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Crafting the Self through Losing the Self:
Exploring Xunzi’sldeal Self and the
Role of Others

Ellie HuaWang**

Abstract

This paper explores Xunzi’s account of the ideal self and self-transformation, as
well as the roles the self and others play in this account. I first introduce two aspects
of the Confucian self, the social aspect and what I call the “reflective agent” aspect,
and an apparent tension between them. I then examine Tang (2012)’s account of the
roles rituals and community play in self-transformation, and explore the possible
tension between these two aspects of the self in this account by addressing the issue
of autonomy. I argue that Xunzian autonomy should be understood as a kind of
“substantive self-correction”, which is different from “autonomy as the modern
ideal” and from the form Tang developed (I call it “substantive self-control”).
Moreover, I argue that the characteristics often emphasized in the idea of autonomy
such as independence and self-control are not ultimate goals of the Xunzian
self-transformation. Indeed, as we will see, even though Xunzi emphasizes the
reflective capacity of the heartmind, his concern is not so much with the complete
control of the self or one’s life; rather, it is to craft the self into a beautiful and
substantially (instead of merely normatively) other-related existence. I argue that, in
this self-crafting process one unavoidably loses oneself in various senses. We can say
that Xunzi’s self-transformation is through self-loss and the connectedness to others.
The tension between the self and others, between the two aspects of the self, is
positive and necessary for self-transformation and the ideal self.
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