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The True Logic Between Mencius “Four Minds”
“Four Beginnings” and “Four Virtues”

Tu Keguo (Shandong Academy of Social Sciences)

Abstract The interpretations of the logic between Mencius’“Four Minds”, “Four Beginnings” and “Four
Virtues” have fallen into two camps. One deems that Four Minds is the external function, germination or embod-
iment of Four Virtues, which may be called the theory of Four Minds as germination. The other considers Four
Minds as the substance and emotional origin of Four Virtues, which can be summarized as the theory of Four
Minds as root. The author of this paper endorses the theory of Four Minds as root, believing that benevolence,
righteousness, propriety and wisdom are the nature of virtue, mind of virtue as well as responsibility ethics
(moral integrity) that people should fulfill. What’s more, the author thinks that Four Minds is not the germina-
tion and embodiment of Four Virtues. On the contrary, the two are mutually conditioned, interacting with and
depending on each other. Moreover, Four Minds also constitutes the psychological origin of Four Virtues, lay-
ing the emotional foundation for the latter. The main reasons are as follows: first, Beginning has the meaning of
original foundation and cause; second, Mencius affirmed that Four Minds and Four Virtues were man’s basis of
talent; third, Four Minds lay an emotional foundation for Four Virtues; fourth, although Mencius admitted that
Four Minds and Four Virtues were intrinsic and highlighted the intrinsic side of benevolence and righteousness,
he sometimes affirmed the externality of Four Virtues; fifth, most importantly, Mencius clearly pointed out that
Four Minds was the origin of Four Virtues; and sixth, the interpretation of Four Minds as the psychological
foundation of Four Virtues can better demonstrate Mencius’ creative contribution to Confucianism.

Key words Mencius; “Four minds”; “Four beginnings”; “Four virtues”
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