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Some Observations on the
Hsiin Tzu’s Theory of the “Xing E”

Cheng-Wei Liu*
Abstract

Hsiin Tzu’s theory of “Xing E” has been interpreted as “human nature is
originally evil”, therefore received many criticisms since been asserted.
However, this is indeed a misunderstanding of relevant terms in the text,
and this misunderstanding made Hsiin Tzu’s teaching of “transformation of
human nature by self-cultivation” absurd.

This article purposes to clarify these terms. First, according to the book
of Hsiin Tzu, human nature signifies necessary (hence a priori) desires of a
human as a living being. It is a neutral term. Second, if we let these desires
unchecked, they are apt to result evil. So not “human nature is originally
evil”, but only “human nature is (apt to) evil”. The goal of cultivation is
not to eliminate human desires all together, but to limit them appropriately.
The possibility of cultivating lies in mind's capacities to be open and
peaceful, through which to become clear-minded.

To sum up, the alleged contradiction between Mencius’ and Hstin Tzu’s
doctrine of human nature don’t exist. The genuine problem of Hsilin Tzu’s

theory is whether his descriptions revealed the facts about human beings.

Keywords: Hsiin Tzu, Xing E (Human Nature is Evil), Human Nature is
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