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The Irony in Mencius’s Analogy of Flood
Control: A Contextualization of Mencius’s
Criticism of Mozi and Yang Zhu

Zemian Zheng"

Abstract

Mencius 4B26 is a very important but difficult passage. Mencius
commented on his contemporaries’ notions of xing (human nature) using
ambiguous terms such as gu (intent/ethical assertion) and /i (profit/smooth),
and by citing the example of the sage-king Yu’s taming of the great flood.
There has been a heated debate over how to interpret the passage, but no
consensus has been reached. In this article, I propose that all of Mencius’s
water-metaphors, if put together, form a perfect analogy regarding his
ethics and his criticism of Mozi and Yang Zhu. In order to determine the
meanings of gu and /i, [ use a structuralist approach, treating sets of terms
as a whole, observing how these sets of terms are used, inherited and
transformed by different thinkers, in a manner akin to observing how the
structure of a molecule transforms. Mencius comments that those who flee
from Mohism will turn to Yangism, and those that discard Yangism will
turn to Confucianism. Why does he think so? I argue that 4B26 provides

the clue to re-construct the logic behind this assertion.

Key words: Mencius, Mozi, Yang Zhu, Gaozi, the distinction between yi

and -/i, water-metaphor

Associate Professor, Department of Philosophy, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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