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THE PHILOSOPHY OF M ENCIUS 

CONFUCIUS was prominent ly associated 
with his disciples who recorded his 

teachings faithfully so that posterity of all 
ages would have access to them. E,everal of 
his followers achieved distinction . None, 
however, was as outstanding as Mencius, 
who, though not acquainted with Con­
fucius during his lifetime, h ad studied 
under a disciple of the sage's grandson . 
Mencius' name is very familiar co young 
students who usually begin t h eir study of 
the Classics by having to memorize in whole 
or in part · the Book of Mencius. This book, 
a record of Mencius' conversations with 
people on various occasions, t reats many 
subjects, such as the duty of man towards 
himself and others; the duty of rulers to­
ward subjects; the nature of man ; t h e prac­
tice of virtue; and Mencius• opinions of the 
virtuous men of the past. 

Mencius was born in 372 B.C. of a schol­
arly family in the State of Lu, the home state 
of Confucius. Fatherless at the age of three, 
he was brought up by his mother, whose 
virtues and wisdom made her the model' 
Chinese mother for 2,000 years . Known to 
every schoolboy is the story of her several 
attempts to provide a good environment for 
her young impressionable son. According 
to the tale, she moved three times. Not 
until she had found a house near a school 
and had seen her son following the example 
of other children going to class did she re­
lent . Before the age of 40, Mencius was 
not known t o the public. He had been 
spending his time studying, investigating 
questions concerning society and politics 
and human nature and associating with tht 
disciples of Confucius. Like the great sage 
whose life was almost identical with his, 
he drew around him a group of followers. 

It was then more than a hundred years 
since the death of Confucius. The period 
was characterized by continuous social un­
rest, chaos and wars . Mencius went from 
one court to another to teach rulers how to 
govern wisely . For 20 years his teachings 
fell on deaf ears ., Although received with 
respect, he could not stir any prince to 
noble action. Finally he withdrew from 
society altogether, retiring with a group of 
followers . He died in 289 B . C . , at the age 
84. 

MENCIUS w as the first scholar in China 
who introduced an element of democracy 

into its political thoughts. The right to 
govern, he told rulers, depended upon the 
consent of the people; and through the will 
of the people one learned of the dictate of 
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Heaven. He was wont to remind them of 
the illustrious example of King Yao, an 
ancient ruler of the Age of the Golden Rule . 
For many years King Yao had ruled hi s 
people well and had made them happy when 
he decided to choose his successor. Instead 
of giving his unworthy son the throne, he 
abdicated in favour of Shun, the ablest and 
the most virtuous man of his kingdom . 
King Yao, by following the wishes of the 
majority, was doing the will of Heaven, for 
the ancient .classics said: "Heaven sees 
what the people see and hears what the 
people hear. " 

When carried into practice, Mencius' 
idea is very modern. The democratic way 
of electing presidents who serve not for life, 
but for a certain period of time, and who 
are supposedly the ablest and wisest citizens 
of the nation chosen by the people for the 
highest office of the land, wo.uld meet Men­
cius' unqualified approval. According to 
Mencius, t he people come first, t he state 
next, and lastly the ruler . 

None but the virtuous deserve to become 
government officials and they should dedi­
cate themselves to th e happiness of all . 
As to who are the virtuous, he tells the ruler 
not to listen to courtiers or officials who may 
be prejudiced, but to the voice of the people. 
To dismiss officials, the ruler should inves­
tigate carefully into the matter when the 
consensus of the people demand it. And 
when the people wish the execution of cer­
tain officials he may do so after proper pro­
cedures . Thus, one can say that it is the 
people who execute the wicked public ser­
vants . Only by obeying public opinion can 
the ruler be fit to be t he father of his sub­
jects . 

ONE day, a certain prince asked Mencius 
if it were ever justifiable to revolt against 

a king. Mencius retorted: "When a king 
treads on virtue and throws away his moral 
obligations, he is no longer king, but an 
ordinary individual. While no one has the 
right to harm his king, anyone can kill an 
undesirable individual." He further ob­
served that when a ruler regarded his sub­
jects as brothers, the subjects would look 
upon him as a sincere friend; and when a 
ruler treated his subjects as weeds. t h 
subjects would consider him an enemy . 

Does this not imply that when a govern­
ment no longer works for the welfare of 
the people, and no longer does the will of 
Heaven, !.t should be overthrown by the 
people? If so, can anyone be more daring 

i.11 justifying revolution for the good of the 
majority than Mencius? His political 
theory is surprisingly not as conventional 
as one might expect from an orthodox fol­
lower of Confucius . 

As regards the nature of man, Mencius 
believes that man is innately good. This 
goodness must be drawn out by constant 
effort and perseverance. Otherwise it will 
wither. until recent decades, the "primer" 
of every child began by declaring that man's 
nature is originally good, but that it can 
deviate unless proper education is given. 
This conception unmistakably reveals that 
influence of Mencius. The pursuit of vir­
tue is to be valued above all else. To place 
moral principles above life is not easy and 
requires fortitude to combal against all 
weakening influence . 

ONE day, when the Prince of Liang s aw 
Mencius, he said, "Ancient One, you have 

come from afar. Will my country be pro­
fited by your presence?" 

Mencius replied: "Why must you speak 
of profit? Only the pursuit of virtue is 
necessary. If the ruler asks: 'How can my 
country be profited?' and the noble asks: 
'How can my family be profited? ' and the 
scholar asks: 'How can I be prnfl.ted?' t h e 
various conflicts of material gain will soon 
endanger the country . . . So the pursuit 
of virtuous living is more important than 
thoughts of gain ." 

By this conversation and others, Men­
cius emphasized over and over again h I s 
faith in the absoluteness of t he good which 
must be cultivated and which should remain 
constant despite adverse circumstances, bad 
environment, outside pressure, brntal force, 
and public indifference . Such heroism has 
been displayed by numerous national heroes 
in the annals of Chinese history, and for 
this they are honoured and revered by the 
people . 

It is not surprising that next to Con­
fucius , the Chinese give the highest place 
o! honour to Mencius, who instilled the 
democratic spirit into their humanistic 
thought and inspired them with a zeal for 
virtuous living by emphasizing the innate 
goodness· of human nature . What Plato ls 
to Western culture Confucius is to Chinese 
culture . There is also a parallel between 
the thought of Aristotle in t he West with 
that of Mencius in the Orient . 
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