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Several recent interpretive controversies over Confucian metaethics concern the 

nature of moral properties. Specifically, they concern whether the Confucians Mengzi 

and Xunzi believed moral properties are objective and mind-independent or con­

structed, subjective, or otherwise mind-dependent. In this paper, I argue against the 

cognitivist framework assumed in this debate and offer instead a noncognitivist, ex­

pressivist framework for understanding early Confucian morality. The expressivist 

framework dissolves the interpretive tension between different accounts of moral 

endorsement and rejection in early Confucian ethics instead of a cognitivist, rep­

resentational framework of moral beliefs and metaphysically substantive moral prop­

erties. It also locates new metaethical ambiguities within early Confucian ethics that 

better reflect the concerns of the early Confucians. 
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