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Abstract

Xunzi believes that by categorizing and naming things, as well as
analogical projection, one can “point to reality”, “clarify status, and
differentiate similarities and differences” to ultimately communicate the
sages’ will and exercise Dao. Using primary and secondary sources, this
paper examines Xunzi’s important ideas on names, reality, and categories,
and addresses scholarly debates, providing initial clarifications on
Xunzi’s possible position. Specifically, it argues that the content of
“names” and “reality” can only be manifested under the guidance of the
ethical wisdom of Dao and ritual. To demonstrate the significance of the

approach from ethical wisdom and ritual, this paper analyzes the



(F3) P T8 - BERLFEHEHL Y R 47

characteristics of ethical wisdom through textual analysis and its
relationship with abilities of ethical judgment such as naming,
classification, and categorization, as well as with ethical knowledge at
different depths. Additionally, this paper examines the interpretations of
the relationship between ren and ritual proposed by Shun (1993) and Li
(2007) to further clarify the relationship between ethical wisdom (renzhi)
and ritual. I argue that both interpretations by Shun and Li can be grouped
as “linguistic interpretations” that focus on definitions and formal rules.
However, considering the cognitive and normative characteristics of
Xunzi’s ritual, which are manifested in its shaping of “categories” and
“reality”, an interpretation focusing on skills that emphasizes the
embodiness, specificity, and situational sensitivity of ethical knowledge
provides more insights into understanding the nature of ethical wisdom in
the Xunzi and of the importance of ritual practice in the formation of
moral knowledge. The paper suggests that emphasizing the ability and
skill of ethical wisdom helps us to recognize the complex nature of
Xunzi’s position, which cannot be expressed in simplistic binaries such as
nominalism or realism, or the independent existence of categories or
conventionalism. This approach also better brings our attention to the

essential role of ethical transformation in Xunzi’s idea of ethical wisdom.

Keywords: Xunzi, name, category, wisdom, ritual, skill
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