Mengzi’s Philosophical Scheme of Human Nature
LEE Yong-Yun1

Abstract
This paper argues that Mengzi’s 孟子 view on human nature should be understood
not as an empirical observation but as a philosophical scheme. It should be noted
that Mengzi is the first philosopher in Chinese history who contended that every
human being is born with innate goodness and the potential to become a sage.
Mengzi’s contention can be viewed as a Copernican revolution within the Chinese
intellectual tradition in that he switched the focus of self-cultivation from external
effort (i.e., to learn one’s intellectual heritage) to internal effort (i.e., to cultivate
one’s inner potential for goodness or sagehood). This means that Mengzi’s view on
human nature can be understood as an effort to pave the road to a universal and
easy attainment of the highest level of self-cultivation. It is also postulated that
Mengzi’s critical approach to Tian 天 (Heaven) can be viewed as a framework to
support his philosophical plan; that is, all human beings are equipped with the seeds
of moral perfection.
Keywords: Confucianism, Mengzi (Mencius), human nature, philosophical scheme,
cosmology, sagehood

* LEE Yong-Yun is a research professor in the Department of Eastern Philosophy at
Sungkyunkwan University (yongyunlee@skku.edu).
** The arguments of this paper are based on chapter four of my dissertation, “Ethical Mapping
of Tian (Heaven) and Dao (Way).”

2

Journal of Confucian Philosophy and Culture Vol. 31 / February 2019

1. Introduction
Mengzi 孟子 (Mencius, c. 380-c. 290 BCE) is well known for his contention
that each individual is born with innate moral potential. He is also regarded
as one of the founding fathers of Confucianism who attempted to integrate
Kongzi’s 孔子 (Confucius, 551-479 BCE) legacy of moral teachings into his
own moral preaching. His admiration for Kongzi is shown clearly in the
statement from the Mengzi that: “Ever since humans were born, there has been
no greater man than Kongzi.”1 Though this short statement does not tell us
why Mengzi admired Kongzi so deeply, this much is clear: Mengzi considered
Kongzi the ideal teacher, and thus took him as his exemplar, the predecessor
that he most wanted to emulate.2 Therefore, it is not surprising to find that
the Mengzi contains more than forty direct quotations of statements from
Kongzi, most of which are offered as supporting evidence for Mengzi’s claims.
Because Kongzi is so often cited as a moral authority for Mengzi’s teaching,
understanding Kongzi’s ethical system is a key prerequisite for grasping the
Mengzi’s moral orientation, particularly since the teachings of the two masters
evince a number of ideological similarities, especially in the fields of cosmology
and ethics.3
The nexus between cosmology and ethics are postulated to remind us of
more flexible, generative, and original approaches to Mengzi’s philosophy.
These approaches are analogous to the hermeneutic circle in that the concept
highlights the point that many realms of human traditions inescapably relational,
interdependent, and dynamic.4 In this regard, the analysis of the two seemly
1
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Mengzi 2A.2: “自有生民以來, 未有孔子也.”
For a study of Mengzi’s role as a defender of Kongzi, see Ivanhoe, “Heaven as a source
for Ethical Warrant in Early Confucianism.”
Cosmology is usually understood as a combination of the fields of cosmogony, the study
of the origin of the universe, and taxonomy, the study of the classification of entities and
their relations. This understanding of cosmology suggests that within any given tradition,
even seemingly distinct aspects or social institutions may be better understood if approached
from a broad, holistic perspective. Applying this understanding to the comparative study
of ethical traditions, I argue that ethical traditions tend to reflect and support the prevailing
cosmological framework held by the individuals in that tradition.
According to the hermeneutic circle, understanding a text requires that we must move back
and forth in a “circle” between the parts and the whole. This circular conception of
interpretation is not designed to camouflage an understanding of a particular text or to make
understanding and interpretation impossible. Rather, it purports that the parts of a text should
be understood as interrelated within a larger system, and that textual understanding should
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separate realms has two main goals: to show the dialogic nature of cultural
or intellectual phenomena by focusing on the interrelationships between
cosmology and ethics, and to provide a more dynamic understanding of the
warrants for ethical claims in early Chinese thought. In this regard, cosmology
and ethics can be viewed as two important parts of the early Chinese intellectual
map, and each plays a role in relation to the other within the total textual
network that comprises early Chinese texts, especially in the Mengzi.

2. Tian-Cosmology: Tian 天 as the Source of an Ethical Framework
Mengzi’s cosmology in many respects appears to be derived from that of
Kongzi. One place where this relationship can be clearly observed is in
Mengzi’s citation of a line from the Shijing 詩經 (Classic of Poetry) along
with Kongzi’s commentary. The passage reads:
The Shijing says “Tian gave birth to people; once things exist, rules exist.
If common people grasp constant principles, what they like is magnificent
virtue.” Kongzi said, “Whoever composed the poem knows dao. Therefore,
if there are things, there must be principles. Common people grasp constant
principles, therefore what they like is magnificent virtues.”5

One inference we can make from this passage is that Kongzi and
Mengzi implicitly agree upon Tian’s role in generating the physical world.
In other words, Mengzi’s citation of the line from the Shijing and Kongzi’s
approving remark show his implicit support for Kongzi’s view that Tian was
to be regarded as both first cause and highest of all cosmological entities.
Elsewhere, Kongzi describes Tian as the greatest entity as seen in the
passage, “How great Yao was as a king. Only Tian is great; only Yao
emulated it!”6 This is a view that Mengzi seems to share. Mengzi also
resembles Kongzi in appearing to hold a naturalistic view of Tian. Mengzi

5
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be founded upon contextual and holistic approaches. Baruch (or Benedictus) de Spinoza is
widely credited as the first modern philosopher to spell out what we would now regard
as a theory of the hermeneutic circle. See Spinoza, Theological-Political Treatise.
Mengzi 6A.6: “詩曰, ‘天生蒸民, 有物有則. 民之秉夷, 好是懿德.’ 孔子曰, ‘爲此詩者, 其知道乎!
故有物必有則, 民之秉夷也, 故好是懿德’.” The transmitted version of the Lunyu does not
contain the Shijing passage, which suggests that not all the passages which were available
to Mengzi’s contemporaries survived the compilation process of the Lunyu. For a further
discussion of the Lunyu compilation process, see Brooks and Brooks, The Original Analects:
Sayings of Confucius and His Successors.
Lunyu 8.19: “大哉, 堯之爲君也! 巍巍乎, 唯天爲大, 唯堯則之!”
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says: “Tian does not say a word, it just shows its will through natural
phenomena and events.”7 This phrase is reminiscent of the following passage
from the Lunyu: “What did Tian say? Four seasons take turns and a hundred
things grow. What did Tian say?”8 Both of these passages suggest that Tian
does not articulate its message through human speech or linguistic
communication, but reveals its will indirectly through natural phenomena.
While the two seem to have a shared understanding of Tian’s
cosmological importance and method of operation, there are notable
differences in their understanding of Tian’s role in human society. For
example, while Kongzi and Mengzi have a similar understanding of Tian
as a naturalistic entity, there is a clear distinction between the ways that
each conceives of Tian’s role in regulating human social affairs. Although
there are only a few lines addressing the role of Tian in the Lunyu, it is
apparent that Tian is viewed as an ultimate entity with the power to rule
over and influence human society, as when Kongzi claims that, “He who
offends Tian has none to whom he can pray.”9 Kongzi’s description of Tian
in the Lunyu is consistent with his disciple Zixia’s 子夏 understanding of
Tian as having controlling power over human fate.10 In other words, in
Kongzi’s view Tian has a decisive role over human life and society which
cannot be changed by human efforts.11
Such an authoritative and decisive role for Tian rarely occurs in
Mengzi’s writings. Instead, Mengzi typically denies that Tian possesses an
irresistible power over human wishes or the fruits of social organization.
Mengzi says, “Times given by Heaven are not as good as advantages given
by the earth, and advantages given by the earth are not as good as harmonies
formed by human beings.”12 Here we can see that in Mengzi’s eyes Tian
has no controlling and decisive power over human society. In this regard,
we can say that an individual’s fate, in Mengzi’s view, depends on his or
her own effort, rather than external power (in the form of either advantages
Mengzi 5A.5: “天不言, 以行與事示之而已矣.”
Lunyu 17.19: “天何言哉? 四時行焉, 百物生焉, 天何言哉?” The rhetorical question in this
passage suggests that Tian does not speak its message but instead reveals its will as a form
of natural phenomena.
9 Lunyu 3.13: “獲罪於天, 無所禱也.”
10 According to Lunyu 12.5, Zixia states: “死生有命, 富貴在天” (Death and birth are
predetermined by fate; wealth and official success are a matter of Tian).
11 For a detailed discussion about the nexus between cosmological structures and ethical mandates
in the Lunyu, see Lee, “Tian as a Cosmological Framework for Kongzils Moral Teaching.”
12 Mengzi 2B.1: “天時不如地利, 地利不如人和.”
7
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given by the earth or heavenly decrees). We can also infer that Mengzi’s
view of social possibility is less deterministic and allows for a greater
possibility for voluntary human moral transformation.

3. Mengzi’s Target Audience of Ethical Teaching
Mengzi seems to have imagined a very specific audience for his ethical
teachings, namely, members of the ruling class, and kings in particular.
Mengzi’s rationale for this choice of audience is very clearly stated in the
passage, “The virtue of a noble man is like wind; the virtue of a petty man
is like grass,”13 an idea taken almost verbatim from the passage in the Lunyu
which asserts: “The virtue of a noble man is like wind; the virtue of a petty
man is like grass. If the wind blows over the grass, the grass must be bent.”14
The idea of the passage is that common people (i.e., petty men) are
susceptible to the influence of their rulers and thus likely to follow the
virtues of their rulers. The implication of this idea is that if a ruler is moral,
the common people will themselves become moral, as their natures and
desires will be bent in emulation of their rulers. In other words, Mengzi
argues that the ideal ruler is the one who, in the words of Kongzi, “acts
like the North Star, staying in place while the other stars rotate around it.”15
In practical terms, this means that Mengzi’s ideal ruler has little need to
force the people to become moral, and would be most effective in producing
social cohesion and improved morality by dint of example. Such a belief
also helps to explain why Mengzi would direct his ethical teachings to the
ruling class. Based on the logic in the passages just discussed, the most
effective way to improve social morality is simply to teach the ruler how
to act morally, since the people are moral mirrors of their rulers.
For Mengzi, the ruler functions as the total exemplar for the common
people, especially in terms of morality. In this respect, it can be said that
the structural relationship between cosmology and ethics bears a strong
resemblance to the relationship between a ruler’s morality and the morality
of his subjects, since the ruler is expected to provide a moral framework
for his subjects in much the same way as cosmology is expected to provide
a framework for ethical principles.
13
14
15

Mengzi 3A.2: “君子之德, 風也; 小人之德, 草也.”
Lunyu 2.19: “君子之德, 風; 小人之德, 草; 草上之風, 必偃.”
See Lunyu 2.1.
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4. Human Nature in Moral Learning
Mengzi’s view of human nature may also be understood in the light of his
cosmological framework.16 That is, his understanding of human nature also
falls within the scope of his cosmological ideas, at least in the sense that
Mengzi imagines human beings as capable of becoming good on their own,
without reliance on the highest entity, Tian. More specifically, Mengzi is
well-known for asserting that human nature is good and human beings, by
nature, are already equipped with the full potential for ethical goodness.17
Specifically, Mengzi argues that “All things are equipped inside me,”18 and
asks his listeners to draw on their intrinsic moral potential to make
responsible ethical decisions, directing his hearers that “If there are some
things you cannot attain, search for them inside yourself.”19 From these
statements, we can conclude that Mengzi would likely claim that our ethical
knowledge has its source in our innate nature, which already has the
complete potential to make us morally good.20
Although the Mengzi’s description of the source of ethical knowledge
is different from the Lunyu’s, the two texts’ descriptions of known ethical
principles are quite similar. Furthermore, both describe the sage kings (Yao
堯, Shun 舜, King Wen 文 and so forth) as the ideal embodiments of moral
virtues, and both advocate the study of their moral virtues.

16

17

18

19
20

I use the metaphor of “framework” to illustrate the ways in which intellectual arguments
resemble complex physical structures. In most cases, these invisible frameworks fulfill the
utilitarian purpose of holding and connecting the different parts of the structure in a unified
form. Moreover, the physical and technical properties of the framework (i.e., the materials
and layout of the frames) determine the possible shape of the structure which they support.
The same is also frequently true for human intellectual products in the sense that these
products are frequently undergirded by an ideological framework that bridges its disparate
parts and shapes its form.
The Mengzi suggests four sprouts (siduan 四端) of ethical goodness in the human mind:
the feeling of compassion (ceyin zhi xin 惻隱之心), the feeling of shame and dislike (xiuwu
zhi xin 羞惡之心), the feeling of respect (gongqing zhi xin 恭敬之心), and the feeling of
right and wrong (shifei zhi xin 是非之心). See Mengzi 2A.6.
Mengzi 7A.4: “萬物皆備於我矣.” In this respect, Mengzi also said, “Benevolence, righteousness,
ritual propriety and wisdom are not infused into us from outside; we certainly have them
[innately].” See Mengzi 6A.6: “仁義禮智, 非由外鑠我也, 我固有之也.”
Mengzi 4A.4: “行有不得者, 皆反求諸己.”
This potential to acquire moral knowledge is called liangzhi 良知 in the Mengzi.
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5. Structural Resemblance between Cosmology and
Ethical Framework
As previously discussed, the Mengzi maintains a clearer distinction
between the divine and human realms, compared to the Lunyu. This means
that Mengzi’s description of Tian may be understood as being solely
naturalistic, and furthermore, that Tian’s anthropomorphic aspects do not
affect Mengzi’s cosmological and ethical systems.21 This point deserves
greater attention since this naturalistic description of Tian in the Mengzi
seems to be consistent with what might be described as Mengzi’s
humanistic understanding of both human nature and human moral
transformation. In this regard, there seems to be a structural resemblance
between Mengzi’s cosmology and ethics.22 One important consequence of
Mengzi’s naturalistic understanding of Tian is that it allows him to favor
flexibility over hierarchy in his moral teachings.
The primacy of a naturalistic understanding of Tian over an
anthropomorphic one is well illustrated by Mengzi’s understanding of
kingship. The following two passages from the Mengzi demonstrate
Mengzi’s understanding of kingship in a straightforward manner. The
first passage is as follows:
Wan Zhang said, “Is it true that Yao 堯 gave the world under heaven to
Shun 舜?” Mengzi replied, “No. the son of Tian (i.e., king) cannot give
the world under heaven to others.” [Wan Zhang asked,] “If so, who gave
21

22

For a general introduction to the relationship between cosmology and ethics in early
Confucianism, see Lovin and Reynolds, “In the Beginning,” in Cosmogony and Ethical
Order, pp. 1-38. Ivanhoe’s article “Heaven as a source for Ethical Warrant in Early
Confucianism” surveys the transformation of Tian 天 (Heaven) as a cosmological entity
in the landscape of ethics in early China.
The term “structural resemblance” should not be confused with structuralism. The term
“structural resemblance” is used to point out where each text has a structural resemblance
between the cosmological and other aspects of the society including social structure and the
structure of an ethical system. Though I use the expression “structural,” I distinguish structural
resemblance from structuralism in two important ways. First, structure in structuralism is
viewed as a subconscious or autonomous thing. Structuralism holds that structures within
a culture are not something intentionally designed or planned, they arise gradually over a
long period of time. On the contrary, I argue that Mengzi purposely designed, supported,
and advocated his own cosmological claim in his political and ethical teaching. Secondly,
structure in structuralism refers to underlying phenomena; it is invisible and unrecognizable
in our daily lives since they are deeply structured like the inner frames of a statue or building.
On the contrary, cosmology (which conveys “cosmological resemblance”) in the Mengzi is
something taught and advocated intentionally and underlies part of the framework of the
society. That is, it is described as a given rule by the highest authority.
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the world under heaven to Shun?” [Mengzi] replied, “Tian gave it.” [Wan
Zhang asked,] “If Tian gave, did Tian order it?” [Mengzi] replied, “No.
Tian does not say a word. Tian shows its will through natural phenomena
and human affairs.”23

This passage offers a number of clues regarding how Mengzi understood
the role of Tian in human political and social affairs. In Mengzi’s eyes, the
will of Tian is to be interpreted solely through terrestrial events without any
supernatural intervention. Moreover, even the mandate of heaven (Tianming
天命) is not shown to humans through any direct interaction between the
heavenly and human realms, but is instead manifest through natural
phenomena and existing social conditions. If we state the message of the
passage in a simpler way, it can be formulated as follows, “While the present
order of things reflects the order of Tian, it is unnecessary for us to investigate
or to inquire too deeply into the will of Tian; in fact, Tian’s existence as
an active speaker in the world is wholly irrelevant, since Tian’s existence or
nonexistence makes no difference to the human world whatsoever.”
Once we have established this to be the case, we can better understand
Mengzi’s approval of ousting immoral kings. The story is given as follows:
King Xuan of Qi asked, “Tang 湯 expelled Jie 桀, King Wu 武王 murdered
Zhou 紂, were there such affairs? Mengzi replied to say, “Legend has those
stories.” [The King] asked, “Is it possible for ministers to murder their
king?” [Mengzi] said, “Someone who harms a benevolent man is called a
robber; someone who harms a righteous man is called destroyer; destroyers
and robbers are all just ordinary men. I heard the ordinary man called
“Zhou” 紂 was murdered, but I’ve never heard that a lord was murdered.24

The implications of this passage are that kingship is mutable and that
the hierarchy between a king and his subjects can be changed based on the
morality of the king. In other words, if kings are immoral (as was the case
for Jie 桀 and Zhou 紂), they can no longer be considered kings; rather,
their actions have made them commoners. This mutability of social rank is
consistent with Mengzi’s idea of Tian. That is, in his eyes, because the will
23
24

Mengzi 5A.5: “萬章曰, ‘堯以天下與舜, 有諸?’ 孟子曰, ‘否. 天子不能以天下與人.’ ‘然則舜有天下
也, 孰與之?’ 曰, ‘天與之.’ ‘天與之者, 諄諄然命之乎?’ 曰, ‘否. 天不言, 以行與事示之而已矣’.”
Mengzi 5B.9: “齊宣王問曰, ‘湯放桀, 武王伐紂, 有諸?’ 孟子對曰, ‘於傳有之.’ 曰, ‘臣弒其君,
可乎?’ 曰, ‘賊仁者謂之賊, 賊義者謂之殘, 殘賊之人謂之一夫. 聞誅一夫紂矣, 未聞弒君也’.” Jie
桀 is the last king of the Xia Dynasty 夏 and Zhou 紂 is the last king of the Shang Dynasty
商. Both are notorious for their tyrannical rulership.
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of Tian is reflected in the natural and human world, a humanistic approach
to kingship is not only allowed, but encouraged. In other words, kings can
be ousted or even murdered if they cause harm to common people without
relying on the will of Tian, since their claim to kingship is directly linked
to their conformity to the order of Tian. Mengzi states this idea as follows,
“If the lord has made a big mistake then [you] should give advice, doing
it repeatedly and if he is still not willing to take your advice, then his
position should be overthrown.”25
The ideas of immutability and flexibility are also seen visible in his
teachings about human nature and morality, as seen in the following passage:
“When Cao Jiao 曹交 asked, ‘Is it possible for every man to become Yao
堯 and Shun 舜?’ Mengzi replied ‘Yes’.”26 Mengzi’s seeming belief in the
potential of every person to become fully moral (seen in this passage as
the ability to become as morally good as Yao 堯 and Shun 舜) differs greatly
from Kongzi’s views of human moral possibility. Kongzi holds that there
are clear distinctions between human beings from different classes, and that
the basic nature of each member of these classes is fixed and cannot be
changed. Kongzi says “People can be made to follow it, but they cannot
be made to know it.”27 One implication of this passage is that commoners
do not have the capacity or ability to know moral rules by themselves, which
is why it is fitting that they be led by sage kings or noble men. Another
implication of this passage is that some humans have no ability to become
consciously and truly moral or to develop fully independent ethical
awareness. In other words, Kongzi held that the moral behavior of common
people did not flow from innate knowledge or fully formed moral
consciousness, but was a trained or conditioned response to outside example,
enforcement, or direction. Kongzi’s idea of individual moral inflexibility is
stated with even more clearity in the passage, “Kongzi said, ‘High wisdom
and low stupidity cannot be transformable’.”28
With this in mind, it is apparent that Kongzi’s and Mengzi’s views on
the possibility of human perfectibility are quite different. Kongzi holds that
only some people have the innate ability to become independently moral,
while Mengzi asserts that every person contains within themselves the real
possibility of developing true moral discernment. Again, this distinction is
25
26
27
28

Mengzi 5B.9: “君有大過則諫, 反覆之而不聽, 則易位.”
Mengzi 6B.2: “曹交問曰, ‘人皆可以爲堯舜, 有諸?’ 孟子曰, ‘然’.”
Lunyu 8.9: “民可使由之, 不可使知之.”
Lunyu 17.3: “子曰, ‘唯上知與下愚不移也’.”
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analogous to their distinct understandings of Tian. Mengzi’s flexible views
on social hierarchy complement and are parallel to his ideas about Tian.
Because they seem so entwined, we cannot say with confidence that
Mengzi’s cosmology gave shape to his ethical principles and his ideas on
human nature, nor can we say that his ethical principles and ideas on human
nature gave shape to his cosmology; the construction of the text is such that
we cannot determine with confidence which of these ideas came first or took
primacy over other ideas. While proving precedence is a knotty issue, we
can assert that Mengzi’s cosmology does function at several points as a
framework for his ethical teachings, and it is demonstrably the case that he
used cosmological ideas (in particular, the invocation of Tian) as warrants
for his ethical claims. In this sense, an understanding of Mengzi’s cosmology
is essential to understand his ethical teachings on a deeper level.

6. Consequentialist Aspects of the Mengzi
As discussed above, the target audience for Mengzi’s teachings was
primarily political leaders, especially kings and other members of the
political elite of his time. Mengzi’s intentional choice of audience suggests
both that Mengzi’s ethical teachings may not have been intended to be
employed universally and that they might have specific goals determined by
the nature of his audience. In this sense, his moral teachings might be better
understood as consequentialist rather than deontological. For example,
Mengzi asserts,
If you [i.e., the current king] rule your state with benevolence, all officials
might want to serve in your court, and all farmers might want to cultivate
crops in your land.29
Subjects are most essential; the deity of land is second-most essential; the
king is less essential. Therefore, someone who wins over the common
people becomes the son of Tian [i.e., king]; someone who wins over the
son of Tian becomes a feudal lord; someone who wins over feudal lords
becomes a grand official.30

29
30

Mengzi 1A.7: “今王發政施仁, 使天下仕者皆欲立於王之朝, 耕者皆欲耕於王之野.”
Mengzi 7B.14: “民爲貴, 社稷次之, 君爲輕. 是故得乎丘民而爲天子, 得乎天子爲諸侯, 得乎諸侯
爲大夫.”
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These two passages suggest that the purpose of Mengzi’s teaching was
to teach the king benevolence not for its own sake but as a means of winning
the approval of the common people, thus making their administration easier.
He encouraged moral virtue not for its own ends but as a means of
strengthening the state. In this respect, Mengzi’s ethical teachings can be seen
as modeling consequentialism. If we apply the implication of the ethical
teachings reflected in Mengzi’s accounts, the morality of the king might be
judged from the strength of the state and the morality of common people
by the consequences of his behavior. This is not to say that the system of
ethics reflected in Mengzi’s accounts is purely consequentialist, but it
certainly cannot be contained by the Western category of deontology, either.31
In making this claim, I am not suggesting that Mengzi’s ethics can be
simply reduced to his cosmology, but I am asserting that his cosmology seems
to function as the framework for his ethical teachings. Most frequently,
Mengzi’s cosmological descriptions are invoked as the basis for some aspect
of his ethical teaching. This structural setup is also found in other realms of
his teaching, such as the relationship between a ruler and his subjects. This
is why Mengzi’s ethical teachings should be understood as consequentialist
rather than deontological. (That is, his intentional choice of audience entails
that his teaching is designed to persuade that specific audience.) Moreover, the
cosmological or ethical claims in the Mengzi are conditioned by the political
and social context of the time, and their emphasis on the consequences of
appropriate rule can be seen as manifesting an acute awareness of historical
and social contingencies as well as a nuanced awareness of the primary
concerns and objectives of many early Chinese rulers.32

7. Conclusion
The analysis of ethical claims in relation to cosmology is best understood
as a reminder that we must position our research topics among larger
structures and draw fuller, more multi-dimensional descriptions of our chosen
31

32

The term deontology is derived from ancient Greek, Deon, which means “obligation” or
“duty.” Kant’s version of deontological ethics or deontology holds that decisions should
be made solely or primarily by considering one’s duties and the rights of others and that
such considerations take priority over considerations of one’s own interests or benefit. See
his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.
For a detailed study of Mengzi's consequentialist aspects, see van Norden, “Virtue Ethics
and Consequentialism in Early Chinese Philosophy.”
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topics of study. It should be noted the term Tian is used chiefly as rhetorical
devices to give authority to the claims of Mengzi and establish it as implicitly
derived from a super-human, cosmological order.33 One noteworthy feature
of ethical teachings derived from Tian, one of the highest entities in the early
Chinese cosmological framework, is that the ethical rules are typically
advanced and advocated as being manifestations of some type of “natural
law.” This metaphor should not be understood as a reductionist approach;
rather it should be viewed as an attempt at giving undeniable authority to
his moral teachings. This means that the use and function of Tian enables
us to see important structural resemblances between Mengzi’s cosmological
and ethical teachings.
Though Kongzi and Mengzi share the common approach in appealing
to the authority of Tian for their moral teachings, the intention points of their
invocation of Tian differ quite profoundly. Kongzi’s hierarchical approach is
far more concerned with producing social stability between different social
classes, while Mengzi’s moral and political counsel focuses more on helping
people achieve general well-being while allowing for possible flexibility in
their social status. Furthermore, Mengzi’s approach can be understood as a
Copernican revolution in that he switched the focus of self-cultivation from
external effort to internal effort. Unlike Kongzi who gave weight to learning
from moral role models such as sage kings, Mengzi put more emphasis on
cultivating one’s inner potential for goodness or sagehood. In this regard,
Mengzi’s view on human nature can be understood as an pioneering effort
to open the road to a universal and easy attainment of moral perfection.
■ Submitted: 2018.08.03 / Reviewed: 2018.08.03-2018.08.22 / Confirmed for publication: 2018.08.22
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Environmental historian Donald Worster makes a similar argument in his book Nature’s
Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, suggesting that the term “nature” has been
interpreted in various ways in the West, and intellectuals have employed it as a rhetorical
devise to support their claims. In his formulation, thinkers who have made an appeal to
“natural law” frequently seek to use one version of “what is” to support their version of
“what ought” to be so in human society. In his book Religious Experience, Wayne Proudfoot
sets forward a similar claim, arguing that individuals in a religious group often rely on
supernatural claims or claims about the nature and order of the supernatural as a way of
lending support to or giving greater authority to their individual religious practices.
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孟子人性論的創新意義
李 容 潤

中文摘要
本論文主張孟子的人性論應被理解爲哲學藍圖而不應理解爲現實的觀察。衆所週
知，孟子是在中國歷史上第一位提倡性善論的思想家，他主張人生來具有成爲聖人的潛
能。孟子的這般看法可理解爲哥白尼式轉向，因爲孟子將人性論的焦點從外在的條件

(傳承古代聖王的道德教訓)轉移到內在的素質(修養人與生俱來的內在的道德潛能)。
質言之，孟子的人性觀爲人類成聖成賢的最高歸宿鋪陳了首條道路。孟子對天的說明
也可理解爲他的哲學計畫的框架之一。也就是說，天的普遍性呈現出人人都具有成聖的
種子。
關鍵詞：儒學，孟子，人性論，哲學藍圖，宇宙論，聖人

