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Interpreting Human Nature through “Self-Interest” .

On Han Fei’ s Political Interpretation of Human Nature
Li Youguang

Abstract : As a major political and social transformation during the pre—Qin period, the transition from the Zhou to the Qin Dynas-
ty profoundly influenced the theoretical construction of various philosophical schools and the development of social history. When kin-
ship—based states evolved into territorial states, the political relationship between family and state became increasingly imbalanced and
alienated. The resulting conflicts between public and private interests, as well as the game between monarchs and ministers, became
the era’ s dilemmas and practical issues that philosophers focused on. On the basis of thoroughly reflecting on the characteristics and
shortcomings of Confucian theories of human nature, Han Fei took a different approach by interpreting human nature through “self—in-
terest,” embedding this understanding deeply in the political context and era dilemmas of “powerful families and weak state,” conflicts
between monarchs and ministers, and opposition between public and private interests, thereby constructing a de—patriarchal governance
model. Although Han Fei’ s interpretive path of “interpreting human nature through self—interest” effectively addressed the political di-
lemmas of public—private conflicts and monarch—minister games, it overlooked human dignity, moral will, and emotional needs in its
urgent attempt to solve the problems of the time. Therefore, from the late Warring States period to the transition between the Qin and
Han dynasties, the Huang—Lao transformation of Legalist theory, the complementarity of Confucianism and Legalism, and their gradual
convergence became an inevitable historical trend and requirement for addressing political governance issues in the era of centralized
rule.

Key words: Han Fei; transition between the Zhou and Qin dynasties; family—state relationship; public—private conflict; interpre-
ting human nature through “self-Interest”
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