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Abstract:
 Classical Confucian thought is deeply concerned, on the one hand, with 
individual moral self-cultivation, and on the other, with the widespread establishment 
of a moral social order, aspirations united by the legendary sage kings. Yet despite 
Confucius’ and Mencius’ moral purity and devotion, their political impact is marginal, 
and moral decay remains the norm among the rulers of their time. 
 Some scholars examining the tension between these aspirations argue that the 
true concern of a Confucian gentleman is focused primarily or even exclusively on self-
cultivation. Scholars such as Ted Slingerland and Michael Puett link this inward focus 
with a complementary distancing from the actions of Heaven in the form of ming (命). 
One simply accepts ming as something beyond one’s power to control, without 
expecting the outward matters it governs to harmonize with or support one’s moral 
aspirations. This turn away from matters of ming and toward personal integrity, which 
one can control, is presented as a defining feature of the cultivated person.
 Yet it is difficult to explain away the many passages in which Confucius and 
Mencius agonize over their disappointments and failures in the outward realm. Indeed, 
Analects 14.38 and 18.6-7 suggest that one mark of Confucius’ seriousness was precisely 
his persistence in pursuing a task beyond his power. Michael Ing also raises questions 
as to whether it is always feasible to clearly distinguish between what is one’s own 
responsibility and what is outside of one’s control. Further, a distancing of moral 
aspirations from the actions of Heaven is difficult to reconcile with the idea that Heaven 
is the source of moral norms. Indeed, since Heaven does not speak, presumably the 
moral standard it sets is manifested precisely in its actions (Analects 17.19, Mencius 5A5). 
 In this paper I offer an analysis of the proper concerns of the Confucian 
gentleman, based on passages in the Analects and Mencius reflecting (i) an emphasis of 
self-cultivation over external matters, (ii) deep and abiding concern with external 
matters, and (iii) the conception of ming and the distinction between what is in one’s 
power and what is not. In my view, the key feature of the gentleman’s attitude toward 
ming is captured vividly in Mencius 4A17: “When the Empire is drowning, one helps it 
with the Way . . . Would you have me help the Empire with my hand?” (Lau trans.). 
Here, Mencius presents benevolence, justice, and the rites as vital precisely because they 
are essential to any worthwhile political accomplishment.
 I argue that while his own virtuous traits and actions are his core concern, the 
Confucian gentleman is keenly interested in the world around him, and these concerns 
are fundamentally united. The gentleman not only regards himself as bearing a shared 
responsibility for the state of the world, but feels pain at its evils and joy at the good in 
it (Mencius 1B3-4, 5A7). He focuses on self-cultivation not because he is not concerned 
with the wider world, but because in addition to its inherent value and the satisfaction 
to be found in it, personal virtue is also the key to achieving his most important external 
goals. While he does not always understand Heaven’s actions, far from seeing ming as 
an alien force, the gentleman regards himself as cooperating with Heaven, to bring both 
his own life and the lives of those around him into harmony with the Way.


