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A Brief Account of the Confucian Idea of "Tian” — Confucius’ Interpretation of
the Concept of "Tian”
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Guangzhou, Guangdong 510540

Abstract : Confucius'concept of "Tian" inherits the early Zhou vision and inaugurates the Confucian tradition. The
Zhou transformed the Shang divine "Di" into "Tian", shrinking its power from supreme ruler to moral
supervisor and using the idea of an unpredictable "Tian-Ming" to legitimize dynastic change. Confucius
took a further step: while retaining Tian as an unknowable, transcendent source and as the objective
"Ming" that sets human limits, he relocated moral authority within humanity itself by introducing "Zhi-
Ming", "Wei-Ming", and, above all, "Yi" .Thus the Mandate splits into two spheres: fate, which sets
the bounds of life and must be accepted, and rightness, which is created by human choice and effort.
People become the subjects of value, cultivating virtue and practicing humaneness to answer Heaven
without waiting for it. Thus "Tian-Ming" splits in two: "Qi—Shu" sets the limits of life and must be
accepted, while "Yi-Li" is forged by human beings themselves. Humanity becomes the true subject of
value. Although “” Tian still functions as the ultimate source and boundary of existence, its mystery
is left unsaid; in this silence the humanistic spirit of Confucianism is firmly planted. By infusing "Yi" into
"Ming", Confucian detached moral choice from divine will and fixed the course that prizes people and
virtue, a shift that has deeply and enduringly shaped Chinese political philosophy.
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