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Preface

Mencius (c. 372 B. C. —c. 289 B. C. ), whose
personal name was Ke and courtesy name Ziyu,
was a native of Zou (the southeast of modern
Zouxian County in Shandong Province). The de-
scendant of the noble family known as Mengsun,
he was under the rigorous training of his virtuous
mother, as his father died when he was a boy. His
mother moved three times to live near a school so
that there he might learn sacrificial and ceremonial
rituals. Later he studied under a disciple of Zisi,
who was the grandson of Confucius. All his life he
traveled the States of Qi,Song,Teng,Lu,and Wei,
and was once a visiting minister of Qi. But during
his time, “The world was engaged in allying the six
states to fight or serve the State of Qin, appreciat-
ing those rulers who were sending troops against
each other. But Mencius advocated the virtues of
Emperor Yao and Emperor Shun and the worthy
emperors of the Three Ancient Dynasties — Xia,
Shang, and Zhou, and he was unsuitable for the
then rulers of the states he toured” (Biographies of
Mencius and Xun Qing in Sima Qian’s Historical
Records). So his political principles were not car-
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ried out. In his late years he returned to the State
of Zou, devoted himsel{ to writing and formulating
his theories together with his disciples such as
Wan Zhang, and finally became the chief represen-
tative figure of the Zisi-Mencius school and the on-
ly Confucian Master who stood side by side with
Confucius. During the Yuanfeng Reign of the Song
Dynasty he received the title of Duke of the State
of Zou and had the honor of being enshrined in the
Confucian Temples. During the Zhishun Reign of
the Yuan Dynasty he was further awarded the title
of Lesser Sage Duke of the State of Zou. Hence his
position among all Confucian scholars became all
the more prominent, and he had a very great influ-
ence on the later generations.

Mencius’ principles may be summarized as fol-
lows:

He advocated the principle that the people are
more important than the ruler. He said, “Of the
greatest importance are the people, next comes the
god of land and grains, and of the least importance
is the ruler. Therefore, whoever enjoys the trust of
the people will be emperor. ” He also said, “There
is a way to win the world: win the people’s support
and you will win the world. There is a way to win

the people’s support: win their hearts and you will
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win their support.”

His sayings were directed
against the condition of society in which the ruler
took property by force and made the people suffer
from poverty. His aim was to advise the ruler to at-
tach great importance to the people’s strength and
the people’s will. Therefore, he advocated “emula-
tion of former emperors”, “practice of benevolent
government”, restoration of the jing-field system,
reduction of penalty and taxation, and decision on
the means of support for the people, thus realizing
his social ideals that “grey-haired people will not be
carrying loads on the road, and people of seventy
are clothed in gloss silk garments,and have meat to
eat, and the masses do not suffer from hunger or
cold”.

Basing himself on this viewpoint, Mencius put
forward the new idea of the relationship between
the ruler and his subjects. He said , “If a ruler re-
gards the officials as his hands and feet, they will
regard him as their belly and heart. If he regards
them as his dogs and horses, they will regard him
as a stranger. If he regards them as clay and grass,
they will regard him as an enemy.” Mencius even
regarded a tyrannical ruler as “a despot forsaken
by all”, whose rule should be overthrown. This
viewpoint is poles apart from the stupid devotion
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to the ruler formerly advocated and practiced by
those intellectuals and officials who said, “When
the ruler wants his subjects to die, they have to
die. ”

It was also because of practicing benevolent
government and protecting the people that Men-
cius was resolutely opposed to the unjust wars. He
said, “After a fight for more land , the dead {ill the
open country. After a fight for more cities,the dead
fill the cities. This is called devouring human flesh
in order to extend the territory. Even death would
not expiate such a crime. Therefore, those expert
at war should suffer the severest punishment. Next
to them are those who league the rulers against
each other, and then those who force the people to
open up wasteland and toil onerously on the soil. ”

Mencius had a special understanding of
Heaven’s mandate. He often quoted the ancient
saying, “People’s eyes are the eyes of Heaven;
people’s ears are the ears of Heaven.” That i1s to
say, the will of the people is the will of Heaven.
And he made decadence into miraculousness, har-
moniously interpreting Heaven in a traditional , reli-
gious sense as his idea of ancient democracy.

Mencius said that man was born good, putting
forward the notion of intuitive knowledge which

4



was not acquired through reflection, and intuitive
ability which was not acquired by learning.
Whether one was a ruler or a commoner, a sage or
a mean man, in his nature there were the four good
beginnings, namely, the sense of compassion; the
sense of shame; the sense of modesty; the sense of
right and wrong. And from all this the four virtues
—benevolence, righteousness, decorum, and wis-
dom—could be developed. Hence every man could
make use of his own “good beginnings” to achieve
self-improvement in his character, and finally be-
come a sage like Yao and Shun. But Mencius also
laid stress on education, saying that the common
people “will degenerate almost to the level of ani-
mals if they are allowed to live idle without educa-
tion”. He taught man to have a pure heart and few
desires, preserve his heart and cultivate his nature.
Whenever he failed to achieve the desired result,
the man should “seek the cause in himself”. And he
should cultivate his “vast vital energy” so that “he
can not be led into dissipation by wealth and rank,
nor deflected from the aim by poverty and obscuri-
ty, nor made to bend by power and force”.

The work entitled Mencius is considered to
have been written by Mencius and his disciples
such as Wan Zhang. Sima Qian said in his Biogra-
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phies of Mencius and Xun Qing, “Returning to his
native place, Mencius quoted The Book of Poetry
and The Book of History, stated Confucius’ views,
and wrote seven books of Mencius with his disci-
ples such as Wan Zhang.” But some scholars
thought the book to be records written by Mencius’
disciples or some disciples of his disciples.

Now Mencius is divided into seven books iden-
tical with the book number quoted by The Histori-
cal Records. But The Records of Arts and Litera-
ture in the History of the Han Dynasty said Mencius
was divided into eleven books, and so said Ying
Shao's General meanings of Social Customs (Feng-
su Tong). The added four books were called The
Unofficial Books of Mencius (Mengzi Waishu). But
Zhao Qi thought these writings to be false and did
not annotate them, which were totally lost in the
Song Dynasty. At the end of the Ming Dynasty Yao
Shilin claimed to have found the lost books in Ji-
nan, which are the falsest of the false, and, of
course, wholly untrustworthy.

In the very long feudal society Mencius was
considered as celebrated learning., but it was gradu-
ally that it went through a flourishing period be-
fore finally getting to the heyday of its develop-
ment.
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In the Han Dynasty when “only Confucianism
was valued”, people mainly turned their eyes on
Confucius, who pioneered Confucianism. In the sec-
ond year of the Tianbao Reign of the Tang Dy-
nasty, Yang Wan, Vice-Minister of Rites and Edu-
cation, appealed to the emperor to use The
Analects, The Book of Filial Piety and Mencius as
the integral parts of one and the same classic. Later
Han Yu further praised Mencius but censured Xun
Qing, thus making Mencius gradually shoulder the
great responsibility for the real orthodox teachings
in the feudal period. In the Song Dynasty Zhu Xi
compiled The Four Books, namely, The Great
Learning, The Doctrine of the Mean (these two
books are selected from The Record of Rites), The
Analects , and Mencius, and devoted himself to writ-
ing Collected Annotations on the Four Books, which
became official classics. Then Mencius became the
worshiped spiritual image second in importance on-
ly to Confucius. In the Dynasties of Ming and Qing
Confucian classics were read more devoutly. Men-
cius and the other three books of The Four Books
were not only the scholars' standards of settling
down and getting on with their pursuits, but also
the real basis for the civil service examinations.
This state of affairs continued till the New Culture
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Movement.

Mencius and The Analects are similar in the
form of writing, but quite different in style.
Though there are fragments of writing in Mencius,
yet pretty long speeches and articles are to be
seen. The style is incisive, forceful, eloquent, and
elegant, reflecting the rapid progress in the prose
of the various schools of thinkers. Therefore, Men-
cius not only is the basic material for studying
Mencius' life and thought, but also occupies an im-
portant position in the history of Chinese litera-
ture.

The scholars of the Han Dynasty who devoted
themselves to the study of the classics were con-
fined to sentence division,pronunciation,and mean-
ing of words. The interpretation of Mencius in this
fashion was also commenced in that dynasty. Ac-
cording to history such scholars as Cheng Zeng,
Zhao Qi, Gao You, Zheng Xuan, and Liu Xi studied
Mencius. But only Zhao Qi’s book entitled Notes on
Mencius has been handed down since that time.

Zhu Xi’s book Collected Annotations on Men-
ctus is generally considered to be an authoritative
writing since Zhao Qi. In the Qing Dynasty the tex-
tual study of classics advocated by scholars flour-

ished and there were a great many scholarly works
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in this field,and Jiao Xun’s Commentary on Mencius
(Mengzi Zhengyi) was one of the most remarkable
exegetical books. Qur contemporary Mr. Yang Bo-
jun synthesized the achievements of the predeces-
sors and wrote the book entitied Vernacularization
and Annotation of Mencius (Mengzi Yizhu), a
weighty book suiting both refined and popular
tastes.

The original text of this book is in exact ac-
cordance with Mr. Yang’s book mentioned above,
and the greater part of explanation is also based on
it; and my teacher Mr. Xu Chao managed to find
time to examine and approve our total manuscript.
My sincere thanks are due to them for their hard
work.

Zheng Xunzuo
Shandong University
February 1993
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