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Mencius’ Moral Controversies on State Governance

Shen Yihao
(University of Macau, Macau, China)

Abstract: Based on the original text of Mencius, this paper explores the discourses concerning state governance in
Mencius’ arguments, so as to identify his propositions on morally grounded state administration. It is argued that
Mencius regards the concepts of Righteousness (yi) and Benefit (li) as independent categories, and advocates that the
people’s stable means of livelihood should serve as the prerequisite for moral cultivation in ethical discourses. Such
propositions reflect a pragmatist tendency embedded in Mencius’ moral system within specific contexts. In the realm of
state governance, this pragmatist tendency manifests itself as a people-centered moral criterion, which constructs a
reflexive path to political legitimacy, while maintaining a paternalistic governance logic toward the common people.
Meanwhile, Mencius’ moral propositions take Filial Piety and Fraternal Duty (xiaoti) as the origin of morality and
Benevolence and Righteousness (renyi) as its core, thus forming a moral system that relies on moral consciousness.
Mencius’ moral system and political propositions intertwine with each other, evolving into a comprehensive, coherent
and cyclical discursive system and argumentative framework.
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