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On the Differences between “ Tianmin” and

“Daren” in Mencius 7A: 19

Peter Tsung Kei WONG

(Ph.D. Candidate, Department of East Asian Studies, Princeton University )

Abstract

The phrase tianmin zhe KEE3 in Mencius 7TA: 19 has always been rendered as
people who possess heavenly virtue, that is, the greatest virtue. Although widely
accepted nowadays, this interpretation is untenable for two reasons. First, the phrase
tianmin X F&, when used by Mencius in other contexts, consistently means “all
people under heaven” K| ZZ [ or “the subjects of heaven” K427 . In other
words, the term has never been used to denote morality. Second, to understand
tianmin zhe as people who possess the greatest virtue is to ignore the fact that “the
great men” SO in 7A: 19 actually surpass tianmin zhe in terms of morality.

Since the traditional interpretation is untenable, this essay suggests that the
phrase tianmin should rather be understood as a verb-object construction. Tianmin
zhe are people who, acting on behalf of heaven, put into practice benevolent
governance. The word tian, when used as a verb, means taking care of and
feeding common people in a way reminiscent of heaven giving birth to and feeding
common people. This essay also argues that the important difference between
tianmin zhe and “the great men” is that an former lays a heavy emphasis on the
pursuit of external political accomplishments, whereas the latter sets their minds
on achieving internal sagacity. Since only the latter is regarded as the ideal type in
the Confucian tradition, it is only natural that Mencius places “the great men” at

the top of the hierarchy in 7A. 19.

Keywords: Mencius 7A . 19, Tianmin zhe, Daren, Zhao Qi, Jiao Xun



