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On “Tian” (Heaven)

Dennis C. H. CHENG

This paper attempts to reconstruct the meaning system of “Tian,” especially
in its development from the Yin to the Zhou dynasty, by incorporating the ancient
people’s knowledge of astronomy and the calendar through reinterpreting the historical
records in early Chinese classics, canons and excavated texts. By revisiting the work
done on ancient Chinese civilizations by leading scholars like Wang Guowei, Herrlee
G. Creel, Chen Mengjia and Dong Zuobin, the author also reexamines the theory of the
“five meanings of Tian” declared by Feng Youlan. The author consequently concludes
that as early as in the Yin dynasty, “Tian” carried multiple meanings. The graph itself
is a metaphor featuring the human head. The nature of “Tian” reflected by the celestial
phenomena is a never ending cycle—the names of the heavenly stems and celestial
phenomena were used to name the kings, while the kings burned their sacrifices to
show their respect to “Tian.” The Zhou people inherited part of the philosophy of
“Tian” from the Yin people, but emphasized the solar, masculine or positive power
as well as the political morality of “Tian” which is the main spirit of the mandate of
heaven.

Keywords: Heaven mandate of Heaven celestial calendar
san-zheng (the three calendars) Yinyang
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