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CHAPTER FIVE

Comparing Human “Natrures”

+

REVISITING BRIDGE CONCEPTS

Bridge concepts aim to provoke accounts of widelv separated figures in
terms of a common set of topics that highlight partlcular points of similarity
and difference. By creating more precise points of contact, the comparativ-
ist can provide the basis for an imaginary dialogue between the two posi-
tions thus articulated and thereby pursue more substantive investigations of
the general topic the bridge concept specifies. Thus a bridge concept like
“human nature” can serve to generate what might be called a problématique
for inquiry. The process works as follows: Comparison provokes conceptual
analysis of what at first seemed to be a straightforward idea such as “human
nature,” which in turn provokes deeper interpretive investigations on each
side, which lead to articulated positions that can be seen, at least partially,
to speak to each other in various ways. Sorting out the issues thus raised
spurs further ethical analysis of the subtopics in question.

Most crucially in the present case, Augustine’s and Xunzi’s accounts of
human nature are not theoretically isolated but are themselves enmeshed
in larger projects of person formation. At the most general level, at least,
both thinkers charge “human nature” with grave flaws and deficits, as well as
important potentials. Both the deficits and the potentials, however, describe
possible arcs of development, whether ascending toward the angels or sage
kings, or descending into corruption and pettiness. This chapter begins to
chart this motive aspect of accounts of human nature as justifications and
guides for self-cultivation more explicitly, in preparation for the subsequent
chapters on their proposed spiritual exercises.

To make headway with this comparison, then, we must first attend
closely to the various aspects of “human nature” as a bridge concept and
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