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Abstract  In early China, views concerning human nature underwent significant 
development, with philosophers moving from seeing it as desire or instinct to 
seeing it as virtue or essence. Before Confucius’s time, human beings’ xing, or 
nature, was construed as desire and instinct, i.e., as a physical nature. The key 
problem faced by theorists of human nature at that time was how to manage 
nature with virtue, i.e., how to use virtue to both control and enrich nature. A 
later, wide-reaching development was the use of qi to explain human nature. 
Laozi began, taking de or virtue to be the internal essence of the human being; 
Confucius took de or virtue to be xing or nature. Following this development, the 
main current of the theory of human nature in the pre-Qin period divided into 
two branches. One, created by the later Confucius, inherited in part by Zisi, and 
developed by Mencius, took virtue as nature and insisted on the a priority of 
internal morality. The other branch, inherited in part by Zisi and developed by the 
author of Xing Zi Ming Chu and Xunzi, featured the development of the old 
tradition which took yu, or desire, as nature. 
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1  Preface 

Xing (性, human nature), which proceeds from tian (天) and serves as the 
beginning of morality, is the root of Chinese philosophy and the lifeline of 
Chinese culture. Generally speaking, most philosophers throughout Chinese 
history established their philosophical systems through the exploration of the 
problems of human nature; the theory of human nature has naturally been a 
recurrent focus. Nevertheless, some fundamental problems in the history of 
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theories of human nature in China, such as their bases and their developmental 
trends, remain unsolved, as do certain problems in research methodology. 

The development of the idea of a dualistic human nature in the Song and Ming 
dynasties was undoubtedly a historic theoretic breakthrough, and it provides a 
perspective from which we can understand the entire history of Chinese theories 
of human nature. Neo-Confucians divided human nature into two parts, one the 
so-called yili zhi xing (義理之性, rational nature), the other the qizhi zhi xing (氣
質之性, physical nature). 

The ideas, of rational and physical nature actually existed from the very 
beginning of the history of Chinese philosophy, although they were not put 
forward as discrete concepts until the Song dynasty. When providing a broad 
overview of theories of human nature in the pre-Qin period, we find that their 
basic contents centre on such concepts as tian (天), ming (命, decree), xin (心, 
mind), xing (性, nature), qing (情, emotion), yu (欲, desire), dao 道, and de (德,  
virtue), as well as on their interrelations. Among these, virtue represents human 
essence and desire represents human instinct; they refer to rational and physical 
nature, respectively. The relationship between them is not only the key issue of 
the theory of human nature in the pre-Qin period, but is also the main thread 
running through the entire history of Chinese theories of human nature. 
Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism all take the correlation between virtue and 
desire as the starting point and destination of their theories, though the concrete 
contents of de or virtue are of course quite different for each one. 

It is my belief that it was through the interaction of these two interpretations of 
human nature that the theory of human nature in China germinated and 
developed. Many problems can be resolved if we follow this train of thought to 
explore the theory of human nature in China. 

In this paper, I try to provide a new understanding of the origin and 
development of the theory of human nature in China mainly based on Shangshu 
(尚書), Shijing (詩經), Zuozhuan (左傳), Guoyu (國語), Laozi, Confucius, Zisi, 
Xing Zi Ming Chu (性自命出), Mencius and Xunzi. 

2  Before Confucius (Part One): Managing Nature with De 

As everyone knows, the original character for xing or nature was sheng 生, 
which means growth. According to the Shuowen Jiezi (說文解字), “sheng means 
growing, like the trees or grass grow from the ground.”1 Therefore, people use 
this word to refer to things that are alive. What is more, it can also be used to say 
that something is inherent or natural to a thing. Later, the word xing (性) was 
                                                               
1 生，進也，象草木生出土上。 
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introduced to replace sheng (生, in this latter sense) amid intensifying debate 
over human nature. Even though the characters look different, they originally 
shared the same pronunciation. What should be noted is that even after the new 
character xing became current for this concept, the old one, sheng, was still 
widely used; as such, in many cases in pre-Qin classics, sheng should be 
understood as having the meaning of xing. For this reason, xing and sheng were 
indistinguishable for ancient scholars, leading them to use sheng to interpret xing. 
For example, Gaozi 告子 said, “sheng, what you are born with, is your xing or 
nature” (Mencius 11.3). Xunzi said, “if you are born (sheng) like this, then it is 
your xing” (Xunzi, ch. 22, Zhengming). Dong Zhongshu (董仲舒) told us, “what 
is called xing is the inclinations which likes you are born (sheng) with” (Chunqiu 
Fanlu, ch. 35, Shencha minghao). Liu Xiang (劉向) said, “xing is something you 
have since you were born (sheng)” (Lunheng, ch. 13, Benxing). 

What are the concrete contents of xing, nature? To this question, different 
scholars in different times have given different answers. Xu Fuguan (徐復觀) 
said, “from what we can see so far in the earliest classics about xing, we can 
conclude that the original meaning of xing refers to desire, ability, and so on, 
which we are born with. It is what we now call ‘instinct’” (Xu 1987, 6). I agree 
with this idea and further conclude that this was the meaning of xing throughout 
the long period prior to the time of Confucius. In other words, the concept of 
human nature during this period only included the physical nature, and the 
rational nature did not yet form a part of the theory of human nature.  

At that time, the concept of de (德) or virtue was closely connected with xing. 
What is de? In the Shuowen Jiezi, Xu Shen (許慎) said, “the origin of the word de 
(德) is de (惪), so the meaning of de is something one can both get from others 
and find inside.” Xu Fuguan concludes that “the character de in the classics of 
the early Zhou Dynasty meant concrete behaviours. As responsible behaviour, de 
had initially no connotation of good or bad. Only when the character jing (敬) or 
ming (明) was added before de (德) did it mean goodness. Later it evolved to 
mean good behaviour” (Xu 1987, 23). 

Jing de (敬德 ) means “revering virtue,” while ming de (明德 ) means 
“brightening virtue.” The way to revere and brighten virtue is to manage one’s 
nature with virtue. On the negative side, this means controlling one’s nature with 
virtue. For instance, the Shangshu (尚書, Book of History) mentions that nature 
can be controlled by revering virtue. For example, its chapter Shaogao (召誥) 
states: “One who controls his nature or xing will progress daily. If the king pays 
reverent attention to what he is doing, he must revere virtue or de.” To control 
one’s nature means to control one’s emotions and lust, and the way to do that is 
to revere de. The description above shows the relationship between the control of 
one’s nature and reverence for de. Xibo Kan Li (西伯戡黎) in Shangshu says that 
“it is not the old king’s spirit that did not bless us; rather Your Majesty’s 
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indulgence alienated yourself from the righteous rule of the past. As a result, tian 
abandoned us and left us with suffering. What has happened is all due to Your 
Majesty not controlling his nature (xing) and not following the common law.” 
Zheng Xuan (鄭玄) noted, “the king displaced the yin (陰) and yang (陽) and 
failed to control his nature. What is worse, he did not respect bright virtue (明德) 
and the law.” During the Spring and Autumn period, Shi Kuang (師曠) said: “tian 
raises people and chooses the king to supervise them in order to prevent them 
from losing control of their nature. In addition, there are assistants to help the 
king to prevent him from being lustful.”2 

On the positive side, this management is cultivating and enriching one’s nature 
with virtue. Jigong Moufu (祭公謀父) once admonished King Mu of Zhou (周穆

王): “The ancient kings made great efforts to correct the people’s virtue in order 
to cultivate their nature” (Zhouyu, Guoyu 國語 ·周語). 

Thus, on the one hand, one’s nature should be controlled; on the other, it 
should be cultivated. This means that there is a distinction between the positive 
and negative nature, or good and bad nature. The positive, good nature should be 
cultivated by virtue while at the same time the negative and bad nature should be 
controlled by virtue. 

The ancient Chinese believed that humans were born of tian, which therefore 
imparted to them their inborn nature. Although de or virtue can control and 
cultivate nature, and appears to be beyond it, de does not have the same meaning 
as nature, nor is it imparted by tian. De is, simply, good behaviour. 

Another concept which has a close connection with nature is li (禮, rites). In 
the beginning, li represented religious ceremony; later, it came to mean moral 
principle. Xu Fuguan said, “in the documents of the early Zhou Dynasty in the 
book of Shangshu, li was just religious ceremony and yi (彝) referred to rules and 
principles. When the Duke of Zhou drew up li, it included not only principles of 
religious ceremony but also political systems and standards of everyday 
behaviour. In the later period of the Shijing (詩經), li was a complex of original li 
and abstract yi, which became a symbol of humanity” (Xu 1987, 42–45). 

Initially, there was no sanctity even in li or yi. However, a new conception 
emerged during the time of the Shijing: “Heaven produces the teeming multitude; 
as there are things, there are their specific principles. When the people keep to 
their normal nature, they will love excellent virtue” (Chan 1969, 5).3 Here tian 
has been translated as “Heaven” and yi (彝) as “normal nature.” The passage 
seems to suggest that there is a relationship between yi and tian. 

                                                               
2 This comes from the entry for the 14th year of Xianggong in the Zuozhuan. All the 
translations of Zuozhuan in this paper come from Legge (2011c). 
3 天生蒸民, 有物有則;民之秉彝, 好是懿德。 
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In the Spring and Autumn period, li got its root from tian, so it was thought to 
be a sort of sanctity imparted by tian, rendering it the absolute moral mandate 
which everyone had to follow. It is said in the Zuozhuan (左傳): “Li follows tian 
and is the way of tian.”4 Li also has the same function as virtue, of controlling 
and cultivating nature. Although li is the way of tian, it is not an inherent 
property of human beings but rather an external social norm. 

3  Before Confucius (Part Two): Explaining Nature with Qi 

Explaining nature with qi (氣, matter-energy) was a new trend in the Spring and 
Autumn period. Qi is a concept used in natural explanations, and as early as the 
Western Zhou Dynasty was used to explain such natural phenomena as 
earthquakes. In the Guoyu it is recorded that “in the second year of the king of 
You, all three valleys of the nation suffered earthquakes. Boyangfu (伯陽父) 
commented that Zhou would fall, since the qi of tian and of the earth should 
never lose its order, otherwise the people would cause riots. The qi of yang (陽氣) 
could not take control, and meanwhile the qi of yin (陰氣) failed to assist, which 
caused the earthquake.”5 According to Boyangfu, yin and yang are the qi of tian 
and of the earth when they work well together, allowing tian and earth to 
function smoothly. When they do not work well together, there will be disasters. 

In the Spring and Autumn period, qi was used to explain nature. This new 
trend promoted the development on the theories of human nature in at least four 
respects: 

(1) A new idea arose, that xing or nature (namely qi 氣) is internal and qing  
or emotion is external. In the Zuozhuan, Zichan said: “Humans have the 
emotions of likes and dislikes, pleasure and anger, sorrow and joy which are 
produced from six kinds of qi …. Sorrow and joy don not lose their order, so that 
they can be consistent with the xing or nature of tian and earth.”6 These six 
kinds of qi exist prior to the six kinds of emotions arising. So qi, namely xing or 
nature, is internal and emotion is external. 

(2) Xing acquires its new meaning of “general properties.” Compared with 
desire, qi has a more general meaning. The ancients gradually noticed that as the 
inner element, qi determines one’s general properties. They therefore believed 
that the inner qi was these general properties. In the Zuozhuan (左傳) it is said, 
“As to those small men whose nature is to be moved to deeds of daring, and to 
like times of confusion, thereby gratifying their nature and seeking fame, [their 

                                                               
4 The 10th year of Wengong in the Zuozhuan. 
5 Part one of Zhouyu in Guoyu. 
6 The 25th year of Zhaogong in the Zuozhuan. 
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schemes] will not be for the advantage of the State;—why should we follow 
them?”7 Xu Fuguan noticed that the nature or xing of small men (xiaoren 小人) 
is here a general property (Xu 1987, 58). According to the context of Zuozhuan, 
it emphasizes one’s inherent qualities. The nature or xing in “gratifying their 
nature” is then commonly taken to have the traditional meaning of “desire.” It is 
reasonable to claim that desires, qualities, and talents all belong to the xing that 
everyone is born with. This is an extension of the original meaning of xing. 

(3) The formation of the idea that everything has its xing or nature. Whereas 
xing or nature as emotion only pertains to human beings and other animal species, 
nature as qi or matter-energy pertains to all things. Thus, all things have their 
nature since all things have their qi. Zichan’s statement that “when there is no 
failure in joy and grief, we have a state in harmony with the nature of the tian 
and earth” seems to proceed directly from the theory of qi, following which 
Boyangfu said “qi of the tian and earth should never lose its order.” The “no 
failure” in “no failure in joy and grief” corresponds to the “never los[ing] its 
order” in Boyangfu’s saying, and also corresponds to “attain[ing] due measure 
and degree” in the Zhongyong’s statement that the state “before the emotions of 
pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are aroused is called zhong (中, the inner). When 
these emotions are aroused and each and all attain due measure and degree, this 
is called harmony.” The difference between Boyangfu and Zichan is that the 
former focuses on the effect of qi on natural world while the latter emphasises its 
influence on people. What is the xing of tian and earth? In my view, it is what 
Boyangfu called the “qi of tian and earth.” However, this xing should be 
understood as nature, not desire. 

(4) Exploration of the process of how tian imparts human beings with their 
nature. As the Zuozhuan recorded, “I have heard that men receive at birth the 
zhong of tian and earth, and this is what is called their imparted [nature]. There 
are the rules of action, propriety, righteousness, and demeanor, establishing this 
decree (nature). Men of ability nourish those rules so as to secure blessing, while 
those devoid of ability violate them so as to bring on themselves calamity.”8 In 
my understanding, the zhong of tian and earth is the qi of Boyangfu’s statement, 
and the nature of tian and earth in Zichan’s statement. This means that when a 
human being inherits qi from tian and the earth, he or she is imparted with nature. 

4  Laozi: Putting De Inside 

At the end of the Spring and Autumn period, the concept of de or virtue was in 

                                                               
7 The 26th year of Xianggong in the Zuozhuan, Legge (2011).  
8 The 13th year of Chenggong of Zuozhuan; Legge (2011c, modified). 
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the ascendant: it had not only acquired the sanctity of li, but also the interiority 
which li had lacked. All of these additions came from the contributions of Laozi 
and Confucius.  

Both Laozi and Confucius developed their own metaphysics, taking 
respectively the dao and yi (易) as the origins of the universe. Both took de or 
virtue as the general property and essence of humans. Both also believed de arose 
from the origin of the universe and was innate in humans. One point should be 
emphasized: although Laozi had taken de as the general properties and essence of 
humans, he did not take it as their nature, whereas Confucius did. 

The book Laozi and its author have been the subject of much debate in 
Chinese history. How can we date Laozi the man and Laozi the book? Were 
Taishi Dan (太史儋) and Lao Dan (老聃) the same person or not? Even the most 
famous historian, Sima Qian (司馬遷), could not resolve such problems. I believe 
that my research on the newly excavated bamboo version of Laozi shows that the 
bamboo text Laozi was the original version, which was written by Lao Dan, 
Confucius’ senior contemporary during the late Spring and Autumn period, and 
that the current version incorporating all of the materials from the Bamboo Text 
was authored by Taishi Dan, who lived in the middle of the Warring States period 
(Guo 1998). Here we will consider the bamboo version of Laozi. While the 
character xing does not appear in the bamboo version of Laozi, the character yu 
(欲) or desire appears many times. It is possible that xing was replaced by yu 
since yu was the main content of xing.  

The character de (德) or virtue is found many times in the bamboo version of 
Laozi. What is de? A famous explanation comes from Wang Bi (王弼), who in his 
notes on chapter 38 of Laozi said, “de is obtaining (de 得), [but]how can de be 
obtained? It is obtained from dao.” So de as a verb is obtaining (nature, namely 
virtue) from dao; as a noun, it is the thing which is obtained from dao. 

Laozi said, “analogically, dao in the world may be compared to a small stream, 
to a big river, and to the sea” (Jingmen 1998, Laozi). 9  There are many 
misunderstandings concerning this statement. In my opinion, it means that dao is 
present throughout the world, in the sense that water flowing from a small stream 
into a big river and the sea is present throughout them. The character zai (在, in) 
corresponds with the character de 德 or obtaining (virtue), since de or nature has 
been obtained from dao, and is present in all things. When dao is in human 
beings, they possess their inborn and inherent general properties and essence, 
namely de or virtue. Since all things are produced by dao, and dao is in all things, 
dao should be divided into two kinds or levels, namely the original dao and the 
secondary dao. The original dao is the dao which has productive power and 
which is the fundamental root of all things. The secondary dao is the dao which 
                                                               
9 譬道之在天下也，猶小谷之于江海。 
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is in all things or obtained by all things. In all things, the secondary dao is de or 
virtue.  

Laozi also used the term qi (matter-energy) in his theory of human nature. He 
said, “harmony means eternity. To know eternity signifies illumination. 
Lengthening the natural life span signifies an ill omen. For the mind to manage 
qi signifies strength. After things are strong, they begin to grow old, which means 
being contrary to the dao” (Jingmen 1998, Laozi). From this paragraph we can 
see that qi is harmonious matter which can maintain de or virtue. If the mind 
manages qi intentionally, qi will be destroyed and one will then deviate from de, 
and move toward strength, which is the opposite of de.  

Knowledge and desire are those things which arouse the mind to manage qi. 
When the mind manages qi, knowledge should be diminished and desire 
controlled. With regard to knowledge, Laozi said, “the pursuit of knowledge 
increases day after day. The pursuit of dao decreases day after day. It decreases 
and further decreases until one reaches the point of taking wuwei無為 (no action, 
meaning that one has attained the dao). No action is undertaken, and yet nothing 
is left undone. Abandon knowledge and there will be no sorrow” (Jingmen 1998, 
Laozi). Abandoning learning and doing nothing means returning to de or virtue. 
As for desire, Laozi said, “emphasize plainness and maintain simplicity, reduce 
selfishness and have few desires” (Jingmen 1998, Laozi). 

5  The Earlier Confucius: Nature and Practice 

There are many sayings of Confucius in ancient books, and most of them have 
been treated as fabricated. As such, almost all scholars who have studied 
Confucius have done so solely on the basis of The Analects, and have regarded 
Confucius as focusing on self-cultivation and ethics while neglecting politics and 
metaphysics. 

Since the late 1980’s, I have argued not only that The Analects were recorded 
by Confucius’s disciples, but also that many other sayings of Confucius’s in 
books from the Han dynasty and earlier are authentic—having been recorded by 
other disciples—and that they should be regarded as the same kind of historical 
material as The Analects. I believe that the Guodian bamboo strips have 
confirmed my arguments. As for the formation of The Analects, Fangji (坊記) 
quoted The Analects and mentioned it by name. Shen Yue (沈約) said: “All of the 
Zhongyong (中庸), Biaoji (表記), Fangji , and Ziyi (緇衣) came from Zisizi (子思

子)” (Yinyue zhi 音樂志 in Suishu 隋書). Scholars did not, however, believe Shen, 
and have treated these four chapters as spurious. In fact, though, the Guodian 
bamboo strips have shown that we should accept Shen Yue’s judgment, since Ziyi 
was found in the Guodian tomb. As for the authority of other of Confucius’s 
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sayings in texts from the Han dynasty and earlier, the recovery of Ziyi in the 
Guodian tomb is very important evidence. As we know, Ziyi was a collection of 
Confucius’s sayings (Guo 2001, 333–69).  

Treating these other works as possessing the same authority and authenticity as 
The Analects, the development of Confucius’s thought can be divided into three 
stages: in the first, he sought to civilize people through education which took li 
(禮) as its core concept; in the second, he focused on self-examination which 
took ren (仁) as its core concept; in the third, he focused on metaphysics, taking 
yi (易) as its core concept. Studying the Yijing (易經, Book of Changes) was a 
turning point in the development of Confucius’s thought. As such we can also 
divide the development of Confucius’s thought into two stages: the earlier 
Confucius and the later Confucius. Most chapters in The Analects belong to the 
earlier Confucius. The materials concerned with the later Confucius have 
remained in the current and silk versions of Yizhuan (易傳, The Commentaries on 
The Book of Changes), including Xici (繫辭), the first three chapters of Shuogua 
(說卦), Wenyan (文言) (except for the first chapter of Qian Wenyan 乾文言) in the 
current version of Yizhuan, and all of the silk versions of Yizhuan. Here, we will 
discuss the theory of human nature held by the earlier Confucius (Guo 2001, 
279–314).  

The early Confucius said of xing or nature: “the xing or nature of men is 
similar, but their practice after birth makes them far apart” (The Analects 17.2). 
As Cheng Yi (程頤) and Zhu Xi (朱熹) have argued, this nature is indeed the 
physical nature, meaning that the nature of men is not the same, but similar. This 
similar nature can be changed by post-natal practice. Inasmuch as this “xing” is 
physical nature, the statement that “the nature of men is similar” means that the 
emotions and sensory pleasures of men are similar. In Mencius’s words, “Men’s 
mouths agree in having the same tastes; their ears agree in enjoying the same 
sounds; their eyes agree in recognising the same beauty” (Mencius 11.7; Legge 
2011, 394).  

The following chapter in The Analects should not be neglected: “There are 
only the wise of the highest class and the stupid of the lowest class who cannot 
be changed” (17.3; Legge 2011a, 317). The wise and the stupid represent two 
kinds of human nature, which means that people who belong to each kind have a 
similar nature, but that their post-natal practice can differ widely. The wise and 
the stupid kinds of nature belong to the physical nature, with which Confucius 
was concerned in many circumstances. For example, he states that “highest are 
those who are born with innate knowledge. Next are those who get possession of 
knowledge by learning. After them come those who start learning only when they 
feel puzzled. As to those who do not learn even when they feel puzzled, they are 
the lowest of the people” (The Analects 16.9). 

When discussing Confucius’s theory of human nature, we cannot avoid the 



The Qrigin and Differentiation of the Theories of Human Nature in Pre-Qin China 221 

chapter which asks, “Tian sheng de yu yu 天生德于予, what can Huantui do to 
me?” (The Analects 7.22). This chapter is very important to understanding 
Confucius’s thought, and has been emphasized by various annotators throughout 
history. For instance, Bao Xian (包咸) of the Han dynasty said, “the so-called 
‘tian sheng de’ means tian endows me with the holy nature, and makes my virtue 
compatible with tian and earth” (The Chapters and Sentences of The Analects 論

語章句). That is to say, de as holy nature was endowed by tian, and is inborn and 
inherent to “me.” Like the de in Laozi’s thought, the de in Confucius’s thought is 
the general properties and essence of human beings. In other words, de qua 
human nature is good. Since the Han dynasty, almost all scholars have accepted 
this interpretation.  

It seems to me that the key problem is how to understand the characters sheng 
(生) and de (德). Let us see how Kongzi Shijia (孔子世家) in the Shiji (史記) 
introduces the background:  

 
Confucius and his disciples were training in the rites under a big tree, when 
they departed from the state of Cao to the state of Song. Sima Huantui of the 
state of Song wanted to kill Confucius, and pulled the tree out. Confucius went 
away. His disciples said, “We should go fast.” Confucius said, “tian sheng de 
yu yu, what can Huantui do to me?”  
 

We can associate another chapter in The Analects with this paragraph:  
 
When Confucius was in personal danger in Kuang, he said, “since the death of 
King Wen (文王), is not the course of wen (文) or culture in my keeping? If it 
had been the will of tian to destroy this culture, it would not have been given to 
a mortal like me. But if it is the will of tian that this culture should not perish, 
what can the people of Kuang do to me?” (The Analects 9.5; Chan 1969, 35) 
 
Both chapters in The Analects record what happened when Confucius was 

travelling between states. One says: “Tian sheng de yu yu (天生德于予), what can 
Huantui do to me?” The other says: “If it is the will of tian that this wen (文, 
culture) should not perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?” The two 
statements are quite similar. The difference is that one says de (德) while the 
other says wen (文). Keeping in mind the background of these two chapters, we 
can conclude that wen and de should be the same kind of thing. The combined 
characters wende (文德) can be found in The Analects 16.1: “If the people of far-off 
lands do not submit, then the ruler should attract them by practicing wende.” As 
wende could be “practiced,” it should not be considered an innate property of men, 
but rather something that was developed by men. According to Zhu Xi, wen is the 
system of rites and music. We can also interpret it broadly as “culture.” And what is 
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de? According to ancient scholars, de is good behaviour, virtue, and goodness in 
general. In Confucian learning, de has a very broad meaning. Almost all moral 
terms including ren and li can be treated as connected with de. I believe that the de 
in Tian sheng de yu yu was intended to have the same meaning. 

To summarize, xing in the thought of the early Confucius means the physical 
nature. Li and de, which were major topics in his philosophy at that time, were 
regarded as being external to nature. In contrast, ren is seen as internal desire. 
Should we then think that the theory of human nature in the early Confucius had 
already broken through traditional ideas about xing, since his main focus turned 
to ren? I do not think so. Ren for Confucius was a state in which people cherish, 
love, and respect life, including the lives of oneself, of one’s relatives and of all 
people. As a result, the theory of ren concerns the heart and mind (xin), but not 
nature (xing). In other words, at this stage, Confucius still did not think ren was 
innate, or that it was human nature. 

6  The Later Confucius: Taking Virtue as Nature 

Though Laozi had taken de virtue as an essential property which came from the 
dao and was inherent in human beings, he took it neither as nature nor as human 
nature. In fact, he admitted that there are two kinds of inborn properties of 
humans, namely, their desire or instinct, and their de or virtue, i.e their essence as 
humans. As we have seen, the concept of xing or nature in Confucius’s early 
thought is physical nature. Some years ago, I argued that Confucius had 
established a metaphysical system which took yi (易) as its core concept after he 
studied the Yijing at 56 or 57 years of age (Guo 1997).  

According to the silk text Yao (要), the later Confucius had read the book of Yi 
(i.e. the Book of Changes) time after time and had finally found the ancient 
teachings, namely King Wen’s teachings, in this book, calling them deyi (徳義, 
the meaning of virtue). Confucius believed that deyi is the highest level in the 
book of Yi and emphasized it in his reading. We can see the importance of the 
concept of de or virtue in the later Confucius’s thought because he often 
explained the book of yi using the concept of de.  

What about the correlation between virtue and nature and between virtue and 
yi in the later Confucius’s thought? Like Laozi, the later Confucius explored the 
secret of human nature through cosmology. He wrote, for example,  

 
Therefore in the sphere of yi there is taiji (太極, the Great Ultimate).10 It 

                                                               
10 Here “yi” generally has been understood as the Book of Changes, and it has also been 
translated as “change.” But is seems to me that this “yi” is another philosophical concept, 
meaning the producer of all things, like the concept dao in Laozi’s thought.  
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generates the Two Forms (yin and yang). The Two Forms generate the Four 
Forms (major and minor yin and yang). The Four Forms generate the Eight 
Trigrams. The Eight Trigrams determine good and evil fortunes. And good and 
evil fortunes produce the great enterprise. (Xici, Part one in Yizhuan; Chan 
1969, 267, modified) 
 
The Eight Trigrams correspond to eight cosmological elements, namely the 

sky, earth, thunder, wind, water, fire, mountain, and marsh.  
In the course of the formation of the cosmos, how did yi interact with all things? 

Confucius said, “Yi is indeed intermingled with qian (乾) and kun (坤). As qian 
and kun take their respective positions, yi is established in their midst. If qian and 
kun were obliterated, there would be no means of seeing yi. If yi cannot be seen, 
then qian and kun would almost cease to operate” (ibid.). Confucius said again, 
“Yi is the highest! It was by the yi that the sages exalted their virtue, and enlarged 
their sphere of occupation. Their wisdom was lofty, and their rules of conduct 
were solid. That loftiness followed the pattern of tian. That solidity followed the 
pattern of earth. tian and earth having their positions assigned to them, yi then 
moved in them. Nature having been formed, and being continually preserved, is 
the gate of all good courses and righteousness” (ibid.). 

In the book of yi, qian and kun are metaphors for tian and Earth. So here, qian 
and kun, tian and Earth, mean “the two elementary forms.” From the above two 
paragraphs we can conclude that, as represented in the book of yi, after the taiji 
太極 (the Great Ultimate)—which has the power of production—gives birth to 
tian and Earth, yi is established in them and moves within them. This means that 
Yi is in tian and earth. This idea is very similar to Laozi’s saying: “Analogically, 
dao in the world may be compared to a small stream, to a big river, and to the 
sea” (Jingmen 1998, Laozi). Thus, we can also divide Confucius’s concept of yi 
into the original yi and the secondary yi. Unlike Laozi, Confucius named the yi 
which is in tian and Earth as xing or nature directly. The phrase “Nature having 
been formed, and being continually preserved, is the gate of all good courses and 
righteousness” means that the yi which is in tian and earth—namely the 
secondary yi—formed nature, and nature then became the gate of all good 
courses and righteousness.  

Confucius said, “qian and kun may be regarded as the gate of yi. Qian represents 
that which is of a yang nature; kun is that which is of a yin nature. When these two 
are united together as virtue, the result is a manifestation of the strong and the weak. 
In this way we have the phenomena of tian and earth visibly exhibited, and can 
comprehend the virtue of the spiritual intelligence” (Xici, Part two in Yizhuan). In 
other words, yang is the nature of qian, and yin is the nature of kun. 

How then is the “nature” or “virtue” of qian and kun fulfilled in all things? 
Confucius said, “the yin and the yang are called dao. What issues from dao is 
goodness, and that which realizes it is nature” (Xici, Part one in Yizhuan). To say 
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the dao is fulfilled in all things is to say that it is “issued” and “realized” by all 
things. All things “issued,” and “realized” the good nature of tian and earth as 
their own good nature. 

The “it” in the statement “it is manifested in humanity” (顯諸仁) is still the dao. 
We can conclude from the expressions “what issues from dao is goodness,” “it is 
manifested in humanity,” and “how perfect is its eminent virtue” that the “nature” 
or “virtue” of qian and kun is good. Of course the “nature” of all things is good 
because they issued from the “nature” of tian and Earth, or qian and kun. This 
insight is a great breakthrough in the history of Chinese philosophy. It is the source 
of the concept of the rational nature, and the theory that human nature is good.  

In the discussion of Confucius’s theory of human nature, there has been much 
discussion of Zigong’s notable statement that “We cannot hear and understand 
our Master’s views on human nature and the way of tian” (The Analects 5.13). In 
my opinion, this statement is closely related to the important turn in Confucius’s 
thought during his later years. Confucius’s view of human nature which Zigong 
could not hear or understand entailed opposition to the tradition of taking desire 
as nature, and instead advocated taking virtue as nature. Confucius’s view of the 
way of tian which Zigong could not hear or understand was a “way of tian” 
based upon the “way of yi.” The radical arguments between Confucius and 
Zigong regarding Confucius’s studies of the book of yi were recorded in the 
bamboo text Yao, as mentioned above. 

7  Zisi: “Nature” and “the Inner” 

The metaphysics developed by the later Confucius opened a broad perspective 
for the Confucians who followed. If we can say that the earlier Confucius 
emphasized ethical issues, the later Confucius devoted himself to a cosmology 
which took yi as its core concept. His theory of human nature and the human 
mind, which is positioned between ethical issues and cosmology, seems 
somehow rough, as though the issues concerning human nature and the human 
mind were bound to be hotly debated by Confucians and even later thinkers 
generally during the Warring States period. Let us first look at the theory of 
human nature put forward by Zisi (子思), Confucius’ grandson, who was the 
great Confucian of the early Warring States period. 

According to the results of my many years of research, the extant works of 
Zisi include Tianming (天命), which is in the current version of Zhongyong;11 
                                                               
11 The extant version of Zhongyong is composed of two original chapters of Zisi’s book, one 
of which contains collected sayings of Confucius, which should be the original Zhongyong and 
which belongs to the same category of historical document as The Analects; another is Zisi’s 
philosophical essay, which should be renamed Tianming. These two chapters were mistakenly 
mixed together during the Han dynasty.  
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Daxue (大學, Great Learning); Wuxing (五行), which has been seen in the 
Mawangdui silk texts (馬王堆帛書) and the Guodian bamboo texts (郭店楚簡); 
and the fragments of Lei de (累德), which has been preserved in the chapter 
Miucheng (繆稱) in the book Huainanzi (淮南子) (Guo 2003). Among these, 
Tianming focuses on the issues of human nature and the human mind. Its first 
three sentences are not only a synopsis of the chapter, but also of the entirety of 
Zisi’s thought. We may therefore begin our analysis here.  

The first sentence is “what tian imparts is called nature (天命之謂性).” The 
issue here is to know what it is that tian imparts to all things. In order to 
understand this, we should first of all understand the essential properties of tian. 
The opinion held by Zisi himself was that “cheng (誠)12 is the way of tian (誠者，

天之道也).” That means the properties or the essence of tian is cheng. It is cheng 
that tian imparts to all things. That is why Zisi said “cheng is in all things, from 
their beginning to their end. Without cheng there would be nothing.” 

How then should we understand the content of cheng? Zisi said,  
 
If those in inferior positions do not have the confidence of their superiors, they 
will not be able to govern the people. There is a way to have the confidence of 
the superiors: if one is not trusted by his friends, he will not have the 
confidence of his superiors. There is a way to be trusted by one’s friends: if 
one is not obedient to his parents, he will not be trusted by his friends. There is 
a way to obey one’s parents: if one examines himself and finds himself to be 
not cheng, he will not be obedient to his parents. There is a way to be cheng 
with oneself: if one does not understand what is good, he will not be cheng 
with himself. (Chan 1969, 106−7, modified)  
 

That is to say, Zisi based his argument on goodness. Therefore, what is called 
cheng is actually goodness.  

According to Zisi’s thinking, the realization of the goodness of cheng is 
through “the completion of the self (成己)” and “the completion of all things (成
物).” He said, “cheng is not only the completion of one’s own self, it is that by 
which all things are completed. Completion of the self is what is meant by ren 
仁 or humanity. Completion of all things is what is meant by zhi (智, wisdom)” 
(Chan 1969, 108, modified). This means that the goodness of humanity and 
wisdom is the content of cheng.  

After humans were imparted with cheng, so that cheng became human nature, 
how did this cheng nature act upon humans, and how did humans treat this nature? 

                                                               
12 The term cheng is usually translated as “integrity.” Recently, Professor Roger Ames 
translated it as “creativity.” It seems to me, however, that neither of them are proper, and that it 
is better to leave it untranslated.  
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Following “if one does not understand what is good, he will not be cheng with 
himself,” Zisi continued, “cheng is the way of tian. To allow oneself to be cheng 
is the way of man. He who is cheng is one who hits upon what is right without 
effort and apprehends without thinking. He is naturally and easily in harmony 
with dao. Such a man is a sage. He who allows himself to be cheng is one who 
chooses the good and holds fast to it” (Chan 1969, 107, modified). Here Zisi 
distinguished two moral paths, namely those of “he who is cheng” and “he who 
allows himself be cheng.” The former is the moral path of sages, and the latter is 
the moral path of common people.  

What does “shuai xing zhi wei dao” (率性之謂道) mean? Ever since Zheng 
Xuan said, “shuai (率) means following.” almost all scholars have accepted this 
gloss. I argue that this is a mistake: the correct interpretation of shuai here is its 
original meaning, namely “drawing out.” This sentence thus means “draw nature 
out, then dao is formed,” or “the nature which has been drawn out is called dao.” 
Only when nature has been drawn out can it present itself, since nature is within 
human beings.  

Therefore “when nature has been drawn out it is called dao” is a process of 
nature which was drawn out from within, so that the nature was presented to dao. 
Zisi also expresses this process with the phrase “to present from cheng is called 
nature.”  

In contrast to this, “to cultivate dao is called education (修道之謂教)” is an 
outside-to-inside (centripetal) process. Dao is the presence of nature and external 
moral norms. “Cultivate dao” literally means to “cultivate” external moral norms. 
Zisi also expressed this process in the passage “to reach cheng from presence is 
called education (自明誠，謂之教).” Here ming (明) is a noun, meaning the 
presence referred to in “to present from cheng is called nature,” namely dao. 
Cheng is a verb, meaning “to reach the cheng nature.” It is the same cheng as in 
“he who makes himself be cheng.” Thus, “to reach cheng from presence” means 
“to reach” the inside “cheng nature” from the outside “presence,” namely dao. 
This is another expression of “cultivat[ing] dao.”  

Zisi inherited the later Confucius’s teaching about “develop[ing] nature fully 
and to the utmost (盡性),” distinguishing the different paths of “develop[ing] the 
nature fully and to the utmost” pursued by sages and by common people. Zisi 
said,  
 

Only those who are absolutely cheng can fully develop their nature. If they can 
fully develop their nature, they can then fully develop the nature of others. If 
they can fully develop the nature of others, they can then fully develop the 
nature of things. If they can fully develop the nature of things, they can then 
assist in the transforming and nourishing process of tian and earth. If they can 
assist in the transforming and nourishing process of tian and earth, they can 
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thus form a trinity with tian and earth. (Chan 1969, 107–8, modified) 
 

The phrase “those who are absolutely cheng” implies the sage. Thus, the passage 
is talking about “develop[ing] the nature” of sages “fully and to the utmost.” This 
explanation of “fully develop[ing] nature” corresponds with the teaching about 
“the completion of the self” and “the completion of things.”  

Zisi continued,  
 

The next in order are those who cultivate to the utmost a particular goodness. 
Having done this, they can attain to the possession of cheng. As there is cheng, 
there will be its presence. As it is presented, it will become conspicuous. As it 
becomes conspicuous, it will become bright. As it becomes bright, it will move 
others. As it moves others, it changes them. As it changes them, it transforms 
them. Only those who are absolutely cheng can transform others. (Chan 1969, 
108, modified)  

 
According to my understanding, this paragraph is talking about “develop[ing] the 
nature” of common people “fully and to the utmost.” The process described in 
the passage above—“As it becomes bright […]—is similar to the process 
expressed by the statements about “fully develop[ing]” various people’s and 
things’ nature, and about “assist[ing] in the transforming and nourishing process 
of tian and earth.” In fact, those individuals referenced in Zisi’s phrase “[those] 
who are absolutely cheng can transform others” have already reached the level of 
sage. That is to say, common people can become sages as a result of their 
untiring efforts. 

In a nutshell, Zisi inherited and developed the later Confucius’s teaching on 
the rational nature, while revising the later Confucius’s metaphysics. Most 
notably, Zisi sublated the later Confucius’s idea of discussing human nature with 
the terms yi, qian and kun, and yin and yang, along with the cosmology which 
was based upon them. Zisi reused the traditional term tian to replace the term yi 
in the later Confucius’s thought, and proceeded to put forth his own theory on 
human nature with morality directly involved.  

In another contrast with the later Confucius, Zisi talked about physical nature, 
with desire as its main content. He said, 

 
Before the emotions of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are aroused, this is 
called zhong or the inner. When these emotions are aroused and each and all 
attain due measure and degree, this is called harmony. Zhong is the great 
foundation of the world, and harmony is the universal way. Let zhong manifest 
as harmony, and tian and earth will attain their proper order and all things will 
flourish. (Chan 1969, 98, modified) 
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It is intriguing that Zisi did not call the nature related to emotions “nature,” but 
rather “zhong,” in order to distinguish between the physical nature and rational 
nature. Zhong means “inner,” and is a noun of locality, not an essential property.  

According to Zisi, nature and zhong share some common ground. Both were 
imparted by tian, and both are within humans. The significant difference between 
them is that the internal nature, once drawn out, becomes dao, but only when the 
internal zhong has been aroused and attains its due measure and degree can it be 
called harmony and the universal dao. 

8  Xing Zi Ming Chu: “Nature” and “Dao” 

Among the Guodian bamboo texts, Cheng Zhi Wen Zhi (成之聞之), Xing Zi Ming 
Chu, Zun Deyi (尊德義), and Liu De (六德) not only share the same bamboo style, 
but also show no conflict in content. Therefore, they must have been written by 
the same author. In my opinion, it is very likely that their author is Meng Ke (孟
軻), one of Zisi’s disciples. Meng Ke, however, is not Mencius, though they share 
the same name. There are two differing views regarding the historical 
relationship between Mencius and Zisi, one holding that Mencius was Zisi’s 
disciple, and the other that Mencius was a disciple of Zisi’s disciple. According 
to my new findings, both statements are untrue. On the one hand, I have recently 
proven that Zisi died at the age of 92. Nevertheless, his lifetime still could not 
have overlapped with that of Mencius. On other hand, it is difficult to doubt the 
historical records concerning the meetings of Zisi and Meng Ke. The fact is that 
the Confucian who was documented in Zisi Zi and Kong Cong Zi (孔叢子), 
whose family name is Meng (孟), whose given name is Ke (軻), and whose zi (字, 
courtesy name) is Ziche (子車), is not Mencius, but rather one of Zisi’s disciples 
who had the same family and given name as Mencius. As Zhao Qi (趙岐) of the 
Eastern Han dynasty pointed out, Mencius’ zi was not known (Guo 2002).  

Xing Zi Ming Chu occupies a very important position in the history of the 
theory of human nature in China. The term xing in Xing Zi Ming Chu has the 
same meaning as the term zhong or inner in Tianming. This work’s general ideas 
on human nature bear great similarity to those expressed in the Tianming 
paragraph, that the state “before the emotions of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy 
are aroused is called zhong.” We could say that the theory of human nature in 
Xing Zi Ming Chu inherited and developed the idea of zhong from the Tianming.  

Xing Zi Ming Chu defines xing nature as follows: “The qi of pleasure, anger, 
sorrow and sadness is nature. When it was seen outside, it is because things took 
it out.”13 From the phrase “when it was seen outside, it is because things took it 
                                                               
13 喜怒哀悲之氣，性也。及其見於外，則物取之也。 
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out,” we can conclude that “the qi of pleasure, anger, sorrow and sadness is 
nature” describes an internal state which is the same as that described in “before 
the emotions of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are aroused it is called zhong.” 
Obviously the term xing or nature in Xing Zi Ming Chu and the term zhong or the 
inner in Tianming are the same thing. The idea of treating nature as qi in Xing Zi 
Ming Chu recalls the idea that “humans have the emotions of likes and dislikes, 
pleasure and anger, sorrow and joy which are produced from six kinds of qi,” as 
expressed in the Zuozhuan by Zichan.  

Where did nature come from? What is its moral meaning? Xing Zi Ming Chu 
states, “nature comes from decree, decree falls from tian. Dao begins with 
emotions, emotion forms from nature. The beginning is close to qing (emotions), 
the end is close to yi (義, righteousness). He who knows emotion could come out 
from it, he who knows righteousness could go in from it” (Jingmen 1998).14 
Concerning the nature imparted by tian, the author of Xing Zi Ming Chu does not 
differ from other thinkers. Its original view is articulated in the following 
sentences; the most noteworthy point is the essential difference between “dao 
begins at emotions, emotions form from nature”15 in Xing Zi Ming Chu and 
“when nature has been drawn out is called dao” (率性之謂道) in Tianming. Xing 
Zi Ming Chu simply says that “dao begins with emotions.” This cannot be 
understood as “emotions formed dao,” nor as “dao is the transformation of 
nature,” as stated in Tianming. We will acquire a deeper understanding of this if 
we take the idea of zhong or the inner in Tianming as a background. As Tianming 
states, the state “before the emotions of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are 
aroused is called zhong or the inner. When these emotions are aroused and all of 
them attain due measure and degree, it is called harmony. Zhong is the great 
foundation of the world, and harmony is the universal dao.” It is clear here that 
dao does not originate from zhong in Tianming, or from nature in Xing Zi Ming 
Chu. We can therefore say that the idea of dao in Xing Zi Ming Chu is an 
externalist theory of morality: it holds that morality comes from outside of 
human nature. 

The subject of the sentence “the beginning is close to emotions, the end is 
close to righteousness” is dao. Dao is a comprehensive concept including all 
moral norms. According to the author of Xing Zi Ming Chu, dao is a process. 
Because “emotions form from nature,” emotion is closest to nature. Based on the 
idea that “the end is close to righteousness,” righteousness is the most external 
moral norm of dao. Dao is an external process, but this is a process going from 
more internal to more external. The statement “He who knows emotion could 
come out from it, he who knows righteousness could go in from it” also reflects 
                                                               
14 性自命出，命自天降。道始於情，情生於性。始者盡情，終者近義。知情者能出之，知義者入之。  
15 道始於情，情生於性。 
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this idea. 
Since dao is completely external, it is not natural, but artificial. This does not 

mean that dao is completely empirical and obstructed from tian. In another of his 
works, Tian Jiang Dachang (天降大常, also known as Cheng Zhi Wen Zhi 成之聞

之), the author of Xing Zi Ming Chu, states, “tian lowers the great constitution, so 
as to manage human relations. To establish righteousness between monarch and 
subject, to brighten the love between father and son, to heighten the distinction 
between husband and wife” (Jingmen 1998).16 That is to say dao originates from 
tian, like nature, but whereas tian imparts nature to human beings directly, tian 
lowers dao to society, not to human beings. 

In conclusion, I would like to point out that the Xing Zi Ming Chu has 
established an external moral metaphysics which could be called external moral 
apriorism. Morality is not inherent to human beings, and as such it cannot be 
found within, but can be known by turning outward. Therefore the external moral 
apriorism of Xing Zi Ming Chu has the characteristics of epistemology. Thus 
“tian” in Xing Zi Ming Chu has a twofold significance, namely the tian of matter 
(自然之天) and the tian of reason (義理之天). The former is the source of nature, 
and the latter is the source of morality. 

Inasmuch as nature is non-aroused emotions, namely the qi of emotions, 
whereas dao is external morality, the question arises of how dao acts upon nature. 
As Tian Jiang Dachang states, “a gentleman cultivates human relations so as to 
follow the virtue of tian.” The problem is how to cultivate human relations or, in 
other words, how to cultivate dao. It was mentioned above that Xing Zi Ming 
Chu stated, “dao begins at emotions, emotion forms from nature.” Let the 
aroused nature, namely emotions, follow dao or begin dao. In this manner, 
emotions connect the external dao and the internal nature, the a priori and the 
experiential. 

If we can say that the statement “dao begins at emotions” manifests the 
tradition of controlling nature with virtue, then Xing zi mingchu’s other statement, 
namely “what can develop nature is dao,” 17 manifests the tradition of enriching 
nature with virtue. On this point Xing Zi Ming Chu puts forwards its theory of 
education. It states, “nature is the same throughout the world, but the way each 
mind uses it varies from one to the next. This condition is caused by education.”18 
As such, “education is what forms virtue in zhong or the inner.”19 This zhong is 
the same zhong as in Tianming. According to Xing zi mingchu, zhong is nature. 

                                                               
16 天降大常, 以理人倫。制為君臣之義, 著為父子之親, 分為夫婦之辨。是故小人亂天常以逆大道, 

君子治人倫以順天德。 
17 長性者，道也。 
18 四海之內, 其性一也, 其用心各異, 教使然也。 
19 教, 所以生德於中也。 
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Therefore, education is the main moral path of Xing zi mingchu. Generally 
speaking, the theories of human nature of the later Confucius and Zisi prepare the 
way for Mencius’s theory of human nature. At the same time, Zisi’s theory of 
zhong and Xing Zi Ming Chu’s theory of nature opened the gate for Xunzi’s 
theory of human nature. 

9  Mencius: “Nature” and “Impartment” 

The internal moral apriorism which the later Confucius inaugurated was 
subsequently developed by Zisi but would be abandoned by Zisi’s disciple. There 
is no doubt that external moral apriorism deviated from the metaphysical 
tradition of the later Confucius and Zisi, and marked a major turn in the history 
of pre-Qin Confucianism. It should be acknowledged that the theory of Xing Zi 
Ming Chu had a great influence on the academic circles which dominated the 
mainstream at that time. For example, the teachings of Gaozi, who was 
Mencius’s senior and often argued with him, are quite similar to those in the Xing 
Zi Ming Chu. In the middle Warring-States period, it was Mencius who turned 
the trend back to the tradition of the later Confucius and Zisi. Nevertheless, 
Mencius went further than both Confucius and Zisi. Mencius said, “he who 
exerts his mind to the utmost knows his nature. He who knows his nature knows 
tian” (Mencius 7A1; Chan 1969, 78, modified).20 This is a summary statement 
of Mencius’s philosophy, and its position within Mencius’ philosophy is 
comparable to that of the first three sentences discussed above in Zisi’s 
philosophy. 

Mencius begins his philosophy with the concept of “mind.” He said, 
“humanity, righteousness, propriety and wisdom are rooted in mind” (Mencius 
7A21). Mencius puts forward his teaching of the Four Beginnings saying 
 

A man without the mind of commiseration is not a man; a man without the 
mind of shame and dislike is not a man; a man without the mind of deference 
and compliance is not a man; and a man without the mind of right and wrong 
is not a man. The mind of commiseration is the beginning of humanity; the 
mind of shame and dislike is the beginning of righteousness; the mind of 
deference and compliance is the beginning of propriety; and the mind of right 
and wrong is the beginning of wisdom. Men have these Four Beginnings just 
as they have their four limbs. (Mencius 2A6; Chan 1969, 65, modified) 

 
When Gongduzi enumerated different views on the problem of whether human 

                                                               
20 盡其心者, 知其性也; 知其性, 則知天矣。 
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nature is good or evil, he asked Mencius, “now you say that human nature is 
good. Then are those views wrong?” Mencius replied,  
 

If you let people follow their minds, they will be able to do good. This is what 
is meant by saying that human nature is good. If man does evil, it is not the 
fault of his natural endowment. The mind of commiseration is found in all men; 
the mind of shame and dislike is found in all men; the mind of respect and 
reverence is found in all men; and the mind of right and wrong is found in all 
men. The mind of commiseration is what we call humanity; the mind of shame 
and dislike is what we call righteousness; the mind of respect and reverence is 
what we call propriety; and the mind of right and wrong is what we call 
wisdom. Humanity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are not drilled into 
us from outside. We originally have them with us. Only we do not think to find 
them. (Mencius 6A6; Chan 1969, 54, modified) 

 
The ultimate source of the “goodness” of “mind” and “nature” is tian. In the 

same manner as Zisi, Mencius uses the term cheng to describe the goodness of 
tian and the relationship between tian and humans. He discusses Zisi’s teaching 
as such:  
 

If those in inferior positions do not have the confidence of their superiors, they 
will not be able to govern the people. There is a way to have the confidence of 
the superiors: If one is not trusted by his friends, he will not have the 
confidence of his superiors. There is a way to be trusted by one’s friends: If 
one is not obedient to his parents, he will not be trusted by his friends. There is 
a way to obey one’s parents: If one examines himself and finds himself to be 
not cheng, he will not be obedient to his parents. There is a way to be cheng 
with oneself: If one does not understand what is good, he will not be cheng 
with himself. Therefore, cheng is the way of tian. To think along the lines of 
cheng is the way of man. (Mencius 4A12; Chan 1969, 74, modified) 

 
It is not difficult to observe that most of this paragraph is identical to the 

content of Tianming, but the last sentence is obviously different. As we know, 
Tianming ended the paragraph with: “Cheng is the way of tian. To allow oneself 
be cheng is the way of man.” Mencius however deliberately changed it to say 
that “therefore cheng is the way of tian. To think cheng is the way of man.” The 
interpreters of these works did not feel that there was an essential difference 
between them, but I think this conceals a very significant difference between 
Mencius’s and Zisi’s thinking.  

Indeed, Mencius agrees with Zisi entirely on the teaching that “what tian 
imparts is called nature” and, just like Zisi, Mencius defines “the way of tian” 
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and human nature using cheng and “goodness.” That is why he quotes Zisi’s 
above-cited teaching. Beyond this, however, Mencius defines nature as the “Four 
Beginnings.” This subtle change marks the beginning of Mencius’s departure 
from Zisi’s line of thought. When it comes down to the problems of how nature 
acts upon humans and how humans treat nature, namely the moral path, Mencius 
has already started out on a way which is different from the way of Zisi. Mencius 
not only sublated Zisi’s idea of drawing nature from the inside to the outside, but 
also sublated his idea of cultivating the outer way into an inner nature. Mencius 
creatively established the theory of “thinking” or “introspection” as his moral path. 

According to Mencius, “men have these Four Beginnings just as they have 
their four limbs.” Thus, without using external means, humans can realize and 
obtain the “Four Beginnings” immediately. Mencius calls this realisation si (思) 
or thinking, fan (反) or introspection, zi fan (自反) or self-examination, and qiu 
求 or searching. The objects of “thinking,” “introspection,” and “searching” are 
the “Four Beginnings.” Now we can understand why Mencius replaced Zisi’s “to 
allow oneself to be cheng” with “to think cheng.” Cheng is the “Four 
Beginnings”; “to think cheng” means “to think the Four Beginnings.” In other 
words, Mencius replaces Zisi’s “to allow oneself be cheng” with “to think cheng” 
because of their differing moral paths.  

It is important to know that the Four Beginnings are not just humankind’s 
nature, but also moral standards. If someone is confused about the right or wrong 
of his action, he can consider the Four Beginnings to resolve the confusion. As 
Mencius said,  

 
Here is a man, who treats me in a perverse and unreasonable manner. The 
superior man in such a case will turn round upon himself, “I must have been 
wanting in benevolence; I must have been wanting in propriety—how should 
this has happened to me?” He examines himself, and is especially benevolent. 
He turns round upon himself, and is especially observant of propriety. The 
perversity and unreasonableness of the other, however, are still the same. The 
superior man will again turn round on himself, “I must have been failing to do 
my utmost.” He turns round upon himself, and proceeds to do his utmost, but 
still the perversity and unreasonableness of the other are repeated. On this the 
superior man says, “This is a man utterly lost indeed! Since he conducts 
himself so, what is there to choose between him and a brute? Why should I go 
to contend with a brute?” (Mencius 4B28) 

  
On the one hand, the “Four Beginnings” “are not drilled into us from outside. 

We originally have them within us;” on the other hand, “mind” “is what Tian has 
given us.” So Mencius comes to the conclusion that all human beings have the 
same moral ability, that there is no difference between sages and common people. 
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He said, “the sages are the same kind of people as ourselves.” Why then do the 
wise and the stupid, the kind and the evil all coexist in the world? There is a 
specific discussion in Mencius concerning this question. 

 
Jiao of Cao asked Mencius, saying, “It is said, ‘All men may be Yaos and 
Shuns.’ Is it so?” 

Mencius replied, “It is.” 
Jiao went on, “I have heard that king Wen was ten cubits high, and Tang 

nine. Now I am nine cubits four inches in height. But I can do nothing but eat 
my millet. What am I to do to realize that saying?” 

Mencius answered him, “What has this—the question of size—to do with 
the matter? It all lies simply in acting as such. Here is a man, whose strength 
was not equal to lift a duckling—he was then a man of no strength. But today 
here is a man who can lift 3,000 catties’ weight, and he is a man of strength. 
And so, he who can lift the weight which Wu Huo lifted is just another Wu 
Huo. Why should a man make a want of ability the subject of his grief? It is 
only that he will not do the thing. To walk slowly, keeping behind his elders, is 
to perform the part of a younger. To walk quickly and precede his elders, is to 
violate the duty of a younger brother. Now, is it what a man cannot do—to 
walk slowly? It is what he does not do. The course of Yao and Shun was 
simply that of filial piety and fraternal duty. Wear the clothes of Yao, repeat the 
words of Yao, and do the actions of Yao, and you will just be a Yao. And, if 
you wear the clothes of Jie, repeat the words of Jie, and do the actions of Jie, 
you will just be a Jie.” (Mencius 6B2; Legge 2011b, modified)  

 
Because Mencius thinks all men share the same kind of nature, whether to be Yao 
and Shun or not is not a question of ability but rather of taking the proper action. 
Filial piety is always regarded as the very basis of all goodness, meaning that if a 
person can apply filial piety he can achieve anything needed to be a sage. We can 
thus realize why Mencius has not distinguished the sages and common people 
using moral ability, and why he has not correspondingly distinguished two moral 
paths, as did Zisi. Mencius emphasizes that the unique moral path is “to think 
cheng,” namely “the way of man.” In other words, for Mencius there is no moral 
path which is “the way of tian.”  

Since “to think cheng” is a unique moral path, moral efforts are entirely based 
on the mind. Unlike the later Confucius and Zisi, Mencius does not emphasize 
that one should “develop nature to the utmost (jin xing 盡性),” but holds 
strongly that one should “exert the mind to the utmost (jin xin 盡心).” The 
results of Mencius’s “exerting the mind to the utmost” and the later Confucius 
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and Zisi’s “developing nature to the utmost” are the same. 
Mencius is willing to consider xing, which he mostly called mind, as the Four 

Beginnings because it is a “beginning,” i.e. a start, for kindness. From this start, 
good nature can grow further and wider and can become full benevolence. 
Mencius said, “since all men have these four beginnings in themselves, let them 
know [that they are] to give them all their development and completion, and the 
issue will be like that of fire which has begun to burn, or that of a spring which 
has begun to find vent” (Mencius 2B6; Legge 2011b). 

If it is true that “if man commits evil, it is not the fault of his natural 
endowment,” then where does evil come from? Mencius said, “the ears and eyes 
cannot think and are thereby obscured by material things, material things act 
upon the material senses and lead them astray” (Mencius 6A15). Thus the chief 
criminal element is “the ears and eyes,” namely desire. Mencius further pointed 
out, “some parts of the body are noble and some are ignoble; some great and 
some small. We must not allow the ignoble to injure the noble, or the small to 
injure the great. Those who nourish the small parts will become small men. 
Those who nourish the great parts will become great men” (Mencius 6A14; Chan 
1969, 58–59, modified). According to Zhu Xi, the noble and great parts of the 
body pertain to the mind and the ignoble and small pertain to desire. The use of 
the character “injure” makes it clear that only desire can “injure” the “Four 
Beginnings.” This is why Mencius established the moral path of “thinking.” 

Though Mencius denounced desire as “ignoble” and “small,” he did not 
exclude it entirely from our nature. He said,  

 
Mouths desire sweet tastes, eyes desire beautiful colours, ears desire pleasant 
sounds, noses desire fragrant odors, and the four limbs desire ease and comfort. 
They are nature. But they are also ming or impartment, so superior men do not 
call them nature. Humanity [applies] to the relationship between father and son, 
righteousness to the relationship between ruler and minister, propriety to the 
relationship between guest and host, wisdom to the worthy, and sagacity to the 
way of tian—these are ming or impartment. But they are also nature, so 
superior men do not call them ming or impartment. (Mencius 7B24; Chan 
1969, 81–82, modified) 
 
On the one hand, according to the general views held in the pre-Qin period, both 

desires, namely “mouths desire sweet taste,” and virtue, namely “humanity [applies] 
to the relationship between father and son,” are “imparted” by “tian.” In this sense, 
both of them could be called “impartment.” On the other hand, both are inborn in 
human beings and are their properties. In this sense, both desires and virtue could 
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be called “nature.” The former, however, had earlier been called “nature,” since 
the original meaning of “nature” was desire. At the same time, the latter had been 
called “impartment.” This is why “mouths [which] desire sweet tastes … are 
nature,” and why “humanity, to the relationship between father and son … [is] 
impartment.” Ming or impartment originally was a verb meaning tian, “to 
impart.” Ming as a noun later took on more comprehensive meanings. Since xing 
or nature transformed from sheng (生), it has been a noun. Later, it extended to 
include the meanings of “property” and “essence.” It is obvious that xing or 
nature is more essential. On the basis of the idea of valuing virtue above desire to 
distinguish between the a priori virtue and the instinctive desire using the terms 
xing and ming, there is no doubt that Mencius could choose the essential xing to 
name the a priori virtue and choose the non-essential ming to name the 
instinctive desire. 

Having gained a general knowledge of the theories of human nature before 
Mencius’s time, we can easily discern that the “superior men” are the later 
Confucius and Zisi. Since he took virtue as nature, Confucius had not referred to 
desire as nature. Zisi named the nature of desire as zhong. This distinction 
between “nature” and “impartment” is closely related to the distinction between 
humans and animals in Mencius’s thought. He said, “there is a small distinction 
between humans and animals. Common people are detached from it, superior 
men maintain it” (Mencius 4B19). According to the context, the “small 
distinction” is the “Four Beginnings.” That is to say, possession of the “Four 
Beginnings” is the essential distinction between humans and animals. On this 
point, Mencius differs from the later Confucius and Zisi. According to the later 
Confucius and Zisi, all things have “nature,” but according to Mencius, only 
humans deserve to have “nature.” 

10  Conclusion 

It is important to note the significance of the theory that regards virtue as xing or 
nature, which passed on through the later Confucius to Zisi and then to Mencius. 
Because all the other ideas of xing, such as that “xing is bad,” “there is no good 
or bad in xing,” etc., merely construe xing as physical nature, only the theory of 
the goodness of xing sees it as rational nature—which was an entirely new idea at 
that time. It is worth mentioning that most of the disputes regarding human 
nature are attributable to different understandings of xing, so scholars need to 
focus their attention on that matter to avoid unnecessary confusion. 

This research exposes a bias in the studies on the theories of human nature in 
China which I call Mencianization. Since Han Yu (韓愈) put forward the idea of 
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the daotong (道統) or orthodoxy of Chinese culture, Mencius’s position has been 
in the ascendancy. The Mencian theory that human nature is good was treated as 
orthodox and the main current of Chinese thought thereafter, and all inquiries 
into Chinese theories of human nature were tinged by Mencius’s thought. It is 
now time to correct this Mencianization and return to the historical facts. 
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