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The Methodological Confusion of the Tradition
of Theories on Ren: A Glimpse at Four
Unconsciousnesses of Chinese Confucianism

Cui Ping

Abstract: With regard to the concept of ren in Chinese Confucianism, all the efforts at “defining ren” by the
theories on ren in history have failed to reach the level of reflection on methodological clarification and the validity
of epistemic logic, because they always mistaken "practicing ren" for "defining ren"; that is to say, they try to grasp
the concept of ren in the context of its actual uses, in “practicing ren," but not to undertake consciously the task of
directly describing the connotation of the concept of ren. Their logical syntax is to assign a predicate only with logical
particularity to the subject of ren, which requires a universal connotation. First, however, the concept of ren in its
appearances in different individual cases is interfered with by the contents of special experiences and thus cannot
logically present itself directly; in other words, the connotation of ren is not implicated in its special appearances.
Second, the pursuit of defining a concept according to individual experiences about its use, which is logically
doomed to contain the individuals’ mental contingency, leads to the result that all sorts of traditional theories on ren
Just shifting the task of defining ren to the hearer’s subjective judgment. This naturally cannot lead to the grasp of the
universal connotation of ren. Because the debate on ren goes without logical constraints, the same word ren deceives
the rough and muddleheaded mind and creates a false recognition of the consensus. Scholars differ from each other
in their understandings of ren, but they cheat themselves by believing they are talking about the same concept,
and thus cannot form a foundation for effective theoretical construction and genuine exchange of ideas. In history,
Cheng Hao and Cheng Y1, of Song Dynasty, once put forth their theories of ren, which flashed signs of getting rid of
the error of traditional methodology, but they were quickly swallowed up by the traditional habit of reasoning. The
reason that the traditional reasoning on ren is bogged down in confusion lies in the fact that all the theorists on ren
have been unconscious of the concept, unconscious of the epistemology, unconscious of the logic, and unconscious
of the historical eriticism. The conceptual unconsciousness blurs people’s view of the special status and specific
norms of the concept of ren. The epistemological unconsciousness makes them ignore the special requirements for
undertaking the task of pinning down the concept of ren and ignore the opposite directions of reasoning between
defining and practicing ren. The logical unconsciousness makes them fail to reflect on and analyze the limitations
of the traditional ren theories’ internal cognitive value. The historically critical unconsciousness makes them lose
the willingness and courage to re-plan the way of thinking in the face of thousands of years of chaos in thought. The
concept of ren will remain hidden due to the methodological confusion and the lack of tools of defining it.
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