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An Interpretation of the Value of Punishment

in Light of Confucian Emphasis on Human Nature
Cui Lei

Abstract: The theoretical establishment of Confucianism is based on human nature, and its evaluation of the signifi-
cance of punishment cannot avoid its examination of human nature. In the long history of Confucianism’ s evolution, it
never ceased its search for a model to govern the world, a model that prioritized virtue and relegated punishment. The in-
herent expectations for human nature gradually permeated through the many social conceptions, forming a moral orienta-
tion for punishment. However, Confucianist positioning of the origin of human nature evolves along with the develop-
ment of society. The many changes it underwent make Confucian theories about human nature, though sharing the same
root, evolve into different versions. Because of the unique significance of Confucianism in the legal history of China, a
close examination of Confucianist evaluation of punishment will not only help us to understand the significance of pun-
ishment in China’ s legal tradition, but also enable us to better understand the social foundation of the revolution of cur-
rent punishment, and see the bright prospect tolerant legal governance.
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