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Abstract

[bookmark: _Hlk139465371]This paper raises a new problem for the widely held view that, according to the Confucian philosopher Mencius, being a benevolent person necessarily entails being affectively disposed in morally relevant ways. I argue that ascribing such a view to Mencius generates an inconsistent triad with two of his central philosophical commitments on what it means to be a benevolent ruler. I then consider possible ways of resolving the triad and I argue that the most attractive option is to reject the view that a benevolent person must be affectively disposed in morally relevant ways; instead, being disposed to perform benevolent actions is enough.


1. Introduction

One of the most central notions in Confucianism is rén 仁, which is usually translated as ‘benevolence’ (Van Norden 2008) or ‘humaneness’ (Angle 2022). Many of those who work on the early Confucian philosopher Mencius (or Mèngzǐ 孟子, c. 372-289 BCE) hold that Mencius’ notion of benevolence is closely related to the notion of a disposition to have and act from morally relevant affective states.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  	Given the difficulty of translating early Chinese technical terminology, I henceforth adopt the broader term ‘affective state’ to refer to what many commentators variously take to be ‘feelings’ (Wong 2023), ‘moral emotions’ (Perkins 2022), ‘emotional reactions’ (Hu 2023), ‘affective inclinations’ (Seok 2023), ‘sentiments’ (Choi 2019), usually identified with Mencian terms such as kindness (ēn 恩), compassion (cè yǐn 惻隱), love (ài 愛), and ‘being unable to see others suffer’ (bùrěn rén 不忍人).] 


To be more precise, the idea is that Mencian benevolence is partly (or entails having) an affective disposition, so benevolent agents are agents with a specific affective disposition. Carey and Vitz put it this way: ‘[Mencius] thinks that each of the four cardinal virtues is fundamentally grounded in basic affective dispositions, or ‘sprouts’, which are intrinsic to human nature.’ (Carey and Vitz 2020: 696) Although Carey and Vitz do not explain what it means for X to be ‘fundamentally grounded’ in Y, I take the basic idea to be that, if a person lacks Y, then she also lacks X – that is, if a person lacks relevant affective dispositions, and such dispositions are the ‘fundamental ground’ of benevolence, then she also lacks benevolence. 

Others like to say that certain affective dispositions are the ‘basis’ of benevolence (McRae 2011: 589; Im 2011: 54), that they are ‘constituents’ of it (Myeong-Seok Kim 2010: 419; Perkins 2024: 253), or that benevolence is ‘rooted’ in them (Yu 2007: 105; Virág 2017: 101), and although the terminology is a bit vague, I take them to be expressing the idea that being benevolent involves having relevant affective dispositions. Van Norden expresses this idea when he writes that “[t]o be benevolent is to be pained by the suffering of others and to take joy in the happiness of others […]. Benevolence involves an emotional response (such as sympathy) to the perception of a property (such as the suffering of another person).” (Van Norden 2007: 249) In a similar vein, Bongrae Seok claims that, “[s]ince ren 仁, the central virtue of Confucianism, consists of sympathetic understanding and other-concerning emotion, it intrinsically includes empathy […].” (Seok 2023: 584) Hence, for Seok and Van Norden, one cannot be a benevolent person without being affectively disposed in relevant ways.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  	Curie Virág explicitly ascribes such a view to the Analects of Confucius: “What makes Zai Wo ‘lacking in humaneness’ (bu ren 不仁) is his failure to feel sufficient grief […].” (Virág 2017: 36) Others hold the even stronger view that Mencian benevolence just is a ‘moral sentiment’ (e.g., Sungmoon Kim 2020: 203; 2023: 311).] 


Most recently, Li Chenyang expresses such a view of benevolence when he claims that Mencian benevolence is a virtue of care, and he defines care as a mental attitude that “comprises emotions, emotional predispositions, and desires” (Li 2024: 62, 64). The idea seems to be that, if benevolence requires care, and a person lacks the relevant emotions, emotional predispositions, and desires constitutive of care, then the person lacks benevolence. Therefore, despite considerable disagreements on the details, I believe that many contemporary interpreters hold the view that, for Mencius, one cannot be a benevolent agent if one does not have relevant affective dispositions. I henceforth call this view Affect-based Benevolence.

Affect-based Benevolence: If a person is benevolent, then she is disposed to be in morally relevant affective states in apt situations.

The view that Mencius holds something like Affect-based Benevolence is part of the standard interpretative story of Mencian benevolence. But, I argue, the view is problematic. It stands in tension with two of Mencius’s core philosophical commitments, and hence it threatens to render Mencian Confucianism incoherent. I suggest that the most plausible way to resolve these tensions is to reject the view that a benevolent person must be affectively disposed in morally relevant ways. Instead, I argue that being disposed to perform benevolent actions is enough for being a benevolent person.

My argument proceeds as follows. In Section 2, I provide textual evidence for believing that Mencius is committed to the following two claims. First, he is committed to a view on what happens if a ruler enacts Mencius’ recommended policies over a specific period of time: that ruler will come to rule ‘all-under-Heaven’ (tiān xià 天下).[footnoteRef:4] Call this the Sufficiency Thesis. Second, he is committed to the claim that only those who are benevolent can come to rule all-under-Heaven. That is, for you to rule all-under-Heaven, you must be a benevolent person. Call this the Necessity Thesis.  [4:  	In the early Chinese intellectual context, the term ‘all-under-Heaven’ refers to the known world or simply all of China.] 


In Section 3, I explain why ascribing to Mencius Affect-based Benevolence in addition to the Sufficiency Thesis and the Necessity Thesis leads to an inconsistent triad. Section 4 discusses various possible ways of resolving the triad, and I argue that the most plausible way is to reject Affect-based Benevolence and adopt what I call Action-based Benevolence – that is, the view that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent actions. Section 5 further motivates my proposal and defends it against objections.

2. Mencian Benevolence
2.1 The Sufficiency Thesis

My argument rests on the claim that Mencius holds the Sufficiency Thesis and the Necessity Thesis, and that the two stand in tension with Affect-based Benevolence. In this section, I offer textual evidence in support of believing that Mencius holds the Sufficiency Thesis, and I return to the Necessity Thesis in Section 2.2.
 
My textual evidence for believing that Mencius accepts the Sufficiency Thesis comes from 2A5, 7A22, 4A13, 1A3, 1A5, 4A9, and parts of 1A7.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  	A brief note on the citation convention. The eponymous text Mencius is divided into seven ‘books’, each of which is further divided into parts A and B (or, traditionally, shàng 上 and xìa 下), and each individual textual segment within these parts is enumerated. Hence, passage 2A5 refers to book 2, part A, segment 5. Translations of passages 2A3, 4B16, and 2A6 are my own, as are translations of traditional commentaries on the Mencius. All other translations are taken with minor emendations from Van Norden 2008.] 


At 2A5, Mencius says that, if a ruler enforces certain governmental policies over a specific period of time, then he will become a genuine king:

Mencius said, ‘If one respects the worthy, employs the capable, and puts the outstanding in office, then the nobles of the world will be pleased and will wish to take their place in your court. If one taxes the shops in one’s markets, but not their goods [...], then the merchants of the world will all be pleased and will wish to store goods in one’s markets. If one’s customs officers inspect but do not tax, then the travellers of the world will be pleased and will wish to go out on your roads. If those who plow must provide assistance but are not taxed, then the farmers of the world will be pleased and will wish to plow your fields. If shopholders need not pay the personal or village surtax, then the people of the world will be pleased and willing to be one’s subjects.

If one is truly capable of putting into effect these five measures, then the people of neighbouring states will welcome you like a father or mother. […] If it is like this, one will have no enemies in the world. One who has no enemies in the world is the agent of Heaven. It has never happened that someone is like this yet fails to become King.’ (2A5)

In short, the passage says that if a ruler reduces taxes and appoints qualified people to office, then he will eventually become king. The underlying background assumption is that not everyone who holds the title of ‘king’ is a king in Mencius’ sense of the term. That is, not all those who style themselves as kings satisfy the conditions under which, according to Mencius, a person is in fact kingly. For the sake of convenience, I henceforth call the latter ‘genuine kings’ and I contrast them with those who merely hold the title of king. I take it as uncontroversial (and I assume without further argument) that one difference between genuine kings and those who merely hold the title of ‘king’ is that the former are capable of unifying the disparate warring states of Mencius’ time. In other words, a genuine king is someone who rules or comes to rule all-under-Heaven. Hence, 2A5 supports the Sufficiency Thesis, because 2A5 states that, if a ruler succeeds in enacting Mencius’s policy recommendations, then the ruler will become a genuine king and therefore come to rule all-under-Heaven.

That 2A5 supports the Sufficiency Thesis is also borne out by the most important extant classical commentary on the Mencius – that of Han Dynasty scholar Zhao Qi 趙岐 (d. 201). Zhao Qi comments: “This [passage] says that, if what the feudal lords put into practice can be anything like this [i.e., what Mencius recommends], then how can they have enemies? This is what it means to be an agent of Heaven” (Jiao 1987: 232). The feudal lords of Mencius’ times were anything but compassionate, and yet Zhao Qi grants that, if any of them enact the right policies, they will be ‘agents of Heaven’ and hence, as per 2A5, they will come to rule all-under-Heaven.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  	For a parallel claim, see also 1A3. In that passage, Mencius advises King Hui of Liang that, if one “lessens punishments, reduces taxes, and ensures that there is deep ploughing and careful weeding, then the strong, in their free time, will cultivate their filiality, brotherliness, devotion, and faith”, which in turn will lead to having ‘no enemies’ and to becoming a genuine king.] 


Further textual evidence for the claim that enacting Mencius’s policy recommendations is sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven comes from 4A13/7A22:

Bo Yi fled Tyrant Zhou and lived on the coast of the Northern Sea. When he heard that King Wen had arisen, he got up and said, ‘Why don’t I go to him? I have heard that Wen nurtures the elderly well.’ [...] This was a case of the ‘fathers’ of the world turning to him. With the ‘fathers’ of the world turning to him, where will their ‘sons’ go? If among the various lords there is anyone who puts into effect the government of King Wen, within seven years they would definitely govern all-under-Heaven. (4A13)

On its own, this passage tells us that if any current ruler were to “nurture the elderly” of his state for long enough, this would make him rule all-under-Heaven. We are not told what Mencius means by ‘nurturing the elderly’ at 4A13. Fortunately, Mencius specifies this at 7A22:

If one plants a mulberry tree beside the wall of every household with five acres, so that the wives can spin silk from the caterpillars, then the elderly will be able to wear silk clothes. If there are five hens and two sows that are allowed to breed, the elderly will be able to eat meat. If a man can plow a field of a hundred acres, a household of eight mouths can have enough food. When one says that King Wen is good at nurturing the elderly, then this means that he regulated the large and small farms, instructed people about planting trees and animal husbandry, and also led the wives and children to nurture the elderly. (7A22)

From 4A13 and 7A22, it follows that one nurtures the elderly by enacting certain governmental policies that materially benefit the people, and if one maintains such policies for long enough, then this will make one rule all-under-Heaven. Hence, enacting Mencius’s policy recommendations over a specific period of time is sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven.

My third piece of evidence for the Sufficiency Thesis comes from 1A7. In that passage, Mencius discovers that King Xuan of Qi’s ‘greatest desire’ (dà yù 大欲) is to rule all-under-Heaven:

Mencius said, ‘Then Your Majesty's greatest desire can be known. You desire to open up new lands for cultivation, bring to Your court the states of Qin and Chu, oversee the Central States, and dominate the border tribes. But to seek what You desire by the means that You employ is like climbing a tree in search of fish.’ (1A7)

Mencius warns that the manner in which King Xuan is trying to achieve rulership over all-under-Heaven is doomed to fail. What the King should do instead is enact specific governmental policies:

Why not return to the root? Plant every household of five acres with mulberry trees to cultivate silkworms, and fifty-year-olds can wear silk. Let the nurturing of chickens, pigs, and dogs not be neglected, and seventy-year-olds can eat meat. If you do not disturb the seasonal work in each field of one hundred acres, a clan with eight mouths need not go hungry. If you are careful that the schools engage in instruction, explaining the righteousness of filiality and brotherliness, then those with gray hair will not carry loads on the roads. It has never happened that a person fails to become the King when his old people wear silk and eat meat, and the black-haired people are neither hungry nor cold. (1A7)

Mencius is saying that a ruler whose people “wear silk and eat meat” and are “neither hungry nor cold” cannot fail to become a genuine king. Mencius plausibly suggests that achieving such an outcome requires enacting the right policies – the same policies mentioned at 7A22 and 1A3. Hence, he emphasizes in three separate passages that “it has never happened that someone fails to become King” upon enacting the right policies (1A3, 1A7, 7A22).

Various pre-modern commentaries on 1A7 agree that Mencius’ overall point is that enacting certain policies is sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven. For example, the Song Dynasty Confucian scholar Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130 – 1200) comments that, “if he [King Xuan] were able to return to the root, then he would attain what he desires without even seeking for it” (Sishu Jizhu, 1A7). Given that Mencius describes the act of ‘returning to the root’ in terms of making farmers, merchants, and ministers come to serve the king, which is achieved by lowering taxes (2A5), Zhu Xi is in effect saying that, if King Xuan aptly reforms his state along Mencian lines, he will attain rulership over all-under-Heaven. Dai Zhen 戴震 (1724 – 1777) comments that, “the sages ruled all-under-Heaven by taking into consideration facts about the people and by fulfilling their desires, and in so doing, they established the way of the (genuine) king” (Dai 1961: Sec.10). Dai Zhen mentions Mencius’ recommended policies from 1A7, 1B1, and 1B5 and concludes: “This, and nothing more, is benevolent government and the way of the (genuine) king.” (ibid.). In short, Dai Zhen and Zhu Xi seem to agree that, for Mencius, enacting the right policies over a sufficiently long period of time gets one rulership of all-under-Heaven. I take this to be further evidence in favour of believing that Mencius is committed to the Sufficiency Thesis.

Finally, there is a wider philosophical reason why Mencius should be committed to the Sufficiency Thesis. The reason is that, according to Mencius, enacting the right policies will benefit the people, and benefitting the people over a sufficient period of time will make one a ruler of all-under-Heaven:

There is a Way for getting the world: if you get the people, you will then get the world. There is a Way for getting the people: if you get their hearts, you will then get the people. There is a Way for getting their hearts: that which you desire, share with them in accumulating, and that which you dislike, do not inflict on them. (4A9)

If you as a ruler do what Mencius recommends, e.g., by mandating certain policies, then that will get you all-under-Heaven, because it will win over the hearts of the people (see also 5A5). This explains why Mencius believes that enacting certain policies is sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven and hence why the Sufficiency Thesis forms a central philosophical commitment of his.

2.2. The Necessity Thesis

I have offered textual evidence in support of the view that, for Mencius, it is sufficient to enact certain policies to come to rule all-under-Heaven. But Mencius is also committed to the Necessity Thesis – that is, the view that only a benevolent person can come to rule all-under-Heaven. This is much less controversial than the Sufficiency Thesis, so I will keep this section brief. Mencius states the Necessity Thesis explicitly at 7B13:

Mencius said, ‘There are cases of those who obtain a state and are not benevolent, but there are no cases of those who obtain all-under-Heaven and are not benevolent.’ (7B13)

At times, Mencius seems to hold the stronger view that benevolence makes all the difference to obtaining and losing all-under-Heaven:

Mencius said, ‘The Three Dynasties obtained all-under-Heaven through being benevolent. They lost all-under-Heaven through not being benevolent. The states of the various lords decay or thrive, survive or perish in the same manner.’ (4A3)

In both passages, Mencius is saying that you cannot obtain all-under-Heaven without being a benevolent person. Therefore, you must be a benevolent person to obtain all-under-Heaven. This is direct textual evidence for believing that he holds the Necessity Thesis.

Against this reading of 7B13 and 4A3 one might raise the following worry. Although the passages say that you must be benevolent to obtain all-under-Heaven, this could mean that you must be a benevolent ruler rather than a benevolent person. The worry is that being a benevolent person is perhaps not the same as being a benevolent ruler, and so, 7B13 and 4A3 do not say that you must be a benevolent person to obtain all-under-Heaven and hence they do not support the Necessity Thesis.

[bookmark: _Hlk185672057]My preferred way to avoid this worry involves drawing on Zhu Xi’s commentary of 7B13. Zhu Xi takes the passage to say that “a person who is not benevolent (bùrén zhī rén 不仁之人)” cannot win over the people and therefore cannot obtain all-under-Heaven (Sishu Jizhu, 7B13). Hence, for Zhu Xi, you must be a benevolent person (and not merely a benevolent ruler) to obtain all-under-Heaven. 

An alternative way to avoid the worry involves pointing out that, for Mencius, you probably cannot be a benevolent ruler without also being a benevolent person (although you can be a benevolent person without being a ruler). Mencius seems to hold that benevolent rulers and benevolent people share many characteristics, for example, they aim to secure the well-being of others (1A7, 3A3, 7B1) and they are said to have no enemies in the world (1A5, 4A7, 7B3, 7B4). Moreover, there are passages that identify some benevolent rulers explicitly as “benevolent people” (rénrén 仁人), such as King Wu (7B3), King Tai (1B15), and Shun (5A3). There are no passages that suggest that someone can simultaneously be unbenevolent qua person and benevolent qua ruler. Therefore, even if we read 7B13 and 4A3 to say that you must be a benevolent ruler to obtain all-under-Heaven, such a reading still commits Mencius to the Necessity Thesis, given the plausible further premise that you cannot be a benevolent ruler without also being a benevolent person.

Let me summarize my argument so far. I have argued that, if a ruler enacts the policy recommendations outlined at 2A5, 7A22, 4A13, 1A5, and 1A7, then they will come to rule all-under-Heaven, and if it is true that only a benevolent person can come to rule all-under-Heaven (7B13, 4A3), then the ruler will be a benevolent person. So far, then, my argument is this:

P1: If a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then the ruler obtains all-under-Heaven. (Sufficiency Thesis)
P2: If a ruler obtains all-under-Heaven, then the ruler is a benevolent person. (Necessity Thesis)
C1: Therefore, if a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then the ruler is a benevolent person. (Sufficiency Thesis + Necessity Thesis)

In what follows I show how the conclusion of this argument stands in tension with the widely popular thesis that a benevolent person must possess morally relevant affective dispositions.

3. The Inconsistent Triad

In the previous section I have argued that Mencius holds the Necessity Thesis and the Sufficiency Thesis. I now argue that Mencius cannot consistently hold Affect-based Benevolence in addition to the Necessity Thesis and the Sufficiency Thesis. My argument is this. Affect-based Benevolence states a necessary condition on being a benevolent person: if a person is a benevolent person, then she is disposed to feel morally relevant affects in apt situations. The Sufficiency Thesis together with the Necessity Thesis state a sufficient condition on being a benevolent person: if a ruler enacts Mencius’ recommended policies over a specific period of time, then the ruler is a benevolent person. Taken together, we get the following:

[bookmark: _Hlk153444568]C1: If a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then the ruler is a benevolent person. (Sufficiency Thesis + Necessity Thesis)
P3: If a person is a benevolent person, then she is disposed to feel morally relevant affects in apt situations. (Affect-based Benevolence)
C2: If a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then she is disposed to feel morally relevant affects in apt situations.

Mencius evidently does not hold (C2). On a plausible account of what ‘if then’ sentences mean and what Mencian affective development involves, (C2) turns out to be false.

There is some controversy about the semantics of conditional sentences. A plausible view is that ‘if then’ sentences express a relation of evidential support – that is, the ‘if’-clause provides a reason to believe the ‘then’-clause (see Crupi and Iacona 2022; Douven 2016: 35-43). The underlying idea is that, from ‘if p, then q’ and ‘p’ we can reasonably infer to ‘q’. Applied to (C2), we get the view that your consistent enactment of the right policies is a reason to believe that you have relevant affective dispositions, and we can reasonably infer to the presence of your affective dispositions from facts about your policy work. 

I argue that this is not Mencius’ view, because Mencius does not hold that your enactment of policies is a reason to believe that you have undergone an affective transformation in the way that Affect-based Benevolence requires. For Mencius, the only reason to believe that you have undergone affective transformation is that you have engaged in an arduous process of self-cultivation and deliberate practice (see, e.g., Angle 2022: 54-57; Van Norden 2007: 227-246). But your enactment of policies is no evidence for believing that you have undergone such an arduous process of self-cultivation. This is because enacting Mencian policies does not involve, require, or indicate that you are undergoing affective self-cultivation.

Let me explain. Many have suggested that Mencius has an elaborate account of affective development. Some claim that affective development requires analogical reasoning (Wong 2002; 2023), guided acts of imagination and self-reflection (Perkins 2022: 109-118), or shifts of perspective (Hu and Robertson 2020: 182-184). The basic idea is that we get ourselves to have the right kinds of emotional responses in novel situations by an elaborate cognitive process that involves complex forms of analogical reasoning, self-reflecting, imagining different cases, etc. For example, such a process might involve that you recall what it was like to feel compassion in one case while you reflect on how that case resembles a different, second case, in which you have yet to feel compassion. A ruler who wishes to affectively self-cultivate might engage in such a process while she is considering and enforcing policies. Crucially, doing the relevant policy work is not enough. You could be doing policy work without also deliberately self-cultivating your affects. So, we cannot reasonably infer from your policy work that you are undergoing or have undergone affective development. And this contradicts (C2). The reason is that, according to (C2), we can reasonably infer from your policy work that you have undergone affective development. Therefore, on most accounts of Mencian affective development, (C2) is false.

Proponents of Affect-based Benevolence might respond in the following way. They might suggest that (C2) is true, because enacting the right policies requires the ruler to already possess morally relevant affective dispositions. The suggestion is that we can infer from the fact that a ruler has consistently enacted the right policies to the fact that she is relevantly affectively disposed, because having relevant affective dispositions is a requirement for enacting the right policies.

This suggestion fails to get off the ground, because Mencius is clear that policy enactment does not require the ruler to already possess morally relevant affective dispositions. He claims that any of his contemporary rulers can enact the right policies (4A13, 2A5) and yet none of these rulers are already affectively disposed in ways required by Affect-based Benevolence. So, Mencius allows that a ruler can enact the right policies without being affectively disposed in relevant ways.

Against this, one might object that, when Mencius says that any of his contemporary rulers can enact the right policies, what he probably means is that any of them can get started on enacting the right policies. Although any of them can get started, it is unlikely that they can enact the right policies over longer periods of time without being affectively disposed in relevant ways. Hence, the objection is that, for a ruler to reliably enforce the right policies over longer periods of time, the ruler must be affectively disposed in the way required by Affect-based Benevolence.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  	This is a point most recently made by Sungmoon Kim 2020: 174, 200-203, who ascribes to Mencius the view that a ruler’s ability to protect the people is grounded in the ruler’s morally relevant affective states. For an argument that affective states cannot ground the required abilities, see Brys 2023b.] 


This objection rests on a mistake. It is false that a ruler must be aptly disposed to feel compassion (cè yǐn 惻隱) or to be “unable to see others suffer” (bùrěn rén 不忍人) for him to reliably enact Mencius’ policy recommendations over longer periods of time. A strong enough desire for power will do just as well. In fact, a plausible strategy to get King Xuan to enforce Mencius’ policy recommendations over longer periods of time might consist in strengthening the King’s desire for power and his conviction that he will rule all-under-Heaven if he keeps enforcing the recommended policies. Mencius pursues such a strategy at 1A7 when he argues that enacting the right policies will satisfy King Xuan’s ‘greatest desire’. Alternatively, Mencius could appeal to the ruler’s desire for self-preservation and point out that, if certain policies are not adopted, the ruler will end up overthrown, either by his own people or by other states – a strategy that Mencius pursues at 5B9, 1B8, and perhaps at 1A2. Hence, a desire for power or self-preservation, coupled with relevant beliefs, can plausibly motivate a ruler to keep enacting Mencian policies over longer periods of time. There is, however, no good reason to believe that a ruler will be committed to Mencian policies in the long-term only if he is disposed to feel compassion for his people.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  	A similar response can be given to a different but related objection. One might object that, at 2A6, Mencius claims that all people have so-called “sprouts” (duān 端) of virtue, and these sprouts are standardly taken to be affective dispositions. The objection is that, if the sprout of virtue v is an affective disposition, then it seems implausible that you can have v without being relevantly affectively disposed. I disagree. If the argument of this paper is sound, then Mencius holds that we become virtuous by performing virtuous actions (I return to this in Section 4.2). You can be motivated to perform virtuous actions in various ways, e.g., by a desire for power (1A7), a fear of being overthrown (5B9, 1B8), or compassion for the suffering of the people. Therefore, even if we naturally come with undeveloped affective dispositions (‘sprouts’) that motivate us to perform virtuous actions in some situations, it is not true that such affects are the only possible source of motivation for us to perform virtuous actions. I thank an anonymous referee for pressing me to clarify.] 


Hence, we have textual grounds for believing that Mencius does not hold (C2), because the enactment of Mencian policies does not involve, require, or indicate that affective development has taken place. A ruler can be consistently enacting the right policies without engaging in a separate process of affective development. Therefore, Mencius does not hold that, if you consistently enact the right policies, then you are relevantly affectively disposed. And so, Mencius does not hold (C2). But we commit Mencius to (C2) if we interpret him as holding Affect-based Benevolence in addition to the Necessity Thesis and the Sufficiency Thesis. Hence, Affect-based Benevolence, the Necessity Thesis, and the Sufficiency Thesis form an inconsistent triad.

4. Solving the Inconsistent Triad

I have argued that we find an inconsistent triad at the heart of Mencian Confucianism. How is this triad to be resolved? Proponents of Affect-based Benevolence might be inclined to reject the Sufficiency Thesis. My preferred solution is to reject Affect-based Benevolence. Let me consider each option in turn.

4.1 Rejecting the Sufficiency Thesis

Those who believe that Mencian benevolence necessarily has an affective component might be inclined to suggest that we can solve the inconsistent triad by rejecting the Sufficiency Thesis. On such a view, enacting the right policies is not sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven, because having certain affective dispositions is at least necessary for doing so. 

Such an approach comes with a significant interpretative cost. Those who are inclined to pursue it face the difficult task of explaining away the textual evidence that I have introduced in Section 2.1 in support of the Sufficiency Thesis. Additionally, they must explain why Mencius repeats multiple times that his contemporary rulers, none of which have the right kind of affective dispositions, can nonetheless come to rule all-under-Heaven merely by enacting the right policies over a specific period of time (2A5, 4A13, 7A22).

Proponents of Affect-based Benevolence might perhaps argue that Mencius is not always sincere (an approach pioneered by Curzer 2020), or that he takes Affect-based Benevolence for granted and hence feels no need to mention that rulers must have specific affective dispositions in addition to enacting the right policies to come to rule all-under-Heaven. Therefore, so the potential response might go, whenever Mencius seems to be saying that enacting certain policies is sufficient for coming to rule all-under-Heaven, what he actually means is that, if a person already has benevolent affective dispositions, then all they need to do, in addition to having such dispositions, is to enact the right policies to come to rule all-under-Heaven.

[bookmark: _Hlk181983194]Such an approach strikes me as methodologically problematic, because it reads more into the text than is warranted, and it does so on largely ad hoc grounds. That is, it interprets Mencius as not meaning what he says, and it does so merely to sidestep an inconsistency. 

Perhaps further responses are available to those inclined to accept Affect-based Benevolence, but instead of pursuing them here, I wish to make a case for resolving the inconsistent triad in a different way – by conceiving of Mencian benevolence as Action-based Benevolence.

4.2 Action-based Benevolence

My preferred way of solving the inconsistent triad consists in arguing that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent actions in apt situations. On this view, benevolence is psychologically thin: it is a disposition to produce benevolent actions.[footnoteRef:9] If an agent possesses characteristics that systematically generate benevolent actions, then these characteristics are benevolent-making features of their agency. Ideally, a person with such characteristics is also a person who is affectively disposed in relevant ways. But the two can come apart. As I have argued in Section 3, a person can satisfy Mencius’ conditions for being a benevolent person without necessarily being affectively disposed in the ways required by Affect-based Benevolence.  If this is right, then we have a reason to believe that Mencian benevolence is psychologically thin, and my suggestion is that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to act in relevant ways. Call this view Action-based Benevolence: [9:  	The thesis that moral virtues can be psychologically thin is not new. It is most prominently defended by Julia Driver 2001, 2012, 2016, 2020.] 


Action-based Benevolence: A person is benevolent if and only if, and to the extent that, she is disposed to perform benevolent actions in apt situations.

Let me clarify three points about this proposal before I offer a defence of it. First, I want to clarify what I mean by a disposition to act. On standard accounts of dispositions, a disposition can be explained in terms of its manifestations and the conditions under which the disposition manifests (see Friend and Kimpton-Nye 2023 for discussion). Consider fragility. What it means for a vase to be fragile is for it to be such that, if certain conditions apply (i.e., if it is struck), then certain things will happen (i.e., it will break). Hence, according to Action-based Benevolence, what it means for a person to be benevolent is for her to be such that, if apt conditions apply, then she will perform a benevolent action.

Relevant for our purposes is that dispositions can epistemically function as ‘inference tickets’ (Ryle [1949] 2002: 121-127). If you know that this vase is fragile, then, in the absence of defeaters, you are epistemically justified to believe that the vase will break when struck. This coheres with passages where Mencius infers that some events are likely (or unlikely) to have happened given the benevolence of the person that was centrally involved. For example, Mencius infers from the claim that King Wu is benevolent to the claim that the account of the Battle of Muye in the Book of Documents must be false: “When the one who was supremely benevolent attacked the one who was supremely unbenevolent, how could it be that ‘the blood flowed till it floated the threshing sticks?’” (7B3) It seems that, for Mencius, believing that King Wu is benevolent epistemically justifies us to believe that, if King Wu really fought at Muye, then, contra what we find in the Book of Documents, it could not have happened that the opposing army got cut down.

Second, if Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent actions, then I need to clarify what a benevolent action is. Although I cannot give a complete account of benevolent action in this paper, it will be enough for my purposes to explain what I take to be benevolent acts of rulership. Mencius frequently uses expressions such as “to apply benevolent government” (fā zhèng shī rén 發政施仁; 1A7, 1B5, cf. 1A5) or “to put into practice benevolent government” (xíng rén zhèng 行仁政; 1B11, 1B12, 3A3, 3A4, 4A14, cf. 7A45) when he suggests to various rulers that they should be enacting governmental reforms that will ease the material burdens of the people. I take such acts of rulership to be uncontroversially benevolent acts. That is, I take it that, when a ruler “puts into practice benevolent government” (xíng rén zhèng 行仁政), where that is understood in terms of, for example, issuing edicts to open the granaries during times of famine, then the ruler is doing something benevolent.[footnoteRef:10] Hence, if Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent actions, then a benevolent ruler is a person who is disposed to enact and maintain benevolent governmental policies. [10:  	One might object that, on a Mencian view, a benevolent action is an action that is necessarily performed from the right affective states. For reasons against thinking that Mencius holds such an account of benevolent actions, see Brys 2023a.] 


Third, it will be helpful to clarify the role that affects play on my proposed view. Action-based Benevolence does not entail the implausible thesis that a person’s psychological states do not make any difference to her benevolence. They do. Having a strong desire to ease the suffering of the people is helpful for developing benevolence, because such a desire reliably motivates the ruler to perform benevolent actions. But such a desire is not definitive of benevolence. What is definitive is the disposition to perform benevolent actions. The value of having specific desires, compassionate affective dispositions, or certain character traits is to be understood instrumentally. If it turns out that some features of your agency (your affects, character traits, or beliefs) instrumentally contribute to your benevolence, because they, for example, play a role in facilitating effective decision-making, then it is helpful for you to cultivate them. However, what it is that makes you a benevolent person is not the presence of any instrumental contributors to your benevolence but the extent towards which you are disposed to perform benevolent actions.

Put simply, on my proposed view, being relevantly affectively disposed is useful but not necessary for being a benevolent person. On Affect-based Benevolence, being relevantly affectively disposed is at least necessary, and for those who believe that benevolence just is a sentiment or moral feeling, it is both necessary and sufficient. Therefore, Affect-based Benevolence and Action-based Benevolence are mutually exclusive, because having relevant affective dispositions cannot be both necessary and not necessary for being a benevolent person. Moreover, it bears emphasising that it is this feature of Affect-based Benevolence – its link between affective disposition and benevolence – that generates an inconsistent triad.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  	Hence, even if proponents of Affect-based Benevolence were to agree with me that a benevolent person must be disposed to perform benevolent actions, because, say, they might hold that being affectively disposed reliably motivates you to act, this would not help them avoid inconsistency.] 


I believe that adopting Action-based Benevolence elegantly solves the inconsistent triad. To illustrate, consider an amended version of the argument from Section 3:

C1: If a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then the ruler is a benevolent person. (Sufficiency Thesis + Necessity Thesis)
P2*: If a person is a benevolent person, then she is disposed to perform benevolent actions in apt situations. (Action-based Benevolence)
C2*: If a ruler enacts Mencius’s recommended policies over a specific period of time, then she is disposed to perform benevolent actions in apt situations.

The plausibility of (C2*) rests on the question of whether enacting Mencius’ policies counts as performing benevolent actions. I have already offered one argument that it does. Here is a second one. Mencius recommends policies that inter alia aim to ease the hardships of the people, stabilize their livelihoods, and protect them from famine. In the Mencius, characteristically unbenevolent acts are those that cause needless suffering – for example, killing those who are innocent (7A33, 6B8), sending one’s son to die in battle (7B1), and ‘trapping’ the people through punishments (1A7, 3A3). Characteristically benevolent acts are those that alleviate or prevent suffering, such as, for example, treating one’s parents well (4A27, 6B3, 7A15), protecting the people (1A7, 4A3), or employing ministers that take care of the people (3A4). Hence, if a ruler issues an edict for the distribution of grain during times of famine, thereby enacting one of Mencius’ recommended policies, then the ruler is thereby performing an act of alleviating suffering, and so he is performing a characteristically benevolent action. 

The reason why this is relevant to the plausibility of (C2*) is this. A ruler who is consistent in performing benevolent actions (by enacting the right policies) over a period of 5 to 7 years (4A7, 4A13) is a ruler with a good track record of acting benevolently. If a person has a good track record of acting benevolently in some kinds of situations, then this is good evidence for the truth that she is disposed to act benevolently in those kinds of situations. Therefore, if a ruler has a good track record of acting benevolently in office, then we have reason to believe that she is disposed to perform benevolent acts of rulership. And this is precisely the point made by (C2*). Therefore, Action-based Benevolence is consistent with the Necessity Thesis and the Sufficiency Thesis, and so it avoids generating an inconsistent triad.

5. Defending Action-based Benevolence

I have argued that Affect-based Benevolence forms an inconsistent triad with two of Mencius’s core philosophical commitments, and I have suggested that the most promising way of resolving this inconsistency is by adopting Action-based Benevolence. In this section, I defend my proposal by showing that Action-based Benevolence comes with various other attractive features and by addressing possible objections.

One attractive feature of Action-based Benevolence is that it builds on the suggestion, most prominently made by Franklin Perkins (2022), that Mencius’ primary philosophical concern is to improve the world, solve the political crisis of his time, and, more generally, to get things done. If Mencius holds Action-based Benevolence, then Mencian benevolence is that set of features of your agency that disposes you to get benevolent things done, and hence it aligns with Mencius’ primary philosophical concerns.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  	Moreover, if my argument is sound, then this raises interesting historical questions on how the Mencius is related to other early Confucian texts, such as the Analects or the Xunzi. Perhaps there are important differences between e.g. the Mencius and the Analects on the question of what benevolence is. Unfortunately, pursuing these questions is beyond the scope of this paper.] 


A second attractive feature is that Action-based Benevolence does not discriminate against the neurologically divergent. This is because, unlike Affect-based Benevolence, it does not stipulate affective requirements on virtue. If a person is unable to undergo certain affective experiences in relevant situations, because the person is, e.g., on the autistic spectrum or otherwise neurodivergent, then, according to Affect-based Benevolence, that person is necessarily unable to be a benevolent person, regardless of the good that she is disposed to produce. And that is both implausible and unjust. On the proposal that I am defending, Mencius allows for imperfect people who lack the ‘right’ affective capacities to still count as benevolent so long as they relevantly promote the good.

Another attractive feature of Action-based Benevolence is that it can accommodate many of our pre-theoretical intuitions about virtue. Recent work in experimental philosophy shows that we are significantly more likely to think of a trait as a virtue if the trait produces good consequences. That is, when it comes to virtue attribution, “the vastly more prominent factor is the consequences the trait brings about.” (Feltz and Cokely 2013: 712) Although Feltz and Cokely are quick to point out that virtue attributions are in some cases sensitive to motivational states of the agent, they claim that “consequences were about ten times more important than some other relevant factors”. (ibid., 713) Insofar as data on folk intuitions has any impact on the plausibility of a moral theory, it seems to support Action-based Benevolence over Affect-based Benevolence, because producing good consequences seems to be pre-theoretically the more salient feature for determining whether a trait is a virtue.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly for my purposes, Action-based Benevolence is directly supported by our textual evidence. Consider the following:

[bookmark: _Hlk169166560]If the Son of Heaven is not benevolent, he does not protect (bǎo 保) all within the Four Seas. If the various lords are not benevolent, they do not protect the altars to the soil and grain. If the counsellors are not benevolent, they do not protect the ancestral temples. If the nobles and commoners are not benevolent, they do not protect their own four limbs. (4A3)

Each of the four sentences of this passage come in conditional form: ‘if not-q, then not-p’. The contrapositive of ‘if not-q, then not-p’ is ‘if p, then q.’ This means that the contrapositive of the sentence “if the Son of Heaven is not benevolent, he does not protect all within the Four Seas” is the following: “if the Son of Heaven protects all within the Four Seas, then he is benevolent.” That is, 4A3 says that rulers are benevolent just in case they are disposed to act in relevant ways.[footnoteRef:13] This is direct textual evidence for Action-based Benevolence. [13:  One might object that the passage does not mention dispositions. But this is not a problem. It would be uncharitable to read the passage as saying that, if the ruler is not benevolent, then he occasionally does not protect the people. No, the point is clear: unbenevolent rulers reliably fail to protect the people. Hence, benevolent rulers reliably protect the people. Therefore, benevolent rulers are disposed to protect the people.] 


Action-based Benevolence, then, is an attractive interpretation of Mencian benevolence, because it aligns with Mencius’ core philosophical concerns, enjoys intuitive support, is egalitarian, is directly evidenced by the text, accommodates the role that psychological states play in virtue, and solves the inconsistent triad.

Nonetheless, given how deeply entrenched Affect-based Benevolence is among contemporary interpreters of the Mencius, there will undoubtedly be much resistance to the idea that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to act. I cannot possibly deal with every objection in this paper. What I can do, however, is to respond to what I take to be the main challenge for proponents of Action-based Benevolence – and that is to explain those passages that might be taken to suggest that highly specific affective dispositions are necessary for being a benevolent agent. In what follows, I consider two such representative sets of passages, and I offer arguments for believing that Action-based Benevolence is compatible with both of them.

5.1 The King-Hegemon Objection

One way to object to Action-based Benevolence involves drawing on Mencius’s distinction between genuine kings (wáng 王) and so-called hegemons (bà 霸) (2A1, 2A3, 4B16). Mencius’s distinction is relevant, because some have proposed that a genuine king enacts the right policies from the right affective dispositions, while a hegemon merely enacts the right policies, perhaps from ulterior motives (see Shun 1997: 169; for a related view, see also Sungmoon Kim 2023: 316). Given that genuine kings are benevolent agents, but hegemons are not, one might formulate the objection in the following way. Action-based Benevolence is false because it takes the difference between benevolent and non-benevolent agents to be a matter of dispositions to perform benevolent actions (e.g., to enact the right policies), whereas Mencius takes it to be a matter of having specific affective dispositions (e.g., enacting the right policies from the right affective states). 

This objection fails, because Mencius’s distinction between genuine kings and hegemons is compatible with Action-based Benevolence. At 2A3, Mencius explains the king-hegemon distinction in the following way: hegemons ‘use force and pretend benevolence [...], use force to submit the people, which fails to make them submit in their hearts’, while genuine kings ‘use virtue and enact benevolence [...], use virtue to submit the people, which gladdens them in their hearts and makes them genuinely submit.’ This is repeated at 4B16: some rulers (presumably hegemons) ‘use goodness to submit others’ and therefore fail to make them submit, while genuine kings ‘use goodness to nourish others’ and succeed. In short, whereas genuine kings succeed in winning over the hearts of the people and thereby make them genuinely submit, hegemons fail to do so.

Does Mencius tell us what it takes to win over the hearts of the people and make them genuinely submit? He does. At 4A13 and 7A22, Mencius says that enacting his policy recommendations will ‘nourish’ (yǎng 養) the people. According to the king-hegemon distinction at 4B16, ‘nourishing’ the people is one of the necessary conditions for having them genuinely submit. Mencius also tells us that, if one puts into practice the five measures from 2A5, then ‘the people of the world will be pleased and willing to be one’s subjects’, and they will take their ruler to be akin to a parent. If that is right, would such a case not be an instance of the people ‘submitting [to the ruler] in their hearts’ (2A3)? Would it not be a situation where the ruler ‘gladdens them in their hearts and makes them genuinely submit’ (4B16)? I believe that it would. Hence, Mencius is saying that the difference between succeeding and failing to make the people genuinely submit is to be understood in terms of succeeding and failing to enact Mencius's recommended policies, rather than in terms of enacting Mencius’s policies from specific affective dispositions.

Moreover, according to Mencius’s king-hegemon distinction at 2A3, hegemons use force (lì 力) to submit the people, but none of Mencius’s recommended measures at 2A5, 1A3, 4A13, 7A22, 1A5, or 1A7 mention the use of force. Therefore, we have reason to believe that hegemons are rulers who enact policies by force (or policies based on force), and hence they enact policies that fail to ‘nourish’ the people, fail to ‘gladden them’, and fail to ‘make them submit in their hearts’. Hegemonic policies differ in all these ways from the ones that Mencius recommends at 2A5, 4A13, 7A22, 1A5, and 1A7. 

Therefore, it is false that hegemons enact the right policies from ulterior motives, because hegemons do not enact the right policies. Hence, Mencius’s king-hegemon distinction does not raise any problems for Action-based Benevolence. Given that the king-hegemon distinction is a distinction between benevolent and non-benevolent rulers, Action-based Benevolence correctly predicts that a ruler is a benevolent one just in case she enacts the right policies, and it correctly predicts that hegemons are not benevolent because they fail to enact the right policies.

5.2 The Objection of Acts from Benevolence

One might object against Action-based Benevolence by drawing on a passage about the sage king Shun to argue that having specific affective dispositions is necessary for being a benevolent person:

Shun was enlightened about things. He had scrutinized human roles. He acted from benevolence and righteousness; he did not act out benevolence and righteousness. (4B19)

Huang 2020: 2-3 suggests that the difference between acting out benevolence and righteousness (xíng rényì行仁義) and acting from benevolence and righteousness (yóu rényì xíng由仁義行) is a difference between performing benevolent actions and performing them from the right affective dispositions (see also Van Norden 2007: 236). One might argue that this is a problem for Action-based Benevolence in the following way. Mencius is clear that Shun is a benevolent person (e.g., 5A3). If acting from benevolence means acting from a specific affective disposition, then 4B19 suggests that benevolence is (partly) a specific affective disposition. Therefore, the objection is that 4B19 is evidence for the truth of Affect-based Benevolence, because it suggests that a benevolent person is a person with specific affective dispositions.

In response, let me grant for the sake of argument that 4B19 distinguishes acting benevolently and acting benevolently from benevolence. The passage, however, does not tell us what it means to act benevolently from benevolence. On its own, 4B19 is therefore no evidence for the claim that acting from benevolence necessarily involves acting from specific affective dispositions. An equally as plausible interpretation of the passage is that acting from benevolence means acting from a stable disposition to perform benevolent actions.[footnoteRef:14] But this, in turn, is compatible with Action-based Benevolence.   [14:  	On such a view, an agent who is disposed to act benevolently is a more benevolent agent than one who is not so disposed. For the latter, acting benevolently is not impossible but unusual.] 


Given that the passage does not tell us what it means to act benevolently from benevolence, maybe some of our pre-modern commentaries on it can help settle the matter. Here is Zhu Xi’s commentary:

[This passage says that] benevolence and righteousness are already rooted in one’s heart, so one’s actions follow from them. It is not that one takes benevolence and righteousness as fine and only then forces oneself to put them into practice. (Sishu Jizhu, 4B19)

I take Zhu Xi to be saying that, if a person has benevolence ‘rooted in her heart’, then she is at least disposed to perform benevolent actions. Zhao Qi makes a similar point:

Benevolence and righteousness come from within, so they stem from the inside and one puts them into practice. It is not that one exerts one’s strength to act benevolently and righteously. (Jiao 1987: 568)

Both Zhu Xi and Zhao Qi claim that a person who acts from benevolence does not have to force herself to act benevolently. I believe that a person who φ-s in relevant situations without having to force herself is a person who is at least disposed to φ in those situations. It is far from obvious, however, that in those situations she is necessarily experiencing relevant affects. If I have developed a habit to donate money to charity on Sundays, then I do not have to force myself to do so. But donating money out of habit does not necessarily involve donating money from specific affects.[footnoteRef:15] Therefore, 4B19 provides no evidential support to Affect-based Benevolence, and hence it poses no problem for Action-based Benevolence. [15:  	One might object that I am downplaying Zhao Qi’s claim that benevolence is ‘internal’. The objection might be that, when Zhao Qi claims that benevolence ‘comes from within’, then he is drawing on Mencius’ arguments from 6A4-5. In those passages, Mencius argues that benevolence is ‘internal’ (nèi 內) and not ‘external’ (wài 外). A popular interpretation of 6A4-5 takes the passages to be about the question of whether benevolence is (partly) an affective disposition. Although I cannot possibly do justice to these passages here, I have argued elsewhere at length that the internality of benevolence at 6A4-5 does not entail the view that benevolence is (partly) an affective disposition (see Brys 2022).] 


Still, one might press the issue by arguing that Mencius elsewhere claims that the so-called Former Kings (xiān wáng 先王) characteristically act from specific affective dispositions. To do so, one might draw on 2A6:

The Former Kings had heartminds that could not endure the suffering of others, and so they had governments that could not endure the suffering of others. If one uses one’s heartmind that cannot endure the suffering of others to put into practice government that cannot endure the suffering of others, then ruling all-under-Heaven is in the palm of your hand. (2A6)

According to 2A6, the Former Kings had compassionate affective dispositions and exercised them in putting into practice certain governmental policies, which in turn lead them to rule all-under-Heaven. But is this a problem for Action-based Benevolence? No. Even if we grant for the sake of argument that passages such as 2A6 suggest that being a Former Kings involves being affectively disposed in relevant ways, it is important to keep in mind that Action-based Benevolence is a theory of benevolence. Even if all Former Kings are benevolent agents, it does not follow that, if X is a feature that all Former Kings have in common, then X is an essential feature of what it means for a person to be a benevolent agent. If all Former Kings had black hair, is having black hair necessary for being a benevolent agent? Therefore, from the claim that the Former Kings were affectively disposed in relevant ways does not follow that such dispositions are constitutive of Mencian benevolence. I therefore believe that 2A6 and 4B19 can be accommodate on the view that Mencian benevolence is Action-based Benevolence.

6. Conclusion

This paper has challenged the widely held view that a Mencian benevolent person must be affectively disposed in morally relevant ways; instead, it has argued that being disposed to perform benevolent actions is enough. Part of my argument was that the widely held view forms an inconsistent triad with two of Mencius’s core philosophical commitments. I have then argued that the proposed alternative – that is, Action-based Benevolence, the view that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent actions – not only solves the inconsistent triad but also comes with many attractive features, including the fact that it better aligns with Mencius’ overall philosophical concerns. Finally, I have offered a partial defence of Action-based Benevolence by having argued that passages which prima facie might suggest that specific affective dispositions are essential for benevolence can be accommodated. In the course of this paper, I have discussed a representative selection of passages from the Mencius, and I have shown how and why they support the view that Mencian benevolence is a disposition to perform benevolent action. The result invites a reconsideration of one of the most central concepts in Confucian philosophy.
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