Examine the importance of Heaven ‘Tian’ for Confucianism


Confucianism, also known as Ruism, is a “system of thought and behaviour originating in ancient China. Variously described as tradition, a philosophy, a religion, a humanistic or rationalistic religion, a way of governing, or simply a way of life”.[footnoteRef:1] Tian is the Chinese word for Heaven, it also means “a force that was active in conditioning natural order and human life.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Yao, Xinzhong (2000). An Introduction to Confucianism. Cambridge University Press. Pp.38-47]  [2:  New World Encyclopedia. Tian. https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Tian#Tian_in_later_Confucianism accessed May 2020] 


Although Heaven is not the absolute creator like Christianity believes God is, 
Heaven is something that has power to determine the cause of a natural and a human world. Most Chinese scholars are against Confucian tradition as religious tradition and view Confucianism more political than religion.
As the transcendent Being, Heaven, in Confucianism is believed to have the power to determine the course of the natural and the human world and guarantees harmony. Heaven is extremely important as it is the focal point where all Confucian beliefs meet as Confucians take Heaven as their ultimate spirituality authority. the people are seen “as "Heaven's eyes and ears". It was the utmost duty of a ruler to serve his people, and whenever the people moaned or rebelled, it was high time to change politics. "Whatever the people desires – Heaven will accord it" “4
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Notably, the Confucian Heaven functions as the ultimate reality, where human beings can go too when needing to look for their answers. Tian can answer people’s questions and desires. The Way of Heaven predetermines the way of humans and underlies the Way of Harmony. But human beings are then responsible to fulfil their own destiny with the answers. All human answers would be answered by Heaven, and as Confucius states; that a person may know the movements of the Tian, and this delivers the sense of having a unique place in the universe.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Confucius. (1999) The Analects of Confucius : a Philosophical Translation. New York :Ballantine Books.] 

“Heaven was seen as a force controlling the world, including society and state. In oldest times, Heaven was a kind of impersonal high ancestral deity, as can be attested in the Shang period.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  An Encyclopaedia on Chinese History, Literature and Art. (2012). Tian Heaven. http://www.chinaknowledge.de/History/Myth/personsheaven.html] 


Furthermore, Tian Di – the ruler of heaven, lord of heaven, is in charge of rewarding and punishment of human and the nature as well. Confucius understood that Tian gave him life, and that Tian watched and judged. Confucius says that a person may know the movements of the Tian, and this provides with the sense of having a special place in the universe. He also believed that he was carrying out the will of Heaven, and that Heaven would not allow its servant, Confucius, to be killed until his work was done3

The natural deity (sky god) of the Zhou Tribed was transformed into the supreme ruler of the Zhou Dynasty. These ideas came from the Shang Dynasty.
The natural deity and super ruler is in charge of the whole world. And so, this is why heaven is referred to as the divine being who controls and determines human and natural world, which makes it important in Confucianism. 

Confucius talks about the destiny of humans and the mission and destiny of heaven, trying to connect them both. It is not common to talk about the religious heaven as the focus is on human relationships. Confucian’s focus is human centred rather that religion centred.

Political needs accelerated the progress of promoting Heaven to the highest rank in the spiritual world and merging Heaven and the Lord in a manner most acceptable to the people, so the natural law and the personalised ruler of heaven came together. This resulted in a new title of Tian, Heaven, for religious practices as The Spiritual Supreme Ruler.
Heaven was depicted as an all-powerful, supreme, purposive administrator or ruler of the universe, rulling over and judging all human and natural affairs throughout tme and space.
“Heaven is said not only to posses the divine executioner, but for each of Heaven’s affairs there is its proper official” (Fung, 1952:30)[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Yao, Xinzhong (2000). An Introduction to Confucianism. Cambridge University Press. PP 144.] 


Because of this combination of heaven and the lord together, a concept of the Mandate of Heaven is developed by Dong Zhongshu when trying to establish Confucianism.
In Dong Zhongshu’s picture of Heaven he “made the theory of the interaction between heaven (tian) and humanity (ren) his central theme.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Encyclopaedia Britannica (2019). Dong Zhongshu. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Dong-Zhongshu
] 


China was ruled by a series of dynasties. These dynasties claimed a ‘Mandate of Heaven’ Tianming as the basis for their rule. “The Mandate of Heaven and Confucianism were two belief systems that underpinned Chinese society before the revolution. Both shaped ideas and beliefs about government, leadership and social order.” [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Glenn Kucha, Jennifer Llewellyn. The Mandate of Heaven and Confucianism. (2019) https://alphahistory.com/chineserevolution/mandate-of-heaven-confucianism/] 

The Mandate of Heaven will legitimise or disqualify if one dynasty has the power to rule and be continued in the authority of ruling, where Heaven makes the judgement of who has the authority and if they hold it they have the power but if it is taken back by the heaven then they lose their right.
Heaven makes its approval or disapproval of human affairs known by manifesting blessings or condemnations in the forms of for example good harvests or natural disasters. Using this to warn people or to reward people of the human world. 
They firmly believe that the dynasty has to have the Mandate of Heaven to succeed, must replace former one who has lost to take the power. As said by Pro-Ying Chip:
	“As a matter of historical fact, all peasant uprisings and changes of dynasty were staged and carried out in the name of the will of heaven. It transpires that tianming means ‘destiny, i.e. orders or instructions from heaven’ and geming ‘revolution’ [both imply] the transferring of orders or instructions from heaven, taking the mandate from one ruler to give it to another. The ancient Chinese believed that intervention from heaven in terms of the heavenly mandate might take various forms. If heaven was angry, there could be floods, droughts and other natural disasters which would immediately affect the livelihood of an agricultural society. A supernatural being was believed to be behind all these doings and undoings.”8 Violating the moral principles are believed to be eventually corrected and punished by Heaven, even if they aren’t straight away, as Heaven is who is always observing and concerned with the world. Confucius stated, "Wherein I have done improperly, may Heaven reject me! may Heaven reject me!"3

Confucians firmly believe that it is essential for any new Dynasty to have received the Mandate from Heaven, and that the preservation of the Mandate is a necessary condition for a dynasty to continue its rule. “Any political change could be justified but only if it was recognised as what had been ‘decreed’ by Heaven”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Yao (Xinzhong.), Hsin-chung Yao, Xinzhong Yao. (2000) An Introduction to Confucianism. Cambridge University Press. pp 145] 

To conclude, Confucius he considered Heaven ‘the most spiritual’ and ‘the Lord of all gods’ and the great-grandfather of all humans, as the great ancestor of humans, Heaven is believed to have constructed human life and endowed humans with their nature. Heaven is not only the creator of life, the supreme governor of the universe, but also a just administrator of human activities. It is revered and respected with awe in the sense that Heaven is regarded as the final sanction of human behaviour and social changes. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Yao (Xinzhong.), Hsin-chung Yao, Xinzhong Yao. (2000) An Introduction to Confucianism. Cambridge University Press. pp 145] 
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