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A Re-examination of the Concept “Sincerity Is the Way
of Heaven” in the “Doctrine of the Mean”: Focusing
on Its Textual Relationship with the “Five Conducts” in
Excavated Texts

ASANO Yiichi
Tohoku University, Japan

Translated by TAN Ren
Department of Religions Studies, Vanderbilt University

The paragraph beginning with the saying “Sincerity is the way of Heaven”
(chapter 20) is perhaps one of the most well-known sections in the Confucian
canon “The Doctrine of the Mean” (Zhongyong [ U ), nevertheless, its
real meaning has remained elusive, if not controversial. The archaeological
discoveries of the twentieth-century offer us a key to understand this paragraph.
A silk manuscript entitled “Five Conducts” (Wuxing [0 O ), with both the
main text and a commentary, was found in the Mawangdui Han Tomb Three in
Changsha in 1973; and later on, another version of the text, albeit without the
commentary, was found among the many bamboo-strip manuscripts excavated
from the Chu tombs of the Warring States period in Guodian in 1993. Since
the text in question is closely related to “The Doctrine of the Mean” and the
Works of Mengzi, it is believed to be a representative work of the School of
Zi Si and Mengzi in the early Warring States period, no less mature than the
“Doctrine” in its cogency and philosophical depth. By referencing the “Five
Conducts,” the paper tries to shed new light on the “Sincerity is the way of
Heaven” section, and provides a fresh insight into a major issue in the Chinese
intellectual history.

Keywords: “The Doctrine of the Mean,” “Five Conducts,” sincerity, benevolence,
filial piety
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