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Master Yinshun’s Understanding of Mencius’s
Theory of Human Nature:
A Comparison with Liang Shu-Ming

Wen-Shu Huang*

Abstract

In the development of the history of Chinese academic thought, the
“Four Cardinal Virtues” proposed by Mencius, involving a *“theory of
original goodness in human nature,” has become the basic element of the
Chinese theory of human nature, influencing every dynasty. Applying textual
analysis, this study aimed to examine Master Yinshun’s understanding of
Mencius’s theory of human nature, and make a comparison with that of Liang
Shu-Ming. The principle and framework of Mencius’s theory of human nature
includes such elements as the natural origin of goodness, indulgence and loss,
the appearance of mechanisms, signaling functions, and instructional content.
With regard to the comparison of Master Yinshun’s understanding of
Mencius’s theory of human nature with that of Liang Shu-Ming, this study
offers the following four conclusions: first, Master Yinshun believes Mencius
has a prejudice in favor of human goodness, which inspires people but does
not correspond to reality. Liang considers that Mencius follows on from
Confucius’ thinking and unquestioningly advocates the theory of human
goodness. Second, Master Yinshun thinks Mencius focuses more on moral
goodness, which is easily understood by the world but lacking in deep
thought. Liang argues that Mencius has to promote human goodness to cure
social maladies, and that the meaning and content are both of high quality.
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Third, Master Yinshun deems that Mencius adopts idealism and emphasizes
subjectivity for convenience. Liang inherits Mencius’ theory of human nature
and approves the dominance, connectivity, and creativity of the mind. Fourth,
Master Yinshun regards Mencius’s theory of mental practice as pragmatic but
easy. Liang contends that Mencius’s requirement for mental devotion is never
easy. Instead of being neglected, great efforts should be made to put it into
practice. To sum up, Master Yinshun and Liang Shu-Ming have highly
contrasting views on Mencius’ theory of human nature.
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