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The Debate over Unselfishness and Modesty

in Hsuan—hsiieh

CHOW Ta-hsing

The debate over unselfishness and modesty was one of the important
topics in the history of Asiian—hsiieh in the Wei—Chin period. It had to do
with questions of the relations between a natural unselfish way and the
virtue of modesty in human ethics. However, very little scholarly attention
has been paid to this issue until now. This essay attempts to analyze the
debate over unselfishness and modesty of Wang T’an—chih, Yiian Hung,
and Han Po. With proper perspective from criticism and reflection on the
liberating atmosphere of the period, and looking at it in terms of the
overall historical development of hsiian—hsiieh, we can better see the
meaning of the debate. This paper concludes by pointing out that the
debate over unselfishness and modesty among Wang T’an—chih, Yiian
Hung, and Han Po actually took place against each participant’s hsiian—
hsiieh background. Not only were there great differences between Wang
T’an—chih’s and Yiian Hung’s fixed views about “modesty,” as well, Yiian
Hung and Wang T’an—chih understood and explained the ideal type of
“unselfish™ behavior in highly disparate ways. We can say that these men’s
discussions and their differences over unselfishness, modesty and arrogance
were divergencies in hsilan—hsiieh itself. The differences between Wang,
Yian and Han were like differences in hsiian—hsiieh such as the Lao—tzu

school, the Chuang—tzu school, and the traditional concerns for norms.
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