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An exploration of Mohist concept of “human”
in “Killing a thief is not killing a person”
YAN Yidong
(College of Philosophy, Law & Political Science
Shanghai Normal University, Shanghai 200234, China)

Abstract: In the study of the proposition of “killing a thief is not killing a person”, the core concept
“human” has not received enough attention. Ideas about human is an important part of Mohist thought.
By examining Mohist understanding of “human”, a new way can be provided to study “killing a thief is
not killing a person”. The Mohist recognition of “killing a thief” as a specific act of killing a person is
based on the observation of the realistic predicament of small producers and the pursuit the ideal situation
of human beings. In order to realize the “universal love” society, the Mohist had to limit the scope of
their ideal “human”, which is the result of Mohist attempt to coordinate the conflicts between ideal and
reality and also shows that the Mohist has not yet broken through the traditional “people-oriented”
thinking in ancient China and entered the door of modern “human rights” thought. In spite of this,
Mohist concept of “human”, which emphasizes material living conditions, opposes oppression and
exploitation and gives consideration to both individual and social interests, is still advanced in their times.

Keywords: Mohist; killing a thief is not killing a person; human studies; Mozi; legal thought
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