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The Punctuation of Zhongyong: Regret for All Ages
ZHANG Zhiquan
(Hubei Univ. of Tech., Wuhan 430068, China)

Abstract: For nearly two thousand years, scholars have been consistent in punctuating the following part
of Chapter 20 in Zhongyong (or The Doctrine of the Mean): "Sincerity is a heavenly path; the pursuit of
sincerity a principle of humanity. A person born with sincerity needs not to be forced into it, or to think
before owning it, for such a person, naturally walking the heavenly path, is a saint. To be sincere, one
must choose benevolent goals to accomplish." Punctuating the passage in this way causes "a saint" to be
separate from the final sentence of the quoted passage, thereby attributing the phrase to "the heavenly
path," which results in a dead end for any effort to explain the entire passage satisfactorily. If we, instead,
place "a saint" in the final sentence, enabling it to go as follows "A saint, naturally sincere, chooses noth-
ing but benevolent goals to accomplish" the whole passage would make better sense, although on the other
hand the replacement seems to have improperly broken up the consistency of parallelism. This dilemma
may be resolved if we understand that there might have been missing or misplaced bamboo strips when the
original text was put together, and if a few words are added or a few existing words adjusted. For instance,
by moving "A saint, naturally sincere, chooses nothing but benevolent goals to accomplish" to after the
subsequent phrases "wise though foolish; strong though weak" and in the same place adding the phrase "a
saint," followed by "Study broadly, examine carefully, think deeply, discern profoundly, practice univer-
sally." As such, all the contradictions get resolved.
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