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“Mandate of Heaven’': Analyzing and
Interpreting the First Chapter of the
Doctrine of the Mean

Wu, Zhen-Xun *

[Abstract]

This paper focuses primarily on the approach to analyzing and interpreting the first
chapter of the Doctrine of the Mean. On the one hand, it surveys former interpretations
of the Mean, including works of Zhu Xi, Tokugawa Confucian Ogyu Sorai, and New
Confucian scholars Hsu Fuguan, Tu Weiming. These works could show other
perspectives on the significance of the Doctrine of the Mean and thus give special
values to its first chapter. On the other hand, this paper tries to stick to the
characteristics of pre-Qin texts by using linguistic analysis to interpret the meaning of
the first chapter of the Doctrine of the Mean. By doing so, the text structure and the core
meaning of its first chapter will be shown.

This paper has two main arguments. First, in the interpreting history of the Doctrine of
the Mean, Confucians have usually taken philological approach to analyzing it and used the
result as a foundation to start a new page in its interpretation. Second, opening with a brief
ordinance as its first chapter, the Doctrine of the Mean, by which Zisi’s Confucians engaged
themselves in the society, was intended to showcase their argument. In regard of the Warring
States period during which the Confucian-Mohist debate took place, the Mandate of Heaven

of the Doctrine of the Mean stood rival to the Heaven’s Intent of Mohism.

keywords: Zisi’s Confucians, the Doctrine of the Mean, Mandate of Heaven,

Interpretations of the Doctrine of the Mean, the Confucian-Mohist debate

* Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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