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The Occult Background of Mencian Thought:
Focusing on the “Innate Goodness of Human Nature”
and the “Nurturing of Vital Spirit”

CAO Jianguo

College of Chinese Language and Literature, Wuhan University

The core idea of Mencian thought is the innate goodness of human
nature, which, according to Mencius (372-289 BCE), can be self-cultivated
by further developing one’s virtues and nurturing one’s gi or “vital spirit.” As
a result, the Mencian school of Confucianism is distinguished by its assertion
of human agency in moral improvement. However, when considering the
premises or academic background of Menican thought, one would find that it
is closely related to the occult knowledge of the time. The present paper argues
that Mencius’ central belief in the innate goodness of human nature and his
view on the Five Phases (wu xing [0 [J ) are related to the occult beliefs of
pregnancy. At the same time, his teaching on training the will and nurturing
the vital spirit was heavily influenced by the contemporaneous life-nurturing
technique of “eating breath” (shigi O [0 ). Based on current scholarship, this
paper discusses extensively on these two aspects in the hope of shedding light
on the relationship between pre-Qin philosophical thought and occult arts.

Keywords: Mencius, Chinese occult arts, innate goodness of human nature,
nurturing of vital spirit
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