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Abstract

This article aims to re-examine and compare the core differences between Mencius’ ‘innate good-
ness’ theory and Xunzi’s ‘innate evil’ theory from an epistemological perspective. The article argues
that their dispute is not only an opposition between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ in ethics, but more fundamen-
tally a contest between two fundamentally different cognitive approaches. Mencius, based on the a
priori inherent human nature, constructed a ‘from the inside out’ moral a priori theory, holding that
morality is an expansion and manifestation of the inherent ‘four beginnings’ in humans. Xunzi, on
the other hand, based on empirical observation, advocated that ‘nature is transformed through de-
liberate cultivation,’ viewing morality as the product of acquired learning and social norm construc-
tion, embodying an ‘from the outside in’ empirical epistemology. The article further points out that
these seemingly opposing theories form a dual complementary structure of ‘internal moral gener-
ation—external institutional design’ at the levels of moral formation mechanisms and social order
construction. The author believes that this ideological tension is not only an important resource of
traditional Chinese ethical thought, but also provides insights for contemporary ethical education
and the construction of social order.
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