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  Abstract 
Confucius advocated benevolence as the core and put forward a unique view of 
righteousness and interests, constructing the main structure of Confucianism. Men-
cius advocated the theory of goodness of nature and put forward the thought of 
benevolent government, which developed Confucianism on the thought of Confu-
cius. After dong Zhongshu’s innovation, Confucianism adapted to the development 
of a unified society, but compared with Confucius and Mencius, there are certain 
differences. After emperor Wudi, Confucianism became the main cultural subject 
and mainstream ideology in traditional Chinese society. By comparing the differ-
ences between the two theories, this paper will help us enhance our cultural confi-
dence, and provide a relatively new perspective for understanding Confucian cul-
ture. 
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1. The Origin of Confucianism 

The study of any doctrine must be traced back to its source in order to have a comprehensive understanding of it. In 
the Shuowen Jiezi, it is recorded that “Ru, soft, is the name of the magician. It is composed of the character for 
“people” and the character for “xu”. “Ru” is a class or a profession, but there are many different views on the thinking 
of “Ru”. Mr. Zhang Taiyan once said: “Ru refers to a profession that makes a living from religion, responsible for 
religious rituals such as funerals and sacrifices to gods. “Those who pray for rain are called ru, so Zeng Xi was crazy 
and wanted to dance with the rain. “Different people have different thoughts on “Ru” (Zhang, 2010). 

During the Western Zhou Dynasty, when the bureaucratic system was relatively complete, “Confucianism” also 
existed as a class. The “Fourth is Confucianism, and it wins the people with the Tao” recorded in the “Zhou Li: 
Tianguan” can analyze the nature of “Confucianism”. Confucius, the founder of Confucianism, had a new under-
standing and thinking about “Confucianism” (Dong, 2012). In “The Analects of Confucius: Yong Ye”, “The Master 
said to Zixia: “You should be a gentleman Confucianism, not a villain Confucianism”. In Confucius’ view, “Confu-
cianism” is not a profession or class as a thought concept. Confucius’ Confucianism inherited and summarized the 
early ideas of the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties, and was influenced by the rituals of the Yin Dynasty and the ritual 
and music system of the Western Zhou Dynasty. In particular, he drew essence from the classics of the Western Zhou 
Dynasty, such as “The Book of Songs” and “The Book of Changes”. In the Confucian classic “The Analects of 
Confucius: Weizheng”, “The Yin Dynasty followed the Xia Dynasty’s rituals, and the changes and additions are 
obvious; the Zhou Dynasty followed the Yin Dynasty’s rituals, and the changes and additions are obvious. “If there 
is anyone who can succeed Zhou, even after a hundred generations, it will be known.” This record shows that the 
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idea of “ritual” has a great influence on Confucianism. Confucius borrowed and absorbed from previous literature 
and established a Confucian doctrine system with “benevolence” as its core, thus laying the foundation for Confu-
cianism. 

2. Confucius and Mencius’s teachings 

The core idea of Confucius is “benevolence”. There are many discussions about “benevolence” in the Analects. 
Confucius has a very deep understanding of “benevolence”. “Benevolence” is not only an idea, but also a practice. 
By implementing the idea of “benevolence” into specific practice, “benevolence” is elevated to a very abstract level, 
but also very specific. It seems very contradictory, but it is very reasonable. Confucius once said: “The benevolent 
man, when he wants to establish himself, establishes others; when he wants to achieve himself, he achieves others” 
(Yuan, 2019). This is Confucius’ specific understanding of “benevolence”. Confucianism was born in a very special 
situation. The Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period was a period of great change in Chinese 
history. It was an era of the collapse of rituals and music. The ritual and music system of the Western Zhou Dynasty 
suffered a serious blow. In order to maintain social order, Confucianism integrated the idea of ritual and music into 
Confucianism, which became an important part of Confucianism. The strict social hierarchy order is the specific 
practice of the idea of ritual and music, and this idea has been inherited in later development. Confucius took “be-
nevolence” as the core and emphasized the importance of “virtue”. He put forward the view that “benevolence” is 
the spiritual connotation of “virtue” and the core value of virtue. “Benevolence”, “righteousness”, “propriety”, “wis-
dom” and “faithfulness” are important components of Confucius’ Confucianism. 

Mencius inherited and developed Confucianism, offering a fresh interpretation of Confucius’s Confucianism. He 
developed Confucianism on the basis of Confucius’s teachings, further revitalizing it. Mencius inherited the funda-
mental meaning of “benevolence.” In “Mencius: The Doctrine of the Mean, Part Two,” he declared, “Benevolence is 
humanity. In short, it is the Way.” He upheld the importance of “benevolence” and elevated “righteousness” to a new 
level, advocating for the simultaneous development of benevolence and righteousness. In “Mencius: The Doctrine of 
the Mean, Part One,” he wrote, “All things are within me. To reflect on oneself and be sincere is the greatest joy.” 
He emphasized the importance of human life and value, offering a fresh perspective, further developing Confucius’s 
concept of “benevolence” and enriching Confucianism. The “theory of the goodness of human nature,” which advo-
cates that human nature is inherently good, provided theoretical support for Mencius’s discussion of benevolence and 
righteousness. Mencius’s concept of “benevolent government” developed from this foundation. In the Analects of 
Confucius, “Duke Ling of Wei,” Confucius wrote, “A man of noble character and integrity does not seek life at the 
expense of benevolence, but rather sacrifices his life to achieve it.” Mencius, in the Mencius, “Life is what I desire, 
and righteousness is what I desire; if I cannot have both, I would rather sacrifice life for righteousness.” The two 
differed in their approaches to the concept of benevolence. Confucius elevated benevolence to a new level of under-
standing, while Mencius advocated for the equal emphasis of both. Although Confucius proposed the concept of 
“righteousness and profit,” he contrasted “righteousness” with “profit,” a difference between their approaches. Men-
cius’s contribution to Confucianism extended beyond its ideological scope; he also explored politics, economics, and 
culture, further enriching Confucianism. 

During the pre-Qin period, society was undergoing a period of great division and transformation. To maintain 
social order, Confucianism, amidst the flourishing of various schools of thought, became a key doctrine. Confucian-
ism was established by Confucius and developed and refined by Mencius. The integration of their ideas resulted in 
the profound and extensive Confucianism of Confucius and Mencius, laying a solid foundation for its development. 
However, the development of Confucianism was not without its challenges, experiencing periods of decline and 
resurgence. Through the innovation and development of Confucian master Dong Zhongshu, he developed his Neo-
Confucianism, building on the teachings of Confucius and Mencius. This Neo-Confucianism adapted to the develop-
ment of traditional Chinese society, becoming the mainstream ideology and influencing the concepts and thinking of 
Chinese culture. 

3. Dong Zhongshu’s Neo-Confucianism 

Dong Zhongshu’s Neo Confucianism was not a simple repetition of the teachings of Confucius and Mencius, but 
rather an innovation. Building on the ideas of Legalism, Mohism, Yin-Yang School, and others, this new Confucian-
ism was a synthesis of these diverse perspectives, a key difference between Dong Zhongshu’s thought and that of 
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Confucius and Mencius. While innovating his theoretical ideas, Dong Zhongshu also integrated Confucianism with 
reality, laying the foundation for its development. During the pre-Qin period, a hundred schools of thought contended 
and flourished, allowing for mutual exchange. However, the unique social environment and the conflicts between 
these schools of thought hindered this exchange, leading to a certain closedness and inadequacy in the thinking of 
each school, making it unable to fully adapt to social development. The formation of Dong Zhongshu’s New Confu-
cianism influenced the development of Chinese society and holds a significant position in traditional Chinese culture. 

The idea of “harmony between man and nature” is the basic feature of Dong Zhongshu’s new thought and the 
development of the theory of “harmony between man and nature”. However, this idea is not Dong Zhongshu’s orig-
inal idea and its origins are relatively early. The Book of Documents says: “Only virtue can move heaven and reach 
everywhere. Pride brings harm, humility brings benefit, and time is the way of heaven” (Dong, 2012). The study of 
the relationship between man and nature appeared in the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties, and Dong Zhongshu’s idea 
of “harmony between man and nature” developed on the original basis, which is both related and different. Dong 
Zhongshu, drawing on the Yin-Yang scholars, pushed this idea to a new height, making it possible for there to be a 
“hidden supreme ruler” above the monarch, which to a certain extent limited the monarch’s power, but also made 
this idea more mysterious. The teachings of Confucius and Mencius also pondered the relationship between man and 
nature. Confucius advocated the idea of “being benevolent from oneself and being able to spread the truth”, empha-
sizing the role of man himself. At the same time, he emphasized that man cannot control everything and advocated 
knowing the will of heaven. He was conservative in his attitude towards the relationship between man and nature. 
Mencius, on the other hand, considered this from the perspective of human nature. He believed that “man is endowed 
with a good heart, the germ of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom, the so-called four beginnings. He 
advocated fulfilling this heart, understanding his nature. Knowing his nature, he understood Heaven ... and thus es-
tablished his destiny.” Through his theory of human nature, he combined Heaven and man to explain the relationship 
between Heaven and man. Therefore, Dong Zhongshu’s “concept of Heaven and man” differed from that of Confu-
cius and Mencius. 

The “Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues” is a crucial component of Dong Zhongshu’s Neo-Confucianism and 
a crucial theory for maintaining social order. The Confucian and Mencian doctrines of the pre-Qin period categorized 
social relationships into five categories: ruler and minister, father and son, brothers, husband and wife, and friends. 
Mencius proposed the idea that “father and son have kinship, ruler and minister have righteousness, husband and 
wife have distinction, elders and juniors have order, and friends have trust.” Confucius emphasized loyalty to the 
monarch as paramount, which is his understanding of the relationship between ruler and minister. In “Mencius: Li 
Lou Part 2,” Mencius wrote, “If the ruler treats his ministers as his own hands and feet, then the ministers will treat 
the ruler as their own confidant; if the ruler treats his ministers as dogs and horses, or as grass and weeds, then the 
ministers will treat the ruler as their enemy.” This demonstrates Mencius’s opposition to absolute loyalty to the mon-
arch and his belief in the relative nature of the monarch-minister relationship. Dong Zhongshu’s Three Bonds and 
Five Constant Virtues established three ethical principles: ruler and minister assisting, father as the master and son 
as the assistant, and husband as the master and wife as the assistant. The principle of ruler and minister assisting 
established the monarch’s absolute authority and a strict hierarchical order. Dong Zhongshu believed that “the origin 
of human beings is heaven, and heaven is also the great-grandfather of human beings. This is why human beings are 
similar to heaven.” Dong Zhongshu combined the “Three Cardinal Guides” and the “Unity of Heaven and Man” to 
make this thought sacred (Ban, 2004); the Five Constant Virtues refer to “benevolence, righteousness, propriety, 
wisdom, and trustworthiness”, which are the basic connotations of pre-Qin Confucianism. Dong Zhongshu combined 
these two thoughts to further comprehensively explain feudal ethics and morality and establish the basic ethical order 
relationship. The “Five Constant Virtues” proposed by the Confucianism of the pre-Qin period is an important source 
of Dong Zhongshu’s new thought. It is a moral requirement for the entire society and has a certain degree of advance-
ment. It still has practical significance today. Dong Zhongshu innovated this thought and combined this concept with 
the relationship between heaven and man, making this thought mysterious and sacred. This is one of the differences 
between Dong Zhongshu’s doctrine and the doctrine of Confucianism. This thought has had a significant impact on 
maintaining the feudal hierarchical order and the development of traditional Chinese society. 

The idea of “divine right of kings” is a unique concept in Dong Zhongshu’s political thought. Its emergence had a 
significant impact on Chinese feudal rule, shrouding rulers in a mystical aura. Dong Zhongshu’s concept of “divine 
right of kings” was based on the realities of the Western Han Dynasty and combined with the core Confucian value 
of “benevolence,” offering a novel and philosophically significant interpretation. Explaining the concept of “king,” 
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Dong Zhongshu said: “The three lines connected by the middle are called kings. The three lines are Heaven, Earth, 
and Man, and the one connected by the middle is the master of the Way. Taking the middle of Heaven, Earth, and 
Man and understanding them, who but a king can achieve this? Therefore, a king is the one who is bestowed by 
Heaven, who brings order to things according to their time. He follows the will of Heaven and governs the people. 
He follows the number of people and initiates affairs. He governs the Way and issues laws. He governs the will and 
returns to benevolence. “Dong Zhongshu combined the idea of “benevolence” with the concept of divine right of 
kings. If a ruler loses the support of “benevolence,” his legitimacy will be shaken, requiring, to a certain extent, the 
monarch to attach great importance to the concept of “benevolence.” The idea of “divine right of kings” is related to 
the idea of “harmony between man and nature”. He proposed: “The kings entrusted by Heaven must have something 
beyond human power to achieve, which is the sign of receiving the mandate.” When the mandate of Heaven comes, 
there must be auspicious signs. “The hearts of the people of the world are devoted to it, as if to their parents, so the 
auspicious signs of Heaven will come in response to sincerity. “(Zheng, 2019) The combination of the two ideas 
provides the monarch’s rule with a mysterious color and absolute authority. While Dong Zhongshu enhanced the 
authority of the ruler, he also restricted the ruler’s power, and gave the monarch’s power a mysterious color of rule 
from Heaven. Therefore, the idea of “divine right of kings” is Dong Zhongshu’s inheritance and innovation of the 
Confucianism of Confucius and Mencius in the pre-Qin period, which formed the difference between the two. 

Confucianism is the core of traditional Chinese culture. The teachings of Confucius and Mencius during the pre-
Qin period formed a relatively complete ideological system. This rich ideological content, encompassing concepts 
such as “benevolence, benevolent government, virtue, righteousness, and propriety,” constitutes a Confucian system 
centered on “benevolence.” Dong Zhongshu, a representative of Confucianism, inherited and innovated upon the 
teachings of Confucius and Mencius, incorporating concepts such as “the unity of nature and man,” “the interaction 
between nature and man,” “the divine right of kings,” “the Three Bonds and Five Disciplines,” “the Way of Heaven,” 
“the Mandate of Heaven,” and “the Great Unification,” forming Dong Zhongshu’s New Confucianism. Dong 
Zhongshu’s inheritance and innovation of the teachings of Confucius and Mencius, resulting in his New Confucian-
ism, established Confucianism as the dominant ideological discourse system in traditional Chinese culture and pro-
foundly influenced traditional Chinese politics and culture. 
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