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Abstract

Why do humans engage in moral behavior? Many regard morality as the
quintessence of human civilization, thereby asserting that humans are distinct from
other creatures. Yet, how exactly does morality arise? Is it the cumulative result of
social processes, a product of biological evolution, or perhaps a combination of both?

Xunzi conducted an in-depth study of this issue, and throughout history, sages and
philosophers have endeavored to understand these theories through traditional philology,
literature, and philosophy. Nevertheless, while the age-old questions remain unresolved,
new dilemmas have emerged—how can scholars overcome the current impasse?

To break through these challenges, we must return to the basics by recognizing that
we remain an integral part of the Earth’s biosphere rather than unique entities.
Contemporary scientific research on human behavior is exceptionally active, providing
us with entirely new perspectives. We should harness this momentum to reexamine the
issue from biological, sociological, and anthropological viewpoints to determine
whether new insights and interpretations of Xunzi’s study of human moral behavior
might be attained.

This paper centers on Xunzi’s investigation into human behavior, dividing the
discussion into three sections—namely, the theory of “Heaven,” the theory of “Human
Nature,” and the theory of “Collectivity.” By integrating modern scientific inquiry with
humanistic scholarship, it delves into the interrelations among human nature, morality,
and social order.

The “Heaven” theory comprises Xunzi’s attempt, during a turbulent era, to answer
questions such as “What are we?” and “What ought we to do?”” At that time, the world
was in disarray, and traditional doctrines of heavenly mandate and political theory had

lost their persuasive power. Xunzi aimed to demonstrate that the fluctuations of celestial
Vv
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phenomena were not directly correlated with the rise and fall of political regimes,
thereby challenging the conventional discourse on the relationship between Heaven and
Man. In so doing, he sought to liberate humanity from certain constraints, reestablishing
the meaning and purpose of human existence and emphasizing that people should
autonomously pursue their own political and moral order.

The “Human Nature” theory represents one of the seminal outcomes of Xunzi’s
inquiry into human behavior. Amid a chaotic, war-torn world, he penetrated the facade
of human pretense under the guise of peace. With keen insight into human nature, he
bluntly asserted that humans are innately predisposed to disorder, contending that
individuals are born in a state of disarray and subsequently redefining notions of good
and evil within the framework of social order. Essentially, the roots of morality are
biological. In the evolutionary process of natural selection, individuals within a group,
driven by the imperative of survival, inevitably engage in competitive and self-
interested behaviors. Yet, under ecological pressures, humans have also been compelled
to congregate, thereby reinforcing cooperation among individuals and giving rise to
stratified divisions of labor. Overall, natural selection has further transformed the life
histories and social structures of the species, culminating in the emergence of complex
human societies. Moreover, advancements in technology and societal change, in turn,
influence the evolution of human culture. Living in groups naturally engenders a pursuit
of order; beyond the innate, primal drive for survival, humans possess the capacity to
transcend these limitations by creating a “gap” in which reflection, the cultivation of
ritual propriety, and the establishment of institutional norms take shape. Thus, order is
established and goodness emerges. However, to maintain this stable equilibrium, the

power of the ruling class permeates all facets of society, including education and moral
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instruction, ritual propriety and legal norms, as well as dynamics of subordination and
domination.

The “Collectivity” theory constitutes the core synthesis of Xunzi’s work. Drawing
upon research in biology and anthropology—and tracing developments from primitive
bands to tribes, and from cities to nation-states—it analyzes the origins and purposes of
human cooperation. In the context of the mid-to-late Warring States period, Xunzi
sought to address and provoke inquiry into the two fundamental questions: “Why do
humans form collectives?” and “How are humans capable of forming collectives?”

In conclusion, this paper intends to analyze Xunzi’s moral philosophy through a
novel interdisciplinary perspective, thereby enabling readers to develop alternative
understandings and conceptualizations of human nature, morality, and social order as
depicted in his work, and ultimately to foster a dialogue between the humanities and

contemporary science.

Keywords: Xunzi, Tianlun (Theory of Heaven), Xinglun (Theory of Human
Nature), Qunlun (Theory of Collectivity), Interdisciplinary, Morality, Order,
Behavior
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