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Abstract

The Doctrine of the Mean, as the core of Confucianism, has a profound cultural
heritage and extensive social influence and is an important thought in Chinese phi-
losophy. In ancient times, the doctrine of the mean was widely applied in all aspects
of social life, running through various periods of Chinese social history and becom-
ing an important force in promoting social progress and stability. It is generally
believed that the Doctrine of the Mean emphasizes the "appropriate method of han-
dling things", that is, to avoid the extreme between excess and deficiency, and to
seek a balance point, which is called "too much is too little", and to use the "middle"
as a means. However, in reality, the doctrine of the mean goes beyond that. A com-

prehensive understanding of the Doctrine of the Mean requires both moral and phil-
osophical approaches. In addition to the philosophical concepts of "too much is too
little", "stubbornness is too much", and "contingency is too much", the Doctrine of
the Mean also includes the unity of "benevolence" and "propriety", as well as moral
cultivation aspects such as "prudence and independence", "loyalty and for-
giveness", "utmost sincerity", and "neutrality". With the changes of the times, the
status and significance of the Doctrine of the Mean in modern society have also
changed, and there has been a deviation in the understanding of the Doctrine of the
Mean, forming incorrect understandings. However, in today's society, the doctrine
of the mean still holds significant importance. This article will explore the concept
and historical evolution, theoretical connotation, and practical value of the Doctrine
of the Mean, and combine it with the actual situation of modern society to analyse
the inspiration of the Doctrine of the Mean to contemporary society.
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1. The Doctrine of Development: Concepts and Historical Evolution

The term "the Doctrine of the Mean" was first seen in the Analects of Confucius, Yongye. "Confucius said, 'The
Doctrine of the Mean is a virtue, and has it reached its peak? The people have been fresh for a long time. Shuowenjiezi
pointed out, 'The Doctrine of the Mean is also internal." The Doctrine of the Mean is also practical. "The Doctrine
of the Mean" means to handle things properly and correctly. ". Confucius advocated the "Doctrine of the Mean" and
referred to it as the highest virtue and wisdom. The Doctrine of the Mean refers to the appropriate way of handling
things, emphasizing the avoidance of extremes between excess and deficiency, and seeking a balance point. This idea
can be traced back to the Book of Documents, Dayu, emphasizing the harmony and balance of relationships between
monarchs and subjects, father and son, brothers, friends, and so on. Later, Confucius regarded the Doctrine of the
Mean as a moral and ethical principle, emphasizing that people should regulate their behavior and attitude towards
life with the Doctrine of the Mean. Over time, the Doctrine of the Mean gradually merged with political governance.
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During the Warring States period, Mencius further developed Zisi's concept of "the gentleman is in the middle" and
proposed the concept of "being in the middle" with "power" to interpret "the middle". He believed that with "power",
that is, contingency, based on specific situations for specific analysis, and on the basis of not violating conventions,
only by adapting can one not be persistent in one point, and thus achieve the doctrine of the mean (Dai Mengsi & Li
Baoyan, 2019). Through debates on specific issues such as the relationship between monarch and subjects, the rela-
tionship between the country and the country, the relationship between righteousness and ritual, and the relationship
between the king and hegemony, it was demonstrated that... The meaning of being impartial is in the middle. Xunzi
proposed the concept of "Zhongzheng", and the monarch should "Zhongzheng Chaduan". The Middle Way is re-
flected in social and political affairs, which means adhering to the principle of "fairness is the balance of listening;
neutrality is the rope of listening". It advocates that monarchs should govern the country with the Middle Way to
achieve social harmony and stability, and believes that the Middle Way is not only a political principle and method
but also an important epistemological principle. The principle of understanding the Middle Way requires people to
comprehensively and dialectically understand and judge things. The method of one-sided understanding of things not
only does not meet the requirements of the Middle Way, but also can cause misunderstandings about things. When
understanding things, once there is a deviation, the true face of things is obstructed, and the understanding of things
deviates from the middle path, ultimately only knowing one thing but not the other, reflecting certain dialectical
principles. In the Han Dynasty, the doctrine of the mean was further developed into a political philosophy, as detailed
in Wang Chong's "Lunheng". But truly becoming the core of Confucianism is systematically expounded in the book
"The Doctrine of the Mean", which states that "the way of the university lies in clear virtue, being friendly to the
people, and ending in the ultimate goodness". The concept of "stopping at the highest good" here refers to "the Doc-
trine of the Mean", whose core concept is to seek a balance point and avoid the extreme between excess and deficiency,
that is, to seek an appropriate balance point between various values and achieve the highest level.

The interpretation of the Doctrine of the Mean mainly starts from the concept of "harmony" and explains the state
that the Doctrine of the Mean should achieve: "The absence of joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness is called the middle;
the absence of joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness is called the middle." The expression of emotions such as joy, anger,
sorrow, and happiness should conform to the law, which is called "harmony", that is, the state pursued by the Doctrine
of the Mean. Confucius said, "The Doctrine of the Mean is the great unity of the world." This sentence actually
expresses the core viewpoint of the Doctrine of the Mean: to avoid both excess and deficiency, in order to achieve
the state of great unity. "The middle and mediocrity are just one truth, and because they are impartial, they are called
the middle; and because they are not different, they can be practiced frequently, which can be called mediocrity.
There is no mediocrity without mediocrity, nor is there mediocrity without mediocrity." It is believed that impartiality
is called the middle, and the best balance to maintain impartiality in human behavior is the mediocrity.

However, during the Western Han Dynasty, under the influence of Dong Zhongshu, the shift of the Doctrine of
the Mean shifted to feudal ethics. Cheng Zhu's philosophy further abstracted and refined the Doctrine of the Mean,
elevating it to "heavenly principles", believing that "the Middle" was the "fundamental principle of the world", the
"nature of heavenly mandate", and the "body of the Way". It was a fundamental principle, and "the Doctrine of the
Mean" was not simply "using the Middle", but continuously and continuously using the Middle. During the Ming
and Qing dynasties, Wang Yangming fully inherited the theoretical foundation of the Confucian doctrine of the mean
in the pre-Qin period, and based on the ideas of Zhang Zai, Lu Jiuyuan, and others, he made unique new insights into
the mean. He starts from the concept of "unity between heaven and man" and believes that "middle" is a natural
principle, and the attribute of natural principle is "easy", interpreting "middle" with "reason". Transform the dynamic
and uncertain "medium" that would have changed with the changes of time and space into a "principle" with relative
certainty standards and rules.

People are not powerless in the "middle", but should grasp and utilize it, take the initiative, and transform the
traditional "up and down communication" into "harmony between heaven and humanity". At the same time, he ex-
tends this concept from morality to the universe, conscience, and our inspiration and spiritual world. "A little spiritual
intelligence in the human heart" inherits tradition and grasps the understanding of the Heavenly Way from moral
cultivation, innovating, and developing the meaning of the mean (Wang Zhijuan, 2008).

2. The Doctrine of the Mean in Tradition: Theoretical Connotation and Value Manifestation

When it comes to the concept of the Doctrine of the Mean, we all know that the first thing to think of is moderation
and taking the right path. Overcoming or falling short is not good, and everything should be done to a certain degree.
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However, in reality, the scope of the "Doctrine of the Mean" in ancient China is not limited to this, and it is internally
unified with the essence of Confucianism, such as "benevolence" and the pursuit of virtue. The opening of "The
Doctrine of the Mean" mentions: "The mandate of heaven is nature, the recklessness is education, and the cultivation
is education." In order to achieve the harmony of the inner and outer body and mind of a person, it is necessary to
conduct self-education and cultivate them according to the principles of humanity. In fact, the so-called cultivation
of character and the pursuit of virtue is also a manifestation of "achieving harmony", that is, the pursuit of harmony
between people and themselves, so fundamentally it is the internal unity of Confucianism. Therefore, explaining the
doctrine of the mean solely from the perspective of "too much is too little" is one-sided. In order to better understand
the connotation of the mean, we can explore it from two levels: moral ethics and philosophical methods.

Firstly, on the moral and ethical level, in this sense, the Doctrine of the Mean is the highest and best moral and
ethical principle. In ancient society, the Doctrine of the Mean was widely applied to personal moral cultivation, family
relationships, social order, government governance, and other aspects. The Doctrine of the Mean emphasizes virtues
such as stability, seriousness, humility, honesty, and loyalty, and emphasizes the improvement of personal self-cul-
tivation and moral qualities. At the same time, the Doctrine of the Mean also emphasizes the balanced development
of politics, economy, education, family, and other fields, and pursues social harmony and stability. In politics, the
Doctrine of the Mean emphasizes that rulers should act with caution, pursue stability and harmony while respecting
the rights of the people. In terms of economy, the Doctrine of the Mean advocates moderate development, which
requires maintaining economic growth while avoiding excessive pollution and resource waste. In education, the Doc-
trine of the Mean advocates "education as the foundation" and emphasizes the cultivation of students' moral character
and thinking abilities. In the family, the Doctrine of the Mean encourages family members to respect each other and
maintain harmony. In the process of historical evolution, the doctrine of the mean gradually became the core value
of Chinese society. In feudal society, monarchs and rulers achieved political stability and social harmony by balanc-
ing the power relationship between the nobility and the common people, as well as the central and local governments;
In rural society, the Doctrine of the Mean requires people to conform to nature, follow seasonal changes, make ra-
tional use of resources, and achieve sustainable development of agriculture. In the Doctrine of the Mean, "middle" is
not static, but rather "middle" according to the times, which will be discussed in detail in the following text; In family
relationships, the Doctrine of the Mean emphasizes filial piety, requiring children to show filial piety to their parents
and maintain family harmony and stability. In the Tang Dynasty, Emperor Taizong adopted a policy of the mean,
balancing the interests of officials and aristocrats, making the governance of the Tang Dynasty more stable. During
the Ming and Qing dynasties, the doctrine of the mean proposed by Confucian scholars such as Zhu Xi and Wang
Yangming was widely accepted, promoting social progress and stability. The Doctrine of the Mean was originally an
important classic in the Book of Rites, which interprets ritual. Therefore, the doctrine of the mean contains moral
norms for people, and fundamentally, it is a reflection of the idea of achieving harmony. It is the way to balance
people, themselves, and nature, thereby achieving a state of social stability.

From a philosophical perspective, the Doctrine of the Mean emphasizes "persistence and application”, seeking a
balance between differences and avoiding "over" and "under". In "The Analects of Confucius: Advanced", "Zigong
asked:" Who is also wise between a teacher and a business? "Confucius said:" Even if a teacher is over, the business
is also under. "Confucius said:" But then the teacher is more in harmony? "He said:" Over is still under. "As the
saying goes, everything has a certain scale and standard, and it is necessary to find a balance point between" over
"and" under ", achieving appropriateness, just like truth has conditions, which are specific historical aspects within a
certain range of conditions. If we go further, we must find a balance point between" over "and" under ", and achieve
appropriateness.” One step or one step less may lead to fallacy. At the same time, the Doctrine of the Mean empha-
sizes contingency and timeliness, which is a specific analysis of specific problems. However, this is different from
the eclecticism that has emerged in modern times. The Doctrine of the Mean is not all-encompassing, but rather
neutral, emphasizing moderation and rationality, and having its own clear stance. The saying goes, too much is better
than too little, and harmony leads to differences. The practice of the Doctrine of the Mean has also been applied to
many ancient Chinese historical events. For example, in the Tang Dynasty, Emperor Taizong adopted a policy of the
mean, balancing the interests of officials and aristocrats, making the governance of the Tang Dynasty more stable.
During the Ming and Qing dynasties, the doctrine of the mean proposed by Confucian scholars such as Zhu Xi and
Wang Yangming was widely accepted, promoting social progress and stability.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.07.024 1682 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Yichun Yin

3. The Doctrine of the Mean in Contemporary Times: Value Reflection and Practical Application

In modern society, the doctrine of the mean still holds significant importance. With the development of society,
people are facing more and more choices and conflicts. How to find a balance point among numerous values has
become a problem for many people. The Doctrine of the Mean provides a way of thinking that helps people deal with
various complex problems. With the development of economic globalization and cultural diversity, people are facing
more complex and diverse challenges. In such situations, the Doctrine of the Mean can help people achieve cultural
exchange, understanding, and integration. Meanwhile, the Doctrine of the Mean can also guide people to address
various social issues, such as environmental protection, resource allocation, and social justice. However, the doctrine
of the mean also has its limitations, and in some cases, it may be misunderstood as a compromise or accommodation.
Therefore, we need to uphold justice and principles, and unwaveringly pursue the right direction. In addition, the
middle way may also lead to people's excessive balance of problems, ignoring the essential contradictions of some
problems. In this situation, we need to think more deeply about the problem and find better solutions. The require-
ments put forward by the Doctrine of the Mean in terms of morality can still be innovatively applied today, such as
promoting one's own goodness and unleashing one's potential through free-spirited cultivation; Zhu Xi said, "Re-
specting virtue is why we have the intention and are extremely close to the grandeur of the Tao. The Tao asks for
learning, so we acquire knowledge and strive for the finer details of the Tao." He demanded that while cultivating
our character and character, we also recognize ourselves and discover ourselves, and achieve careful thinking and
discernment.

Therefore, in order to better adapt to the development of modern society, the Doctrine of the Mean needs to be
innovatively developed, combining it with modern technology, culture, and other factors to form a Doctrine of the
Mean that adapts to contemporary society, fully tapping into the resources of the Doctrine of the Mean in traditional
Chinese culture, strengthening the inheritance and innovation of traditional Chinese culture, comparing and integrat-
ing the Doctrine of the Mean with other philosophical ideas, and creating a more comprehensive and profound ideo-
logical system.
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