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Abstract

During the pre-Qin period, Confucianism and Daoism developed divergent interpretive approaches
to the concept of Heaven, together constituting multiple cognitive dimensions through which Chi-
nese civilization understood the relationship between Heaven and humanity. Confucian thought,
grounded in the Shang-Zhou conception of the Mandate of Heaven, was ethically reconfigured by
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Confucius through the notions of humaneness and ritual propriety; Mencius further reinforced its
internal moral foundation through the idea of “knowing Heaven through the mind-heart,” while
Xunzi, by distinguishing between Heaven and humanity, articulated the notion of a “natural Heaven.”
Through this process, a plural yet integrated framework emerged, encompassing “Heaven as a sov-
ereign authority”, “Heaven as a moral order” and “Heaven as a natural reality”. By contrast, Daoism,
centered on Laozi’s doctrine of the Dao, subsumed Heaven into a natural order grounded in the Dao
through the principle that “Heaven follows the Dao, and the Dao follows what is natural,” thereby
attenuating Heaven’s transcendence and normative authority. Zhuangzi, proceeding further from
the standpoint of a philosophy of life, dissolved Heaven'’s ultimate and moral attributes, presenting
it instead as an expression of the operation of the Dao and the principle of natural equilibrium. In
this way, Daoism opened up an interpretive path toward a depersonalized and demoralized under-
standing of the Heaven-human relationship. This intellectual configuration—marked by both ten-
sion and mutual resonance—Ilaid the cultural foundation for the Confucian-Daoist complementa-
rity that became a defining feature of Chinese civilization.
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