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Three debates in western Mencius studies since the 1990s
HAN Zhenhua
(The School of Chinese Language and Literature, Beijing Foreign Studies University, Beijing 100089, China)

Abstract: Since the 1990s, in response to the changing situation in China and its relations with the outside world, the
western sinologists’ interpretations of the Mencius formed three influential controversies, on issues such as “Mencius
and modern democracy & human rights”, “the cultural and biological interpretations on Mencian theory of human
nature”, and “virtue ethics and role ethics”, making the Mencius a focus among colliding ideas in the West. These
debates certainly rooted in different philosophical presuppositions and interpretation methodology, they also focused on
different actual concerns and political choices, particularly on the cultural standpoint choice of universalism and
relativism. The debates involve many famous sinologists, re-activate and make the Mencius likely to act as a
constitutive force for western and China’s ideological construction.

Key Words: western sinology; Mencius; democracy and human rights; cultural; biological; virtue ethics; role ethics
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