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This essay is inspired by Joel J. Kupperman’s work on character and the
good life. Kupperman writes,

There are certain good things—good food, comfortable sut-
roundings, and the like—that are so widely pleasing that it
is possible to talk about pleasure as the end of life and to
create the impression that it really does not matter who or
what you are as long as you, so to speak, get lucky in such

matter as the material conditions of life, vour health, your

1

mﬁmnmmrﬁm, and so on.!
However, he reminds us,

[to] link happiness to goals, although it matches the general
human expectation that one will be happy if only one gets
what one wants, is to ignore that reality of what people’s lives
are like when they do attain their goals.?

Life is of course not merely about material conditions. Whart is the
connection between material well-being and the moral life? While the
value of these two pursuits is seldom questioned, their relationship is
by no means intuitive. This essay investigates the relationship between
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material well-being in terms of economic prosperity and the cultivation
of character in Confucianism.

By “material well-being,” I refer primarily to a reasonable level of
physical support to a person’s life, including food, clothing, shelter, and
medical care. Such a level should be above the minimum for survival.
Perhaps we can speak of a decent and comfortable level, even though
such a level of support largely depends on the economic standards of
a specific society. Obviously, a homeless person in New York City with
adequate McDonald’s to eat everyday may seem luxurious to those suf-
fering from famine in Ethiopia. Running water is now a necessity for
decent living in a large part of the world whereas emperors of ancient
China lived without it. Nevertheless, we can speak of a reasonable level
of material support such as adequate food, clothes, and shelter.

Regarding the relationship between a person’s material well-being
and his moral cultivation, two lines of thought can be found in pre-Qin
Confucian thinkers. On the one hand, there are teachings suggesting
that people need to have a decent level of material well-being before
they engage in moral cultivation effectively. On the other hand, there
are also indications that one can become virtuous regardless of economic
conditions. There is an apparent tension between these two positions.
If people can cultivate themselves morally regardless of material well-
being—given that in Confucianism the most important thing in life is
to become a virtuous person—why would they need to improve material
well-being? Conversely, if people cannot cultivate themselves morally
without taking care of material well-being first, can the economically
impoverished ever be able to achieve moral refinement? In the lateer
case, assuming that “ought” implies “can,” how is it that the economi-
cally impoverished people be subject to any moral requirement? On
the basis of Confucius’s and Mengius’s teachings, I analyze four possible
solutions to this relationship and advance the view that, whereas a small
portion of people may be able to become morally cultivated without
a decent level of material well-being, the large majority need to have
material well-being as a foundation for moral cultivation.

Pre-Qin Confucian thinkers in general see people’s material well-being
as an important hallmark of a good society. To that end, they advocate
a social policy of “letting people get rich” (fu min ER). In this regard,
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Confucian philosophy appears radically different from an early Christian
philosophy (at least according to one reading). The Bible presents Jesus
as saying that “I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter
the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
God” (Matthew 19:24, Mark 10:25, Luke 18:24-25)2 It also differs from
a common understanding of Buddhist teachings which promote a reserved
attitude roward material wealth.* In Buddhist teachings, suffering is rooted
in desires, which include the craving for material gain. The ideal of non-
mﬁmnwﬂﬂmnﬁ. to say the least, does not promote the pursuit of material
riches. In contrast, Confucius unequivocally advocates a social policy of
benefiting people materially in ways they wish to be benefitted.’ In the
Conflician view, poverty is not a good thing and should be prevented;
wealth is usually considered a good thing and is thus promoted. In the
mmnoﬂmu of Confucius’s Family Teachings, Confucius is quoted as saying that
“the most urgent business for government is to make people rich and to
help them live long lives.” Presumably, when people have adequate mate-
rial means they are likely to live not only a decent life but also a long and
prosperous life. Specifically, Confucius urges, “if the ruler can spare people
from being drafted to labor for the state, and minimize taxes, pecple will
become rich.”” Becoming rich, evidently, is a good thing for Confucius.

Confucius, however, did not promote such a policy merely for the
sake of material well-being. Confucianism takes the virtuous life as the
highest ideal. The Great Learning, for instance, sets the ultimate goal to
Wm illuminating the world with enlightening virtues (ming mingde EHBH
=, TTC, 1673)3 The virtuous life, however, is not to be obtained in
the absence of material well-being. The Analects records a conversation
between Confucius and his disciple Ran You:

Accompanied by Ran You, Confucius arrived in the state of
Wei. He said, “this state is populous.” Ran You asked, “now that
there is a large population, what should be done?” Confucius
said, “make the people rich.” Ran You asked again, “what else
should be done when people become rich?” Confucius said,
“cultivate them.”

Here Confucius seems to imply that material well-being should be given
priority before moral cultivation. He indicates that the first course of
governmental business is to enrich people; after people become well-
off, ﬁm,g should become cultivated. The Kong Congzi records Confucius
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saying that “it is rare for people suffering from hunger and cold not to
behave badly.”®® Obviously, when people’s basic material needs are not
met, it is difficult for them to become cultivated morally. Conversely,
if society wishes its people to become cultivated, it must first become
economically adequate.

Mencius holds a similar idea, expressed in a more explicit way.
He developed a philosophy of “benevolent governance” (ren zheng 1=
BD) and the “Kingly Way” (wang dao F3E). Such a philosophy contains
two core ideas, namely economically enriching people and morally culti-
vating people. These two ideas are closely linked. Following Confucius,
Mencius says, “let people farm in the field and reduce taxes, people
will become rich.” He maintains that a good government should make
people prosperous so that they have grain as abundant as the easy supply
of water and fire.? Furthermore, Mencius suggests that when people are
affluent, they can become morally good. He says, “when people have
as abundant grains as they have the easy supply of water and fire, how
can they not become morally good {ren)?™ We should not read him as
saying that, when people have enough food (and other necessities), they
will automatically become morally good. Mencius suggests that, when
people are affluent, they are more ready and more likely to become
morally cultivated. .

[n another place, Mencius proposes an even stronger connection
between material well-being and moral cultivation. He says,

Those with constant means of support will have persevering
hearts, while those without constant means will not have
persevering hearts. Lacking persevering hearts, they will go
astray and get into excess, stopping at nothing. (Mencius
3A.3; Lay, 97)

The persevering heart is one with the determination toward a virtu-
ous life. Mencius takes material means of support as a precondition for
people to become morally good. Economic means is a foundation for
moral refinement. According to his thinking, in order to achieve a vir-
tuous society, government must enable people to become economically
prosperous. Mencius says,

When determining what means of support the people should
have, a clear-sighted ruler ensures that these are sufficient, on
the one hand, for the care of parents, and, on the other, for
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. the support of wife and children, so that the people always
- have sufficient food in good years and escape starvation in
- bad; only then does he drive them towards goodness, in this
way the people find it easy to follow him. (Mencius 1A.7;
Lau, 58-59)

According to this way of thinking, when people are poor, without ade-
quate food, clothes, and shelter, moral cultivation is out of reach. A
virtuous society has to be built by prosperous people.

Mencius holds that the Kingly Way begins with letting people
satisly their material needs. He says,

If the mulberry is planted in every homestead of five mu'4
of tand, then those who are fifty can wear silk; if chickens,
pigs and dogs do not miss their breeding season, then those
who are seventy can eat meat; if each lot of a hundred mu
.is not deprived of labor during the busy season, then families
-with several mouths to feed will not go hungry. Exercise due
care over the education provided by the village schools, and
discipline the people by teaching the duties proper to sons
and younger brothers, and those whose heads have turned
grey will not be carrying loads on the roads. When those
‘who are seventy wear silk and eat meat and the masses are
‘neither cold nor hungry, it is impossible for their prince not
to be a true king. (Mencius TA.3; Lau, 51-52)

In this passage, Mencius expresses the desirability of a comfortable level
of material well- being for ordinary people. When society is economically
prosperous, elderly people do not need to engage in heavy labor and they
will Be able to dress and eat well. In that time, only affluent people could
afford to wear silk and to eat meat. Therefore, these are indications of
economic prosperity. When the philosophy of “benevolent governance”
is practiced successfully, people’s material well-being is satisfied. Only
then can the ruler be a true king, meaning that the Kingly Way prevails.

Accordingly, the Confucian Kingly Way is not just about mak-
ing people affluent, but more importantly about making people virtuous.
Such a goal of virtuous society cannot be achieved without a material
foundation. Material well-being is a precondition for education, which
is related intrinsically to the cultivation of virtue in Confucianism. This
idea is consistent with a view expressed in the Mumin Chapter of the
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Guang, that when their rice granaries are full, people will follow ritual
propriety, and when there are sufficient clothes and food, people will have
a sense of honor and shame.”® Since food shortage was the primary cause
of social instability, ancient Chinese thinkers generally shared the belief
that adequate food supply is 2 necessary condition for a good society. With
adequate supply of food, of course, people would be able to produce other
things to enhance their living conditions. And they would be able to
engage in the cultivation of virtues. On the relationship between mate-
rial well-being and morality, this belief translates into the view shared
by many that material well-being is an important precondition for moral
cultivation, including those views expressed by Confucius and Mencius
presented above.

This close connection between material well-being and cultiva-
tion of virtues is an important theme in Confucius and Mencius. It is,
however, not the only theme. Confucius also emphasizes the need of
personal cultivation regardless of economic conditions. At quite a few
places, Confucius seems to suggest that poverty should not deter people
from acquiring moral virtues. In the Analects, Confucius commends his

disciple Yan Hui:

What a worthy person Yan Hui ist With a basket of food, a
bucket of water, living in a poor street. Other people become
distressed, but it has no effect on Yan Hui’s cheerfulness. What
a worthy person Yan Hui is!'

As a good role model, Yan Hui was able to pursue the Way regardless
of his poor economic circumstances. Living in poverty did not preclude
him from refining his moral character and worthiness. Confucius seems to
hold that economic conditions do not matter if one is determined toward
moral betterment. He even says that he would not talk to those who wish
to pursue the Way while they are ashamed of wearing meager clothes and
eating coarse food.'” He praises Zilu, who in ragged clothes did not feel
ashamed when standing side by side with someone in a fancy fur coat.’®
For Confucius, moral determination can overpower economic obstacles.

As a matter of fact, harsh material conditions could even be con-
ducive to a person’s moral development. Confucius makes this point with
a metaphor that, when the weather turns cold, we realize that the pine
and the cypress are the last to droop.” Harsh conditions can test people’s
will and character. While deeply caring about people’s well-being, at
times Confucius does not seem to be wo concerned about poverty. He
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seems to think that poverty is a relative notion and to believe that when
wealth is evenly distributed in society, there is no problem of poverty.?
Confucius believes in social harmony.!! Conceivably, when there are no
huge gaps in society, people are more likely to be harmonious with one
another. Harmonious people are able to care about one another and
to cultivate virtues together. When people are harmonious, society is
mﬁ_u?, even if it is poor. Therefore, from this perspective, for Confucius
there seems to be no necessary connection between economic conditions
{above the level of survival} and moral cultivation.

Mencius also believes that one should become cultivated regardless
of jeconomic conditions. His ideal person is one who, when becoming
illystrious, will bring benefit to all under Heaven, and when in poor
conditions, will take good care of his own moral cultivation.?? He holds
mérality to be more important than life. Mencius says,

I desire fish; 1 also desire bear’s palm. When both cannot
be obtained at the same time, I give up fish in order to get
bear’s palm. Life is what I want; so is rightness. When both
cannot be retained at the same time, I choose to give up life
for the sake of rightness.??

If EQN:Q is more important than life, it must be more important than
wealth and other forms of material well-being. Thus, it follows that a
person can acquire moral cultivation even in poverty. Presumably, moral
cultivation relies on a person’s own effort. One can become morally cul-
ﬁ?wﬁm& regardless of her economic situation. Accordingly, poverty itself
Qomﬁ not make moral cultivation impossible. Poor economic conditions
should not be used as excuses not to pursue moral improvement.

From the above discussion, it appears that there is a tension
between the two views identified in Confucius and Mencius. On the
one hand, material well-being is taken to be a precondition for moral
refinement. On the other, moral cultivation can be achieved indepen-
dently of material well-being. Is this a contradiction?

2

In this section, I will examine four possible solutions to the puzzle.
>mmma examining the inadequacies of the first three, I will advance an
interpretation that confirms both positions without a contradiction.
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The first and perhaps the prima facie most appealing solution is that,
material well-being is not a precondition for moral cultivation, but it
improves human life in a separate dimension and, therefore, it is good
on its own. According to this account, human existence is multifaceted.
In addition to moral pursuit, we also have material needs. A fulfilled
human life includes fulfilling both people’s physical needs and moral (or
spiritual) needs. Therefore, material well-being is required regardless of
its effects on moral cultivation.

Confucius once said thar, “if wealth could be pursued I would pur-
sue it, even if it meant to act as a guard holding a whip at the entrance
to a marketplace. If wealth cannot be pursued, then I just do what I
enjoy.”?* Although we have reasons to believe that Confucius would not
advocate pursuing wealth at the expense of morality, this passage seems
to indicate that wealth is a good in itself.” Assuming wealth improves
a persort’s material well-being, as it usually does, pethaps Confucius did
take material well-being as an independent good—though the passage
does not tule out the role of material wealth in facilitating moral cul-
tivation. Perhaps, other things being equal, material well-being s good
in itself.

This account separates moral consideration from material consid-
eration in order to justify people’s pursuit of material well-being. The
strength of this account, as I see it, is also its weakness. First of all, it
is not all that clear whether we can justifiably say that, other things
being equal, material well-being is good in itself. Suppose, for the sake of
argument, wealth does not affect a wicked man as far as moral behavior
is concerned, would making him wealthy {hence improving his mate-
rial well-being) be an independently good thing? The answer is not so
obvious, to say the least. To borrow the language from Kantian ethics,
it seems that material well-being is a qualified good rather than an
unqualified good. A qualified good is not good in itself. Confucians see
the good life as a virtuous life. Even though material well-being is good,
it seems plausible that its ultimate value has to be realized in becoming
an all-rounded virtuous person.

Second, the overall thrust of the Confucian view is that mate-
rial well-being is not separate from the overall well-being of a person.
Neither Confucius nor Mencius separates the material and moral dimen-
sions of a person’s life. While taking the virtuous society as the ulti-
mate goal, the Confucian philosophy of government also has people’s
livelihood (minsheng B&4E) as a cornerstone. Disconnecting the linkage
between material well-being and moral cultivation may undermine the
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justification of the priority of people’s livelihood in Confucian political
philosophy. Confucianism promotes virtue ethics.?® In that regard, it
is: radically different from Kantian ethics. Confucian ethics emphasizes
developing moral character rather than moral deliberation at crossroads.
The latter is usually presented in contemporary moral philosophy as
a “snapshot” view of ethical decision—the decision-procedure that is
“oriented toward single decisions, viewed as disconnected from other
decisions, in a way which ignores or slights the moral importance of
continuity of commitment.”” Moral character matters in Confucianism.
A person of character possesses moral knowledge as well as dispositions
tg act virtuously. In this Confucian view, virtues are acquired through
cultivation. Moral cultivation always takes place in specific environ-
ments. The formation of character requires habitual practice of certain
actions. This requires adequate material conditions. For example, one of
the primary Confucian virtues is learning (xue £), including learning
about life in general and book-learning in particular. While one can
always learn wisdom from others in whatever economic circumstances,
book-learning requires a certain level of material provisions in society.
Developing such virtues presupposes an adequate level of economic con-
ditions. For most people, such an adequate level of material provisions
would imply material well-being. Therefore, in Confucianism, material
well-being and cultivation of character are not independent of each
other. Although we may not rule it out exclusively, the first solution
daes carry some serious difficulties.

The second possible solution attempts to eliminate the other hom
in the dilemma by confirming that material well-being is a precondition
for moral cultivation. It holds that no one can achieve moral cultivation
without a decent level of material well-being. Unlike the first answer,
this answer is prima facie implausible. For the sake of argument, we must
examine it as it is nevertheless a logical possibility. There are abundant
counterexamples, however, to discredit the claim that moral cultivation
is impossible without material well-being, the case of Yan Hui being an
obvious one as discussed earlier. Neither Confucius nor Mencius can
be said of having committed to such a view. In the end, we have to
conclude that this solution clashes directly with many of the sayings by
Confucius and Mencius. Therefore it is not a viable solution.

The third answer is that Confucius and Mencius may have differ-
ent virtues in mind when they say that one needs material well-being
in order to cultivate {one set of) virtues and that one does not need
material well-being to cultivate (another set of) virtues. They do make
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comments that suggest this possibility. For instance, Confucius maintains
that if a person is rich and socially elevated, he should do what a rich
and socially elevated person should do, and when a person is poor and
humble, he should do what a poor and humble person should do. Either
way, a good person can behave virtuously in ways appropriate to his
circumstances.® Thus, it appears that one can be a virtuous person no
matter what the circumstances may be. Confucius also discusses such
virtues as “no whining when you are pootr” and “not haughty when
you are rich.”® Hardships in poverty tend to cause people to complain,
whereas material wealth may make people arrogant. Accordingly, poverty
provides an environment to develop the virtue of endurance (no whin-
ing) and richness offers opportunities for people to improve their virtue
of humility. Mencius also suggests a similar point. He says that the great
person is not to be corrupted in richness, nor moved off track toward
goodness in poverty, nor giving in to power and force.”® Presumably, the
virtue against corruption is tested in richness and the virtue of steadfast-
ness is proved through poverty and hardship. From here we can say that
varied personal conditions provide different environments to attain and
reinforce respective virtues such as resistance to corruption and seeadfast-
ness in the face of overwhelming difficulties.

The main difficulty with the third answer, however, is that it makes
poverty and richness equally good for moral cultivation: while wealth
is conducive to developing one type of virtues, poverty is conducive to
developing a different type of virtues; neither can be said to be better
than the other. But, if virtues can be cultivated equally well in either
situation, and if the goal is to build a society with virtuous people, then
why do we need economic prosperity? Why do Confucius and Mencius
go all out in promoting economic prosperity rather than taking a stance
of indifference! Furthermore, if people need poverty to cultivate certain
virtues more effectively, would that imply that society should provide
poverty as such an opportunity! A positive answer to the last question
seems implausible.’! Furthermore, if richness and poverty provide oppor-
tunities for people to cultivate different sets of virtues, it is difhcult to
see how anyone can become virtuous in an all-rounded way, which the
Confucian supreme virtue of ren 1= requires. Thus, this solution is not
as promising as it first appears.

There is a coherent account that preserves both views in the appar-
ent dilemma. The fourth answer differentiates two categories of people
and presents a twofold account: Confucius and Mencius hold that people
who are already morally cultivated well and people who are so inclined
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strongly do not depend on good material conditions for moral refine-
ment, but other people, those who are not already morally so inclined,
need to have their material well-being taken care of first before they
can become morally cultivated.

'Confucius and Mencius are realistic in assessing people’s varied
levels of willpower toward moral cultivation. Human society is unlike
Garrison Keillor's fictional town Lake Wobegon, where “all the women
are strong, all the men are good looking, and all the children are above
average.” In the real world, some women are strong and some are weak,
some men are good looking and some are rather not so good looking,
and tome children are just below average. So, social philosophy needs
to mmw» into account both above-average, average, and below-average
Humovw Confucius and Mencius are painfully aware of this social reality
and have developed their philosophies accordingly.

#Hro_.m is textual evidence in support of this twofold account. For
instance, Confucius says, “morally cultivated persons are concerned about
the Way, not about poverty.” He also says, “morally cultivated persons
may be impoverished (while still persevering), but when petty persons
are impoverished, they lose all restraints.”™ For those who are already
morally well-cultivated or are so inclined strongly, poverty does not alter
their moral pursuit. People already with strong moral character can with-
stand such hardships and keep moving forward on a virtuous path. The
Tan-gong B Chapter of the Book of Rites records a story about a hungry
man jin the ancient state of Qi. There was a famine. A wealthy man
handed out charity food in the street. He saw a poor man approaching
and said, in an arrogant tone, “Hey you, come here and eat!” The poor
man responded, “I have ended up in this condition precisely because
I refuse to eat ‘hey you’ food like yours!” The poor man chose to
starve rather than to be humiliated. Similar to Mencius's comment on
choosing between fish and bear’s palm, the moral of this story is that a
person should retain dignity even if it means he would have to suffer
the consequences, including poverty and death. It suggests that lack of
living necessities like food and clothes does not mean a person would
have to compromise his integrity or morality, not to mention lacking
a decent level of material conditions. For this reason, Confucius says
that the learned person is not affected by poverty.”® Mencius maintains
that the moral path of the great person will not be altered by poverty
or meager status.*®

However, placing morality above life is rather an unusual abil-
ity. mwﬁum for most otherwise decent people, when material conditions
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worsen, their moral standards for action often deteriorate. For those éw.o
have yet to form a strong character or are not so 50:3&_. Uﬂm.mcEmUF it
is hard to stay in line with rules of propriety when they live in poverty.

When in hunger, for example, the morally vulnerable are likely to m.ﬁm&
food; when in cold, they are likely to steal clothes or to trespass 58.
other people’s places to stay warm. Hence, the morally refined persons

indifference to material well-being may not apply to people in general.

We should note that in Mencius’s comments about the close connec-
tion between having constant material means and moral goodpess, he
specifically says that it is for the masses {min ). For the masses,
material well-being is necessary for moral cultivation. Indeed, one may
argue that, precisely because of this, Mencius strongly promotes eco-
nomic prosperity even though his ultimate goal is moral attainment in
society. For Confucius and Mencius, whereas morally inclined people
can advance along the right path in varied conditions, average people
need to have their material well-being taken care of first before they
can engage in moral cultivation in a meaningful way. Thus, mnnn.#.m.:um to
the fourth solution, when these thinkers say that material conditions do
not determine a person’s moral cultivation, they refer to one category ‘ohm
people, presumably of a small number; when they maintain that .anw‘ﬂ&
well-being is a precondition for moral cultivation, they have in .B:&
the large majority of people. Because they have different categories mum
people in mind, their various sayings, though appear conflicting, are in
fact not contradictory.

This kind of apparent conflict appears common in various cultural
traditions. In Christianity, for instance, there is the teaching that a
person has to follow God’s commandments in order to get to heaven.
Those who violate God’s commandments will be judged accordingly and
punished in hell. There is also the teaching, however, that people cannot
carn their way to heaven; only God’s grace can let people enter heaven.
In Buddhism, on the one hand, we find that karma regulates human
actions and those doing bad things will produce bad karma and have
to pay the price. On the other hand, there is m;mo. the Smm?ﬁm that a
person can achieve Buddhahood at any time; all it takes is ﬁo. ovmwm.m
one’s mindset. One way to make sense of this apparent contradiction is
to see different strands of teaching as targeting different kinds of people.
It is not farfetched to suppose that the threat of punishment is geared
toward people who may do bad things and to prevent mrwB from doing
bad things, whereas the salvage strand is to give people with bad nmoo.&m
hopes to reform themselves for the better. It would be counterproductive
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if the targeted audience were reversed, not rewarding people with good
deeds entirely while telling people disposed toward bad actions that what
they do does not matter. Similarly, it could be the case that Confucius
and Mencius were targeting different audiences in their teaching: for
example, encouraging rulers to take care of people’s material well-being
whereas encouraging the people for moral cultivation regardless of their
material conditions. Thus, one may think that these thinkers do “double
talk” to different audiences out of strategic considerations.

. This “double talk” account, however, has its limitations. It con-

tradicts with the Confucian belief that moral failure is due to a per-
son’s internal weakness rather than external conditions. Confucius says,

. :mﬁEmiﬁm human excellence depends on yourself. How can it depend

on others?!™® In his eyes, whether a person becomes virtuous or not
is;due to her internal determination or dispositions, not on external
factors such as economic conditions. Mencius seems to follow a similar
line of thinking. He holds that virtues are not imposed on people from
outside. They are from internal sources. If people pursue these sources,
they will foster these qualities and become morally good; if they abandon
their effort, they will lose these sources.”® Accordingly, a petson’s moral
refinement is not determined by external conditions, though it may be
influenced by them. If this is true with everyone, how can we say that
some people need to secure material well-being before they can become
morally cultivated? I believe this difficulty can be resolved by introduc-
ing the concept of statistical necessity of different categories of people.
In society, there are morally cultivated people and uncultivated
people.® The uncultivated group should be taken as a category based on
a statistical fact. This kind of fact is statistically inevitable. Statistical
inevitability is neither logical nor metaphysical. Yet, it is a strong form of
inevitability. Indeed, it is so strong that we may call it statistical necessity.
Ler me give an example for this kind of necessity. The oxygen molecules
are distributed randomly in my office. It means that, at any time, a par-
ticular oxygen molecule could move away from me out of randomness. So,
could all oxygen molecules suddenly move away from where I sit in their
random movement and, as a result, I suffocate? It is logically possible for
this to happen, but statistically impossible. It is statistically necessary that
I will have access to oxygen molecules even though they are randomly
distributed. The point can also be made with a familiar case, though at
a lesser degree. When someone teaches a mega-sized class, it is safe to
presume that some students will receive D's and F’s in their grades as
a matter of statistical fact. Furthermore, it is safe to presume that the
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poorer the circumstances are for the class, such as poor teaching, a badly
equipped classroom, and unfortunate timing, the likelier more students
will receive these bad grades. Similarly, if a society has a large number
of people living in destitution, it is statistically inevitable that some or
even most of them will not become educated and morally cultivated.

Now, if most people need an economic foundation in order to
become morally cultivated, would that give people in poor economic
conditions excuses not to become virtuous?! The Confucian response
to this question, I think, is twofold. On the one hand, Confucians
emphasize the importance of personal effort in moral cultivation. The
inevitability of the “uncultivated” category does not mean that any par-
ticular individual is born to be in the “uncultivated” group, just as the
statistical necessity of my access to oxygen molecules does not imply
that any particular oxygen molecule is predetermined to be within my
reach. Statistically, people growing up in ghettos are more likely to have
trouble with the law and not to live a good life. It is not the case, how-
ever, that any particular individual in ghettos is predetermined to grow
up in trouble or otherwise. There is an ancient Chinese story about a
poor boy who loved learning so much that he borrowed light from his
neighbor through a hole in the wall (zaobi touguang AL YE). The boy,
whose family was too poor to provide light for his nightly reading, was
able to read by poking a hole in the wall so he could use light from his
neighbor. The story has inspired Chinese students throughout history.
Whether a particular person will become cultivated, regardless of mate-
rial conditions, depends on personal effort. Some people become culti-
vated after they make such effort whereas some people do not become
cultivated because they refuse to make such an effort. It is not the
case that some people are preassigned into one category or another at
birth and cannot change. Rather, it is because a person chooses not to,
therefore he does not become cultivated and consequently fall into the
“uncultivated” category of statistical necessity. In the Confucian view, no
one is predetermined to be without virtue, Therefore, if someone does
not become virtuous, he himself bears the responsibility.

On the other hand, Confucians hold society, and the government
in particular, accountable for the failure to create an environment con-
ducive to people’s education and cultivation. In reality, few people can
be as determined and industrious as the boy in the above story. Most
people, after a whole day of hard labor in the field, would simply go to
bed. Who can blame them? The vast majority of us need an environ-
ment more conducive to moral cultivation. We need external as well
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as internal forces in order to become virtuous. In the Confucian view,
government has responsibility for the moral failure of the general popu-
lace under poor economic conditions. Just as more students are likely
to fail in a poorly taught class and more youngsters in ghettos are likely
to have trouble with the law, more people are likely to be inadequately
educated and poorly cultivated in an impoverished society. Therefore,
in order to facilitate people’s moral cultivation, society needs to enable
people to become economically prosperous.

| Thus, if we understand the statistical necessity of the moral failure
Omm mpoverished people, we can make sense why Confucius and Mencius
maintain that, on the one hand, individual petsons can become mor-
ally cultivated even in harsh economic conditions, and, on the other,

. d . . . o
material well-being is a precondition for the moral cultivation of the

mmwpma& population.

| In conclusion, Confucians hold that material well-being is impor-
tant to people’s moral cultivation. While a small number of naturally so-
inclined or already sufficiently cultivated people may be able to become
or.remain morally cultivated independently of economic conditions, for
most people, however, material well-being is a necessary condition for
successful moral cultivation. Therefore, in order to foster a good society,
government must help people make a decent living so they obtain the
necessary material means for moral cultivation. In this view, the two
ideas of Mencius’s philosophy of “benevolent governance,” economic
prosperity and moral refinement, are closely linked.
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Notes

1. Kupperman 1991, 119-20.

2. Kupperman 1991, 120.

3. Like any other world-tradition, Christianity contains more than one
version and is subject to more than one interpretation. Calvinism, for instance,
takes a different position on accumulating material wealth.

4. For a recent effort to counter this common interpretation, see David
Loy, “Buddhism and Poverty,” accessed on 29 March 2011 at <htep://fwww.bud-
dhachannel. tv/portailfspip.phplarticle3707>. According to another interpreta-
tion, the Buddhist Middle-way is not opposed to material wealth, to an extent.

5. Analects 20.2; TTC, 2535. “Li 7" literally means profit.

6. Bz 2%, muﬂﬁﬁmmaﬁﬁmﬁ (Confucius’s Family Teachings, 108).
For the Confucian view on longevity, see Li 2010.

7. 5%, BES, EIRER (Confucus's Family Teachings, 108}.

8. Character and virtue are closely related. I follow Kupperman and see
character as connected directly to the person, whereas virtues can be shared by
many people (Kupperman 1991, $-10).

9. BAERTFHE: FEER HER: “BERIUANS: "H: “E
Z2E: “BER, TME? "H: “BZ” (Andects 13.9; TTC, 2507).

10. JLEBTIHA F TR BIEEES (Fu, 78).

11. HEMAR, BERM, ROTEER (Mencius TA23; TTC, 2768}

12. Ibid.

13. MERAACEE? Ibid

14. A mu is about 666.7 square meters.

15. The original statement appears as 5 & & , El M 8 & ; K
T B, HHEE «EF - HE>» (TTM, 91). The statement suggests that
abundant supply of material goods is a sufficient condition for morality. When
Sima Qian quoted it in the Records of History, he changed the word “2¢H(” into
“erfi” (& JE BT A1 488 €, REEMEEE «EHi - BRI ; Sima
(ian, 2132, making the former just one of the conditions for the latter. Sima
Qian’s understanding appears more in line with Confucianism.

16, B&Ew —8e, gk, EEE. AREEE, FiRER
%, BHRE! (Analecrs 6.11; TTC, 2478).

: TEREAE, REMBEDL (Andecs 49 TTC, 2471).

8. “BEINAEHS, TARE, Hoti: AR, @HRAE?
ﬁm%mnmNo FH: “REMN, FRE (Andects 9.27; TTC, 2491).

19. SREBENFEZ B (Andlects 9.28; TTC, 2491). James Legge, D.C
Lau and others have translated the word “B5” as “losing leaves,” which is inap-
propriate for the pine and cypress. “B” stands for “Y8,” which the Chinese
lexicon Shuowenjiez defines as “injured half way 24#.” I render it as “to droop.”

20. Analecss 16.1; TTC, 2520.

21. For an account of the Confucian philosophy of harmony, see Li 2013.
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22, [BE, BmRR; AEE, BRERM. SREERS 20F
EBRF E%aﬁ 7A.9; TTC, 2765).

23 &, REFEE; MRE, FRETAUE, TERTER, SATHE
FEEAM. £, 7 H.%@m%ﬁu 2, FIRATERH, Emﬁldﬁ%u TR
FHAL (Mencius 6A.10; TTC, 2752). In Chinese cuisine, a bear’s palm is con-
sidered far more precious than fish.

24 IR £, BB, WA, #EHT (Andecs 7.11; TTC
2482). 1 thank Peimin Ni for reminding me of this reference.

:25. Edward Slingerland has translated the latter part as, “Since it is not
worth pursuing, however, 1 prefer to follow that which I love” (Slingerland,
68). Such a translation would assign Confucius the view that wealth is simply
not worth pursuing. This nmﬂmmﬂnm is too liberal. The “4i1” in “SIARTI3R” is
mﬁmm ntly the hypothetical “if” as most translators have followed.

26. See Philip J. Ivanhoe’s essay in this volume.

27. Kupperman 1991, 74.

18 NEFHS RER, TPEE;, BAE, T4 (TTC 1627).
29. BB, ETEE (Analects 14.10; TTC, 2511).

30. EBTHEE, HEAES, HEEEHE (Mencius 3B.7; TTC, 2710).
31. During the Cultural Revolution in China, the state did provide a
similar opportunity for people to eat yikufan BE4EH, or “food for remembering
the past hardship.” It apparently did not produce much good.

32. EFEEANEE (Andlects 15.32; TTC, 2518).

33 EFESE, PAEIESR (Andects 15.2; TTC, 2516).

34 FRFARRKZA, UERES (TTC, 2314).

35 EEARLAZE, FERE PAE, MR AL (Confucius's Family
u,mnanm& 37

36. EEAEE, HERRE, REREE. HZEATE (Mendus
3B.7; TTC, 2710).

37, RZIHEH (Mencius 3A.3; TTC, 2702).

38 ®CHD, MEATE? (Andecs 12.1; TTC, 2502).

39. IEESMERE, REAZH, HEER, %A RN 52, &H
2. SABEEMEEE, FEEREA 21 (Mencius 6A6; TTC, 2749).

#0. For the sake of argument, here I consider only normal adules and leave
out the issue with relative standards and levels of the “cultivated.”

41. BEMG: EEEHEE, DEWMEES. BEFEN A, B
B He, LEWHMME (Cheng and Cheng, 69-70).
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Materialistic Desires and FEthical Life in the
Analects and the Mencius

Sor-HoON TAN

Confucius lamented, “It is not easy to find students who will study for
three years without their thoughts turning to an official salary.” His
student, Zizhang, was described in the rext as studying for the purpose
of career advancement {2.18). Fortunately, he had at least one student
who was free from materialistic motivation.

He has a bamboo of rice to eat, a gourd of water to drink,
and a dirty little hovel in which to live. Other people would
not be able to endure his hardships, yet for Hui it has no

effect on his enjoyment. A person of character [xian ] is
this Yan Hui! {6.11)

Confucius shared with Yan Hui this ability to endure, if not enjoy,
poverty, which seems to be part of the character of a Confucian jung
5°F, an exemplary person.

The Master said, “Wealth and honor are what people want,
but if they are the consequence of deviating from the way
(dao 3H), I would have no part in them. Poverty and disgrace
are what people deplore, but if they are the consequence of
staying on the way, [ would not avoid them.” (4.5)

Iy appearing to choose ethical life over wealth and honor (also 7.12),
Confucius seemed to imply that ethical life and materialistic desires are



