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Image of the One that Passes On:
Mencius’s and Xunzi’s Metaphors of the
Flowing Water and the Cloud-Rain
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Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature,
National Taiwan University

Abstract

The water image is a continuous motif in pre-Qin period Confucianism. Its
metamorphosis, however, illustrates the development of the discursive/linguistic and
metaphysical/intellectual argumentations in Confucian tradition. Confucius pioneers that
the flowing water presents one dominant image: one that passes on. Mencius and Xunzi
inherit and re-evaluate the flowing water as a significant metaphor by seizing the image
of “the one that passes on.” They elaborate this image to pave way for their theories
concerning the Kingly way. For Mencius, flowing water with ample source typifies a
gentleman’s duty to set his will on the Way. He then formulates two methods for
gentleman’s self-cultivation, which are fundamental in his Kingly way discourse: the
reservation, and the full realization of the heart. As for Xunzi, his exposition of the
Kingly way follows another rationale. He proposes that the hugeness of cloud-rain
displays the image of the one that passes on. The cloud-rain image resembles the
prudence of the perfect mind state of one who concentrates on the principles of life, and
uses them to assist in investigating things. Briefly speaking, the allusions and the
metaphorical interpretations of the water image in Mencius’s and Xunzi’s treatises of the

Kingly way manifest the evolution of Confucianism in pre-Qin period.
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