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Why did Xunzi State the Theory of Human Nature Being Evil ? :
From the Perspective of the Relationship between Society
and Humans

Yuki SHIBUYA

ABSTRACT

Xunzi (‘&) believes that humans cannot survive without living in a
society in which they live together and have a highly advanced division of
labor. Despite this, humans in a state of nature, where there is no superior
authority, cannot maintain a stable society. However, Xunzi also argues that
humans are the only animals that possess a sense of righteousness (‘3% Yi’)
that other animals do not possess, and that this allows them to live in a stable
society with order (‘43 Fen’).

Xunzi believes that human nature (‘4 Xing’) is composed of three
elements: selfish desires, hatred for others, and unrestrained sensual
desires. The reason these three elements are evil is because they hinder the
peaceful distribution of resources and cooperation among people who live
in communities. Therefore Xunzi states that this innate nature of human is
evil (‘5% Wu’). However, as is well known, a contradiction arises when trying
to understand Xunzi's theory of human nature as it is, for Xunzi also believes
that humans can realize goodness (‘3% Shen’) through the ‘4% Yi’ which they
possess. The contradiction that humans, who are born unable to live in a
stable society, are endowed with the ‘#% Y7’ that allows them to live in a stable
society is a parallel issue to this contradiction.

Xunzi claims that in the time of the ancient Holy Kings (‘821 Sheng wang’),
goodness was widespread and a stable society was realized. However, it should
be noted that such a stable society cannot be maintained permanently and
is vulnerable to collapse due to changes in conditions. There is a strong
possibility that a stable society will not be able to maintain its stability and will
fall into chaos after the death of the Holy King. And in real history, human
society has constantly fallen into chaos.

“% Xing’ can be controlled through experience and learning, but its

essence cannot be changed; it acts according to its own innate nature. This
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means that even if a stable society is run by a Holy King, the essence of
‘M Xing’ among people will never change. In a stable reign under a good
monarch, people under his rule can control their own ‘M Xing’, distribute
necessary resources to each other, and cooperate to run a society. However,
once the Holy King dies and the people who were educated by him gradually
die out, the newly born people will not be able to experience and learn what a
stable society is, and it will be difficult to run such a society.

The reason why Xunzi was forced to call people's ‘M Xing’ evil is probably
because of this asymmetry: social chaos emerges unconditionally and
naturally, whereas a stable society can only be achieved when conditions are
met, such as a Holy King ruling or a Man of Virtue (‘£ Jun zi’) gaining a
certain amount of power, and the people under his rule are educated.



