The Therapy of Desire in Early
Confucianism: Xunzi

T. C. Kline III"

1. Introduction

Several years ago in an essay on the Lu’s Spring and Autumn B RKEHK, D.C. Lau
remarked that “It is not an exaggeration to say that ancient Chinese thought
was man-centered, while the study of man was desire-centered. Thus the notion
of desires is at the heart of most of Chinese thought” (Lau: 56). Surveying both
extant and unearthed Chinese texts from the early period, we find that the vast
majority, though not all, deal with questions of moral and religious cultivation
and transformation. As Lau claims, at the heart of these discussions we find
significant attention paid to desire. In one way or another, thinkers from all of
the various schools of thought in the early period of Chinese philosophy argue
that desires are problematic. In general, desires are the root cause of the chaotic
situation of the wotdd, and their transformation or cultivation or re-formation
is necessary to return individuals and society to a more harmonious, peaceful,
and prosperous existence. If we heed D. C. Lau’s call to focus on the role of
desire in Chinese thought, how should we proceed? I suggest that we take our
cue from a similar study of the discourse of desire in ancient thought by Martha
Nussbaum.

Martha Nussbaum begins her book on Hellenistic ethics, The Therapy of De-
sire, by describing the philosophical traditions of that period—epicureans, sto-
ics, and skeptics—as engaged in “a philosophy that exists for the sake of hu-
man beings, in order to address their deepest needs, confront their most urgent
perplexities, and bring them from misery to some greater measure of flounsh-
ing” (Nussbaum: 3). As her title suggests, much of the book descnbes the ways
in which Hellenistic philosophers explain the proper role of emotion and desire
in human life, and prescribe therapeutic practices that enable humans to main-
tain a particular relation to their desires, often advocating the need to be de-
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tached from our immediate desires and emotions. Nussbaum argues that these
philosophers agree that the most direct means to address human needs and
facilitate flourishing lives is a therapeutic approach to desire. Without a therapy
of desire humans fall prey to their own impulses and fail to live more flounish-
ing lives.

Although Nussbaum develops the framework of a therapy of desire for the
purpose of understanding Hellenistic discussions of reason and the passions, I
believe that we can take inspiration from Nussbaum’s work on Hellenistic phi-
losophers in studying early Confucian philosophers. Utilizing Nussbaum’s
framework to look at the early Confucian tradition helps to focus our attention
on the tradition’s own discourse about desire and its proper cultivation. Unlike
the Hellemstic philosophers, the eady Confucians do not advocate a need to
detach ourselves from or eliminate our desires and emotions. Yet, like these
European philosophers, they do believe that desires play an important role in
determining whether a life is flounshing, and they prescnbe forms of therapeu-
tic practice to address human desires and emotions. In general, the flourishing
Confucian hfe requires that our orginal desires be reshaped or cultivated. Left
to follow the desires of our onginal nature, we usually fail to fulfill the Confu-
cian vision of the humane life.

While in a larger study I plan to examine Kongzi, Mengzi, and Xunzi’s
conceptions of a therapy of desire, for the purposes of this essay I focus only
on Xunz’s conception of the role of desire in human life and moral cultivation.
I argue that when we examine the process of dtual cultivation and its connec-
tion to moral psychology, we find that a form of therapy of desire 1s central to
Xunz’s understanding of moral cultivation. For Xunzi, ritual participation is a
therapeutic practice that aims at shaping our desires and dispositions such that
we are able to live in accordance with the Dao. My examination of Xunzi’s
therapy of desire will consist of two parts. The first of these addresses the on-
gin and status of desire before being shaped through ntual participation. The
second then tums to Xunzi’s moral psychology and the specifics of his therapy
of desire.

I1. Desire

To begin our examination, we first need to be clear about the scope and con-
tent of the term “desire.”! Desires are psychological states. In contemporary

1Two significant problems present themselves when discussing the therapy of desire in
Xunzi’s wrtings. First, the scope of the term “desire” in English, although very close, does
not match exactly the scope of the character y« # in Chinese. Second, the Western philoso-
phical use of the term “desire” as an all-encompassing label for any form of motive force in
the psyche also presents a problem. Annette Baier has done a very good job of revealing the
deficiencies of an over-simplified conception of motivation in which desires are the only
motive force (Baier 1986). Unfortunately, I do not have room here to address these con-
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analytic philosophy, at the very least, desires are thought to motivate action, to
have a direction of fit, and to have objects toward which they aim. They moti-
vate action in that, when we say we desire something we are claiming that we
are to some degree motivated to take action, though the desire need not result
in action. Desires have a direction of fit in that, when we have a desire, we try
to make the woid, including ourselves, fit our image of what we want it to be.
Desires also require an object, be it a thing in the world or a state of affairs,
toward which they aim. For example, when we desire a beer, we are to some
degree motivated to act to get a beer, we want the world to become such that
we have a beer to dnnk, and the beer, or my sitting here with a beer in hand, 1s
the object of my desire. For Xunzi, and the rest of the early Chinese tradition,
there is one term that very closely matches this conception of desire, namely yx
#. Moreover, we find that Xunzi himself recognizes that he is part of a con-
tinuing discourse about y# and their place in the proper human life.2 Consider
the following passage from the chapter of “Rectification of Names™:

Those who say that we must eliminate desires to achieve order lack the means to
guide desire and are disturbed merely by the presence of desires. Those who say that
we must lessen desires to achieve order lack the means to regulate desires and are
disturbed by how numerous they are. Having desires or being without desires are
different categories, the living and the dead, not the ordered and the chaotic. Having
few or many desires distinguishes different types and depends on a person’s disposi-
tions. It does not distinguish the ordered from the chaotic. (Xungi 22/111/4-6)3

Among the targets of criticism in this passage are Daoists who argued for
the elimination of desire and Song Xing, and possibly Mengz, who argued for
the need to lessen desires. The passage illustrates Xunzi’s awareness that other
philosophers were indeed concemned with desire and how it should be properly
mntegrated into 2 well ordered life. He believes that these others have mcorrectly
understood the problem and its solution. However, Xunzi does share an im-
portant assumption with those he crticizes, namely that desires are problematic
and do not necessanly aim to bring the world into accord with the Dao, nor do
they always motivate action in accord with the Dao. For example, desires can
lead one away from effective action in the wodd. In discussing mulitary affairs,
Xunzi says: “If plans overcome desires, then all will follow [according to plan].

cems. For the purposes of this essay, the match between desire and yx is close enough to be
useful for explicating Xunzi’s theory.

2 Within contemporary American scholarship on Xunzi, there is also a discourse on desire
and the role it plays in his conception of moral psychology. See Van Norden, Wong, and
Kline IIT 2000.

3 In Chinese: “FEFHMFRRE » MECERTMEFLTRED - FFETEERE - BOERMENEK
H&D - FARE - Bl £ JRsllt F AMESE - RIRD 28 - JEERE” For each
quotation from the text of the Xungj, I have used reference numbers to the concordance by
D.C. Lau and F.C. Chen (Lau and Chen). All translations are my own unless otherwise
noted.
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If desires overcome plans, then there is misfortune” (Xungz 15/71/6).4

His most famous formulation of the claim that desires are problematic
comes at the beginning of the Li/un i (“Discourse on Propriety”) chapter.
There he argues that unconstrained pursuit to satisfy the numerous human de-
sires leads to chaos and the need for sages to create the rtual order. Since hu-
mans are bound to try to satisfy their desires, this chaotic situation was inevita-
ble and required some remedy to produce order. It is due to the desires arising
from the innate dispositions of our nature that the ritual order must be brought
into being. Yet, despite his recognition that desires can lead away from the
Dao, Xunzi does not argue that we should either eliminate or lessen our desires.
Instead, they should be propedy cultivated through his own therapeutic ap-
proach. Why then, if desites can lead away from the Dao, does he believe that we
should not attempt to either eliminate or lessen them but instead exert the effort
to propetly shape them toward proper objects and means of satisfaction?

Desires cannot be eliminated or lessened because they are an essential part
of our nature. “Desires cannot be eliminated. They are the implements of our
nature” (Xungz 22/111/4).8 To try to eliminate desires is to try to eliminate part
of what Heaven has given us from birth. Desires arise as we naturally respond
to our environment. Xunzi explicitly describes the relationship of desires to our
nature. “Our nature is endowed in us by Heaven. Our dispositions are the raw
matenal of our nature. Our desires are the responses of our dispositions”
(Xungi 22/111/14).7 Heaven endows us with the particular nature of a human
being, as opposed to any other creature or thing. Given this nature, we respond
to the environment in certain characteristic ways. When we have not eaten for a
while, we get hungry. When we are out in freezing weather for too long, we get
cold. These responses to our environment are the dispositions that constitute
our nature. Creatures like us innately respond in these ways. Our desires, then,
are the responses of our dispositions. Once we become hungry, we desire food,
and, when cold, we desire warmth. Our desires arise from our dispositions.
However, every disposition need not give nise to a desire. In tum, these desires
need not necessanly motivate action.

In fact, this is an important point for understanding his therapy of desire:
Xunzi does not identify desires as the pamary motive force in the self. Instead,
he argues that we are usually motivated to act through approval # & and dis-

4In Chinese: “SHB&RAIAE » ARESFHEIN." This passage also reveals some of the difficulties in
understanding y as equivalent to desires. Plans are usually thought to be associated with
desires. Xunzi's understanding of y» separates these two in a manner different from the way
in which desires and plans are associated in common philosophical usage. I am grateful to
Eric Hutton for pointing out this difference.

5 For further explanation of the creation of the titual order and its relation to moral cultiva-
tion and psychology, see Kline III 2000 and 2001.

¢ In Chinese: “BFRA % » iz B4.”

7 In Chinese: “i3%& - X7kt » 1% - £ 5 - 85 - 2D
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approval (buke Fa[).3 According to Xunzi, even when we do not desire to do
something, if we approve of the action, we will do it. If we desire to do some-
thing, but disapprove of it, we will not do it. Our actions, then, are usually in-
dependent of our immediate desires. Our actions gain this independence from
our immediate desires because, as a motive force in the self, approval and dis-
approval arise from a different source than desire. Approvals and disapprovals
arise from judgments of our x#n .{».% Our xin has the capacity to understand.
Understanding then leads to our approving and disapproving of certain courses
of action. Approval is a judgment based on our understanding. In addition,
approvals only come after we understand and are tied to our awareness of
sttuations. As Xunzi explans in the Jiehi g#f (“Dispelling Bhndness”) chapter:
“We understand the Dao and afterward approve of it. We approve of the Dao,
and afterward are able to protect the Dao m order to prohibit what is contrary
to the Dao” (Xungg 21/103/21).10

To reiterate, this picture of motivation reveals that Xunzi believes we have
two primary sources of motive force in the self. One source 1s the disposition
of our nature that, in responding to our environment, produces desires. The
second source springs from the capacity of our x## to both understand and
judge possible courses of action, to approve and disapprove. Because we are
usually motivated by approvals and disapprovals and not desires, Xunz recog-
nizes the fact that individuals may find themselves approving courses of action
that they do not necessasly want to approve.!! This conflict between desire and
approval reveals a second reason that desires are problematic. They potentially
create conflict within the self. Hammony within the self is achieved only when
we approve of and desire the same course of action. Desire, then, creates dis-
hammony in the self as well as creating social disharmony by causing us to devi-
ate from the Dao and come into conflict with others, as in the actions of the
xtaoren /N A (inferior persons). With his therapy of desire, Xunz aims to cult-
vate individuals who achieve an inner harmony and who also participate in and

8 His most famous formulation of this point can be found in the Zhengming T 4 (rectification
of name) chapter in a passage that has been exhaustively discussed by Van Norden and
Wong, namely 22/111/4-12 (see Van Norden and Wong). If we examine this passage, it
also exemplifies a difference between desire as understood in contemporary philosophical
literature and y» as understood by Xunzi. For Xunzi, y» are not the primary motive forces in
the self. Xunzi here agrees more closely with Annette Baier's critique of contemporary con-
ceptions of desire as the overarching label for all motive force in the self (Baier). For a fur-
ther statement of Xunzi’s position, see also Xungi 21/103/18-9.

9 The xin refers to the heart and was thought to be the organ of both cognitive and affective
capacities. Since it is confusing to trauslate this term as either “heart” or “mind” or by the
awkward combination “heart/mind,” I have left it untranslated.

0 In Chinese: “/04038 - RE&EENE © TE - ARESFEMSEEE.”

11 The situation I am describing is quite similar to Aristotle’s description of the continent
person who knows what it is good to do but has no desire to do it or in fact has a desire to
do something else.
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promote social harmony through acting in accord with the Dao.12 In fact,
Xunz, echoing Kongzi in Lanyx 1.12, regards harmonious ease i one’s self
and social interactions as the mark of the cultivated individual. In order to un-
derstand more fully how conflict between desire and approval arises and how
harmony can be achieved, let us tum to Xunzi’s therapy of desire.

II1. The Therapy of Desire

If it were the case that our innate desires reliably aimed at the Dao and always
tracked the same objects as our approvals, we would have no need for a ther-
apy of desire. The desired harmony between approvals and desire would al-
ready be present and we would have no need to alter our desires. Unfortu-
nately, Xunzi believes that the human condition is quite different. We are bom
with a basic harmony between our desires and our approvals. Yet, neither de-
sires nor approvals are aimed at according with the Dao, but instead aimed only
at a crude conception of benefit and harm. As Xunzi descnbes the situation:
“At birth, we are x7aoren. Without a teacher and model, we will see only bene-
fit.... If we are without a teacher and model, then our xiz will be just as our
mouth and belly” (Xungi 4/15/14-7).13

Being xzaoren at birth, we evaluate the world in terms of benefit and harm.
We approve of the same things as the innate desires of our body—Xunzi often
thinks of these desires as ansing from our five senses. Without teachers or
models of action embodied in the rtual order, we will remamn this way—
approving of what we desire and attempting to satisfy those desires as best we
can. In this condition, Xunzi argues, we will remain dissatisfied regardless of
how hard we try to satisfy our desires. As he explains: “This is why if a person
concentrates on ritual and social roles then he can both satisfy his desires and
the demands of ritual. If he concentrates on the disposttions of his nature, then
he will fail to satisfy his desires or meet the demands of ritual” (Xungz 9/90/17-
8).14

Following our original approvals and desires leads to chaos. Recognition
that the world is chaotic outside of the rtual order then spurs us to commit
ourselves to ritual cultivation under the guidance of a Confucian teacher. The
teacher exposes us to new models of action and new ways of evaluating the
wotld. We no longer perceive and evaluate the word only in terms of benefit
and hamm or, as Xunzi often refers to them, “the impulses of our digestive
tract.” Instead, we begin to evaluate and approve of actions in terms of the

12 For more discussion of the social and cosmic levels of harmony envisioned by Xunzi, see
Ivanhoe 1991.

3 In Chinese: AZABMA, BEBEURFZER-- ABEORE, RUXOEROBS.

4In Chinese: HA—ZHTBH  BIRHEZE | —ZIENE » AIRWZA - See also 19/90/14-6, in
which Xunzi claims that the person who regards the satisfaction of his original dispositions
(géng) as pleasure is bound to be destroyed.
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conceptual categones of virtue and vice embodied in the ntual order. Being
guided by a teacher in the study of the Confucian rtual order results, first and
foremost, in the gradual transformation of our understanding and thus what we
approve and disapprove. This change in our approvals results in the beginning
of conflict between our approvals and what we desire. We no longer approve
of the satisfaction of our basic desites ansing from our nature. Yet, while
teachers begin to transform our approvals, our desires ate not automatically
altered simply by the change of approvals. Remember, desires arise from our
dispositions and are not in any way directly connected to our understanding or
the approvals generated by our understanding. What then must occur for our
desires to be brought into harmony with what we approve of doing? How can
we regain the inner psychological harmony we enjoyed at birth and at the same
time fully participate in the extemal harmonious interactions of the ritual order?
As Xunzi would put the question, how do we satisfy our desires and the de-
mands of the ntual order at the same time?

The answer, obvious as it may seem, is that we must in some way change
out desires. Yet, since our desires are the responses of our dispositions to our
environment, Xunzi’s solution is to re-shape our dispositions.!> To understand
this process of re-shaping our dispositions, consider a portion of the opening
passage from the Zbengming chapter.

When there is a disposition and the x# chooses on its behalf, this is called “delibera-
tion.” When the s deliberates and our abilities act on it, we call this “deliberative
activity.” That which comes about through the accumulated deliberation and train-
ing of our abilities is also called “deliberative activity.” (Xungi 22/107/23-4; transla-
tion adapted from Hutton: 278)%

In this passage, Xunzi defines two terms, & & (deliberation) and we: {§ (delib-
erated action), in relation to our ging{& and >vn.(;. Deliberation occurs when
the ging, our dispositions, respond to the environment and the xiz chooses 2
course of action to respond to the ging. When we then carry out the course of
action chosen by our x77, the one we approve of doing, we are performing a
deliberative action. This much 1s easy to understand. However, Xunz goes one
step further. He claims that when we repeatedly perform actions chosen by our
xin, this too is 2 form of deliberative activity. Why is there a need for this addi-
tional step in defining deliberative activity?

15 Ivanhoe describes this process as one of shaping a second nature. While I agree with his
basic picture of moral cultivation, I think that it may be confusing to describe the process in
terms of a second #ature. Our nature, xing, does not change. We remain human. Qur disposi-
tions, the reactions of our nature to the environment, our gzng, which Xunzi recognizes as a
functional aspect of our nature, can be altered. See Ivanhoe, 2000. While not disagreeing
with Ivanhoe’s understanding of moral cultivation, I am suggesting that, for the goal of clar-
ity, we change vocabulary and refer to it not as the habituation of a “second nature” but the
cultivation of new dispositions.

16 In Chinese: f§RT/LR< BB « LEMERZ B - BRE - RERMERBZR -
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This second step in the definition of deliberative activity allows Xunzi to
identify both the synchronic and diachronic aspects of deliberative activity. To
explain this point more plainly, let me translate this point into a more common
philosophical vocabulary. Xunzi argues that when we deliberate and then act on
that choice, we perform an intentional action. Single intentional actions then
constitute the synchronic aspect of zer. When we repeatedly perform inten-
tional actions, presumably aiming at the same goal, the Dao, that also is »er.
However, what does this second diachronic aspect of deliberative activity pro-
duce? We know that the synchronic form produces an intentional action. We
perform an action that we approve of doing. I believe that the diachronic as-
pect of deliberative activity points to the creation of new dispositions. These
dispositions will be dispositions producing desires reliably in accordance with
our approvals, since these dispositions develop from the repeated petformance
of actions chosen through deliberation of our xi# or understanding.

As now can be more fully explained, the habituation of new dispositions
becomes the primary mechanism of transformation in Xunzi’s therapy of de-
sire. Desires are the responses of dispositions to our environment. For exam-
ple, going without liquids for many hours causes thirst, and we desire some-
thing to dnnk. If we are able to form new dispositions, then we will in effect
also be forming the sources of new desires, desires that aim toward the objects
of our approvals, in the ideal situation the Dao, and not simply toward benefit
and ham. According to Xunzi, through re-forming our dispositions we will be,
among other things, elevated above the crude preferences of our digestive tract.
Consider again the disposition of thirst. We are bom wath a rather crude dispo-
sition aimed at finding any drnk that can satisfy our thirst. As we become edu-
cated in the dtual order and participate in nitual activities, we perform repeated
intentional acts of danking particular dnnks, in particular situations, in certain
ways. These actions eventually develop dispositions that lead to the perform-
ance of elaborate drinking ceremonies as described by Xunzi in the Yuelun
(“Discourse on Music”) chapter. What was a crude disposttion becomes a dis-
position to drnk certain drnks in rtually prescnbed situations and manners.
These dispositions in turn produce desires to drink in such a manner when the
situation presents itself, desires that are in accord with ntual practice. No longer
do our desires simply track the reactions of our mouth and belly. They now
accord with the understanding and approvals developed through ritual activity.
In addition, once desires aim at the same objects as our approvals, we experi-
ence the inner harmony of acting without inner conflict; we take joy in dtual
participation and find it fulfilling,

Now that we have explained the basic mechanisms behind Xunzi’s therapy
of desire, two further aspects must be added to complete the explanation. First,
Xunzi recognizes that the process by which we re-form our desires can be used
for both good and bad. In other words, the process of coming to understand
and approve of new ideals and then developing dispositions that reliably aim at
these ideals need not always aim at the Dao. Any ideal that can be well-
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articulated and understood can be the aim of our approvals and resulting dispo-
sitions. For example, in his discussion of the influence of rlers on social har-
mony, Xunzi claims that:

If Tang and Wu preserve this [cultivating others], then all under Heaven will follow
them and be ordered. If Jie and Zhou preserve this, then all under Heaven will fol-
low them and be chaotic. Is this not because people’s dispositions can surely be-
come like either the former or the latter! (Xunzgz 4/16/3; translation from Hutton).!”

Thus, it is not due to any fixed character of our dispositions that harmony
or chaos prevails. Our dispositions can be directed toward various ideals de-
pending on how we are instructed by others. Xunz hopes that we will come to
understand and approve of the Dao. For him the nitual order that embodies the
Dao is our only path to achieving both internal and extemal harmony. Yet, he
realizes that many people follow other ideals, develop dispositions aimed to-
ward them, and re-form their desires in accord with these ideals. Precisely be-
cause the therapy of desire remains ideal-neutral, Xunzi believes that other phi-
losophers and their articulation of false ideals represent the greatest threat to
successful cultivation. He devotes the entire Jiebi (“Dispelling Blindness”) chap-
ter to explaining this point. Consider one passage in particular:

If in choosing people [to associate with] you use a xi# that does not approve of the
Dao, then you are bound to join with people who do not follow the Dao, and you
will not know to join with those who follow the Dao. Using a iz that does not ap-
prove of the Dao and joining with those who do not follow the Dao in judging
those who do follow the Dao constitutes the root of disorder. (ungi 21/103/19-
20)18

If we approve of the wrong ideal, we will invariably be drawn to others who
share our 1deal and begin to form a supportive community in which to pursue
and reinforce that ideal, whether the ideal be honor among thieves or the Con-
fucian Dao. If we do not approve of the Confucian ideal, then we will be
bound to join with others of a like mind and together reject the Dao.

The mention of community in this passage also brings us to the second as-
pect of Xunzi’s therapy of desire to be added to our explanation: the re-
formation of desires requires a community of practitioners who share a given
ideal. The therapy of desire, except pethaps in extraordinary circumstances,
cannot be accomplished alone but only in concert with others. Xunzi identifies
the ideal community as composed of those committed to the Confucian ideal
and participating in the Confucian ntual order. Without the ntual order, which
consists of nothing more than repeated human interactions aimed at the Dao in
accordance with fitual prescriptions, we cannot successfully re-form our desires
such that they come mto harmony with our approvals and lead to harmonious

17 In Chinese: # - H77 - MR THMNG © 4 - W77 AIXTRETORL - RH - BIEAZIHE TSI
SO R !

18 In Chinese: DHFTEZALRA » MRERFEA » MIAMEFSEA » DERTES L BREZ
AGREN - Azt -
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interactions with others. The therapy of desire should be understood more
along the model of a form of group therapy than the model of individual ther-
apy. The community participates in the ritual order and in the process partici-
pates in the therapeutic activity of ritual practice with others. Much like the
leader in group therapy, Xunzi believes there must be a teacher to guide the
therapeutic practice. As mentioned above, the therapy does not automatically
aim at the proper ideal. The Confucian teacher keeps the community aimed at
the proper ideal by helping them to understand the Dao and guiding them in
therapeutic nitual practice. By understanding the Dao, they come to approve of
the Dao, the Confucian ideal. By participating in the ritual order they repeatedly
perform actions aimed at the Dao and develop dispositions that accord with
that 1deal. With enough practice, as we have explaned, the fully developed dis-
positions produce new desires aimed in accord with rtual practice. We once
again return to the inner accord of desire and approval while practicing coop-
erative, communal interaction.

This picture of the gradual cultivation of new dispositions is a beautiful
and highly plausible solution to the problem of how to bring desires and ap-
proval back into harmony with one another. In addition, I believe it is an inter-
pretation supported by what Xunzi has to say about the differences between
the uncultivated xdaoren and the jungi (supetor persons). Let us consider one
significant passage in which Xunzi explicitly supports what I believe to be his
understanding of the therapy of desire. The passage 1s from the Yuelun chapter.

The junzi takes pleasure in achieving the Dao. The xdaoren takes pleasure in fulfilling
his desires. If we regulate our desires with the Dao, then we can enjoy ourselves
without causing chaos. If we forget the Dao because of our desires, then we will be
deluded and unable to enjoy ourselves. (Xungz 20/100/9-10)1°

Of the various comments to be made conceming this passage, two ate of par-
ticular importance for understanding Xunz’s therapy of desire. First, Xunzi
claims that we can indeed use the Dao as a means to regulate our desires. If we
do so, it is possible to truly enjoy ourselves. The x7aoren, whose approvals track
his basic desires ansing from the senses, seeks to satisfy these desires and for-
gets about the Dao. By doing so, the xfaoren engages in a self-defeating activity.
Although he seeks to satisfy his desires in order to enjoy their fulfillment, he is
unable to truly enjoy himself. Second, both the j#ngi and the xdaoren take pleas-
ure in achieving something, In both cases, I would argue that they take pleasure
in fulfilling their desires. Yet, in the case of the jung, whose desires have been
shaped by deliberative activity to reliably aim at the Dao, fulfillment of his or
her desires is equivalent to achievement of the Dao. He or she has understood
the Dao and approved of it, shaped his or her desires to aim reliably at the
Dao, and then by shaping the wodd to fit to his or her desire—the Dao—he or-
she enjoys the achievement. By forming new dispositions that produce differ-
ent desires with new objects, the cultivated person creates new forms of satis-

9 In Chinese: EFHELE » /PNAREIEA - DUEFIR - QIR | LARSE - AIBTTE -
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faction and enjoyment inaccessible to the rustic x7aoren.20 Among these new
forms of satisfactions is the harmony within one’s own psyche, between ap-
provals and desires, as well as the recognition of one’s own patticipations in the
harmonious interactions of the ntual order. The xiaoren aims also to satisfy his
or her desires, but those desires are aimed only at crass objects related to his or
her own benefit and harm. As mentioned in the first point, though approvals
and desires are in harmony, as with the juzg7, he or she is ulumately unable to
enjoy himself or herself because following those desires will lead to a chaotic
existence. Though he or she retains the harmonious relation of approval and
desire, the x7aoren does not participate in the harmonious interactions of the
ntual order and, according to Xunzi, will inevitably end up in conflict with oth-
ers, conflict that will either prevent him or her from enjoying the satisfaction of
his or her desires or will directly thwart their satisfaction. Fither way the person
ends up without the harmonious ease indicative of enjoyment. As Xunzi ex-
plains: “If a person takes pleasure only in delighting his inbom dispositions,
such a one is sure to be destroyed” (Xungi 19/90/16; translation from
Hutton).2! Xunzi also collected a passage from Kongzi that mirrors this senti-
ment in which Kongzi explamns that the jung7 are able to achieve a lifetime of
joy because they take joy in their intent to cultivate themselves and then in the
achievement of an ordery self. In contrast, the xizoren suffer a lifetime of anxi-
ety because until they have achieved their goals, they worry that they have not
yet achieved them, and then once they succeed, they worry about losing them
(Xunzi 29/143/14-6).

In conclusion, what I hope to have revealed are the core elements of
Xunz’s therapy of desire. Desires are problematic, because the desires arising
from our orginal dispositions will aim toward behaviors that are not conducive
to harmonious interaction with others or to the rest of the cosmos. In addition,
once we recognize this fact and begin to cultivate ourselves through ntual par-
ticipation, our approvals and desires begin to conflict. We find ourselves tom
between our desires and our judgments of what should be done, our approvals.
The solution of this problem is not to eliminate or lessen our desires, but in
some sense to create new forms of desire, desires with new objects and forms
of satisfaction. We are able to do so through the reshaping of our dispositions,
a process that Xunzi descrbes in terms of deliberative activity and the func-
tions of our x#n. By participating in ritual under the guidance of a teacher, we
repeatedly perform intentional actions in accord with the Dao, thus habituating
new dispositions that will give nise to new forms of desire, that is, desires aimed
at the fulfillment of the Dao. As I mentioned above, I believe Xunzi’s picture is
not only beautifully crafted, but is a plausible and compelling vision of the way

20 The Daoists reverse this evaluation and blame these new forms of satisfaction for the
chaos in the world and the falling away from the life lived in accord with the Dao. See espe-
cially Chapters Three and Thirty-eight of the Daodejing.

2 In Chinese: E{ERZBE - HELWE -
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in which we come to have new desires that could accord with our judgments
about flounishing human lives. 2
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