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The Definition of Junzi and Xiaoren by Confucius:
A Discussion of A Sentence in the Analects
Chow Kwokching

( Department of Chinese Language and Literature, Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, China)

Abstract: Starting from the saying “there may be cases that Junzi are not benevolent, but there would not be
cases that Xiaoren are benevolent” which has long puzzled critics of the Analects, this article embarks on
revealing the true meanings of the terms Junzi and Xiaoren. It is first demonstrated that Xiaoren, contrary to
common understanding, does not point at those morally decadent; it only refers to those ordinary folks who are
short-sighted with only material concerns. As for Junzi, the traditional two-way distinction of status versus
morality is inappropriate. Junzi, as mentioned by Confucius, always refers to an idealized administrator who is
decent and competent, i.e., the term Junzi concerns three aspects: status, morality and ability. That Junzi
carries such a meaning is a necessary extension from Confucius’ advocacy on zhengming. If every person has
to behave appropriate to his status, then an administrator ought to be so as well, i. e., to be decent and
competent. With this newly established understanding, the interpretation of the saying cited in the beginning
would no longer pose any problem.

Key words: Junzi, Xiaoren, Analects, Confucius

(BE®E #H RA)

O #(ER HEFE)FPEREN LT DR LAENTTEDALALTFERTH” , CHNWANUELES, 515
F(giE), #2132 7,



