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Was Lu Xiangshan a Moral Generalist or

Moral Particularist?

Chuang Xue-hng ~

Abstract

Moral generalism and moral particularism are often understood to be
irreconcilable opposites. Interestingly, the thought of numerous Song and Ming
dynasty Neo-Confucians, including the Mencian heart-mind school (Méng Zi
Xin Xué FT[1£), seems to display elements of both. As such, the objective
of this study is to take Lu Xiangshan (sobriquet: Lu Xiang Shan [E£([],
original name: Lu Jitt Yuan [/, 1139-1193) as an example, identify the
generalist and particularist aspects of his thought, explore how he reconciles
them and his actual understanding of the relationship between them, and
understand how his philosophy might respond to various generalist or
particularist challenges. This research is undertaken in an attempt to elucidate
common approaches to the same issue shared by numerous other Song-Ming
Neo-Confucians, especially those belonging to the Lu-Wang (Lu-Wéang Xué
Pai [FE T £2)K) and the Mencian heart-mind school.

* M.A. student, Graduate Institute of Chinese Literature, Taiwan University.
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The generalist aspect of Lu’s thought is focused on the presence of a sole,
objective, eternal and ultimate principle in the universe, which presents itself
as an innate, a-priori moral endowment in every person’s heart-mind. As a
principle, this inner endowment provides a pure moral basis and objectives, and
is applicable to every situation that one finds oneself in. While one has the
freedom and ability to choose whether or not to abide by this innate and
universal moral principle, one has an inescapable responsibility and obligation
to it. Furthermore, people may be deemed moral for abiding by this principle,
and immoral for opposing it.

The particularist aspect of Lu’s thought describes a perfect, innate and a-
priori moral instinct as one’s sole and ultimate moral authority. Only when one
chooses to become independent, autonomous and self-aware, and free of
distractions and confusions brought about by phenomena external to the heart-
mind does one actively become conscious, willing, sincere and natural in
applying one’s moral instincts to various situations. It is this which allows
people to thereby obtain accurate moral knowledge, direction, and standards. It
thus follows that one should not abide by moral principles, rules, and/or
standards obtained externally through inference or otherwise.

In uncovering Lu’s actual understanding of the relationship between
generalism and particularism, since he asserts that on the most fundamental
level each person has a moral obligation to abide by innate moral principles
above all else, we arrive at the conclusion that particularist aspects of his
thought stem from this generalist foundation, and that his thought can thus be

described as generalist with a particularist flavor. This demonstrates that
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generalism and particularism may not be in direct conflict with one another,
challenges the conventional view of them as irreconcilable opposites, and
suggests that moral action should not restrict itself to either one and should
instead include and unify both aspects.

Finally, we discuss how Lu’s thought can address various challenges posed

by both generalism and particularism.

Keywords: Lu Xiangshan, Lu Jiuyuan, Moral Generalism, Moral Particularism,

Song-Ming Confucianism
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1 “everythingappearstobe------ context-dependent. If one wants to knowwhether some feature
is of value here, one cannot get one’s answer by looking to see how it behaves elsewhere.”
Jonathan P. Dancy, Ethics without Principles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p.
184. 55 5, : Michael Ridge & Sean McKeever, “Moral Particularism and Moral Generalism,”
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2023 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta &
Uri  Nodelman, URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2023/entries/moral-
particularism-generalism/>, (Accessed on: 1 May 2024). 2024 /£ 5 H 1 Hf@g= -
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14 “The sources of moral failure as well as the only genuine access to moral knowledge are to
be found in eachperson’s heart-mind; thismust be the focus of one’s ethical attention, effort,
and activity. To look for moral knowledge ‘outside’ of the heart-mind is fundamentally to
misunderstand the nature of such knowledge and to perpetuate and deepen one’s moral
delusion.” Ivanhoe, Readings from the Lu-Wang School of Neo-Confucianism, p. 37. 5|32
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16 “First, one looks to external standards of value (such as the classics) which themselves are
only murky traces of the early sages’ own heart-minds, instead of the pure source and
standard that exists within oneself. We can call this the murkiness problem. Second, the
possibility that one can become a sage, in complete harmony with the cosmos, is lessened
to the extent that self-cultivation becomes a process of gradually tryingto piece together
ideas and values from outside oneself; we can call this the piecemeal problem. Both of these
problems are potential consequences of over-emphasizing the ‘independence from
ownership’ dimension of objectivity.” Stephen C. Angle, “Neo-Confucianism as
Philosophy,” in New Life for Old Ideas: Chinese Philosophy in the Contemporary World: A
Festschriftin Honour of Donald J. Munro, ed. Yanming An & Brian Bruya (Hong Kong:
Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2019), pp. 58-59. 5|7 & & El=E -
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Lu Xiangshan’s assertion that ‘The Six Classics are all my footnotes’ -+----
emphasizing that the classics are not an authority independent of one’s own cultivated
ethical judgment, is surely areaction against overly-woodenapproaches to reading that were
common in his society.” Stephen C. Angle, Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of
Neo-Confucian Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 147.
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18 “Roughly put, Jiuyuan thought Zhu presented an excessively complex, highly speculative,
and overintellectualized account of the Way, which threatened to lead people astray. From
Lu’s point of view, Zhu’s teachings urge people to look outside the heart-mind for moral
knowledge and to distrust their spontaneous intuitions and inclinations in favor of an
established and codified moral standard found in the classics and traditional norms and
practices. In contrast, and like many Chan Buddhists, Lu advocated more direct and
immediate attention to the heart-mind, a way ‘not residing in words or letters.” While one
must be vigilant and on guard against the intrusion of self-centered thoughts, the greatest
imperative is to look toward and trust in the heart-mind as one’s true light and guide. The
Way is found by heeding one’s heart-mind as it leads one through the unique and ever-
changing situations and events of daily life: there is no Way apart from the unencumbered
activity of the heart-mind.” Ivanhoe, Readings from the Lu-Wang School of Neo-

Confucianism, p.42. 537 HEEEEE -
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19 “Far fromany murkiness or disunity, the impartial deliverances of one’s own heart-mindare
perfectlyconcrete andclear, shaped preciselyto dealwith the particular nuances of whatever
situation one is encountering. This brings us to one final feature of Lu’s view: namely, it is
highly particularist. While Lu does not entirely reject the value of texts and teachers, he
emphasizes that any past attempt to crystalize Pattern in writing refers to that particular
situation and cannot be inflexibly applied to any new situation.” Angle, “Neo -Confucianism
as Philosophy,” in NewLife for Old Ideas: Chinese Philosophy in the Contemporary World:
A Festschrift in Honour of Donald J. Munro, ed. Yanming An & Brian Bruya, p.59. 5|3¢
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20 Wai-Ying Wong, “Confucian Ethics: Universalistic or Particularistic?”” Journal of Chinese
Philosophy 25.3(1998): 362-365.

21 «A certain degree of universality surely is not what a universalist aims at. A universal
principleis the one, which is constantly valid regardless of any spatial-temporal changes.”
Wai-Ying Wong, “Confucian Ethics: Universalistic or Particularistic?”, Journal of Chinese
Philosophy 25.3 (1998): 367.

22 [EHifEE » H 369 - 55 “Ttfollows fromuniversalizability that if Inow say that T ought to
do a certain thingto a certain person, | am committed to the view that the very same thing
ought to be done to me, were | in exactly his situation, including having the same personal

characteristics and in particular the same motivational states.” Richard M. Hare, Moral
Thinking: Its Levels, Method and Point (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981),p.108. E
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23 Wai-Ying Wong, “Confucian Ethics: Universalistic or Particularistic?”, pp. 370-371.

« 33



196 B X8 W o5 WAt A

RSB EEIES ¢ VU~ F—-ErEfEFRANESR BRP N > 2 EXA
B/ R G L IR A P B 5 (YRS - 55 J iy i (A i B 4 FU )
Z/VRERRNE  FERVERBETHE TR I RS —EE L8
J& ~ FIGEIFRIE > 0 e AR e B P A M F SR — R A R AR

JE » HFEZABARRIE S —@rvE @R A A RIES — v EfEFER] > 55 g
AYETE AR s A 2 A 3 R BRR B IR M E b Bea R AUE - 58 2@ iufT

Rl R B HEENE -
AT LLEATEZRE - TR AT DA IRy Dham - B AM I BB A1 - B
Hoan ey ml & i 1 S B il e e HUE AR o Z RV HIEER A ¢ B R

B
i

(85 £ 2T D E BT IER (% > BrA NMEFTATB5 | 2R %8 (88 18
A
WIFTAIERATAL » U2 R AVE AR B2 ATA AMEATA 155 N g% £+

B ~ BEREALTLANG - 51 A S A 5 P DI 20 - PR T
E5R - EARIMIIFTES R SEHE » TRk A 0 TR AN SRS Lh 9 A
A -

RUEREELL EThR - 5

FFREES TR0 TRESAAE, - 2R

T e ) ((FEL ) T 400)

I

=)

(\x
baf

BIEFALA AR BT AR A HE RN EGIRE - £ —Eaydm
OfFE Dancy fraf T 5 EEFFE S, (generalistintuitionism ) AYER » Bl FEFET

AR (A1 5 Hr IR ek 28 Rk (moral features ){E 1575 EHYJAE /] - £ H,: Jonathan P. Dancy,
“Intuitionism in Meta-epistemology” Philosophical Studies 42 (1982): 395-408.

e 34 .



PER LA i FenE R (A e 1 24 2 197

RUIEYE—THR AT DA T e PHARE | 8 - HFmaE AN 20 il i T st
1 TIERER | RSy o' eI P EORE o R S S AT B IR R L i 2
ZH - EZ > BEMENENS - “HHEAKE A - Ivanhoe 5

SR RSN E R RE NS o AR T 2 Y

RERAGEERIE B P E e hE P ks BEHE R ER LY r

hpuu|

R FALen{Er S THAF T2 B TR A B A s e f e
FEEALATENE & ~ B A2 R A o BHRSEA P AIREE 0 p o ATRah-

R RSN R T SR A i - R IR
2 4p %

_*E"’.Q‘_—-Eﬁ_;?;% RGN ¢F f\lgﬁiﬁ’r-’—\.i %% ~ 51’7 ;i‘l s A 5 ¢
FRE-RE R g R - LA L WY AT RS L ot A
G AEEREABEN T BB T FHEE TS TR

AR e 27 §RARFUFNDERTR LB IFAEDE S -

25

25 “This describes Zhu’s primary path for self-cultivation or learning: pursuing inquiry and
study (daowenxue E [5£2). In contrast, Jiuyuan and his brother advocated honoring the
virtuous nature (zundexing Ei{#4:) as the proper way to cultivate the self. In their view,
the first and greatest imperatives in the task of self-cultivation are gaining an awareness of
and fully engaging the heart-mind, the font of ethical wisdom ‘never effaced throughout the
ages.”(Hr A REE L) Only such ‘easy and simple spiritual practice in the end proves
great and long lasting.” (5 T. 4% A K This is because the only genuine source for
gaining and sustaining true understanding is the heart-mind. If one directs one’s attention at
the source, the results will flowforth and informall thatone does. In stark and utter contrast,
‘fragmented and disconnected endeavors leave one driftingand bobbingaimlessly.” (7 #fis
FETF)0) If one follows Zhu and looks for understanding ‘outside’ the heart-mind—in
books, rituals, and the advice of others—one simply will accumulate discrete bits of
information that lack any overall coherence or sense. Such knowledge does not have the
powerto orientand move one toward the Way and in the end will only exhaust one’s energy,
resources, and spirit. Such an approach will yield neither deeper understanding nor proper
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