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Abstract

Human nature has been one of the major topics in traditional Chinese philosophy.
Mencius’ theory on the goodness of human nature opened up a new perspective
within this debate and exercised a continuous influence on this debate. For a very long
time the interpretation of the Mencius’ theory on the goodness of human nature has
been along the lines of Chu His(Zhuxi), who first proposed to be understood the
goodness of human nature in the Mencius as meaning that human nature was
inherently good. To understand the true meaning of the Mencius’ theory it is
necessary to free oneself from the influence of this tradition and to go back to the text.

In the Mencius nature (xing) and heart (xin) are often mentioned as corresponding
terms, as in the phrase “to move the heart and restrain human nature” (dong xin ren
xing). It is also necessary “to keep the heart” (cun xin) and “cultivate human nature”
(yang xing). Accordingly human nature (xing) is not the fixed entity, as is being
claimed. This has repercussions for the reading of some key passages in the Mencius.
The famous passage concerned with the nature (xing) of the virtuous man (2 + z #+



o i &8 949+ .w) has to be rephrased as meaning: “The human nature as embodied
by the virtuous man consists of rooting (gen) benevolence, righteousness, ritual
behavior and wisdom in one’s heart.” Accordingly human nature is good (shan) as
long as it follows this path of filling one’s heart with those virtues.

To sum up, only when we leave the frame of thought rooted in the tradition of Chu
His, we can appreciate the potential of the Mencius’ theory on the goodness of human
nature. From a Mencius’ point of view it is up to us, if we live up to our potential as
human beings and fulfill our nature (xing).
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