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There is a discipline of philosophy, which requires that someone reading a Mencius passage from that
standpoint recognize philosophical issues in general. Such a reading spreads out from that Mencius passage in one
direction. There is also a discipline of reading texts, and this too spreads beyond the particular passage, but in a
different direction. That discipline asks how the passage got to be the way it is. It requires that the reader be
familiar with the behavior of texts in general, and bear in mind other passages in Mencius, as well as in texts
contemporary with Mencius. I will illustrate this with a reading of a very familiar passage: Mencius 2A2. This is
apparently a record of conversations between Mencius and his disciples. I will try to show that this passage is
perhaps not so familiar as is usually assumed.

Such a reading will first consider the nature of the Mencius, which invariably quotes Mencius in the third
person, and thus consists at earliest of disciple memories of Mencius. The interviews between Mencius and the
rulers of his time are only half genuine; the others either anachronistically portray Mencius and the ruler as familiar
with Confucian writings, though still respectful in tone, or else denounce the ruler for his shortcomings. We thus
have a composite text in at least three layers: reportive, constructive, and oppositional. Mencius 2A2 also turns
out to be composite: it ends twice, and between the two endings comes material unrelated to the first part. As with
the Mencius interviews, we have at most one transcribed recollection and one later extension. The direction of
development from the one to the other can also be tracked in the later writings of the Mencian schools, which give
an increasingly more sophisticated account of the Mencian theory of the mind. At all its stages, MC 2A2 and its
sequels interact with portions of the Gwandz, and this relationship too is of long standing, since it was probably
the historical Mencius who was responsible for the many Gwandz contacts in Analects 12-13, written shortly
before Mencius left for his independent career in 0320. From a wide reading of MC 2A2, it appears that the
Analects connection continued to be strong, not only after Mencius left the school, but even after his death.

What might be called a naive reading of a text naturally assumes that the text is simple and consistent: that all
of it reflects the same author or responds to the same situation or reflects the same historical moment. That is
presumably the way in which any reading of a text begins. But as reading proceeds, indications in that text may
require reconsideration of that assumption, and lead to the recognition that what the text really tells us is how an
original idea evolved in response to later ideas and situations. The final message of such a text is that all things
change. The wary reader will be one who bears that possibility in mind.


