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Metaphysical Discourse in the Six Dynasties and the Revival of Mencius’ Teachings
Yan Yaozhong

Abstract: After Confucius, the teachings of Xunzi and Mencius emerged as the two major schools of Confucian
thought. Building upon the theory of inherent human evil, Xunzi expanded Confucius’ concept of “ritual” (L) as a
form of self-discipline for gentlemen into a universally normative system of “ritual codes”. The convergence of
Confucianism and Legalism, the needs of state governance, and the Han Dynasty’s adoption of Qin institutions led to
the development of increasingly complex legal codes during the Han period. Later, Dong Zhongshu promoted the idea of
“adjudicating legal cases based on Confucian classics,” transforming morality into another form of law. This approach
significantly increased administrative costs in governance and, more critically, overemphasized external constraints, leading to
widespread hypocrisy and deceit in society. These issues became a key driver of the metaphysical discourse during the Wei,
Jin, and Six Dynasties. One insight from these philosophical debates was that human nature is also an expression of the
principle of heaven, and that moral cultivation through Mingjiao aligns with the natural order of heaven. As a result,
Mencius’ advocacy for “benevolent governance”, grounded in the belief in innate human goodness, gained widespread
acceptance as timely and appropriate. This marked a turning point for “the way of Confucius and Mencius” to become
the mainstream of Confucianism. It can be argued that Mencius’ philosophy gained recognition and prominence through
these metaphysical discussions, laying essential groundwork for the later development of Neo—Confucianism.

Key words: metaphysical discourse; Xunzi’s teachings; Mencius’ teachings; relevance; moral cultivation

[RAERB/ B &

33



