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On the Human Nature and Sentiments Theory in Su Shi’s
Refutation of Mencius’ Concept of the Innate Goodness of
Human Nature

DU Sifan
(Center for Zhouyi & Ancient Chinese Philosophy, Shandong University, Jinan, Shandong 250100)

Abstract: Su Shi, in his discussion of human nature, puts forward two views, “no definite prescription of
human nature” and “the functions of human nature”, which are not only his critical arguments he used to refute
Mencius’ concept of “the innate goodness of human nature”, but also the basis for his own unique theory of
human nature and sentiments. The former reveals his understanding of the flexibility and richness of human
nature with its infinite possibilities and multiple directions or levels, while the latter indicates his recognition of
the metaphysical, essential and ontological position in which human nature situates. However, this flexible and
rich human nature as ontology can only prove its real existence by manifesting sentiments as phenomenon, so
Su Shi takes the sentiments as phenomenon as the most important part, and because of its “realistic and
concrete” character, it is used together with the general practice of “putting sentiments first”, thus forming his
unique “sentiments-based” thought. This theoretical form, which is quite different from those of his
contemporary philosophers, implies Su Shi’s inclination towards the individuality in the consideration of the
relationship between commonality and individuality, and is the concrete realization of the principle of the
middle way that he has always adhered to in the face of the special cultural and political environment that favors
the commonality.

Keywords: Su Shi; the refutation of Mencius; human nature; sentiments; commonality and individuality;

the middle way
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