four types of passion and three types of emotion in Marcus.
740

 

A significant reason for this is the very different perspectives Marcus and Mèngzǐ 

take towards affective experience in general. Marcus firmly holds to the Stoic 

concept in which some affective experiences are categorically vicious (and 

equated with disease) and some are categorically virtuous. In Mèngzǐ’s “four 

sprouts” we have an affective experience that can be developed into four key 

virtues (rén, yì, lǐ, zhì), but these four affective experiences are not themselves the 

four virtues. For Marcus, anger is never an acceptable affective expression. The 

experience of anger is always an excessive and improper impulse that is not in 

alignment with nature, and so the passion is a vice. Mèngzǐ, by contrast, has no 

problem encouraging King Xuān to be angry (nu 怒), only his anger should take 
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right objects and be in proper proportion to the situation (1B:3). Moreover, 

Mèngzǐ does not indicate anywhere that certain emotions are inherently bad. Even 

the desire for things like money, sex, food and music are not bad in themselves 

(1A:2, 1A:4, 1B:1, 1B:2, 1B:4). They are what all people desire.
741

 Furthermore, 

the four “sprouts” are, in some way, connected to human nature. But for Marcus, 

passions and emotions are not linked with human nature in the same way. 

Affective expressions are, or should be, entirely subject to the ruling center. 

Affective experiences are not something that should guide the behavior of a ruler, 

as in Mèngzǐ’s case. The ruling center, as the full expression of reason in a human 

being, should be the guide for all the ruler’s activity. Emotions are simply the 

accompaniment to rational thinking. 

We might be inclined to look for a similarity in a caution against excess 

affectivity. But a closer examination proves this to be a false point of contact. For 

Marcus, excess occurs at the level of impulse, prior to the emergence of affective 

responses to impressions. For Marcus and Stoics in general, you cannot have a 

proper level of any passion; they are categorically vicious. Conversely, by 

definition, a proper emotion is an impulse that is not excessive.
742

 For Mèngzǐ, 

however, because he does not categorize certain affective experiences as always 

bad or always good, there is a much wider spectrum of evaluative options 

available, some dependent on context and a person’s social roles. 
743

 

In chapter three I explored the possibility for engagement between 

Mèngzǐ’s philosophy of affectivity and feminist care ethics, particularly through 
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the work of Joan Tronto.
744

 As noted in chapter three, the parallels between 

feminist care ethics and the Rú tradition are substantial. Though there was not 

space to explore it in chapter four, parallels between the Stoic tradition and 

feminism have been explored to some extent,
745

 with a few mentions of Marcus. 

While there seems to be potential in the larger Stoic tradition for common ground 

on the topic of affectivity and care, scholars do not seem willing to grant that 

possibility. Rationality is sometimes described as a more masculine form of 

relating to the world, and is contrasted with the more intuitive, affective mode of 

relating to the world as claimed by some Feminist critiques.
746

 Feminist care 

ethics, then, would sharply contrast with Marcus’s insistence on the priority of the 

rational hēgemonikon to guide all affective experience, and might even be seen as 

a source for chauvinistic undercurrents that have contributed to male dominance in 

philosophy and every other sphere of life. This is an aspect of Stoicism in general 

that merits further consideration.
747

 

A final point of comparison is the Stoic notion of oikeiōsis, explored in 

chapter four. As I noted in the literature review, Richard King did a comparison of 

oikeiōsis from Hierocles’ perspective with Mèngzǐ’s idea of tuī 推.
748

 The 

                                                           
744

 See section 3.1.1. 
745

 See Asmis 1996, Hill 2001, Nussbaum 2002 (283-326), Aikin and 

McGill-Rutherford 2014, Grahn-Wilder 2018 (277-285). 
746

 For example, see Genevieve Lloyd 1979, Genevieve Lloyd 1983, and 

Genevieve Lloyd 1993. 
747

 See Genevieve Lloyd 1979, Genevieve Lloyd 1983, and Genevieve Lloyd 

1993. These papers and the monograph are particularly interesting in that Lloyd 

does not mention the Stoics. She does, however, spend significant amount of time 

reviewing early Greek and Patristic philosophers (Augustine and Aquinas) (1983) 

and 17th century philosophers, especially Spinoza (1979) and Descartes (1979 and 

1983). Augustine and Spinoza are both known for the resonances between their 

philosophies and aspects of Stoic philosophy (in Augustine in particular the 

influence is clearly evident). It would be interesting to see Lloyd’s ideas brought 

to bear on Stoic doctrines of reason. 
748

 King 2015. 



264 

conclusions to King’s work does not need to be repeated here. More to the point is 

how Marcus’s own views of oikeiōsis (as opposed to Hierocles’ view) might be 

compared with Mèngzǐ’s political ethics. In contemporary Rú ethics there is 

mention of concentric circles that parallels Hierocles’ presentation of Stoic 

ethics,
749

 but there is no similar presentation of ethics in the Mèngzǐ, and no 

parallel in the Meditations for the Stoic view. Although the title of King’s essay, 

“Mencius and the Stoics—tui and oikeiōsis,” might lead one to think that there is a 

significantly comparable aspect along those lines, King makes very little of that 

possibility in his concluding remarks. An interesting difference noted by King is 

that the Stoic notion is a drawing inward towards oneself of the outer rings of the 

concentric circles, but for Mèngzǐ’s idea of tuī, it is a “pushing [kindness] further 

and further away.”
750

 Clearly for Marcus, by recognizing the “oneness” of all 

rational beings in the cosmos through a shared rationality, a person may be led to 

treat other humans with the same care and deference that they show for 

themselves. That is certainly what we see Marcus repeatedly impressing on 

himself.
751

 Mèngzǐ, on the other hand, conceives of a shared nature between 

humans, but does not assume that care for other things in the world depends on 

their similarity or a particular shared nature. So, when conversing about King 

Xuān’s concern for the ox in 1A:7, Mèngzǐ could claim that the caring impulse of 

King Xuān’s heart-mind for the ox is no different than the impulse to care for his 

people. It is precisely this similarity of caring (not of a particular object of care) 

that makes good monarchical rule possible in Mèngzǐ’s mind.  
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5.2.3 The Purpose of the Polity: Protecting the People’s Interests and the 

Common Good 

On this aspect of comparison Mèngzǐ considerably outshines Marcus, at 

least as far as details go. As we saw in chapter four, Marcus provides little by way 

of details for what the “common good” looks like in practice. What is quite clear 

is that he should be concerned for promoting and protecting the common good. As 

we saw in 6.27, one way that Marcus can promote the common good is through 

education. By helping other people adopt the Stoic (meta)physical worldview, 

they will then be in a place to realize that all circumstances and events are 

ordained by God, and should be gratefully received as something good for 

themselves (2.3). That does not mean that people will not continue to desire 

preferred indifferents. But the very nature of the cosmos dictates that a person, as 

a member of the community, who has a right view of the cosmos will not be 

bothered by not attaining things that are not truly good (i.e. virtue). It is an 

audacious claim, but apparently one that some people, including Marcus, were 

willing to accept. Education also plays a role in Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, but 

it is only recommended after basic material needs of the people have been met. 

Basic needs are fairly precisely defined as material sustenance necessary to stay 

alive, and Mèngzǐ places considerable emphasis on regulating agricultural cycles 

and productivity, something quite sensible in a largely agrarian society. Mèngzǐ 

insists that only after material needs have been met will a person’s heart-mind be 

able to accept moral teaching that will then lead to harmonious relationships and a 

harmonious society. 

What this points to is very different definitions between Marcus and 

Mengzi on what is truly good. At first glance, the end goal for a Stoic ruler and for 

a Rú ruler appears to be the same: a harmonious society achieved by a morally 
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cultivated ruler’s benevolence and beneficence. But further reflection reveals 

significantly different perspectives on what the good is that makes society 

harmonious. Mèngzǐ does not have a highly theorized idea of what “the good” is. 

A monarchical ruler can know what is good by attending to the desires of the 

people. And we saw that what they want more than anything is a ruler who 

protects their true interests.
752

 This puts pressure on the ruler to observe and listen 

to the people in his realm. If he fails to attend to their needs, Mèngzǐ points out on 

a very practical level that the ruler’s position, and quite possibly his life, will be 

endangered. There is no enemy greater than a people greatly dissatisfied with their 

ruler.
753

 Although Mèngzǐ acknowledges that the people are prone to rebel, 

particularly when they have not had their material and moral needs met, in such 

cases he does not blame the people for their expressions of distress. Rather, he 

blames the ruler for not attending to their needs.
754

 The cries of the people should 

even be interpreted by a ruler as the voice of Heaven, providing authoritative 

correction to his rule. Nevertheless, Mèngzǐ does not endorse all forms of political 

revolution.
755

 He mentions only two cases in which removal of a tyrannical ruler 

is appropriately done: (1) by members of the ruler’s family (2B:1, 5B:9), and (2) 

by one who has the approval of Heaven (2B:8; this can be the ruler of another 

state or, presumably, a member of the royal family). Furthermore, it is important 

to remember that transitions of power were not expected to be as regular as they 

are in present-day democratic regimes. Heaven is expected to act as a supreme and 

final check on the activities of bad rulers, yet it seems that Mèngzǐ allows a high 
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degree of tolerance until reaching that breaking point.
756

 Nevertheless, Heaven’s 

power to depose a bad ruler also appears immanently threatening, and Mèngzǐ 

works faithfully even with rulers as bad as Kings Xuān and Huì, with genuine 

hope that they might be converted to his trust in Heaven and the goodness 

imparted to each person as part of human nature, and so might turn from their 

selfish indulgences to care for the needs of the people.
757

 

For Marcus there are two kinds of good, the passive and the active. The 

passive is anything brought to a person outside of their own agency. I noted the 

particular difficulty this will bring to members of the civic community who do not 

share in Marcus’s Stoic worldview, and referenced the case of the Lugdunum 

Christians.
758

 If we are looking for precise and practical ways that a monarchical 

ruler with Stoic commitments will treat the people under his authority, we are 

necessarily disappointed. What we can assume is that Marcus would give to 

people what they desired, whether or not it was the “true good,” on the basis that 

even the gods bring indifferents to people. And Marcus does not need to concern 

himself with bringing any evils on any person because the only evils that are truly 

evil, on Marcus’s Stoic view, are the irrational motions of our own hēgemonikon. 

There is no moral injunction whatsoever on Marcus the Ruler to provide or 

maintain certain things normally considered “good,” such as the basic provisions 

for life, or even life itself. They can certainly be welcomed, but they cannot be 

demanded on the grounds of “justice,” or “rights.” It might be objected that the 

cosmos gives indifferents to people, so Marcus has a moral obligation to do as the 

cosmos does. However, as we saw in 11.10, “justice will not be maintained if we 
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value indifferent objects.” While Marcus is not morally wrong to provide 

indifferents, he does not have a moral obligation to ensure that the people receive 

or keep indifferents either. And if the people value indifferent things, this in no 

way makes it incumbent on Marcus to provide what is ultimately not virtuous. 

Contrasted strongly with this, Mèngzǐ directly confronts rulers who do not provide 

for the basic needs of the people on moral grounds. A monarchical ruler who does 

not protect the interests of the people through proper taxation and regulation, 

maximizing their freedom to be able to determine their own lives, has violated the 

terms of his appointment by Heaven. Should the offense become grievous enough, 

a monarchical ruler should beware of both popular revolt (a “natural” response of 

the people) and Heaven’s agent charged with the task of removing him. Returning 

again to Marcus’s view, even more concerning is the fact that he does not indicate 

that there is any form of “check” on his actions as ruler. This is sharply contrasted 

with the presence of Mèngzǐ’s Heaven, which stands continually in the 

background as a threat to any ruler who fails to meet the people’s needs.  

Mèngzǐ also does not hesitate to blame a ruler who fails to rule well, yet 

we could hardly expect as much from Marcus, who says anyone (including the 

monarchical ruler) who does wrong, does it out of ignorance. Furthermore, even 

the evil actions of other human agents are ultimately under the sovereignty of 

Zeus, and so should be received by other human agents as a part of the workings 

of the cosmos, all of which are simultaneously for the good of each individual and 

the whole.
759

 Undoubtedly, Mèngzǐ could not accept such a conclusion. He might 

ascribe a certain form of ignorance to a ruler’s actions, but in the end we can 

imagine that even bad rulers have a subtle sense of right and wrong (significantly 
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different from Marcus’s sense of right and wrong), and can be held accountable on 

those grounds.
760

 

 

5.2.4 The Delimitations of “The People” 

While the conditions for Marcus’s vision of who counts as a member of 

the cosmic city come directly out of his (meta)physics, sharing a common nature 

with the cosmos and each rational being, Mèngzǐ’s vision for who should be 

considered a recipient of the ruler’s kindness seems to be based more on the 

socio-political realities of his time, though still based on a philosophical and 

spiritual vision of Heaven as the pattern that should be followed in all human 

interactions. 

Marcus’s vision of the cosmic city quite clearly identifies all rational 

human beings as members.
761

 Yet, some statements identify certain people as 

special objects of Marcus’s care. He recognizes that he has two identities, defined 

by the Roman Empire and the cosmos (6.44). And in 11.18 he indicates that he has 

been set over “them” as a bull or a ram. He does not indicate that this “them” 

refers to all human beings in the cosmos; it could equally refer to those who live in 

his realm of the Roman empire, or to all humans in the great cosmic city. 

Nevertheless, in the Meditations Marcus spends remarkably little time discussing 

the “mundane” level of existence in the empire.
762

 His primary concern is with 

the members of the cosmic city, because for him that is the context in which all 
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ethical duties arise, and philosophically speaking, that context is constant 

regardless of who or where you are.  

For Mèngzǐ we likewise saw a broad range of possibilities for the 

delimitations of who “the people” are, often dependent on the context. Much of 

the time it is the people directly under the authority of the monarchical ruler who 

ought to be the objects of his care. But under certain circumstances it is possible 

for a ruler to show concern for people under the authority of other rulers, as was 

the case with King Xuān and the people of Yān.
763

 Because of his particular focus 

on members of the cosmic city, an all-inclusive category, Marcus does not make 

distinctions between who is “in” and who is “out.”
764

 For Marcus, the recipients 

of his benevolent attention seem to be those who have more direct contact with 

him. That does not mean that those who are more distant from the seat of power in 

the empire receive no attention, but the ability for a monarchical ruler to be 

involved in all of the details of a vast geographical territory are limited. If we were 

to add to our philosophical inquiry some historical points of interest, it is worth 

noting that Marcus is known for his kindness shown even to the Germanic tribes 

with whom he was almost constantly at war with during his reign.
765

 Notably, 

during the second and third centuries Roman citizenship was significantly 

expanded, so that many more formerly common people without citizenship could 

have access to the benefits of the Roman legal system. Marcus contributed 

significantly to this expansion. So on a practical level, even if it was only within 
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the Roman empire, Marcus would take into account a person’s social standing 

(level of citizenship), and it might even include non-citizens who could potentially 

gain citizenship.
766

 

There is a common recognition between Marcus and Mèngzǐ that people 

do not live up to their full potentialities as human beings, with natures endowed, 

and in some way reflecting, the higher spiritual realities that inform their political 

ethics.
767

 It is important to note that, also in both cases, the monarchical ruler was 

not somehow exempt or separated from the admonitions to all people. Even the 

monarchical ruler needs to be “rectified” (zhèng 正768
). While the ruler stands at 

the apex of the social hierarchy, he is not above it or beyond the obligations 

incumbent upon all people to exercise one’s station with due attention to the needs 

of other humans. As the proverbial saying goes, a student is not greater than his 

teacher.
769

 If the ruler is not improving morally, we should not expect to see the 

people behaving morally, and certainly not exceeding the ruler in virtue. This 

leads to another point of commonality, which is the particular pedagogical role the 

monarchical ruler plays in both accounts of political ethics.
770

 Marcus and 

Mèngzǐ consider the ruler to have a leading role in the moral development of the 

common people through moral instruction. This is first demonstrated by his way 

of life. In contemporary accounts of Marcus’s political philosophy this is often 
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glossed over or discarded, as if Marcus’s own moral development were 

inconsequential or tangentially related to his political philosophy. But in a strongly 

centralized political system such as monarchy,
771

 the monarchical ruler’s moral 

character is absolutely essential to the moral development of the state. The ruler is 

both a guiding light as a moral exemplar that the people can look up to and imitate, 

and the supreme teacher, responsible for establishing the moral boundaries for the 

common people. So, while the monarchical ruler should be recognized as “one of 

us” by the common people due to his humaneness, because of the particular role 

he plays in society he is, in a sense, of a different category altogether.
772

  

 

5.3 Three Points of Significant Non-Convergence 

Curiously, discussion of comparative philosophy seems to revolve around 

and operate on the idea that there must be ideas in each of the two traditions that 

share some similarities in order for there to be a comparison in the first place. But 

what if one side of the comparison is asking questions or offering answers that 

seem to have no “comparable” point of contact on the other side of the comparison? 

This is certainly the root of MacIntyre’s objection to comparative ethics, and the 

idea that ethical traditions are “incommensurable.”
773

 But as I demonstrated in 

section 2.2.1.1, there need not be an explicit point of commonality. When 

comparing computers and apples, we are not likely to find many comparable 

points of contact. And yet that does not mean a conversation cannot be had about 

them. It might be that we discover new applications for a concept in tradition X 

when brought into comparison with tradition Y on Topic A. Tradition X does not 
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address Topic A, but when Tradition Y raises questions about Topic A, Tradition 

X is given an opportunity to respond with the resources available within that 

tradition. This is what happens in existential experiences.  

In comparative philosophy this may mean that one or the other comparata 

sets the point of contact based on its own context and considerations, and the 

comparer then must look for ways to engage the second comparaton with the first. 

There is nothing wrong with this, and need not represent “bias,” or 

“one-sidedness.” It simply engages ideas on their own terms. What this means is 

that the terms must be clearly set by the first comparaton, and then allow the 

second comparaton to engage with the first.  

In this comparison between Marcus and Mèngzǐ I have identified three 

significant points of non-contact on which I will put Marcus and Mèngzǐ in 

discussion with each other. They are: (1) justice, (2) governance, and (3) concepts 

of law. 

 

5.3.1 Justice 

Justice is widely discussed in Mediterranean philosophical traditions, and 

as I demonstrated in the exposition of the Meditations in section 4.4, Marcus has 

clearly defined his conception of justice. Justice is an integral part of the 

operations of the cosmos and is a “true good” (5.12). Justice also holds a special 

place in Marcus’s philosophy, as the spring from which all other virtues arise. A 

person must hold to justice unwaveringly, or they will not manifest it in the world 

of human experience.
774

 Through an exploration of occurrences of the concept of 
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justice in the Meditations we also arrived at a clear definition. Justice is, in brief, 

what a person deserves.
775

 And what a person deserves is understood through 

observations of the nature of the cosmos and one’s own nature as a rational being. 

Finally, I noted that this definition, and its outworking in a political context, would 

be something quite difficult to accept for a non-Stoic.
776

 This is because of the 

very different set of values that Stoics have from many other philosophical (and 

unphilosophical) perspectives. The only things of positive value are virtues, and 

the only things of negative value are vices. Everything in between these two ends 

of the moral spectrum is neutral, and can be accepted or rejected based on a 

person’s preference, while at the same time allowing that whatever the cosmos 

gives to you is ultimately for your good and the good of the whole cosmos.
777

 I 

also noted that Marcus shows a degree of acceptance for other value systems, 

allowing that other people still place a high value on things that are indifferent to 

him as a Stoic. Notably, on the grounds that the gods give these things to people, 

Marcus felt comfortable giving them to the people also. Mèngzǐ does not discuss 

anything like justice, but we might still turn the question to him. How might the 

question of justice be addressed in his political philosophical framework? 

First, we can anticipate Mèngzǐ pointing out a very large gap between their 

value systems. For Mèngzǐ, death is clearly not merely a “dispreferred indifferent.” 

When death comes to the people and corpses are found lying in ditches as a result 

of the poor governance of a monarchical ruler through excessive taxation, or war, 

or through a ruler’s self-indulgence, Mèngzǐ is quick to criticize heavily, laying 
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blame squarely on the shoulders of that ruler.
778

 Marcus, by contrast, eschews all 

blame, whether of another person or oneself.
779

 And although Marcus is open to 

hearing correction (4.12), the two criteria for changing his mind do not bring a 

great deal of encouragement. Marcus’s approach moves us back to where we 

started, with his accounts of justice and the common good, neither of which place 

a great deal of emphasis on the moral or axiological differences of life and death, 

or suffering in general.  

Secondly, and closely related to the first point, Mèngzǐ attributes a 

significant amount of agency to Heaven, particularly in relation to political 

matters,
780

 and so might find partial common ground with Marcus on the 

providential workings of the gods. Yet, Mèngzǐ seems to give much greater weight 

to the agency of other human beings, and therefore more responsibility for their 

actions. While Heaven should not be reproached (2B:13), people certainly can be, 

and Heaven is not implicated in the wrong-doings of wicked people (wrong being 

very differently defined, as demonstrated above). For Marcus, the gods are 

implicated in everything that happens, and yet to avoid their implication in evil 

(and the possibility that they could properly received blame), all things that come 

about must by necessity be good for each individual and for the whole.
781

 

Thirdly, Mèngzǐ places material enrichment for the people before their 

spiritual or philosophical enrichment, on the grounds that people will not be 

inclined to listen to moral instruction if their basic needs are not met.
782

 So a good 

monarchical ruler would attend to the basic needs of the people before moving 
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towards more advanced needs. That is not to say that meeting only basic needs 

will create a harmonious society. Mèngzǐ clearly believes that moral instruction is 

required to help people advance beyond basic material satisfactions.
783

 Marcus, 

however, seems to insist that education is simply a matter of showing a person 

where he went wrong (6.27, 9.42, 10.4), and is not a matter that is entangled in the 

more basic human desires for things like life and food.  

Finally, Marcus and Mèngzǐ might be able to find some common ground 

on the source of justice, coming as it does in both traditions internally from human 

nature. For both of them, human nature provides a starting point for moral inquiry 

and guidance.
784

 It may be that we require coaching or sagely advice or clearly 

articulated philosophical doctrines in order to help us become aware of this source 

of morality, but once the process is started, in the words of Mèngzǐ, it would 

become a spring of water gushing forth, or a fire bursting into flame (2A:6). This 

provides a universal grounding for all their moral claims, as well as, perhaps, the 

source of their greatest intellectual and philosophical conflicts in other areas. 

Marcus seems quite confident that an empirical investigation into the nature of the 

cosmos will reveal the truth of his position, and yet the historical irony is that 

Mèngzǐ’s metaphysical position endured for a comparatively much greater length 

of time in the regions heavily influenced by his philosophical thought.  

 

5.3.2 Governance 

Governance is a particular focus of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, 

captured in his neologism, rénzhèng 仁政. We would be appropriately surprised 
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to find this particular concept in Marcus’s philosophy. As we saw in section 3.4, 

Mèngzǐ is primarily concerned with how a monarchical ruler carries out his 

responsibilities, particularly emphasizing the immediacy with which that kingly 

ruler should act on behalf of the people, in accordance with sound philosophical 

principles, for their care. Mèngzǐ regularly encountered a problem on a political 

level, where the monarchical rulers he advised knew what was right, knew how 

they should act, but were unwilling to accept that they had to change their 

behavior, or hoped to delay the change until a more convenient or comfortable 

time.
785

 Mèngzǐ shows no concern with structural changes that might provide the 

common people with access to the ruler to voice their needs. In fact, such 

structures were already built into Mèngzǐ’s considerations, through such things as 

the appointment of reliable ministers who could operate on various levels closer to 

the lives of the common people, as well as through tours of inspection that a good 

ruler would undertake regularly, in order to remain informed on the needs of the 

people.
786

 The problem as Mèngzǐ saw it was not structural, it was functional. The 

monarchical ruler needed to function as the king ought to function, which is for 

the good of the people. 

On most accounts of Marcus’s political philosophy, one thing that scholars 

seem to be in agreement on is that Marcus also was concerned with “how to rule” 

more than political, structural reform.
787

 Historically speaking, Marcus made no 
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radical changes to the Roman polity, particularly when compared with 

predecessors like Julius Caesar, who stripped the Roman Republic of its power 

and established the imperial system with himself as its head, the strongly 

centralized political system which Marcus inherited.
788

 Marcus’s indifference to 

practical structural change certainly can be attributed to his preoccupation with the 

Stoic concept of a cosmic city, which is already fully formed and functioning on 

the principle of the flawless providence of the gods,
789

 and his pragmatic 

perspective that saw no hopes for realizing an ideal such as Plato’s “republic” 

(9.29). While a concept of “governance,” therefore, is not elaborated in the 

Meditations, we can see that Marcus is concerned for how he conducts himself in 

his office. This ties in closely with the Stoic concept of “appropriate action” 

(kathēkon καθηκόν) examined in section 4.1.2.4. Marcus is certainly well aware of 

the duties incumbent on him as the imperial ruler, chief of which is looking out for 

the good that is common to the Roman people, in addition to the good that is 

common to all people as members of the cosmic city. 

We also often see in the Meditations an arresting immediacy to Marcus’s 

injunctions to himself. He is well aware that hesitancy or a wavering commitment 

to his moral efforts will produce undesirable fruit.
790

 While he is under no illusion 

that he will one day become a sage—a person whose character is marked by 

complete consistency in flawless moral effort—he knows that moral striving is 

proper for a human being, and the closer he is to living fully according to the 

nature of the cosmos and his own nature as a rational being, the better he will be 
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able to fulfill his proper function (kathēkon) as a ruler.
791

 So, while “governance” 

does not feature in Marcus’s political philosophy as a core principle, we can see 

that Marcus was deeply concerned with how he carried out his role as an imperial 

ruler. 

 

5.3.3 Varying Concepts of “Law”: “law” (nomos νόμος) and “models” (fǎ 法)  

This particular point of comparison is made more difficult and complex 

through contemporary renderings of both the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations. In a 

sense, this point is a three-way comparison, between contemporary concepts of 

“law” (usually referring to human ordinances created by social bodies called 

governments), Marcus’s concept of the law (nomos νόμος) of the cosmic 

community,
792

 and Mèngzǐ’s use of the classical Chinese term fǎ (法),
793

 usually 

rendered in English as “law.” 

The term “law” in Anglo-European contexts has been heavily influenced 

by the Stoic idea of a “common law” or a “natural law,” and yet as I noted in 

section 4.1.2.3, there is a significant difference between what the Stoics of the 

classical period meant by “natural law,” and how “natural law” has been used 

since the Enlightenment.  

Marcus sees law as a property of the cosmos that is both external and 

internal to a human being. Externally, it acts as a universal and objective guide for 

human moral action, something that can be conformed to or rejected; internally, 

the law has an authoritative function and provides an ontological ground for moral 
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action.
794

 The “law” is a common link between the individual person and the 

cosmos as a whole, through the rational, cosmic principle-matter of pneuma. Law 

is an important feature of the cosmic city, both for its external and universal 

application in all social relationships between rational beings (inclusive of the 

gods), and for its internal application that helps a person stay on the straight path, 

following God (10.11).  

In his discussions with rulers Mèngzǐ does not place much emphasis on 

“standards” (fǎ 法) as they are usually conceived of in the Warring States period, 

and which would be more closely recognizable to contemporary concepts of “law” 

in Anglo-European political philosophical discussions. This was undoubtedly 

partially in response to the school named for their emphasis on particularly harsh 

“standards” by authoritarian rulers for maintaining social stability, the “Legalists,” 

mentioned in section 2.1.1. Instead, Mèngzǐ suggests “models” (fǎ 法) for a ruler 

to follow. This allows the ruler a significant amount of flexibility when it comes to 

the particular circumstances of his rule, and yet offers a “standard” by which he 

can critique his own rule. Mèngzǐ does not see “laws” (in the conventional sense 

of a human ordinance) as a way to bring about real social change and social 

harmony. He believes that if a ruler follows the models of good rulers before him, 

he will in turn provide a model for the common people to follow.
795

 

How can we bring these three strands together, the contemporary concept 

of “law,” Marcus’s cosmic law, and Mèngzǐ’s concept of models? The first and 

most obvious thing to note is that these are three radically different understandings 

of what we mean by “law.” Mèngzǐ’s concept cannot even rightly be rendered 

“law” in English. Marcus’s view of the cosmic law seems to be abstracted 
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somewhat from immediate political concerns, and so using terms such as “natural 

law,” a presupposition for contemporary concepts such as “human rights” today, 

requires far more definition than is usually given. As we have already seen, in the 

Meditations Marcus seems to have difficulty with practical applications of his 

philosophical principles. But perhaps non-specificity is what is needed for a 

virtuous monarchical ruler in a strongly centralized political system to address 

each situation on its own terms. This would also allow the affective movements of 

his ruling center (or heart-mind) to participate in the deliberative actions required 

of a ruler. 

It is not a far stretch to suppose that Marcus would find a high degree of 

appreciation for Mèngzǐ’s concept of a model. Marcus repeatedly admonishes 

himself to find what is admirable in others and keep those thoughts fresh in his 

mind (6.48), and also to reflect on what is not admirable, and avoid the ways of 

such people. All of Book One of the Meditations is a recounting of qualities found 

in people in Marcus’s life that we may presume he sought to model himself after, 

the greatest of which is his adoptive father and preceding ruler of the Roman 

Empire, Antoninus Pius (1.16).  

Mèngzǐ might initially be skeptical of Marcus’s claim for a universal “law,” 

but as the details emerged he might warm up to the idea. In fact, an ontological 

ground for moral action seems to be what Mèngzǐ is approaching with the four 

“sprouts” of the heart-mind (2A:6, 6A:6), and certainly some resonance can be 

seen between Zeus and Heaven (Tiān). We might be tempted to seek to identify 

the heart-mind with the very nature of Heaven from 7A:1, but Mèngzǐ does not 

quite give us enough material to reconstruct such a “deep” account of human 

psychological structures in the way that the Stoic account of the hēgemonikon 
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correlates to the reason of cosmos. Nevertheless, Mèngzǐ does see a 

correspondence between the affective motions of the heart-mind and the 

operations of Heaven.  

Lastly, we should recall that neither Marcus nor Mèngzǐ spent a great deal 

of time on the details. We have a little bit more from Mèngzǐ with some of the 

programmatic suggestions he makes to monarchical rulers.
796

 But the primary 

concern for both of them was to turn the attention of the monarchical ruler towards 

doing what is good for the people (variously defined).
797

 There are always 

loopholes to human ordinances which we call laws today, and if a ruler’s 

heart-mind (or ruling center), whether in a monarchical system or any other 

strongly centralized system of political power, is not set on the good of the people, 

it will not matter what system is in place, he will find a way around such 

ordinances. 

 

5.4 A New Criterion in Political Philosophy Pertaining to Strongly 

Centralized Political Systems 

In chapter one I highlighted the dearth of sophisticated philosophical 

explorations in contemporary Anglophone political philosophical works on 

questions regarding political contexts characterized by strong centralization of 

power. The gross imbalance this represents in the sub-discipline of political 

philosophy was revealed through a brief exposition of the Democracy Index 

annually published by the Economist Intelligence Unit, which revealed that 

approximately half of the world lives in non-democratic political contexts, and 

one-third of the world’s governments are described in the report as “authoritarian.” 
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In spite of this, the vast majority of political philosophy done today in Anglophone 

contexts addresses only questions and problems generated by political liberalism. 

This is a very serious omission that needs to be redressed.  

In response to this gap in research, I undertook a comparative investigation 

into the political philosophies of Marcus Aurelius and Mèngzǐ through the 

classical texts attributed to them, the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ, respectively. 

From the insights gained through the independent investigations into their political 

philosophies in chapters three and four, I was then able to compare them for their 

similarities and differences in the preceding section of this work (5.2). The 

comparison yielded significant insights into the similarities of their positions, as 

well as highlighted a good number of very substantial differences. But the 

research gap in Anglophone political philosophy remains to be addressed. 

One of the interesting aspects of conducting the interpretive dimension
798

 

of comparison in this work is that I, the person doing the comparison, do not have 

a sense that either “side” of the comparison represents my own philosophical 

horizon. Marcus and Mèngzǐ both argue from monarchical political contexts. I 

grew up in the United States, a political institution guided largely by political 

liberal principles and forms of government. The comparison that I, as the 

comparer, have attempted in this work is not about comparing a philosophical 

position that represents “my own tradition,” a republican form of democracy based 

loosely on political liberal principles such as that advanced by John Rawls 

(comparaton 1), with another tradition that is “not my tradition,” such as one 

based loosely on Marxist principles (comparaton 2), as the interpretive dimension 

is usually understood. In describing the interpretive dimension, Tim 
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Connolly—perhaps following the majority of scholars who do interpretive 

comparisons—describes only comparisons where there is a clear “self” and “other” 

in the two comparata. What I am attempting here is quite different in that neither 

of the two comparata are somehow “my own.”
799

 The comparison in this work is 

altogether different.  

In 2005 I moved from the U.S.A. to China. It did not take long to realize 

that this new system was significantly different from what I was familiar with. 

This recognition moved me to seek to understand political systems significantly 

different from what what I grew up with. If we recall the contribution made by the 

Intuitive Ontological Approach to comparisons that I am employing in this 

work—that the comparison takes place in the heart-mind of the comparer—the 

two classical works for this comparison were selected on the informed hypothesis 

that they might provide resources for philosophizing about political contexts 

where power is strongly centralized, as opposed to more diffused power in 

political liberal forms of government.  

It is widely known that the leaders of the People’s Republic of China reject 

outright all advances and overtures by “Western” countries to “liberalize,” on the 

grounds that China is a very different context with a very different historical 

background and cultural roots that make political liberalism unsuitable as a form 

of government. A single-party state with strongly centralized power is the way 

forward for China, so it is claimed. Setting aside the details of this debate, we 

might ask, what if we (those who are not participatory members of the state of 

China) accept those terms? What philosophical resources are available that might 

enable a discussion with China’s political leaders that satisfies their conditions of 
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not forcing political liberalism on the PRC, and yet achieves goals highly valued 

in political liberal philosophies? Frankly, right now the philosophical resources for 

a free and fair discussion between China and “Western liberalizers” that does not 

rely on concepts such as “human rights,” “universal suffrage,” “civil society,” and 

so on are difficult to come by. The comparison that I have advanced between 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ in this work suggests a way forward that will be explored in 

this section.  

The second major dimension to comparative philosophy is the constructive 

dimension, which is “comparing to make philosophical progress.”
800

 Tim 

Connolly mentions two ways this is usually carried out. The first is called 

“external criticism,”
801

 which aims at challenging or critiquing basic assumptions 

of the “other.” The second is called “problem-solving,”
802

 aiming at “exploring 

particular philosophical problems by looking at the resources other traditions have 

developed to deal with [those problems].”
803

 As I have already noted, the “other” 

in this comparison is not one of the two comparata, but is instead a living, 

existential reality embodied in the state of the People’s Republic of China and 

other states with strongly centralized power, and so external criticism (one 

comparaton critiquing the other comparaton) is not a useful way to understand the 

comparative aspect of this particular work. Problem-solving might seem like a 

better descriptor, but upon closer inspection it also does not quite represent the 

“philosophical progress” that I am making through this project. The problem is not 

a philosophical question raised by one of the two comparaton, which could then 

be addressed through a comparison with the other comparaton.  
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My hope through this project is to bring the political philosophical insights 

of both Marcus and Mèngzǐ regarding monarchical or strongly centralized political 

systems to bear on a question that is very common in human experience, yet rarely 

explored in contemporary political philosophy. By drawing on insights from both 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ, in this section I aim to create a new criterion in political 

philosophy that might act as an edifying guide by which strongly centralized 

governments can measure their own success, and be able to present it to those 

outside their political environment for evaluation. I hope that this criterion might 

also be a means by which other political actors might offer critique and correction 

to policies and actions of governments where power is strongly centralized 

without defaulting to political liberal criteria. 

The question to be answered next is, what can be gleaned from these two 

political philosophies of antiquity that can be synthesized into a criterion that will 

not only be suitable for offering helpful reflexive critique of various aspects of 

Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s own views on monarchical rule, but will also be useful in 

contemporary political contexts characterized by strong centralization of power? 

 

5.4.1 Salient Considerations from Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s Core Political 

Philosophical Principles Relevant to Creating a New Criterion in Political 

Philosophy 

As I have demonstrated in section 5.2, Marcus and Mèngzǐ do not always 

share similar political philosophical principles. And even where there are points of 

contact, they sometimes disagree on the details. Synthesizing these two 

perspectives into a single cohesive criterion will require selecting or rejecting 

certain positions from each of their philosophies, and will involve some “external 

criticism,” pointing out where I see Marcus’s or Mèngzǐ’s perspective to be the 
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preferable one for integrating into the criterion to be developed. We will then be in 

a good position to bring the best of each position together to create a new criterion 

in political philosophy for evaluating 21st century monarchical and strongly 

centralized polities. 

 

5.4.1.1 The Scope of the Polity 

First is the question of scope. Who or what should be taken as the object of 

political concern in creating this new criterion? We have been offered two 

competing visions of the polity, one of a cosmic city, or cosmopolis, and the other 

of an expansive but less-well defined domain of “all under Heaven/heaven” 

(tiānxià). The scope of Marcus’s vision for the object of the monarchical ruler’s 

administration is limited to rational beings. This is simultaneously an expansion of 

contemporary political philosophical categories, and a contraction. It is an 

expansion because political philosophy, particularly in the political liberal 

tradition heavily influenced by John Rawls, regards metaphysical views as a point 

of disagreement which cannot serve as a common ground, and so its significance 

is negated or substantially diminished for political philosophical deliberation.
804

 

Marcus’s focus in the Meditations 9.1 orients his thoughts towards reverence for 

the gods as a means of maintaining justice (among other virtues). Furthermore, 

Marcus’s political ethics are firmly grounded on spiritual assumptions. And, as we 

saw in section 3.2.1.0, Heaven plays a significant role in Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophy as well, though not exactly in the same way. This suggests that 

spiritual considerations, particularly in monarchical or strongly centralized 
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political systems, are an important feature for generating political moral norms by 

which a monarchical ruler can be held accountable for his actions, whether it is an 

external and internal accountability (Mèngzǐ) or an internal accountability only 

(Marcus). What is most salient and relevant for my purposes here is the 

importance of spiritual concerns for political philosophy. Although it may not fit 

well into a new criterion for evaluating a monarchical ruler, it plays an important 

role as an authority independent and above the supreme human authority of any 

political entity. 

The scope of Marcus’s vision for the object of the monarchical ruler’s 

administration can also be viewed as a contraction of contemporary political 

philosophical categories because it is quite difficult to see how a monarchical ruler 

is to be concerned at all for non-rational beings. There is no indication whatsoever 

in the Meditations that our environing nature
805

 is a matter of political concern for 

a monarchical ruler. In fact, there is good evidence to think that the environing 

nature, as occupying a position lower down from rational beings on the scala 

naturae, is actually designed purely for the interests of rational beings, which 

could easily lead to exploitation of the environing nature. However, as we have 

seen, those interests ought to be governed by reason, and if so, then we might 

presume that this would lead to proper use of the materials in the environing 

nature. And yet again, we run into the difficulty that, should the environing nature 

be violently and even irreparably exploited by rational beings who do not follow 

the rational leadings of their hēgemonikon (which, by Marcus’s own admission, is 

a common occurrence), that too must have been willed by Zeus and so should be 
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accepted along with all other events in the cosmos. Marcus offers little by way of 

guidance for himself as a monarchical ruler to adjudicate in such situations.  

The scope of Mèngzǐ’s polity is, in many ways, even more narrow. While 

spiritual concerns play an important role in his political considerations, spiritual 

beings are not regarded as participatory members within the scope of Mèngzǐ’s 

polity. Heaven might provide motivational leverage for an adviser hoping to move 

a monarch to govern with humane cultivation, and the thought of a transcendent 

being who judges a ruler’s actions might strike fear into the heart of a monarch (as 

in 1B:10). So on Mèngzǐ’s account Heaven is certainly involved in important 

aspects of political events, but not as a member of the political community. 

According to Mèngzǐ, the most important consideration for a monarchical ruler is 

the lives and livelihood of the humans under his authority.  

A final consideration regarding the scope of the polity relevant to creating 

a new political philosophical criterion is how Marcus and Mèngzǐ regard people 

outside the normal sphere of mundane political boundaries. How should a 

monarchical ruler act towards people that are not under his direct political 

authority? We should be cautious when ascribing a certain position to Marcus. 

Although his primary consideration is the cosmic city, which might incline us to 

think that he considers all people everywhere as under his authority, we do well to 

remember that Marcus sees himself as a member of two “cities,” both cosmic and 

“mundane” (6.44). The cosmic city is his primary concern, yet he is also aware 

that he has responsibilities to the mundane sphere. While it is beyond the scope of 

this work, we might inquire about Marcus’s historical actions against the 

Germanic tribes, with whom he was at war for more than half of his career as 
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emperor.
806

 Was his warring a necessary correction to wrongs against the sphere 

of his mundane responsibility, the Roman Empire, similar to punishing Christians 

for their religious commitments? Are not the Germanic peoples also rational 

beings, members of the cosmic city, and entitled to the same kind and generous 

considerations as any other member? In the Meditations we are not given any 

clues as to how Marcus might resolve conflicts that can arise between the cosmic 

and mundane spheres; perhaps Marcus does not see any, or he is unconcerned with 

them, as he would be with any other “indifferent.” Ultimately, as long as Marcus 

is striving to do his best to live according to nature (the “law” of the cosmic city), 

all we can hope is that reason would guide his judgments.  

Mèngzǐ clearly regarded people outside the normal sphere of a 

monarchical ruler’s realm to be occasional objects of concern. There is clear 

indications that a ruler may be granted a particular status by Heaven, Heaven’s 

Agent (tiānlì 天吏), with the specific directive of punishing another monarch who 

is abusing his power and the people under his authority. This does not address 

questions that arise in the midst of a plurality of forms of government in the world 

in the 21st century. For example, how might Mèngzǐ suggest dealing with an 

elected leader of a representative government (democratic or republican forms), 
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 We are given two clues in the Meditations (Hard 2011, 12, 16) that at least 

part of the text was written while Marcus was encamped with the Roman army 

fighting against the Germanic tribes that were invading and ravaging the northern 
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ἄρκτους, ἄλλος Σαρμάτας. οὗτοι γὰρ οὐ λῃσταί, ἐὰν τὰ δόγματα ἐξετάζῃς;) 

Marcus was awarded the title “Sarmaticus” for his defeat of the Sarmatian tribe in 

175. 
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who becomes autocratic?
807

 By Mèngzǐ’s criteria, such a person receives his 

power legitimately through the support of the people. We do well, however, to 

remember that in Mèngzǐ’s view, a monarch’s position is not irrevocable, and so a 

ruler might view the abuse of power by even popularly elected rulers as open to 

correction. Nevertheless, Mèngzǐ does not provide specific details on how a 

monarch is to discern when a line has been crossed, and so caution should be 

exercised before jumping too quickly to depose a ruler. 

 

5.4.1.2 What is Good (for the People) 

What is good for the people is, in many ways, the key question for 

constructing a new political philosophical criterion. If this new criterion is not able 

to offer a way to measure and evaluate the actions of monarchs and leaders of 

strongly centralized governments for the good of the people, then it would be 

entirely ineffectual.  

Marcus’s Stoic perspective on what is good, while appealing on a personal 

level and helpful for individuals dealing with what most people regard as tragic or 

difficult circumstances, raises serious concerns when employed in a monarchical 

political setting. Claiming indifference to indifferents might be helpful when one 

is gravely ill, or experiencing the loss of a loved one. But when that same attitude 

is employed in a political context where a plurality of views are present (as is the 

case in most nation-states today,
808

 regardless of their structure), most of which 
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largely ethnic Hàn. But that should not stop the government from taking into 

account the many minority peoples that are also members of the state and 
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do not share the same philosophical outlook, the consequences can be quite 

serious and problematic. For example, in the case of natural disasters like a 

tsunami or a famine, the responses that non-Stoic members of Marcus’s realm 

would be expecting of a ruler—such as immediate, responsive aid—would 

certainly be an option for a monarch who adopts Marcus’s Stoic outlook, but such 

cries for help would lack moral force. There is no moral demand placed on 

Marcus’s ruler to meet such cries with remedial response. He can give such aid if 

it seems reasonable, but there is no moral obligation to do so. 

In this regard, Mèngzǐ does significantly better than Marcus at providing 

detailed suggestions that can be transformed into a new political philosophical 

criterion suitable for 21st century political contexts. By listening to the people, and 

even by attending to his own desires, a monarchical ruler can assess the people’s 

interests and act to protect and provide for those interests. In this way Mèngzǐ 

allows the people to determine for themselves what is good and calls on the ruler 

to assist in meeting that standard. Nevertheless, it is not entirely the case that the 

people determine what is good for themselves. Once their basic needs have been 

met, Mèngzǐ advocates moral instruction as a means by which a monarchical ruler 

can improve social relations. Marcus also suggests moral education, but it seems 

to come more from a cool, matter-of-fact point of view, that if people just knew 

better, they would live better, and would know and desire what is truly good (in a 

Stoic sense). In principle, this is true, and Mèngzǐ might not entirely disagree. But 

again, Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s definitions of what is good are so substantially 

different that Marcus’s account has to be set aside in favor of Mèngzǐ’s account. 

Finally, while Mèngzǐ’s account provides some programmatic suggestions that 

                                                                                                                                                                 

legitimate objects of political care. 
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pertain to the interests of the people, he seems flexible and open to allow for 

contextual contingencies. As long as the ruler is attentive to the people, Mèngzǐ is 

not especially particular about how he carries out his duty to protect their interests. 

As we saw in the comparison in section 5.2.3, Marcus does not provide detailed 

recommendations for a ruler, other than to pursue what is according to nature and 

as reason dictates. 

 

5.4.1.3 Reengaging Tronto on Care in Political Ethics 

I would like to return to Joan Tronto’s work to discuss questions of 

affectivity and care, in particular because it will create points of contrast with the 

focus of this work on political structures with strongly centralized power, as well 

as provide some interesting complementarity that will influence the shape of the 

criterion to be created. 

Tronto emphasizes that care can only flourish in a “just, pluralistic, and 

democratic society.”
809

 Later she writes, “Only if caring takes place in the context 

of a democratic social order can human dependence be recognized as a necessity 

but also as a condition to overcome.”
810

 By contrast, Marcus and Mèngzǐ both 

think that a monarchical ruler is entirely capable of rule that is characterized by 

affective responses quite easily described as “caring.” Moreover, most discussions 

of political philosophy (with perhaps the exception of Marxist Utopian ideals that 

expects the state to “wither away”
811

) recognize implicitly, if not explicitly, the 

permanent condition of a need for an authoritative institution with real power to 

order society. Mèngzǐ recognizes that there are those who rule and those who are 
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 Friedrich Engles, Anti-Dühring 3.2 (Engels 1947, 341). In this translation, 

instead of the more well-known “wither away,” Burns has “dies out.” 
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ruled (3A:4). Interdependence is not a condition or a state to be overcome, but one 

in which to work properly and appropriately according to one’s social position. 

Virtue is the banner under which all forms of government ought to be operating. 

In fact, Tronto recognizes this, and so she does advocate for interdependence 

rather than the alternatives of complete dependence under forceful authoritarian 

rule or full autonomy under a withering state.
812

 This sounds very much like 

Mèngzǐ’s discussion about the division of labor, and the strong emphasis he places 

on learning and actualizing morality through hierarchical relationships that begin 

in the family and extend throughout society into properly political relationships of 

subject and ruler (virtue acted out in both directions). We see something similar in 

a more egalitarian sense in Marcus’s recognition that “we have come into being to 

work together, like feet, hands, eyelids, or the two rows of teeth in our upper and 

lower jaws” (2.1). Still, he recognizes that his own social position is one of 

authority, watching over the herd like a bull or over the flock like a ram (11.18).  

Tronto points out that paternalism
813

 is an inherent concern with politics 

characterized by care.
814

 The concern is that the carer will “come to see 

themselves as more capable of assessing the needs of care-receivers than are the 

care-receivers themselves.”
815

 Rather than relying on mantic practices for 
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China have been almost exclusively male, there is a factor that recognizes that the 

monarch’s role is both masculine and feminine. This is explicit in the phrase w 

account of 為民父母(“father-mother of the people”), which occurs in 1A:4, 1B:7, 

and 3A:3. 
814

 Tronto 1993, 170. 
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knowing the people’s needs, Mèngzǐ recommends a well-thought out solution to 

this issue, encouraging monarchs to listen to the voice of the people. This does not 

necessarily involve personal interviews with every individual. If a monarch has 

employed virtuous ministers, they will report the condition of the people faithfully 

to the monarch. In addition, as we saw in section 3.2.2, regular tours of inspection 

assist the ruler in having a more direct sense of the people’s needs. Marcus’s 

position does not fare so well in this respect. We might applaud him for his strong 

philosophical conviction regarding value, virtue, and indifferents, but the Stoic 

way of viewing the cosmos produces a confidence that we have seen lead to 

sometimes deeply concerning conclusions, particularly in the hands of a monarch. 

Nevertheless, there is a sliver of hope that Marcus might recognize, permit, and 

possibly even support a person to pursue their own values that are not aligned with 

a Stoic vision.
816

  

Marcus and Mèngzǐ offer an interesting alternative and a challenge to 

Tronto’s claim that a “need” is a more basic claim than an “interest,” and should 

take priority in political considerations. From the analyses and comparison of 

Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s positions, they clearly stress “interest.” Tronto seems to 

be pushing back against vague claims of working for the “public interest,” and 

other such claims used to support certain political ends that do not take into 

account specific issues that people cry out to have addressed by those with the 

ability to address them, or by those for whom there is an expectation to provide a 

certain thing. For example, there might be an expectation that the government 

provide (or it is the government’s responsibility to provide) health care. Health 

care is certainly an asset in leading a flourishing life. Some health care is very 
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basic and can preserve life (such as basic medicines for easily curable diseases 

like dysentery in children in central African countries), and some health care is 

needed for more acute health issues, such as cancer. Is it “in the public interest” 

for the government to provide health care, or is it satisfying a need? I think cases 

can be made for both perspectives.  

Mèngzǐ would likely claim that he is using the term “interest” more loosely 

than Tronto. The examples Mèngzǐ uses are more along the lines of “basic needs” 

such as food, shelter, security, and so on. He might even argue that what some 

people consider to be mere “interests” such as music (as Mèngzǐ understands 

music) are actually more oriented towards the ordering of society and should be 

regarded as a public need. Perhaps even more pointedly, Mèngzǐ’s “interests” 

afford to the common people the enjoyment of things that the “poorest of the poor” 

would almost certainly not be able to enjoy in other contexts, such as in a 

capitalistically oriented, politically liberal country like the U.S.A. Mèngzǐ actually 

raises the bar on what should be considered an obligation for a ruler to provide, 

either directly or indirectly. This challenges Tronto’s definition of what 

obligations a ruler is required to provide. Should the government focus on merely 

meeting the bare minimum for survival, and only for people with very serious 

“needs”? Or is there a higher obligation that often goes unrecognized in 

non-monarchical political situations? Mèngzǐ says, “whatever you want to enjoy, 

O ruler, you have an obligation to provide for the people.” Marcus, again, would 

likely have little to say on this issue. He is more likely to talk about redirecting our 

“interests” to what is truly beneficial (i.e. a Stoic concept of virtue), and mundane 

goods do not make that list.  
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Finally, Tronto addresses the false dichotomy between care and justice. 

She writes, “justice without a notion of care is incomplete.”
817

 Here Marcus is 

able to find his voice. We saw in section 4.2 that a monarchical ruler’s affective 

experience is central to ethical action. A person’s affective experience is in direct 

relationship to that person’s rationality, the same principle that generates justice 

(section 4.4.2). The caring emotions such as affectionate love (philon), kindliness 

(eumenē), and graciousness (hilaos) that a monarchical ruler experiences would be 

right in line with the demands of justice, as Marcus conceives of it. We should 

remember that Marcus’s definition of justice poses some significant problems for 

application in contexts where the people do not accept a Stoic worldview. 

Nevertheless, a general sense that justice (more broadly construed) goes 

hand-in-hand with care is a salient feature that can be retained. As we saw in 5.4.1, 

Mèngzǐ does not discuss justice, but his other principles related to care for the 

people can offer a helpful corrective to Marcus’s view of justice. If we take 

seriously the need to listen to the people in determining their interests, we can 

move forward with a definition of justice that may not be entirely satisfactory to 

Marcus’s Stoic commitments, but will likely find more traction in many societies 

today. While Tronto insists that “care needs to be connected to a theory of justice 

and to be relentlessly democratic in its disposition,”
818

 we find that in Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s principles of care, along with some form of justice, is possible and 

useful in monarchical or strongly centralized political systems as well, and can 

lead to good for the people. This suggests that a reevaluation of claims (or, more 

often, mere assumptions) that democratic forms of government are somehow 

inherently superior to other forms of government is warranted. That is not to say 
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that democratic forms are then inferior to non-democratic forms of government, 

but that we should avoid ideological extremes in our arguments, and base our 

claims and judgments on sound bases, rather than wishful thinking. 

 

5.4.1.4 What is the Link Between Care and Action? Tuī and oikeiōsis 

Revisited 

With an awareness that care is an important political philosophical 

principle, another question arises. What is the link between an affective sense of 

care and political action that is good for the people? In section 3.4 we saw that 

Mèngzǐ is concerned with articulating how a monarch should conduct himself 

(governance), and not with the redistribution of power in new political structures. 

Through readings of the Mèngzǐ 1A:7, 4A:1 and elsewhere we saw that it is not 

enough just to “feel” care for the people, but that actions corresponding to those 

affective motions of the heart-mind are necessary for monarchical rule to be 

deemed truly good. We also saw through a conversation with Dài Yíngzhī in 3B:8 

that Mèngzǐ had little patience for a monarchical ruler who knew what he ought to 

do with regards to taxation, but for the sake of his own interests was hoping for a 

way to continue to reap the benefits of his mistreatment of the people for a little 

while longer. Mèngzǐ has no time for excuses; the king should, and can, alter his 

governance immediately. When King Xuān questions whether he has the requisite 

ability to become a True King (one who rules by the virtuous quality of his 

character) in 1A:7, Mèngzǐ enthusiastically responds that he does. The reason the 

people of Qí are suffering is not because the king lacks ability, but because he 

simply does not do what is necessary to provide for the interests of the people. 

Mèngzǐ’s theory of a not-unsympathetic heart-mind (bùrěn rén zhī xīn), evidenced 

in the king’s own experience, provides the necessary basis from which Mèngzǐ 
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can assert that the king has the requisite ability. Simply acting on that ability 

would solve the king’s dilemma, and propel him to supreme political power with 

the full support of the people. 

Similarly, Marcus claims that all the resources necessary for action are 

already present in the “ruling center” (hēgemonikon). It is both the source of 

passions and emotions, and of a person’s actions. As we saw in section 4.2.2, 

although Marcus does not elaborate on it, the Stoic link between a sense of care 

and action begins with a person’s initial impulse for self-preservation. Through 

rationality a person’s unity with all other rational beings is recognized and acted 

on in the same way that one would act for oneself. Although only the sage acts 

with perfect rationality and achieves any good at all in the early Stoic view, 

Marcus indicates that non-sages are able to do some good, or act rightly according 

to reason at least some of the time. Through self-cultivation a monarch can do 

away with mere talk and actually improve his own character so that he rules well 

(10.16).  

As I noted in section 5.2.2, Richard King points out a significant difference 

between the Stoic and Rú views on how to move from affect to action. The Stoic 

view, represented by Hierocles, draws the outer, more distant relationships inward, 

with oneself as the center, so that in the end you treat others as if they were 

yourself. This is made possible by the rational recognition that one’s own self is 

truly part of a greater whole, and that all things in their ontological reality, are 

actually one with oneself (see section 4.1.2.4). The Rú view, exemplified by 

Mèngzǐ in King’s essay, still takes oneself as the “center,” but instead of drawing 

the object of affection in, the social relationship retains its shape and distance, and 

the affective experience is “pushed” (tuī 推) outward towards other objects.  
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One potential problem with Marcus’s view is that it retains a focus on 

oneself, and in some ways seems to be an exaggerated extension of selfishness. 

This criticism breaks down, however, when we notice that the problem with 

selfishness is not that a person is doing something for themselves (which, if we are 

honest, is necessary by our very nature, and is the root of all Stoic ethical 

arguments), but that it excludes others from the same benefits. On this point 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ are in hearty agreement. Mèngzǐ does not tolerate a monarch 

who provides for his own interests at the expense of the people and their interests. 

If he enjoys music, let the people enjoy music; if he enjoys good food, let the 

people enjoy good food (1B:1, 2, 5)!  

A potential problem with Mèngzǐ’s view is the alterity of the objects of 

affection. They do not share an explicit ontological relationship that approximates 

Marcus’s view, and so a lesser cultivated monarch might struggle to see how the 

people’s interests deserve the same attention as his own. Two responses may be 

helpful.
819

 First, while it cannot be fully developed from the Mèngzǐ, a much later 

interpretation of Rú ethics in the form of Zhāng Zài’s (張載 1020-1077) “Western 

Inscription” (xímíng 西銘) claims a much closer relationship between all things in 

the world, so that, although they are not one body in a Stoic sense, they are one 

family, and so still retaining the useful emphasis in Rú considerations of social 

relationships, but decreasing the distance between persons to the most intimate 

level of relationships in familial connections. That is not to say that the Stoic 

notion does not have a place for social position,
820

 but in some ways the doctrine 
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of oikeiōsis necessarily pushes particular roles and their ethical obligations into 

the background, foregrounding the egalitarian aspects of ethical duties to all 

beings that share rationality. Though it will not be explored here, I believe 

Zhāng’s philosophy makes for a better comparison with the Stoic notion of 

oikeiōsis than does Mèngzǐ’s.
821

  

Secondly, although it was noted in section 5.4.1 that justice is a significant 

point of non-convergence between Marcus and Mèngzǐ, the non-convergences 

were not on the very basic understanding of justice as “what is deserved,” but on 

the finer points of the Stoic philosophical system that Marcus interwove with the 

concept of justice. Here I would like to propose that Mèngzǐ does share with 

Marcus some sense that the people “deserve” what it is that they desire, or that the 

ruler has an obligation to provide both the basic necessities, as well as some level 

of higher material enrichment, not to mention moral enrichment. Knowledge of 

“what is deserved” in Mèngzǐ’s philosophy is known naturally, just as King Xuān 

knew the feeling of the ox being led to slaughter. If we set aside substantial details 

of Marcus’s concept of justice and focus only the idea of what is “deserved,” and 

allow Mèngzǐ and the four “sprouts” of our heart-minds to guide us as to what is 

deserved (or what justice would consist of), that promises to provide a 

monarchical ruler with some concrete insight into linking care with action. This 

has interesting implications for debate with Joan Tronto’s work on feminist care 

ethics and justice, in which she also sees a healthy relationship between justice 

and care as we saw in section 5.4.1.3, but which is also explicitly supportive of 
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democratic forms of government. Would she be open to the possibility that justice 

and care could come through non-democratic forms of government? 

 

5.4.2 Benevolent and Beneficent Governance 

The criterion I have created out of this comparison of these two political 

philosophies I call “Benevolent and Beneficent Governance.” One evident source 

for this phrase is Mèngzǐ’s concept of rénzhèng 仁政. Through the analysis I have 

offered in chapter three of the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, it should now 

be clear why merely “Benevolent Government” (as Mèngzǐ’s term is usually 

rendered in English) as a term is inadequate.  

It will also be noticed that I have given Mèngzǐ the privilege of taking the 

lead on developing both the term itself and some of the explanatory details of the 

criterion. Here I offer two points of explanation. First, Mèngzǐ provides more 

structure (if we can call it that) and detail that is more easily constructed into a 

framework definition which can then be reflexively applied to his own or other 

political philosophies, including Marcus’s views and historically recorded actions, 

and in contemporary political settings. Secondly, keeping in mind the bias that 

remains against non-Anglo-European philosophies within the discipline of 

philosophy generally speaking, I offer this as a sort of judicial corrective to that 

bias. You could call it a form of philosophical “affirmative action.”  

Although Mèngzǐ is privileged in leading the discussion, Marcus also 

makes significant contributions to the criterion, not least of which is a balancing of 

the sources for creating the criterion. By design, the criterion will be neither 

“Eastern” (or “Chinese”) nor “Western” (or “Graeco-Roman”). By drawing on 

insights from two great philosophical traditions of vastly different cultures and 
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time periods, my hope is that the criterion developed here from common human 

political goals that are not restricted by geographical space, time, or cultural 

boundaries will provide a broader basis by which multiple forms of government 

can come to political philosophical discussions without being forced to accept 

theoretical and practical perspectives developed in modern Anglo-European 

contexts for narrowly Anglo-European concerns.  

 

5.4.2.1 The New Criterion Defined and Explained 

In this section I will present the new criterion and explain it. As I pointed 

out in the introduction (section 1.3), this criterion is not meant to cover every 

possible circumstance or political environment, nor is it a final statement on the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for good governance. It is merely intended to 

get a conversation started in a new direction. With that in mind, in the following 

section I will address questions that are not resolved by this criterion, highlighting 

the need for further research to develop this new criterion to its full potential as a 

contributor to the political philosophical discussion. 

The criterion is as follows: 

 

Benevolent and Beneficent Governance is [1] a mode of ruling that [2] 

provides for the good of the people through [3] immediate action that 

demonstrates [4] a caring concern for their interests. 

 

The first key phrase is “a mode of ruling.” Marcus and Mèngzǐ accept the 

monarchical political arrangements of their contexts. In undertaking this project, I 

brought to our attention the fact that a great many political entities in the world 
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today, governing a great many people (approximately 30% in each case), can be 

described as authoritarian. Though the arrangements of the various political 

systems of the 21st century differ in many ways from these ancient contexts, 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ both implicitly agree that there is nothing inherently 

dangerous or destructive in political systems with strongly centralized power. The 

structure is sound and does not require massive institutional changes (such as 

democratization) to bring about their desired effect, which is the good of the 

people. They both emphasize a mode of ruling, or a way for a monarch to exercise 

authority and power properly, meaning in a way that brings benefit to the people.  

In section 2.2.2.1 I described four critical views of the Meditations, each of 

which accepted that Marcus’s primary focus in writing was to transform himself to 

be a better individual, and that the contents of the text did not express much in the 

way of political philosophy. In Pierre Hadot’s words, “[Marcus] expects that 

philosophy will form him and prepare him, by means of the spiritual exercises 

which he performs, to carry out his political action in a specific spirit and style.”
822

 

I challenged this claim through a comparative reading with the Mèngzǐ, opening 

up the possibility for reading the Meditations with political philosophical insight. I 

am not discounting the importance of the personal transformation aspect of the 

Meditations that preoccupies the attention of most scholars, as that is essential to 

the broader ethical project necessary to have a good monarchical ruler. The mode 

of ruling undoubtedly only becomes possible when the ruler is, to some degree, 

morally cultivated. Nevertheless, that is not the emphasis that I am placing on the 

text here. I am attempting to draw attention primarily to the idea that a particular 

political structure is not a factor necessary for bringing about the good of the 
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people. This aspect of the criterion is crucial, in that it is what allows “alternative” 

forms of government (that is, alternative to democratic forms of government) to 

participate in political discussions without having to adopt or even refer to 

political liberal philosophical principles.  

The direct object of this mode of ruling is the people and their good, which 

is the second key phrase in the criterion. The scope of the criterion does not 

specify who “the people” are, and so is broad enough to be useful in both 

international contexts—where one political entity is interacting with another, or on 

politically internal matters. That does not imply that a monarchical ruler has equal 

obligations to provide all the same goods to people inside and outside the 

geographical boundaries of the realm, but that the obligations a ruler has towards 

his or her own people are the same considerations that should be made when 

observing the actions of other political authorities. This is substantially different 

from political liberal models of international relations, where development of 

“civil society,” “universal suffrage,” and so on, are foreign concepts to 

monarchical or strongly centralized political structures. Such attempts can be 

likened to enforcing the rules of tennis on a basketball game. It is not that tennis 

rules are inherently bad, but they do not conform to other contextual aspects of the 

game of basketball. The new criterion I have developed here is something more 

like general rules that can apply to all sports, such as “do not cheat,” “try your 

best,” and “play for the love of the game.” While a ruler should focus on playing 

his or her particular game well in his or her particular political setting, there 

remains an aspect where all players should be observant of all other players, 

ensuring that the general rules are not violated. It is not the responsibility of 

political actors to play the role of umpire in all other political systems in the world, 
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but where gross violations occur, political actors do have an obligation to step in 

and provide for the good of the people, even if they are not “their people” in a 

strict sense. 

The good of the people is very broadly construed in this criterion. 

Although Marcus and Mèngzǐ do not share similar details of precisely what “the 

good” is, they can agree that it involves living out the duties incumbent upon a 

monarchical ruler with a cultivated sense of self that stands in relation to other 

human beings in the light of cosmic realities. Mèngzǐ is aware that what is good 

for people is known through listening to their needs. It is this knowledge that 

should guide a ruler’s decisions, not a theoretical construct hidden behind a “veil 

of ignorance,” as in Rawlsian political liberal traditions. As we have seen from the 

Mèngzǐ, the good of the people refers to several principles. The first principle is a 

fundamental trust in a higher reality that orders and oversees human affairs. While 

it might be feared that this view could lead to “religious oppression” or “religious 

wars” by a zealous monarchical ruler, Mèngzǐ fends off this criticism by 

indicating first, that this view acts as a corrective to the power of a monarch, and 

second, that what Heaven requires is nothing less than that the ruler provide for 

the good of the people, elaborated in the following two principles.  

Mèngzǐ advocated for material and moral enrichment, and for proper use 

of war, as discussed in section 3.2. When these general principles are followed, 

Heaven will be pleased. This is known by observing the will of the people. 

Mèngzǐ also proposes programs, but leaves the details to the particular context. In 

this way, the criterion is flexible enough to be adapted to a wide variety of 

political contexts. It is precisely on the grounds that Marcus’s vision is too narrow 

to accommodate 21st century concerns that his contribution to the idea of the good 
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of the people is not useful here. Although Marcus might allow people to pursue 

what they believe to be their own good (but which he would regard as an 

indifferent), it is not at all clear that his view presents a vision that could be 

accepted in societies that hold to views other than the Stoic view.  

Two other guiding principles emerged through this study that will help a 

monarchical ruler in providing for the good of the people. The first guide, evident 

in the fourth key phrase, is a sense of care that obtains between the ruler and the 

people, from which the term Benevolent is derived in the name of the criterion. 

This refers to a sense of care, and is a major point of difference between Mèngzǐ 

and Marcus. Mèngzǐ encourages monarchical rulers to fully engage the intuitive 

emotional directives of the heart-mind as a reliable guide for ruling, followed by 

the engagement of reason that can propel the actions of the ruler to reach their 

fullest extent. Marcus discourages the cultivation of initial emotional impulses, 

and instead suggests submitting all impulses to the reasoning faculty for proper 

judgment. This does not eliminate the possibility for mutual cooperation between 

reason and emotion, but reason for Marcus is primary, affectivity is secondary. 

Nevertheless, Marcus and Mèngzǐ share a view that each ruler possesses an inner 

guide that the ruler needs to be attentive to in order to accomplish good rule, 

whether it is a Stoic ruling center (hēgemonikon) or a Ruist heart-mind. It is 

important to note that a sense of care does not merely mean “nice feelings.” As we 

saw in section 3.1.1, Mèngzǐ’s view of the sense of care finds significant parallels 

with Joan Tronto’s four elements of care that add another dimension to political 

philosophical discourse. If a monarchical ruler is not attentive, responsible, 
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competent, and responsive,
823

 it will be evident in their actions. Benevolence is 

not directly observable. Rather, it is manifest through the second guide. 

The second guide is action, from which the term Beneficent is derived in 

the name of the criterion. Beneficence is not merely providing handouts, like the 

“bread and circuses” used by corrupt Roman rulers to subdue a dissatisfied 

population. Rather, having attended to the inner guide, its promptings must issue 

forth in proactive, and possibly risk-taking action that corresponds to the 

movements of the inner guide and accords with the interests of the people. These 

actions will realize the sense of care in the lives of the people, bringing about 

observable good for the people. Here is where the rubber meets the road—where 

governance is determined to be benevolent and beneficent, or tyrannical. The 

inner guide is a necessary, but insufficient cause to bring about Benevolent and 

Beneficent Governance. Without action, a ruler’s best intentions will not be 

realized. 

These two guides combined bring about justice, which is “getting what one 

deserves.” Although the concept originates in the Meditations, we saw in section 

5.4.1 that various aspects of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy also realize a concept 

of justice without using a similar term in Chinese, while also possessing a 

transferability to contemporary political contexts that Marcus’s Stoic view lacks. 

Because the term “justice” developed out of Mediterranean political philosophical 

discourse, I have chosen to leave it out of the criterion, so as to avoid a bias 

towards “Western” categories that often occurs in political philosophy. Instead, I 

have adopted other terms that demonstrate a concern for the aims that underly a 
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concern for justice, but also create a space for authoritarian or strongly centralized 

governments to participate in the political philosophical discussion. 

 

5.4.2.2 Questions Not Resolved by this Criterion 

In this final section I will discuss an obvious criticism and several 

questions not directly addressed by the new criterion developed in the preceding 

section, with some basic answers and indications of where further research can be 

done.  

The obvious criticism is that the new criterion I have created through a 

study of the Mèngzǐ and the Meditations is simply a common-sense conclusion, 

Benevolent and Beneficent Governance is nothing novel or innovative. I take a 

two-pronged approach in response. The first approach is to acknowledge that it 

does seem very much like common sense, particularly for people who have grown 

up in democratically-oriented political systems. But we have to remember that 

Marcus and Mèngzǐ were both working in non-democractic, strongly centralized 

systems of government that often governed for the best interests of the rulers at the 

expense of the people. In fact, to derive such a principle from philosophies 

seeking to augment and support centralized political systems ought to be thought 

of as more novel, and rather more like uncommon sense. In addition, while 

admitting that the concept itself seems commonsensical, such a common-sense 

principle does not seem to play a normative role at all in contemporary democratic 

political systems or philosophies. This is at least due in part to the focus of 

democratic systems on the will of the people as expressed through voting (and by 

proxy, through the legislative actions of their political representatives) rather than 

on political action that results in the good of the people. The will of the people and 
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the good of the people are not the same thing, and people can, and often do, 

choose what is best for themselves rather than what is best for all, whether on a 

national scale or an international scale. The second approach is to point out that, 

despite it being common sense, the common-sense idea that governments should 

govern is not used a criteria for evaluating their performance. Too often 

governments are judged on whether or not they have civil society (or how well 

developed it is), whether or not they have universal suffrage, and so on. These are 

all criteria that pertain to democratic systems, and not necessarily to strongly 

centralized systems of governance. So, whether or not it is common sense, the 

principle is significant, in that it reorients the conversation away from 

particularities of some forms of government and appeals to a basis that is 

essentially universal, or universalizable. 

The first question left unanswered in this thesis is gender issues in politics, 

an issue not raised by either Marcus or Mèngzǐ. Up until section 5.4.2.1 I have 

consistently used the male gender when speaking of the ruler, reflecting the fact 

that in both Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s contexts there was not even a consideration 

that a women might take up the role of monarch. However, in the 20th and 21st 

centuries a number of capable women have taken up leading political roles with 

notable success.
824

 Nothing in the new criterion that I have developed indicates 

any gender distinction whatsoever, leaving open the possibility for matriarchal 

rule. And given the gendered dimension to the criterion (advocating care), we 
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might find new historical comparisons possible between ancient forms of 

male-dominated monarchies and 21st century matriarchal rule.  

A second question relates to the plural contexts of most states today. How 

should a ruler employ Benevolent and Beneficent Governance over a population 

with a plurality of concerns? It seems relatively easy to deal with a homogeneous 

population with similar religious, social and political expectations because they 

generally hold the same values. But how do you govern a heterogeneous 

population according to this new criterion? The way the criterion is construed it 

does not lend itself easily to preferential treatment of any particular group. To 

single out a particular vision of the good life for political support inevitably 

marginalizes other groups, as we have seen with Marcus’s Stoic concerns in 

section 4.4.2. With a monarchical ruler who seeks to employ Benevolent and 

Beneficent Governance in a plural context, we are likely to see a situation that 

comes to look quite similar to what is attempted in many democratic contexts. An 

individual is permitted to exercise pursuit of their desires to its most expansive 

extent, so long as those pursuits do not infringe on the ability for other individuals 

in the state to pursue their own values. Nevertheless, this does not preclude a 

monarchical ruler from “affirmative action” type decisions, redressing systemic 

wrongs in society that might stem from historical racism or economic inequality, 

for example. As a monarch, these decisions can be made unilaterally, without 

having to pass through popular channels of bureaucracy, and which might be 

poisoned by a hegemonic democratic majority. It might be objected that a 

monarchical ruler in such a plural society will have a very difficult time balancing 

the various concerns in such a divided state, and this difficulty should be 

recognized. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that this is a problem faced by all 
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forms of political arrangement, and is not any better settled in democratic contexts 

than it is in monarchical contexts. Furthermore, it is also within the ruler’s power 

to educate the people in moral matters, and so while it may take time for social 

shifts in thinking to take place, ultimately the benevolence and beneficence of the 

ruler can be turned into reality.  

Thirdly, the new criterion of Benevolent and Beneficent Governance does 

not directly discuss particular aspects of international relations. The good of the 

people was discussed briefly, but other questions arise. Is war justifiable under this 

new criterion? And on what grounds would that be decided? What justification 

does a ruler need to have in order to become involved in the internal affairs of 

another state? There is a sense in the Mèngzǐ that each state is independently 

sovereign, and yet the monarchs of each state are also granted some degree of 

mutual oversight, kind of like international “checks and balances.” Benevolent and 

Beneficent Governance demands that a ruler consider the impact that war would 

have on the local population. Is the military action worth breaking apart families 

and the inevitable loss of life? Of even greater concern should be the people of the 

other state. Benevolent and Beneficent Governance requires that a ruler who 

undertakes the role of liberator also takes up the role of provider for the people of 

the other state with the expectation that they would be treated just like the people 

of his or her own state. Will they welcome the invasion? And once they are 

liberated from the tyranny of their former ruler, is the new ruler prepared to 

provide for their good and incorporate their interests into his or her caring actions?  

Another problem in contemporary international relations is the economic 

impact the decisions of a ruler in one state has on the people in another state. The 

new criterion developed in this study demands that a monarchical ruler take into 
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account not only the impact his or her political decisions have on the local people, 

but also the impact it has on the people of other states. “The people” is an 

intentionally vague category that leaves open both possibilities. This does not 

resolve the tension in politics between caring for members of one’s own state 

versus those of another state, but it orients the discussion in a different direction, 

by downplaying national interests in favor of human interests. How this balancing 

takes place requires further investigation and perhaps further development of the 

new criterion. 

Fourth and fifth questions that are left unresolved are justifications for 

strongly centralized forms of government, and reasons why a ruler of such a form 

of government would desire to adopt this criterion for his or her government. Mhis 

ordeals with the issue of adopting his own political principles in some of the 

dialogues with rulers of his day. Throughout the Meditations Marcus deals directly 

with adopting his political principles. Neither Marcus nor Mèngzǐ deal directly 

with justifications for strongly centralized governments. A basic reason these 

questions are not dealt with in this work is that justifications for strongly 

centralized governments and reasons why a ruler might adopt this criterion might 

be as numerous as the people who adopt them or argue for them. They are, in fact, 

secondary to both Mèngzǐ’s and Marcus’s purposes, for at least two reasons. First, 

justifications for a particular form of government distracts from their primary 

purpose, which is to deal with the function of rulers, in other words, how they 

ruled, and not the form or system in which they operated their power. Secondly, 

justification for Mèngzǐ and Marcus would most certainly run in a very different 

direction than expected by contemporary democratically-oriented political 

philosophers. Justification for the former would undoubtedly fall along lines of 



314 

who gets to rule, not a defense of a certain political form or system by which he or 

she rules. Not just anyone can be an arbiter deciding the fate of a monarchy. This 

raises questions about Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s metaphysical positions that could 

not be adequately addressed in this work. In fact, for Marcus and for Mèngzǐ, the 

metaphysical principle is the determiner of who gets to rule, or the justification for 

the ruler. Again, this may not seem acceptable to a democratically-oriented 

political philosopher, but that is precisely why we need to find alternative criteria 

for critiquing strongly centralized governments. There is no one-size-fits-all- 

political criterion by which we can critique all political systems. I believe, 

however, that Marcus and Mèngzǐ demonstrate that we can find a basic political 

criterion by which we can critique political function. That is one of the great 

contributions of this work, reorienting our focus on the proper function of 

governments, which is the proper care for the people.  

A sixth question for further research is detailing objective criterion for 

knowing what counts as benevolent and beneficent governance. Mèngzǐ, in 

contrast to Marcus, provides some substance for consideration. But if this is to 

truly be a standard applicable in any political context, a possibility suggested by 

the criterion itself, it would be wise to seek contributions from a wide variety of 

sources. 

A seventh and final question should be addressed. How is failure dealt 

with in this criterion? In other words, how does this new criterion operate in real 

political contexts? Neither Marcus nor Mèngzǐ had any illusion that the rulers they 

were working with were perfect (Marcus was working with himself), and yet they 

clearly thought that good for the people would come through these imperfect 

rulers. What if a monarchical ruler claims this criterion as a guide for ruling, but 
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does not carry it out, or only carries it out partially or imperfectly? How can this 

criterion be used by other political actors to critique rulers who claim this standard 

as their model for governing? How might the people under such a ruler use this 

standard to redress their grievances?  

These questions do not find answers in the criterion as I have laid it out. 

We might suppose that in the case of the people seeking redress for their 

grievances, along the lines of Mèngzǐ’s indication in passages mentioned in 

section 3.2, a ruler can expect the people to take matters into their own hands and 

seek to remove him forcefully. But people can be remarkably resilient and patient 

when it comes to political error. More likely, the monarchical ruler will hear 

complaints for a long time before the people realize that he or she had become an 

enemy of the people and deserving of overthrow. In this case, I have deliberately 

chosen “deserving” of overthrow, evoking a sense of justice in the case of the 

people defending themselves from a tyrant. Marcus also provides a positive 

example for us as a ruler willing to listen to complaints for where he has erred (see 

the Meditations 4.12, and the discussion of this passages in section 4.3) and to 

make necessary adjustments that work out for the good of the people, at least from 

his perspective.  

When this situation is looked at from the perspective of rulers of other 

states, several options present themselves. We have already looked at the question 

of war above, and Mèngzǐ’s strong and consistent recommendation to monarchs of 

his day is that war is a last resort. Another advantage, though, of using Benevolent 

and Beneficent Governance as a standard for critiquing non-democratic 

governments, is that it shifts the conversation away from ideological orientations 

and towards the most fundamental, and fundamentally shared, principle in 
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political philosophy. It allows one government to speak directly to another without 

referring to political philosophical orientations that may or may not be shared, and 

say, “have you done what is good for the people?” And rather than setting 

ideological hurdles for another government to achieve in order to be accepted or 

regarded as an equal player in international politics, such as universal suffrage, 

human “rights,” or the nebulous term “freedom”—which in the end may or may 

not be a value the people of a particular state hold, and which may or may not 

work out for the true good for the people, Benevolent and Beneficent Governance 

strikes at the heart of what all people recognize to be the aim of any political 

institution, which is the flourishing lives of the people who are governed. And 

because the parameters for the object of a ruler’s benevolence and beneficence is 

without qualification, it offers protection for all people on the basis of their 

humanity, and not on race, religious creed, language, political commitment, or any 

other condition. In this way, when a monarchical ruler fails to protect the interests 

of the people and provide for their good, the rulers of other states have a shared 

standard which they can talk about. And while there may be disagreements 

between politicians on what constitutes material and moral enrichment, such 

disagreements are superfluous, when the people themselves can be consulted. If 

they are satisfied, then what is a foreign government to say?  

These are just a few questions that suggest direction for further discussion 

regarding the new criterion of Benevolent and Beneficent Governance that I have 

developed out of a study from the political philosophical principles of Marcus 

Aurelius and Mèngzǐ.  
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CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 Concluding Summary 

The purpose of this project has been to compare the political philosophies 

supporting the centralized authority and power of monarchs as elaborated by 

Marcus Aurelius and Mèngzǐ. Rather than advocating for monarchical or strongly 

centralize political forms represented by these two philosophical figures, this 

study began with the empirically verifiable claim that there are many such 

governments existing today, along with the observation that little productive 

political philosophy is being done on such contexts. To fill this gap in research, 

elements of the core of Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies were 

developed in chapters three and four by analyzing the two key works attributed to 

them, the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ. The fruits of these analyses were compared 

in chapter five, which provoked the opening of new political philosophical 

questions and categories through a critical synthesis of the core of Marcus’s and 

Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies, incorporating them into a new political 

philosophical criterion that can be used to engage monarchical or strongly 

centralized governments without reference to particular political forms that obtain 

in other contexts. By this I do not intend to refute or deny the positive 

contributions of democratic and other forms of government, but merely to point 

out that different sets of political philosophical principles and standards are 

necessary in different political contexts. 

Through this study I have made several outstanding contributions. First, I 

created a starting point by which the discussions in political philosophy might be 

expanded to accommodate political situations that are not democratic. The 

incredible and undeniable bias in political philosophical studies for political 
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liberalism in particular leads to a silencing of other voices, and brings about a 

serious omission in political philosophical studies that needs to be corrected. This 

study offers a starting point for initiating discussion in that direction.  

Secondly, I created a breakthrough in the reading of the Meditations. 

Contemporary readings all but deny the possibility for sustained, thoughtful, 

philosophical reflection on political questions through the Meditations. 

Nevertheless, through an initial comparison with the Mèngzǐ, I demonstrated that 

the Meditations can be read with political philosophical insight. This was then 

further developed in chapter four, discussing elements at the core of his political 

philosophy.  

Thirdly, through analyses of the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ in chapters 

three and four I advanced our understandings of Marcus’s and Mèngzǐ’s political 

philosophies in a number of ways. Here I will highlight the key contributions of 

these analyses. 

The first element at the core of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy I identified 

in chapter three as a ruler’s affective sense of care. I identified and further 

developed arguments showing a compatible connection between Mèngzǐ’s 

affectively oriented political thought and the feminist political philosophical work 

of Joan Tronto. The second element I identified is the importance for a ruler to 

protect the interests of the people. Though the ruler carries substantial 

responsibility for his actions, I established the ultimate importance of Heaven’s 

oversight of political affairs. This contribution deserves a much fuller account, but 

was sufficient to establish the point that the ruler is not the highest power, but 

must recognize, and fear, the potential corrective of a higher, benevolent and 

beneficent power. I also questioned the use of the term mínběn in contemporary 
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discussions of Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy, demonstrating that its affinity with 

democratizing efforts among many scholars renders it more of a hindrance than a 

help to understanding Mèngzǐ’s political philosophy. I separated what I considered 

to be philosophical principles from programmatic suggestions in the final 

subsection dealing with protecting the interests of the people. 

I then delimited the term “the people,” pointing out that regardless of the 

various Chinese terms used in the Mèngzǐ, there is a strong sense in the text that 

the ruler should have an equal concern for all people, both those under his 

authority and those under the authority of other rulers. I then addressed the 

question of tiānxià, a term that has become popular among some scholars as a 

political philosophical principle particular to Chinese contexts. I demonstrated that 

the use of tiānxià in the Mèngzǐ is not particularly helpful because it does not 

provide sufficient information from which we might deduce useful philosophical 

material.  

The final element is an understanding of the key word zhèng 政 as 

“governance” rather than “government.” This highlights the verbal nature of 

Mèngzǐ’s use of the term, that it is an action rather than a system or structure that 

he is arguing for. While this word shares affinities with the term “wáng dào” 王

道, I argued that wáng dào is insufficient to describe the nuances of Mèngzǐ’s 

political philosophy, first because of its infrequency in the Mèngzǐ, and secondly 

because it is not developed sufficiently by Mèngzǐ to be a guiding principle in his 

political philosophy.  

In chapter four I identified a primary political philosophical principle at the 

core of Marcus’s political philosophy, cosmopolis, supported by three secondary 

principles, a rational sense of affection, the common benefit and good, and justice. 
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Because this work represents the first time that the Meditations has been seriously 

considered for its political philosophical insight, my arguments from that text were 

highly original, while also recognizing that there was much to engage with in 

regards to scholarship on the larger Stoic tradition. I identified four key features of 

the cosmic city according to Marcus’s account. While Marcus identifies both a 

“mundane” and cosmic polity, his primary considerations are for the latter. 

Membership in this cosmic polity is extended to all rational beings, including 

humans and gods. The “law” (nomos) acts as an external and internal guide for the 

members of the cosmic city, as a real, existing place. It is from here that moral 

obligations arise in Marcus’s account, but it is in the mundane sphere that the 

practical realities of how those moral obligations are acted on take shape. Each 

member, guided by the law of the cosmic city, has certain roles to play as one part 

of a larger whole.  

Marcus is also concerned with the role that human affectivity plays in 

political considerations. Consistent with Stoic theory, I demonstrated that Marcus 

seeks to eliminate passions and cultivate emotions, and has a sense of the oneness 

of all things that provides the necessary support for Marcus’s rational affection 

(through oikeiōsis) to be expressed predominantly as affectionate love.  

I identified the third principle (the second supporting principle for 

cosmopolis) as the common benefit and good. Marcus recognizes both a passive 

good—what comes to a person by the will of the cosmos, and an active 

good—what a person actively does by their own choice in an effort to cooperate 

with the cosmos (or live according to nature). I then identified several terms that 

point to a similar concept of the “common good,” as that which Marcus should 
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pursue as a monarchical ruler charged with the responsibility for overseeing the 

lives of the people of the empire. 

The final principle in Marcus’s political philosophy I identified as justice, 

a concept with strong (meta)physical connections and defined as getting what one 

deserves, first from the cosmos, and secondarily from other rational beings. As the 

source of all other virtues, it holds a central place in Marcus’s political philosophy. 

While on Stoic grounds it promises to be a very helpful concept for political 

deliberations, I argued that when it is brought into a context of a plurality of 

philosophical perspectives, or a plurality of worldviews, it fails to deliver. It is not 

that Marcus is simply unable to maintain a Stoic philosophical perspective 

(despite his own admissions of failure) and so treats people viciously or 

tyrannically, but that this perspective is so very different from many other 

perspective that even if Marcus were able to follow his philosophical principles 

perfectly as a sage, it is difficult to see how it would not lead to what many people 

would consider tyranny. One such case discussed is the Christians of Lugdunum.  

In chapter five I contributed to the growing body of literature comparing 

Stoic and Rú traditions by bringing the analyses from chapters three and four 

together for comparison. I identified four key points of contact between Marcus’s 

and Mèngzǐ’s political philosophies. Though they are points of contact, they also 

often represented deeper differences between Marcus and Mèngzǐ.  

The first point of contact is a concept of polity. Though they each have 

concepts of polity, they differ quite significantly, so that little truly common 

ground was found there, with the exception that both figures might be considered 

“political failures,” in that their political philosophical visions did not catch on in 

their immediate contexts. And yet, in spite of these failures, the philosophical 
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thoughts we have received from them continue to hold popularity among common 

people and politicians alike, which, as I have said, adds value to the investigation 

of this work. 

I identified moderate similarity between Marcus and Mèngzǐ on the 

purpose of the polity. On this aspect Mèngzǐ provided a much stronger argument 

that seemed to hold up much better in a plural political environment than Marcus’s 

view. I argued that while they both indicate that the purpose of the polity is to 

bring good to the people, their different definitions of what is truly good render 

Marcus’s view untenable for a monarchical ruler. Although from Marcus’s own 

Stoic viewpoint, his decisions might be entirely correct, they would not be shared 

by a great majority of the people, so long as they do not share his Stoic orientation. 

In that case, they are much more likely to regard Marcus, or any other Stoic 

oriented ruler, as a tyrant and not a benevolent ruler. Furthermore, Marcus does 

not even allow blame for wrongdoing to be applied to himself or anyone else, 

whereas Mèngzǐ’s principle of what is in the people’s interests leads straight back 

to a ruler who claims the lion’s share of political power. Why should Marcus not 

also bear the responsibility for his actions? 

Apart from these four main points of contact, I also identified three points 

of convergence, justice in the Meditations, governance in the Mèngzǐ, and 

concepts of “law” in each text.  

Marcus raises the question of justice, and I posed the question to Mèngzǐ, 

hypothetically speaking. I first noted the large differences in their value systems, 

and their different views of the involvement of the metaphysical in human 

political affairs. Mèngzǐ attributes a much greater influence to the workings of 

Heaven in political affairs, particularly through holding a monarchical ruler 
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accountable for his (or her) actions. Marcus and Mèngzǐ would have difficulty 

finding commonality on their ideas of material and moral enrichment, Mèngzǐ 

placing it centrally in his political philosophy, Marcus placing it on the periphery. 

I then noted a similarity in their source for justice, coming from their different 

views of human nature. 

Mèngzǐ raises the question of governance. I concluded that Marcus seemed 

to find quite a bit to agree on with Mèngzǐ on this point, both having a focus on 

the issue of how to rule as opposed to political structures, and the call to 

immediate action.  

Translations of the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ both use the English term 

“law,” but I pointed out that in both cases this is an unhelpful rendering, because 

our 21st century lenses very often mistake the two concepts (nomos and fǎ 法) for 

contemporary conceptions of law. In Marcus’s case, as we saw in section 4.1.2.2, 

nomos refers to both an external and internal guide by which a person can guide 

and judge their behavior. In Mèngzǐ’s case, all but one instance of fǎ in the Mèngzǐ 

refers to “models” (usually of past virtuous rulers) and not to “laws” as we think 

of them. So, what might seem like a similarity based on faulty English renderings 

turns out to be very different meanings which do not have points of contact. 

Finally, with the background of this comparison fresh in our minds, I took 

insights from both texts and synthesized them into a new criterion by which 

monarchical or strongly centralized governments might be guided and critiqued. 

This new criterion I call Benevolent and Beneficent Governance, and defined it as 

“a mode of ruling that provides for the good of the people through immediate 

action that demonstrates a caring concern for their interests.” I unpacked the 

various aspects of this criterion, and briefly discussed several important political 
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questions not directly addressed by the criterion, highlighting where further 

research might develop the criterion in the future. While creating this criterion was 

not an objective of the project, it is an outcome and a significant contribution to 

the study and implementation of political philosophical principles among a more 

diverse population of political forms than allowed for by most contemporary 

Anglophone political philosophy today. It should also be clear by now that having 

the good of the people as a political did not begin with liberal and democratic 

insitutions of the modern world. While the history of this concept was not the 

focus of this study, clearly it dates back at least as far as Marcus in the 

Mediterranean region and Mèngzǐ in East Asia. 

 

6.2 Final Comparison and Closing Comments  

As I noted in section 1.1.2, in some ancient philosophical traditions there is 

a strong preference for monarchical forms of government, ideally led by a wise 

monarch. Marcus’s reign seems like an unprecedented test case in Mediterranean 

political and philosophical traditions. Looking 500 years prior to Marcus’s time in 

the geographical area that is present day China, Mèngzǐ sought out rulers to guide 

them towards a philosophical reign. After failing in a number of high-profile 

attempts to realize his vision of serving a True King who would rise to unite the 

various warring states, Mèngzǐ retired to teach his students, still holding on to the 

hope that one day a True King might arise. 

For a final, brief comparison, based on the analyses of the Meditations and 

the Mèngzǐ and the comparison I have conducted, I would like to entertain an 

imaginative meeting between Marcus the Emperor and Mèngzǐ the political 
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adviser. Might Mèngzǐ’s bitter disappointment with King Xuān be redeemed in 

Marcus? Could Marcus listen to the advice of Mèngzǐ?  

After entertaining these questions, I will conclude with the relevance this 

study has for 21st century political institutions, both monarchical and other forms, 

and answer a closing question: do sages make better kings? 

 

6.2.1 Mèngzǐ in Marcus’s Court 

What would happen if Mèngzǐ entered Marcus’s court? Is Marcus 

Mèngzǐ’s hoped-for sage-king? Could Marcus accept Mèngzǐ’s advice? Would we 

see a philosophical showdown? Or a new symposium? 

To answer these questions, we have to remember that Mèngzǐ was not 

looking for perfection when he selected a ruler to advise; he was only looking for 

potential. And, on Mèngzǐ’s view, there is potential in every person, at least 

according to what is provided in human nature and the heavenly endowments of 

the heart-mind. To deny this of Marcus would be mistreating (zéi 賊) one’s ruler 

(2A:6). Mèngzǐ would certainly be encouraged to find that Marcus genuinely has 

an earnest commitment to a philosophical orientation. And if you compare Marcus 

to his predecessors in the Roman Empire, he certainly stands out as a ruler who is 

not easily attracted by the advantages that power brings. This would be appealing 

to Mèngzǐ. The rulers we have record of Mèngzǐ advising in the Warring States 

period all seem to be given to self-indulgence, and so encountering a ruler with 

more ascetic tastes would undoubtedly be a welcome change. Perhaps the more 

difficult point for Mèngzǐ would be convincing Marcus of a shift in values. Even 

the things the rulers over-indulged in Mèngzǐ did not regard as bad. In fact, a 

ruler’s own desires can be indicators of what he might provide for the people, 
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because they undoubtedly desire similar things. But would Marcus be willing to 

part with core ethical claims of the Stoic tradition and declare indifferent things to 

be good? Without a fundamental philosophical shift, it is more difficult to 

imagine. 

Nevertheless, it might also be helpful to recall the common accusation by 

contemporary scholars against Marcus of being heterodox, or simply not 

committed to Stoic principles. While there is a great deal of evidence in the 

Meditations demonstrating that Marcus fits well within general Stoic doctrine on 

most issues, if we take a more strict approach and simply accept the criticism that 

Marcus was a syncretist, assembling his own philosophical hodge-podge, we can 

imagine that aspects of Mèngzǐ’s advice might be appealing to Marcus. 

Could Mèngzǐ convince Marcus to trust the impulses of his heart-mind that 

moved him towards benevolence and beneficence? There seems to be some degree 

of possibility that Marcus could receive Mèngzǐ’s advice on this point. Certainly 

the Stoic doctrine of oikeiōsis depends on the idea that the natural impulses of 

one’s hēgemonikon are in some way reliable. Marcus might even find liberating 

Mèngzǐ’s encouragement that the anger of a monarch, rightly directed, is 

acceptable and even virtuous.  

What about Marcus’s (meta)physical doctrine? We still run up against the 

foundational differences of metaphysics so central to both of their political 

philosophical perspectives. While they might share a mutual reverence for a 

providential Heaven or Zeus, a shift in thinking for either of them on this topic 

that would affect much of the analysis and comparison I have provided in chapters 

three through five would require something more along the lines of a conversion 

or change of philosophical allegiance. Nevertheless, although Marcus’s 
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(meta)physical doctrines are important for his political doctrines, of even greater 

importance is the idea that, regardless of what the (meta)physical realm really is 

like, a person has control over their own choices (6.44). And on this point he and 

Mèngzǐ are in agreement.  

Could Mèngzǐ have changed Marcus’s mind, moving him closer towards a 

Rú philosophical orientation? We might find encouragement with the knowledge 

that Marcus had a listening ear for advice (4.12), and historically speaking, he 

seemed open to hearing non-Stoic philosophical perspectives.
825

 Yet the terms on 

which he would likely receive such advice are ultimately a disappointment, so 

long as he held firmly to his Stoic principles. And it is precisely these principles 

that would have posed the greatest obstacles to Mèngzǐ’s proposals, and to 

contemporary political contexts. In the end, I think Mèngzǐ would have been 

disappointed with his new pupil. In the same way that he challenged the Mohists 

and Yangists of his day, Mèngzǐ would have found a formidable opponent in the 

Stoic Marcus Aurelius. It certainly would have been a kind and gentle opposition, 

but Marcus’s philosophically grounded indifference to what Mèngzǐ clearly 

considered evils would likely have been more than he could accept. 

 

6.2.2 Ancient Monarchical Political Philosophy for Today 

One of the major contributions of this work is the creation of a new 

criterion by which monarchical governments, or governments with strongly 

centralized power, can be critiqued and guided. By drawing on political 

philosophical insights found in the Meditations and the Mèngzǐ, I have tried to 
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 In 176 Marcus established four publicly funded “chairs” of philosophy in 

Athens for the four major schools: Platonic, Aristotelian, Epicurean, and Stoic. He 

is also known to have continued to hear philosophical lectures even after 

becoming emperor. See Holford-Strevens 2012, 133. 
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engage our thoughts on what might easily be considered a novel approach to 

political philosophy. It is not that political philosophy for authoritarian political 

contexts has not been discussed in contemporary Anglophone works, but that very 

little positive and constructive work has been done to advance the conversation. 

The Utopian perspective that underlies this lack of critical thinking must be 

challenged if we are to avoid the lethargy that comes through such propaganda. 

Where might this project lead in the future? First, the standard that I have 

created requires further refinement. I have boldly identified the key issue in 

political philosophy, the good of the people, and have shown how monarchical or 

strongly centralized governments can promote and pursue this goal. This opens a 

whole new range of discussions for contemporary governments that do not accept 

a political liberal structure. Is not the good of the people a just and right focus? Of 

what benefit is universal suffrage if the majority can always vote a minority into 

subjugation? We now have a grounding for political philosophical discussion that 

does not rely on Human Rights or other principles particular to a political liberal 

framework.  

Further uncomfortable questions can and should be raised for political 

liberalism. How can states operating on political liberal principles interact with 

authoritarian states without pressuring or forcing those states to adopt political 

liberal standards and criteria? Is that not another form of despotism and tyranny, 

on an international scale? Is there still value to the political liberal project if their 

goals can only be reached by forceful imposition of their own values on other 

sovereign political contexts?  

While the main purpose of this project has been to work out principles for 

monarchical or strongly centralized governments, first in the contexts of early 
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Chinese and late Roman monarchical systems, and then for application in 

contemporary settings where a similar political form is present, the conclusions of 

this study can have a far wider range of applications. The most recent presidential 

election in the United States has highlighted the profound significance of the 

character of the person in political office. This problem applies whether the person 

is democratically elected or not. By turning our attention to the substance of 

political action and the character of political actors, rather than the political form, 

we can begin to address deeper issues in political philosophy. Until recently, the 

character of political candidates was an important factor in elections, both in the 

U.S. and elsewhere.
826

 That perspective seems to have been lost in the bid for 

sectarian power, and so a return to a focus on the virtuous character of political 

leaders is quite timely. By reorienting the political conversation towards what is in 

the best interests of all people, rather than personal or group interests, this 

criterion provides a vocabulary and set of concerns for talking about political 

matters in a way that strengthens societies rather than tears them apart. 

Problematizing “the people” raises new and interesting questions as well. 

It challenges nationalistic inclinations of exclusion and exceptionalism, and forces 

political actors (whether monarchs, presidents or other political leaders) to look 

beyond local interests to the interests of all parties involved in economic and 

political transactions. The new criterion of Benevolent and Beneficent Governance 

also has the potential to reframe questions about war and immigration.  

Introducing the question of governance into the political philosophical 

discussion (as opposed to merely political science), reduces the technocratic 

aspects of politics and introduces a significantly human element back into politics. 

                                                           
826

 Through an Italian classmate I have become aware of the highly natonalistic 

and even fascist political activites currently happening in Italy.  
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A continued emphasis in the political philosophical agenda on political forms 

rather than political substance will maintain the obfuscation of the real issue of 

achieving what is good for all people in a state. Focusing on the substance of 

political action forces democratically formed political institutions to grapple with 

the inequalities that have come about through the very institutions which promised 

freedom and equality.  

Far from being a peculiar sub-discussion in political philosophy on 

political forms not experienced by the vast majority of Anglophone political 

philosophers today, Benevolent and Beneficent Governance has the potential to 

reshape the entire political philosophical landscape by shifting the discussion 

away from forms or structures to functions and substance. 

 

6.2.3 Do Sages Make Better Kings? 

To conclude this study I return to the question I started with. Do sages 

make better kings? The question deserves asking, not only because it draws our 

attention to the concerns of the present work, but also in the light of current 

interpretations of historical monarchical rulers. It is not immediately obvious that 

sages make better kings. Mèngzǐ is widely considered a political failure, when 

looked at from the perspective of his role as political adviser (granting him some 

relative sagely status for the sake of argument). He certainly felt the pains of 

failure acutely, when in 2B:13 his disciple observes his downcast demeanor and 

anger toward Heaven at not swaying King Xuān to adopt his principles. Marcus, 

likewise, though is often highly regarded as one of the Roman Empire’s most 

sagely and benevolent rulers, and yet contemporary critics continue to deride his 

rule as ineffectual. So again, do sages make better kings? 
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In both ways that this question can be read, I think we can give qualified 

affirmative responses. While Mèngzǐ is often referred to as the “second sage” (yà 

shèng 亞聖), even by early Rú standards he does not qualify for the status of 

“sage.”
827

 Nevertheless, argument is unnecessary to accept Mèngzǐ as someone 

who has imparted wisdom to our world, and so if by “sage” we mean one who is 

wise beyond the accomplishments of most humans, then I think we can say, “yes, 

wise people can improve the rule of a king, so long as the king receives the 

wisdom.” Unfortunately in Mèngzǐ’s case, his wisdom was not welcomed by the 

kings of his day, and so the full impact of his political wisdom was not realized. 

We might question whether it has ever been fully implemented. While some 

aspects of his political philosophy may not be relevant to 21st century contexts, I 

have argued for the relevance of certain aspects and sought to incorporate the best 

of his wisdom into a criterion that can be employed in existing political contexts 

today, starting with monarchical and strongly centralized political governments, 

and extending even to democratic and other forms of government. 

Even in his private writings (the Meditations) Marcus was not willing to 

flatter himself with false praise. While he is often touted as the realization of 

Plato’s dream for a philosopher-king to sit on a throne, by his own admission he 

fell short of this goal. He would not even allow himself to think that he qualified 

as a philosopher (8.1), and yet the work attributed to him has been read by so 

many in both high and low stations, gleaning it for the wisdom contained in it. 

According to Stoic standards he was not a sage, if ever there has been even one, 

but his depth of insight and intensity of earnestness to the philosophical endeavor 

commends itself to us as a guide to be hearkened to, even if with a critical eye. His 
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 Based on the criteria drawn from the Zhōngyōng 中庸, established in Ciccotti 

2014, 300. 
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conduct in office is mostly exemplary, if not a rare specimen of Roman elite 

culture when compared with his peers. While the overall Stoic philosophical 

perspective faces greater hurdles when brought into 21st century contexts than 

even Mèngzǐ’s 3rd century BC perspective, Marcus still presents us with 

challenging claims that, as I have argued, offer positive solutions for political 

leaders today who occupy monarchical or strongly centralized political structures.  

This project is not a manifesto for monarchy. While even recent history 

has attested to the possibility that members of a democratic state might willingly 

divest themselves of their shared authority, and place all political power into the 

hands of a charismatic individual who promises to eliminate particular perceived 

evils, my goal has not been to convince members of states where political 

authority is given by popular consent to relinquish that power. In addition to 

advancing our understanding of the political philosophies of Marcus and Mèngzǐ, 

my goal has been to offer a reasonable and positive political philosophical 

alternative for states where power is not shared broadly among the people, but is 

held in the hands of an individual or a small group of elite rulers (whether 

originally elected or not). I succeeded in creating a criterion by which 

contemporary monarchical or strongly centralized governments can both present 

their own unique behaviors to the world on terms that resonate with their 

particular context, in addition to providing a means by which they can receive 

constructive criticism without resorting to wholly foreign concepts and arguments. 

In sum, sages can make better kings. With the critical resources provided 

in this work, hopefully they can do even better. 
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Chinese - English Glossary 

bǎixìng 百姓 the common people (as opposed to the aristocracy) 

fǎ  法 law, standard; model 

guórén 國人 people of the state; people of the city 

lì 利 benefit, profit 

lǐ 禮 ritual, rite 

mín 民 the people 

mínběn 民本 people are the root (of the country) 

mìng 命 fate 

rén 人 people, mature human 

rén 仁 humane cultivation 

rénlún 人倫 proper human relationships; human relations 

rénzhèng 仁政 humanely cultivated governance 

shì 士 scholar, official, gentry 

shù 術 technique; artifice 

Tiān 天 Heaven 

tiānmìng 天命 Mandate of Heaven 

tiānxià 天下 all-under-Heaven, the world 

tónglè 同樂  

xiélè 偕樂 sharing the enjoyment 

tóngxiǎng 同享  

tónglèzhǔyì 同樂主義 mutual enjoyment-ism 

wáng 王 True King 

wángdào 王道 the way of the True King 

wúdí 無敵 no enemies 

xīn 心 heart-mind 

xìng 性 nature 

yì 義 (ritual) rightness 

zhì 制 regulate 
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Greek - English Glossary 

adiaphora ἀδιάφορα indifferents (things to which a person 
should have an indifferent 

attitude towards) 

agathos ἀγαθός good 
alēthōs agatha ἀληθῶς ἀγαθά genuine goods 

apathēs ἀπαθής without passion 
apoproēgmena ἀποπροηγμένα dispreferred 

areskō ἀρέσκω to be pleased 

arkeō ἀρκέω be satisfied (pass.) 
boulēsis βούλησις wish, will 

chara χαρά joy 
cosmopolis κοσμόπολις cosmic city 

cosmos κόσμος cosmos 

eleutheria ἐλευθερία freedom 
epithumia ἐπιθυμία appetite 

eulabeia  εὐλάβεια  caution 
eumenēs εὐμενής kindliness 

eupatheiai εὐπαθείαι emotions (pl.) 

haploos ἁπλόος simple 
hē koinē phusis ἡ κοινὴ φύσις common nature 

hēdonē ἡδονή pleasure 
hēgemonikon ἡγεμονικὸν the ruling center 

ho nomos ho koinos  ὁ νόμος ὁ κοινός  common law  

holou phusis ὅλου φύσις nature of the whole 
hormē ὁρμή impulse 

hupexairesis ὑπεξαίρεσις reservation 
hypomnēma ὑπόμνημα note of reminder 

ilaos ἵλαος graciousness 

koinōphelia κοινωφελία common benefit 
koinos κοινός common good 

lupē λύπη distress 
nomos νόμος law 

oikeiōsis οἰκείωσις appropriation 

orgē ὀργή anger 
orthos logos ορθός λόγος right reason  

pathē πάθη passion 
phantasia φαντασία impression 

philon φίλον affectionate love 

phobos φόβος fear 
phusei nomos φύσει νόμος natural law 

pneuma πνεῦμα air, breath; material substance 
proēgmena προηγμένα preferred 

sumpherō συμφέρω benefit 

tonos τόνος tenor 
 

scala naturae (Latin) usually referred to as the “Great 
Chain of Being”; I have left it 

untranslated.  
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Appendix 1: The Mèngzǐ 1A:7 

1. 齊宣王問曰：「齊桓、晉文之事可得聞乎？」 

King Xuān of Qí asked a question, saying, “May I hear about the affairs of 

Duke Huán of Qí and Duke Wén of Jìn?” 
 

孟子對曰：「仲尼之徒無道桓、文之事者，是以後世無傳焉。臣未之聞也。

無以，則王乎？」 

Mèngzǐ replied, saying, “The disciples of Zhòng Ní
828

 did not discuss the 

affairs of Huán and Wén, so they have not been handed down to later 
generations and I, your humble minister, have not heard about them.

829
 Since I 

am unable to discuss this, then might I suggest we discuss becoming a True 
King? 

 

曰：「德何如，則可以王矣？」 

“What would the virtue be like that would then make it possible for someone to 
become a True King?” 

 

曰：「保民而王，莫之能禦也。」 

“To become king, one must love and protect
830

 the people. This is something 
that cannot be stopped.” 

 

2. 曰：「若寡人者，可以保民乎哉？」 

“Do you think it is possible for someone even like myself to love and protect 
the people?” 

 

曰：「可。」 

“It is possible.” 

 

曰：「何由知吾可也？」 

“How do you know that it is possible?”  
 

曰：「臣聞之胡齕曰，王坐於堂上，有牽牛而過堂下者，王見之，曰：『牛

何之？』對曰：『將以釁鐘。』王曰：『舍之！吾不忍其觳觫，若無罪而

                                                           
828

 This is the personal name of Kǒngzǐ 孔子. It is rather unusual to refer to him 

in this intimate way. 
829

 Van Norden (2008, 8) rightly points out that Mèngzǐ is telling a strategic lie, 

because he discusses them briefly in 4B:21. It is brief, but indicates that Mèngzǐ is 

not so ignorant as he makes himself out to be here. Legge speculates that Mes that 

Mèngzǐ is not so ignorant as he makes himiscusses the pluralities.e case. 

(ǐphilosopher and would-be sage to dwell upon.es that Mèngzǐ is n 
830

 I have accepted Zhū Xī’s comment that bǎo 保 should be rendered “love and 

protect” àihù 愛護 as opposed to merely “protect,” in part because of the later 

discussion by Mèngzǐ that includes both an affective dimension (“love”) in 

addition to the role more commonly associated with a ruler, which is to protect the 

interests of the people militarily, morally, and economically. 
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就死地。』對曰：『然則廢釁鐘與？』曰：『何可廢也？以羊易之！』不

識有諸？」 

“I heard Hú Hé say, 

“The king was sitting in his hall and someone passed by leading an ox. The 

king saw it and said, ‘Where is that ox being led to?’ ‘It’s blood will be used 
to anoint a bell,’ was the reply. The king said, ‘Release it! I cannot bear its 

dreadful trembling, as if it were an innocent person being led to the 
execution grounds.’ ‘If we are to do that, then should we cancel the 

consecration of the bell?’ ‘How is it possible to cancel that? Trade the ox for 

a sheep!’ 
I do not know if this conversation took place.” 

 

曰：「有之。」 

“It did.” 

 

曰：「是心足以王矣。百姓皆以王為愛也，臣固知王之不忍也。」 

Mèngzǐ said, “The heart-mind expressed in this is sufficient for you to become 
a True King. The common people all regarded Your Majesty’s action to be 

miserly. Your humble minister certainly understands that it was a case of Your 

Majesty’s inability to bear the sight of the ox.” 
 

3. 王曰：「然。誠有百姓者。齊國雖褊小，吾何愛一牛？即不忍其觳觫，若

無罪而就死地，故以羊易之也。」 

The king replied, “Absolutely. It truly did appear as the common people 

supposed. Although Qí is a small state, why would I be miserly about a single 
ox? It really was that I could not bear the dreadful trembling of the ox, looking 

like an innocent person being led to the execution grounds, so I changed it for a 
sheep.” 

 

曰：「王無異於百姓之以王為愛也。以小易大，彼惡知之？王若隱其無罪

而就死地，則牛羊何擇焉？」 

Mèngzǐ said, “Your Majesty should not be surprised that the common people 
supposed you to be miserly. You traded a small thing for a larger one, how were 

they to understand otherwise? If Your Majesty is pained at the sight of an 

innocent person going to the execution grounds, then what difference was there 
between an ox and a sheep? 

 

4. 王笑曰：「是誠何心哉？我非愛其財。而易之以羊也，宜乎百姓之謂我愛

也。」 

The king laughed and said, “Is this truly what was on my heart-mind? Even 
though it was not that I was miserly with my wealth, yet I did change it for a 

sheep. That the common people called me miserly was fitting.”  
 

曰：「無傷也，是乃仁術也，見牛未見羊也。君子之於禽獸也，見其生，

不忍見其死；聞其聲，不忍食其肉。是以君子遠庖廚也。」 

Mèngzǐ said, “There is no harm [in your sparing the ox], this was but an artifice 

of humane cultivation. You saw the ox, but you did not see the sheep. In 

regards to animals, once the humanely cultivated individual has seen them alive, 
he cannot bear to see them die; once he has heard their cries, he cannot bear to 
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eat their meat. This is why the humanely cultivated individual keeps far from 

the kitchen. 
 

5. 王說曰：「《詩》云：『他人有心，予忖度之。』夫子之謂也。夫我乃行

之，反而求之，不得吾心。夫子言之，於我心有戚戚焉。此心之所以合於

王者，何也？」 

The king joyfully replied, “It is said in the Book of Poetry: 

“The heart-mind of another, 
By reflection I measure.” 

It is of you, Master, this passage speaks. For I did the deed, and I sought [to 

understand] it through reflection, but I did not attain an answer from my 
heart-mind. When you, Master, spoke of it, my heart-mind was moved. How is 

this heart-mind that by which I may become a True King? 
 

曰：「有復於王者曰：『吾力足以舉百鈞，而不足以舉一羽；明足以察秋

毫之末』，而不見輿薪，則王許之乎？」 

Mèngzǐ replied, “If someone were to say to your Majesty, ‘My strength is 

sufficient to lift 1.5 tonnes, but insufficient to lift a single feather; my eyesight 
is clear enough to see the tip of an autumn hair, but I cannot see a wagon-load 

of sticks,’ would your Majesty allow this?” 

 

曰：「否。」 

“No,” replied the king. 

 

「今恩足以及禽獸，而功不至於百姓者，獨何與？然則一羽之不舉，為不

用力焉；輿薪之不見，為不用明焉，百姓之不見保，為不用恩焉。故王之

不王，不為也，非不能也。」 

“Now,” continued Mèngzǐ, “your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, but the 

effects [of your kindness] does not reach the common people. How is your 
situation singularly different? The reason a single feather is not lifted is because 

strength is not used; a wagon-load of sticks is not seen because one’s sight is 
not used; that the people do not see their interests protected is because kindness 

is not used. Therefore, the reason your Majesty is not a True King is because 

you do not act, not because you are unable to act.” 
 

6. 曰：「不為者與不能者之形何以異？」 

The king asked, “How do the appearances of ‘not acting’ and ‘inability to act’ 
differ?” 

 

曰：「挾太山以超北海，語人曰『我不能』，是誠不能也。為長者折枝，

語人曰『我不能』，是不為也，非不能也。故王之不王，非挾太山以超北

海之類也；王之不王，是折枝之類也。老吾老，以及人之老；幼吾幼，以

及人之幼。天下可運於掌。《詩》云：『刑于寡妻，至于兄弟，以御于家

邦。』言舉斯心加諸彼而已。故推恩足以保四海，不推恩無以保妻子。古

之人所以大過人者無他焉，善推其所為而已矣。今恩足以及禽獸，而功不

至於百姓者，獨何與？權，然後知輕重；度，然後知長短。物皆然，心為

甚。王請度之！抑王興甲兵，危士臣，構怨於諸侯，然後快於心與？ 
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Mèngzǐ replied, “Of taking Tai Mountain under your arm and jumping over the 

North Sea, and you tell people, ‘I am unable to do it’, this is truly a case of 
inability. Of snapping off a twig for an elderly person,

831
 and you tell people, ‘I 

am unable to do it,’ this is a case of ‘not doing’, not a case of inability. 
Therefore, that your Majesty is not a True King is not in the category of ‘taking 

Tai mountain under your arm and jumping over the North Sea’. That your 

Majesty is not a True King is in the category of ‘snapping off a twig for an 
elderly person’. Treat all elderly people as your own elders, and let this practice 

reach to the elderly of all people; treat young children as your own young 
children, and let this practice reach the young children of all people. In this way 

you can turn the world in the palm of your hand. The Book of Odes says,  

“His example reaches his wife, to the extent of his brothers, and by it he is 
able to manage the affairs of both family and State.”  

What this is saying is, simply act on this heart and do the same for others. 
Therefore, if someone extends kindness, [that kindness] is sufficient thereby to 

protect the interests of all within the four seas; if someone does not extend 

kindness, [that kindness] is not thereby sufficient to protect the interests of 
one’s wife and children. That by which the Ancients greatly exceeded other 

people was nothing other than simply being good at extending their actions and 
nothing more. Now, your kindness is sufficient to reach animals, but the effects 

[of your kindness] does not reach the common people. How is your situation 

singularly different? Weigh it and afterward you will know its weight; measure 
it, and afterward you will know its length. All things are like this, the 

heart-mind more deeply so. Your Majesty, measure your heart-mind! Or is it 
that your Majesty is gratified by starting armed conflict, imperiling your 

soldiers and ministers, and incurring the enmity of the feudal princes? 

 

7. 王曰：「否。吾何快於是？將以求吾所大欲也。」 

The king replied, “No. Why would I be gratified by this? By them I am [simply] 

seeking my greatest desire. 

 

曰：「王之所大欲可得聞與？」王笑而不言。 

“Could I hear about your Majesty’s greatest desire?” The king did not speak, 

but only smiled.
832

 
 

                                                           
831

 This phrase has been a challenge for translators. Bloom has an interesting take, 

rendering it “If it is a matter of bowing respectfully to an elder” (Bloom 2009, 9). 

She cites Yáng Bójùn’s 楊伯峻 note to this phrase, which says, “zhezhi — there 

are three explanations from classical times: 1) to snap off a twig or branch; 2) to 

submissively bow in greeting; 3) to scratch an itch. The translation takes the first 

meaning” (Yáng 2008, 18). While Yáng takes the first meaning for his 

contemporary Chinese rendering, Bloom took the second meaning for her 

rendering. Although Bloom’s rendering appeals to my sense of classical Chinese 

culture and the significance of following proper social rituals, I have followed 

Yáng’s suggestion. 
832

 Xiào 笑 could be rendered “smiled” or “laughed.” I have chosen the more 

subtle option, because laughter in this context seems inappropriate. The king feels 

a bit sheepish about his desire. 
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曰：「為肥甘不足於口與？輕煖不足於體與？抑為采色不足視於目與？聲

音不足聽於耳與？便嬖不足使令於前與？王之諸臣皆足以供之，而王豈為

是哉？」 

“Are your delicacies not enough for your mouth? Your summer and winter 

clothes not enough for your body? Or do you not have enough variety and color 

to satisfy your eyes? Or do you lack sounds to satisfy your ears? Do you not 
have enough attendants before you to carry out your orders? Your Majesty’s 

princes and ministers are all surely sufficient to supply these things to you, so 
could it possibly be these things [that you desire]?”  

 

曰：「否。吾不為是也。」 

“No. It is not these things [that I desire].” 
 

8. 曰：「然則王之所大欲可知已。欲辟土地，朝秦楚，莅中國而撫四夷也。

以若所為求若所欲，猶緣木而求魚也。」 

“Then your Majesty’s greatest desire can be known. The desire is to expand 

your territory, to reign over Qín and Chǔ, to preside over the whole Middle 
Kingdom, and subdue the barbarian tribes in all directions. The means you are 

using to seek what you desire is like climbing a tree in search for fish. 

 

王曰：「若是其甚與？」 

“Is it really so extreme as that?” 

 

曰：「殆有甚焉。緣木求魚，雖不得魚，無後災。以若所為，求若所欲，

盡心力而為之，後必有災。」 

“The peril is even greater. If you climb a tree in search of fish, although you do 
not get fish, there is no further harm. With the means you are using to seek what 

you desire, you will not only expend your heart-mind and strength in employing 

these means, but disaster is certain to follow. 
 

曰：「可得聞與？」 

“Can I hear more [about this]?” [the king asked.] 
 

曰：「鄒人與楚人戰，則王以為孰勝？」 

If the people of Zōu and the people of Chǔ were to go to war, who does your 

Majesty think would win?” 
 

曰：「楚人勝。」 

“The people of Chǔ would win.” 

 

曰：「然則小固不可以敵大，寡固不可以敵眾，弱固不可以敵彊。海內之

地方千里者九，齊集有其一。以一服八，何以異於鄒敵楚哉？蓋亦反其本

矣。今王發政施仁，使天下仕者皆欲立於王之朝，耕者皆欲耕於王之野，

商賈皆欲藏於王之市，行旅皆欲出於王之塗，天下之[欲833
]疾其君者皆欲

赴愬於王。其若是，孰能禦之？」 

                                                           
833

 Lau (2003, 22) notes that this character is superfluous. 
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“So then, as a matter of course, the small is no match for the big, the few are no 

match for the many, the weak are no match for the strong. There are nine areas 
of ten thousand lǐ within the Seas, and Qí has one of them. For one to go against 

eight, how is that different from Zōu going against Chǔ? Why not return to the 
root? Now, if your Majesty were to put humane cultivation into affect in your 

governance, then all the officers of the empire would desire to stand in your 

Majesty’s court, all the farmers would desire to plow in your Majesty’s fields, 
all the merchants would desire to store their goods in your Majesty’s cities, all 

the travelers would desire to journey by your Majesty’s roads, and all those who 
hate their rulers would desire to lay their complaints before your Majesty. If this 

situation were like this, who would be able to hold it back?” 

 

9. 王曰：「吾惛，不能進於是矣。願夫子輔吾志，明以教我。我雖不敏，請

嘗試之。」 

The king said, “I am feeble-minded, not able to advance beyond this. I wish that 
you, master, would assist my will, and enlighten me with your instruction. 

Although I am not quick-witted, please allow me to try and learn.” 
 

曰：「無恆產而有恆心者，惟士為能。若民，則無恆產，因無恆心。苟無

恆心，放辟，邪侈，無不為已。及陷於罪，然後從而刑之，是罔民也。焉

有仁人在位，罔民而可為也？是故明君制民之產，必使仰足以事父母，俯

足以畜妻子，樂歲終身飽，凶年免於死亡。然後驅而之善，故民之從之也

輕。今也制民之產，仰不足以事父母，俯不足以畜妻子，樂歲終身苦，凶

年不免於死亡。此惟救死而恐不贍，奚暇治禮義哉？ 

[Mèngzǐ said,] “To be without constant livelihood and yet maintain a constant 
heart-mind, only a scholar is able to do so. As for the people, if they are without 

a constant livelihood, for this reason they will be without a constant heart-mind. 
If they are without a constant heart-mind, there is nothing they will not do by 

way of indulgence, depravity, evil and license. When they have been trapped in 

their crime, to follow it up with punishment, this is entrapping the people. How, 
when there is a humanely cultivated person in authority, can this be done so that 

the people are entrapped? For this reason an intelligent ruler regulates the 
livelihood of the people, ensuring that what they have is sufficient to serve their 

father and mother above and support their wife and children below, and that in 

good years they have plenty to satisfy themselves, and in bad years they can 
avoid death. Then they will be driven towards the good, and as for the people 

following the ruler, that will be easy. At present, [regarding] the regulation of 
the people’s livelihood, it is not sufficient to serve their father and mother 

above and support their wife and children below, in good years they suffer 

bitterly, and in bad years they cannot avoid death. In this case they fear not 
having enough to even save themselves from death. How can they have the 

leisure to study ritual and rightness?  
 

王欲行之，則盍反其本矣。五畝之宅，樹之以桑，五十者可以衣帛矣；雞

豚狗彘之畜，無失其時，七十者可以食肉矣；百畝之田，勿奪其時，八口

之家可以無飢矣；謹庠序之教，申之以孝悌之義，頒白者不負戴於道路矣。

老者衣帛食肉，黎民不飢不寒，然而不王者，未之有也。」 

If your Majesty desires to put this into practice, then why not return to the root? 
When every residence of five mǔ has white mulberry trees, then people over 
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fifty years old can be clothed in silk; when chickens, pigs and dogs do not miss 

the proper season [for breeding], then people over seventy years old can eat 
meat; when fields of one hundred mǔ do not miss their proper season [for 

cultivation], “families of eight” will not go hungry; if you are careful to conduct 
civil instruction, explaining the filial and fraternal duties, then those with gray 

hair will not be doing manual labor on the roads. When the old have silk to 

wear and meat to eat, the multitude of people do not suffer hunger and cold, yet 
a person fails to become a True King, this is something that has never 

happened.” 
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Appendix 2: The Meaning and Use of Shù 術 in the Mèngzǐ 1A:7 

In the Mèngzǐ 1A:7 we see an interesting occurrence of the character shù 

術. It occurs four other times in the Mèngzǐ (2A:7, 6B:16, 7A:18, and 7A:24), in 

each case pointing to an art or a skill, and this is widely accepted in English and 

modern Chinese translations. But in his translation of 1A:7, James Legge 

translates shù as “artifice,” departing from the normal understanding of the term as 

he translated it elsewhere in the Mèngzǐ, and a far departure from all other 

translators of this particular line of text.  

As I will show below, this is a clever use of language on Mèngzǐ’s part, 

and picked up by Legge, that captures not only the aspect of an art or a skill (with 

a positive connotation), but also the possibility that Mèngzǐ is indirectly criticizing 

King Xuān. While the king’s action has the ring
834

 of humane cultivation (rén 仁) 

to it, the king has not yet managed to really apply himself in the exercise of it. The 

act of sparing the ox was a proper act, in that it truthfully represented the king’s 

not unsympathetic heart-mind (bùrěn rén zhī xīn 不忍人之心), but it was not 

quite at the level of true virtuous skill. It might even be near to deception, which is 

why it was necessary for Mèngzǐ to reveal the truth to the king.  

Another instance of shù occuring in the Lǐjì 禮記, Jìtǒng 祭統 chapter 22, 

section 10
835

 offers a striking parallel to the use of shù in the Mèngzǐ 1A:7, and 

may offer an interpretive opening for making sense of Legge’s rendering of shù as 

“artifice” in 1A:7. This passage is all the more relevant given the possible dating 

of this section of the Lǐjì. In his introduction to the Lǐjì, Legge provides a 

summary of each of the chapters. In the summary of Jìtǒng he writes, 

                                                           
834

 Perhaps of a bell needing to be consecrated? 
835

 According to Legge’s 1885 edition (pages 242-243), republished in the Sacred 

Books of the East series, edited by Max Muller, and reprinted in Legge 1992. 
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The concluding paragraph
836

 shows that it was written while the state of 

Lu still had an existence; and if the whole Book proceeded from the same 
hand, it must have been composed some time after the death of Confucius 

and before the extinction of Lu, which was consummated by Chu in B.C. 
248. I think we may refer it to the fourth century B.C.

837
 

 

While it is widely acknowledged that the Lǐjì is not the work of one person, as 

Legge presumes, his comment could still hold that this section was written after 

the death of Kǒngzǐ, but quite possibly before the death of Mèngzǐ. That would be 

remarkable, and lend strength to the textual comparison I am making here, raising 

the possibility that Mèngzǐ might have been familiar with the ritual practice 

presented in this chapter of the Lǐjì, and quite possibly the text itself.  

I will give the text first in Chinese, followed by Legge’s translation.  

夫祭有餕；餕者祭之末也，不可不知也。是故古之人有言曰：「善終

者如始。」餕其是已。是故古之君子曰：「尸亦餕鬼神之餘也，惠術

也，可以觀政矣。」是故尸謖，君與卿四人餕。君起，大夫六人餕；
‧‧

臣
‧
餕君之餘也。大夫起，士八人餕；賤餕貴之餘也。士起，各執其具

以出，陳于堂下，百官進，徹之，下餕上之餘也。 

凡餕之道，每變以眾，所以別貴賤之等，而興施惠之象也。是

故以四簋黍見其修於廟中也。廟中者竟內之象也。祭者澤之大者也。

是故上有大澤則惠必及下，顧上先下後耳。非上積重而下有凍餒之民

也。是故上有大澤，則民夫人待于下流，知惠之必將至也，由餕見之

矣。故曰：「可以觀政矣。」 

10. At sacrifices there are the provisions that are left. The dealing with 
these is the least important thing in sacrifices, but it is necessary to take 

knowledge of it. Hence there is the saying of antiquity, ‘The end must be 

attended to even as the beginning:’—there is an illustration of it in these 
leavings. Hence it was the remark of a superior man of antiquity, that ‘The 

personator also eats what the spirits have left;—it is a device of kindness, 
in which may be seen (the method of) government.’ Hence, when the 

personator rose, the ruler and his three ministers partook of what he had 

left. When the ruler had risen, the six Great officers partook;—the officers 
partook of what the ruler had left. When the Great officers rose, the eight 

officers partook—the lower in rank ate what the higher had left. When 
these officers rose, each one took what was before him and went out, and 

placed it (in the court) below the hall, when all the inferior attendants 

entered and removed it—the inferior class ate what the superior had left. 

                                                           
836

 Of that chapter. 
837

 Legge 1992a, 37. 
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11. Every change in the disposal of these relics was marked by an increase 

in the number (of those who partook of them); and thus there was marked 
the distinction between the degrees of the noble and the mean, and a 

representation given of the dispensation of benefits (by the sovereign). 
Hence by means of the four vessels of millet there is shown the cultivation 

of this in the ancestral temple, which becomes thereby a representation of 

all comprised within the confines (of the state). What is done at sacrifices 
afforded the greatest example of the dispensation of favors. Hence when 

the superior possessed the greatest blessing, acts of favor were sure to 
descend from him to those below him, the only difference being that he 

enjoyed the blessing first, and those below him afterwards;—there was no 

such thing as the superior’s accumulating a great amount for himself, while 
the people below him might be suffering from cold and want. Therefore 

when the superior enjoyed his great blessing, even private individuals 
waited till the stream should flow down, knowing that his favors would 

surely come to them. This was shown by what was done with the relics at 

sacrifices, and hence came the saying that ‘By the dealing with these was 
seen (the method of) government.’

838
 

 
The “personator,”

839
 as described in sections 1-9 (preceding the quotation above) 

of this chapter of the Lǐjì, takes the place of the deceased person being sacrificed 

to. We are not told who this person is until later, in section 16, which says, 

“According to the rule in sacrifices, a grandson acted as the representative of his 

grandfather.” So it would seem that the personator is the grandson, and the father 

(the middle of three men—grandfather, father, son), would then offer a sacrifice to 

the grandson, who is playing the role of the grandfather in the ritual. 

After the sacrifice has been offered, there is a question about what to do 

with the food that remains, which would have been quite substantial if it was a 

proper sacrifice. The spirits have had their fill, so is the food that remains to be 

thrown out? Certainly not. In fact, what is done with the excess, after proper 

spiritual obligations have been fulfilled, is a direct demonstration of how a ruler 

governs (zhèng 政). If the ruler is stingy and does not allow those below him in 

                                                           
838

 Legge 1992b, 242-243. 
839

 Today we would render it something like “impersonator (of the dead person).” 

I will continue to use “personator” as Legge renders it, in order to avoid 

confusion. 
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the social hierarchy of the court to enjoy the excesses that comes after his spiritual 

duty is fulfilled, then the ruler is selfish and not virtuous. If the ruler is generous 

and bestows gifts on those below him, then the ruler clearly manifests his inner 

virtue.  

The first person to enjoy the excess food is the grandson, who played the 

role of the deceased grandfather. After he has eaten, then the ruler, followed by his 

ministers in hierarchical fashion enjoy the food that remains. I do not think we 

need to imagine a few scraps being passed along until there are a few crumbs 

handed to the “inferior class” that receives it last. If the ruler is displaying his 

greatness, both of ability and of heart-mind or virtue, there should be sufficient 

food remaining for everyone to enjoy something and be satisfied. That is the 

meaning of there being “no such thing as the superior’s accumulating a great 

amount for himself, while the people below him might be suffering from cold and 

want.” 

This does not mean that every single person in the realm of the ruler 

enjoyed something at this sacrifice. The “inferior class” has already been defined 

in section 23 as “the skinners, cooks, assistants, feather-weavers, and 

door-keepers,” in other words, the people serving in the king’s royal court and 

within the confines of the king’s royal residence. But the significance of how the 

ruler treated the lowest levels of the hierarchy during the sacrificial ritual is, 

according to this chapter of the Lǐjì, a strong indicator of how he will treat all the 

people of his realm. Which is why it says twice, “in this way his style of 

governance can be clearly observed.”
840

  

                                                           
840

 以觀政矣. My translation. 
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So what does the phrase huì shù yě 惠術也 mean in this context. Legge 

renders shù as “device,” an ambiguous way to refer to the sacrificer’s action, in 

this case the ruler who offered a sacrifice to his deceased father (the grandfather), 

leaving sacrificial food for the personator, who consumes the sacrificial food as 

the last act of the ritual. The author of this chapter of the Lǐjì explicitly connects 

the conduct of this final element of the ritual with the ruler’s governance. The 

spiritual reality of the ritual is an image of the political reality; the implication is 

that the way the ruler treats his people is also an act of spiritual ritual, writ large. 

Which is why Legge renders shù as “device.” The spiritual ritual act is not, in 

actuality, the final act, because it is a small representation that demonstrates to the 

people his true heart-mind, and serves as an indicator of how the ruler will 

conduct himself in his daily service of the people. If he is generous in this smaller 

way,
841

 the common people can be assured that he will be generous with them as 

well. Translating shù as device is not meant to imply a deceptive scheme or mere 

chicanery on the part of the ruler. The giving of benefits in this ritual act to his 

ministers and all the way down to the lowest levels of servants exemplifies his 

entire rule. It is symbolic of the ruler’s generosity, which ought to begin with his 

family (through the ritual) and be extended outward towards all the people of his 

realm. As it says in section 11: “Hence by means of the four vessels of millet there 

is shown the cultivation of this in the ancestral temple, which becomes thereby a 

representation of all comprised within the confines (of the state).”
842

 

What does this mean, then, for Legge’s translation of shù as “artifice” in 

1A:7? As I mentioned earlier, this shù might quite possibly be an opaque criticism 
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 Smaller in a quantifiable sense, but not necessarily in the sense of the 

significance of the act. 
842

 Legge 1992b, 243. 
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of King Xuān. The sacrifice and all the actions that followed it ought to have 

revealed the king’s generosity, but as the king himself admits, the people had good 

reason to think he was miserly. In the case of the ritual, he traded a less expensive 

sheep for an expensive ox. Beyond the ritual, beyond the walls of his royal 

residence, as Mèngzǐ makes clear, the king has been mistreating his people terribly. 

The “generosity” he showed the ox is not reaching beyond the single act towards 

the ox. Thus, his act which should have been an exercise in humane cultivation 

was a sham.  

 

On Van Norden’s (2008) translation of shù, and Zhū Xī’s commentary 

Van Norden quotes part of Zhū Xī’s comment on this section of 1A:7 that 

demonstrates the influence on his choice of wording and why he went the route of 

translating shù as “technique.”  

On the one hand, killing the ox was something that the king could not bear 
to do. On the other hand, anointing the bell was something that could not 

be dispensed with….When he saw the ox, this heart had already been 
expressed and could not be repressed. But he had not yet seen the sheep, so 

the Pattern had not yet taken form and there were no feelings to hinder. 

Hence, exchanging the sheep for the ox allowed for the two (i.e., the heart 
and the ritual) to be complete without harm. This is how it is a technique of 

benevolence (此所以為仁之術也。)….Now, humans are the same as 

animals in being alive, but are different categories of things. Hence, we use 
animals for rituals, and our heart that does not bear their suffering applies 

only as far as they are seen and heard. Keeping one’s distance from the 

kitchen is a technique used to cultivate this heart and broaden one’s 
benevolence.

843
 

 
Using Zhū’s comment is a methodologically legitimate move in choosing a 

suitable rendering. Nevertheless, I do not think it is suitable for rendering 

Mèngzǐ’s thought in this passage.
844

 This is in part because Zhū’s comment 

                                                           
843

 Van Norden 2008, 9-10. 
844

 Other questions could be raised in regards to Van Norden’s word choice. If he 

is trying to present a translated text that reflects the influence of Zhū Xī, and how 
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depends entirely on the Song-Ming Neo-Confucian metaphysical framework he 

uses to make sense of this challenging line, and which would have been entirely 

foreign to Mèngzǐ.  

More than that, though, Zhū’s argument does not seem to fit with Mèngzǐ’s 

later comment about extending kindness (ēn 恩) to the people in 1A:7. In fact, it 

is precisely Mèngzǐ’s point that the king has the initial feeling that is not 

unsympathetic to the plight of the ox (which had a human appearance, according 

to the king), but he is not extending that feeling to the people. On an even more 

basic level, he experienced a not-unsympathetic feeling (bùrěn) towards the ox, 

but, as Mèngzǐ asks, why did he not extend it to the sheep?  

Zhū gets around this question by claiming, as translated by Van Norden 

later and inserted in the text of this passage, that King Xuān already had reached at 

least a moderate level of self-cultivation, which is why he could show compassion 

to animals. 

蓋天地之性，人為貴。故人之與人，又為同類而相親。是以惻隱之發，

則於民切而於物緩；推廣仁術，則仁民易而愛物難。今王此心能及物

矣，則其保民而王，非不能也，但自不肯為耳。845
 

People have the most valuable natures of anything in Heaven and Earth. 

Hence, people are in the same category as other people and are affectionate 
to each other. Consequently, the expression of compassion to the people is 

very immediate, but to animals it is slow. As one extends and broadens it 

through benevolent techniques, being benevolent to the people is easy, but 
being sparing of animals is difficult. In the present case, the king is already 

able to extend this heart to animals. So his failure to care for the people 
and become King is not because he is unable to act. It only comes from his 

not being willing to act.
846

 

                                                                                                                                                                 

Chinese readers aware of Zhū’s commentary might be reading it, then we might 

more reasonably accept his rendering. I am assuming that Mèngzǐ’s thought comes 

prior in the translation process, and Zhū’s commentary is added later. Zhū’s 

comment should influence word choice only where there is entirely insufficient 

context for making sense of the passage in its own textual and historical context. 

In this case, as I will show below, I think we have a better case for the former 

method. 
845

 Zhū 1983, 209. 
846

 Van Norden 2008, 10-11. 
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But Mèngzǐ’s whole point is that the king is not cultivating the initial feelings he 

had for the ox. In fact, the king is entirely unaware of them or how to cultivate 

them, which is why he marvels at [5]
847

 at Mèngzǐ’s ability to explain the kings 

own heart to himself, and attributes an ode to Mèngzǐ: “The heart-mind of another, 

by reflection I measure.”
848

 If these feelings had been cultivated to some degree, 

we would expect to have seen him extend his not-unsympathetic feelings towards 

the sheep as well. And then the king would have been in a real quandary. What 

should he do about the sacrifice that is either supposed to propel him to True 

Kingship or legitimate his claim to it? What we see in 1A:7 is that the king, in the 

case of the ox and the sheep, did not even extend his initial feeling to the sheep, 

which he had not seen.  

In reference to the initial feeling, it is an easy step to point to Mèngzǐ’s 

monologue in 2A:6 on the “four sprouts” of the human heart-mind which, if 

cultivated, could become the four virtues. The initial feeling does not require any 

cultivation, it comes spontaneously, according to Mèngzǐ. It is that initial impulse 

that we extend outward or “carry them out.”
849

 Extending it is the act of 

cultivation. These initial sprouts become the virtues when we act on them. 

So, to return to the phrase in question, shù refers not to the initial feeling 

the king has for the ox, but to his actions that followed the feeling. Even if we 

allow that the king’s action was a true “technique” for moral cultivation, the result 

is still that the king was completely uncultivated. He changed the ox for a sheep, 

not because he was truly humanely sensitive to the plight of animals and their 

deaths, or even humans whom the ox’s terrified appearance resembled, but 

                                                           
847

 See Appendix 1 for this segment of 1A:7. 
848

 他人有心，予忖度之。My translation. See Appendix 1. 
849

 To borrow Mèngzǐ’s phrase at the end of 2A:6: 擴而充之. 
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because he needed a way to assuage his feelings for watching the dreadful 

trembling of the ox. He saw the ox, he had not seen the sheep, so it was an easy 

trade. The kings insensitivity and lack of cultivation is obvious. 

Why, then, does Mèngzǐ insist that the king still has the ability (néng 能) 

to carry out humanely cultivated governance (rénzhèng 仁政)? It is not because 

he has achieved some level of moral cultivation, as Zhū Xī seems to believe and as 

Van Norden’s translation indicates. Rather, it is because he has the same nature as 

Mèngzǐ that does not come from the outside or any circumstances external to it to 

have a correct orientation that will enable the king to do what is right.  
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Appendix 3: koinē phusis κοινὴ φύσις 

For each passage I have provided the Greek phrase as it appears in the Loeb 
edition by Haines, followed by the English rendering by Hard. Below this I have 

given the rendering of koinē phusis for the nine other translations I consulted 

while researching this project. Gill’s translation ended with Book Six, and so is 
not represented in the later occurrences. 

 
5.3 τῇ φύσει τῇ ἰδίᾳ καὶ τῇ κοινῇ “by your own nature and by universal 

nature” 

 
Haines - universal Nature 

Farquharson - common Nature 
Gill - the common nature 

Long - the common nature 

Grube - [the nature] of the Whole 
Staniforth - the World Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙之道 

Hé - 共同的本性 

Wáng - 共同的理性 

 

5.8 τῇ κοινῇ φύσει “to universal nature” 
 

Haines - Nature 

Farquharson - Universal Nature 
Gill - nature as a whole 

Long - the common nature 
Grube - the universal Nature 

Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 自然之道 

Hé - 共同的本性 

Wáng - 共同的自然理性 

 

5.25 ἡ κοινὴ φύσις “universal nature” 
 

Haines - universal Nature 
Farquharson - Universal Nature 

Gill - universal nature 

Long - the universal nature 
Grube - the common nature of the universe 

Staniforth - the World-Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙的自然之道 

Hé - 普遍的本性 

Wáng - 宇宙自然 
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6.58 παρὰ τὸν λόγον τῆς κοινῆς φύσεως “according to the [reason] of universal 

nature” 
 

Haines - Universal Nature 
Farquharson - Universal Nature 

Gill - universal nature 

Long - the universal nature 
Grube - the common nature of the world 

Staniforth - the World-Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙自然之道 

Hé - 宇宙理智本性 

Wáng - 共同的自然理性 (marked as passage 6.57) 

 
8.7 τῆς κοινῆς φύσεως “by universal nature” 

 

Haines - Universal Nature 
Farquharson - Universal Nature 

Gill - X 
Long - the common nature 

Grube - the common nature 

Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙自然 

Hé - 普遍本性 

Wáng - 共同的自然理性 

 
8.46 ἡ κοινὴ φύσις “for universal nature” 

 
Haines - common Nature 

Farquharson - Universal Nature 

Gill - X 
Long - the common nature 

Grube - the common nature 
Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙自然 

Hé - 共同的本性 

Wáng - 共同的自然理性 

 

9.1 τῇ κοινῇ φύσει “with universal nature”; ἡ κοινὴ φύσις “universal nature”; 

τὴν κοινὴν φύσιν “universal nature” 
 

Haines - Universal Nature; Nature; Universal Nature 
Farquharson - Universal Nature; Universal Nature; Universal Nature; 

Gill - X 

Long - the universal nature; the universal nature; the universal nature 
Grube - the common nature; the nature of the Whole; the common nature 

Staniforth - Nature; Nature; Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙; 自然之道; 宇宙 

Hé - 宇宙本性; 宇宙本性; 宇宙本性 

Wáng - 宇宙本性 
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9.29 ἡ κοινὴ φύσις “universal nature” 

 
Haines - Nature 

Farquharson - Universal Nature 
Gill - X 

Long - the common nature 

Grube - nature 
Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 大自然 

Hé - 共同本性 

Wáng - 公共的宇宙本性 

 

10.8 τῆς κοινῆς φύσεως “by universal nature” 
 

Haines - Universal Nature 

Farquharson - Universal Nature 
Gill - X 

Long - the common nature 
Grube - the universal nature 

Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙 

Hé - 共同本性 

Wáng - 共同本性 

 

11.10 οὐκοῦν καὶ ἡ κοινὴ φύσις. “So universal nature surely does the same” 
 

Haines - Universal Nature 
Farquharson - Universal Nature 

Gill - X 

Long - the universal nature 
Grube - nature 

Staniforth - Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙自然 

Hé - 宇宙的本性 

Wáng - 共同的自然本性 

 
12.32 πάσχειν δὲ ὡς ἡ κοινὴ φύσις φέρει “and endure whatever universal nature 

brings” 

 
Haines - Universal Nature 

Farquharson - Universal Nature 
Gill - X 

Long - the common nature 

Grube - the common nature 
Staniforth - the world’s Nature 

Liáng - 宇宙自然 

Hé - 共同本性 

Wáng - 自然本性 
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