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Confucian Humanitarian Government as a
Sentimental Structure

Xie Wenyu

Abstract: For over two thousand years from Han to Qing Dynasties, the Confucian humanitarian government had
been a political structure that sustained a stable but developing Chinese society. Such government was a political
system built on a sentimental structure, by which the piety to heaven is the primary sentiment. People understood
heaven in the piety. To a certain extent, piety was a kind of respect. Just like one respects someone who is superior
in knowledge and power, one who is pious to heaven respects heaven as an overwhelming power, which 1s outside
one's existence. If one obeys it, its power will be on one's side to make one to become powerful; yet, if one moves
against it, one's life will be miserable as its power turns against one's existence. In this regard, the piety to heaven
contains fear to heaven. The piety to heaven presents heaven as the ultimate entity, as the origin of all things, and
as the cosmic order. When people are pious to heaven in fear and endeavor to follow the heaven's mandate, they
will be able to maintain their existence in ultimate sense. Meanwhile, human beings as the preciously designed
animals are among all things, and therefore their natures are respectively mandated or endowed by heaven. That
1s, each human nature is in harmony with the cosmic order, and to follow one's nature is in line with the cosmic
order. Having considered this, Confucians sought to have knowledge of their own natures so as to follow them
individually. But how? Confucians found that a sentiment of cheng (i) is the way of acquiring the knowledge of
the endowed nature. When one 1s in the sentiment of cheng, which is an inward sentiment pointing towards the
endowed nature, and in which one is excluded from the control by external and internal notions of good and evil,
then, the endowed nature will be presented. Indeed, when one is in the sentiment of piety and cheng, one is able to
be in direct contact with the endowed nature and get the knowledge of the cosmic order. With this knowledge, one
then tried to locate one's own position in this order. Each position of the cosmic order contains a certain duty. When
one occupies the position, one must be responsible for the duty derived from the position. Confucians call this
sense of responsibility as the loyal sentiment. Politically, the Confucian humanitarian government is sustained by
this sentimental structure of piety-cheng-loyalty. It functions by a class of people whose personalities are constituted
by this sentimental structure, called junzi (). Junzi by definition are those people who consistently pursue the
knowledge of heaven' mandate and apply it to their governing of society. Only when society is governed by this class
of junzi, can it be improved to conform to the cosmic order, and finally reach the state of heaven-human union.
In contrast, society will be in disorder once this class of junzi does not exercise their leadership. Therefore, the
Confucian humanitarian government can be established only under the leadership of junzi. It is a government built
on the sense of responsibility, beginning with the cultivation of junzi, and being accomplished by the leadership of

junzi.
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