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Abstract  By analyzing Zhu Xi and Zhang Zai’s three representative 
explanatory paradigms—that of Feng Youlan, Mou Zongsan and Zhang Dainian, the 
paper tries to show that studying Chinese philosophy in a Western way and 
emphasizing logical consistency will unavoidably lead to the defects of simplicity 
and partiality. In addition to Buddhism and Daoism, Song-Ming philosophy had 
also absorbed thoughts from the Pre-Qin, Han, Wei and Jin dynasties. The existence 
of multiple philosophical thoughts and their new synthesis lead to internal 
contradictions in Song-Ming philosophy and Li Xue 理学 (Neo-Confucianism in 
the Song and Ming dynasties). The contradiction between the doctrine of tiandao 
天道 (the way in which the world runs) and that of xinxing 心性 (mind and human 
nature) was even sharper. Li Xue and Xin Xue also overlapped one another. The 
transition from the doctrine of tiandao to that of xinxing was a long journey. It was 
begun by Zhu Xi in his later years, and was finally completed by Wang Yangming. 
Unveiling the complexity and special characteristics of Song-Ming philosophy is a 
task for scholars on the history of Chinese philosophy.  
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1 Philosophy Is a Focused Reflection on the Spirit of the Time 

Confucianism’s revival began during the Qingli New Deal and Wang Anshi’s 
Reform in the Northern Song dynasty. A group of Confucians, represented by Hu 
Yuan, Shi Jie and Sun Fu wrote books and gave lectures, cultivating a large 
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group of shi 士1 who were to assume official posts, taking the first step towards 
Confucianism’s revival. Among these Confucian scholars were the period’s most 
famous figures: Fan Zhongyan, Ouyang Xiu, Wang Anshi, Shao Yong, Zhou 
Dunyi, Zhang Zai, Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi, etc. They brought fresh air to society, 
changing the outer features of culture, academia, philosophy and the Shi class. 
Compared to earlier times, this was a new epoch. Just like the May Fourth 
Movement, which had also suddenly changed culture, academia, philosophy and 
people’s spirit, the new epoch also had several prominent new signs or elements, 
which were:  

(1) During this time, the self-consciousness, self-esteem and independent 
personality of Shi was awakened. In this society, composed of the new “four 
civilians” (as the nobles and powerful families which had dominated Sui and 
Tang society had been eradicated)—Shi, peasants, craftsmen, merchants—Shi 
became the leader of the “four civilians,” and became conscious of the political 
and moral responsibility to “govern society together with the emperor” (Yu 2003, 
pp. 287–313). “To worry about the monarch when retired in the countryside, and 
to worry about the common people when holding office” (Fan 2004, p. 168). 
Such a sense of anxiety, filled with the self-consciousness of moral and political 
responsibility, soon became the collective consciousness of the intellectuals. The 
Confucian theory of “the lineage of Dao”—“To implement the Dao 道 (the Way) 
with the help of a proper monarch,” the Dao is superior to the power, the lineage 
of Dao is superior to the ruling lineage—became a strong force in restricting 
politics and imperial power. As for “internal wisdom,” the new slogans were “to 
learn what Yanzi 颜子 had learnt, and to aspire to what Yiyin 伊尹 had aspired 
to,” and “A sage admires the Heaven; a man of virtue admires the sage; a Shi 
admires the man of virtue” (Zhou 1990, “Zhixue” in Tongshu). The merger of xin
心 (heart, mind) and xing性 (human nature) became the theoretical basis for and 
the approach to “internal wisdom.” As for “external kingship,” the new slogan 
was “go back to the three epochs,” which aimed to restore the jingtian 井田 
system, repeal corporal punishment, and reassert Yao and Shun’s way of rule. 
Internal wisdom was thought to be the foundation of external kingship. The 
monarch’s integrity and sincerity, and shi’s morality and personalities were 
considered to be the foundation of good governance. Wang Anshi said: “For a 
man of superior morality, he will not be confined to this. Even the emperor 
should pay homage to him northwardly and ask for advice; this is what Shun 
called ‘to be followed’” (Wang 1974, “Qianzhou Xueji”). This reflected the spirit 

                                                   
 
1A shi usually refers to an educated person, whose social status was between the patrician and 
the plebeian, and who shoulders certain responsibilities to the society. It also refers to the class 
he belonged to. A shi can be an intellectual or a warrior. 
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and political awareness of the new Shi class. Wang Anshi’s Sanjing Xinyi 三经新

义  (New Elucidation of Three Canons) became the standard for selecting 
government officials as well as general principles for directing reform and 
politics. This signaled that the lineage of Dao was in a leading and dominant 
position in academia, philosophy and culture. In this way, the doctrine of the 
lineage of Dao was implemented and became a reality. 

(2) This was a time when reason was becoming popular. In the Tang dynasty, 
when Buddhism and Daoism were the prevailing intellectual resources, reason 
was suppressed by religious beliefs. However, in the Song period, rationality 
stood up to superstition, namely, it criticized Buddhism and Daoism. Sun Fu and 
Shi Jie had sharp anti-Buddhist opinions. Ouyang Xiu wrote Chongben Lun 崇本

论 (On Respecting the Fundamental) (Ouyang 2001, Vol. 17). Reason was used 
to question the authenticity of some classical works and judge their authors. 
Reason includes cognitive reason and moral reason. For the latter, Fan Zhongyan 
became a model for his contemporaries. For the former, Ouyang Xiu was the first 
to be mentioned. His Yi Tongzi Wen 易童子问 (A Boy’s Enquiries on Changes) 
(Ibid., Vol. 78), Xin Tang Shu 新唐书 (A New History of Tang), Xin Wudai Shi 
新五代史 (A New History of the Five dynasties) criticized superstition and 
evaluated classical works using reason. Zhu Xi even wrote a supplementary 
chapter to amend Da Xue 大学  (The Great Learning) based on his own 
understanding. The development of cognitive rationality pushed philosophical 
thought to a new stage. The analysis of and discrimination between categories 
such as li 理 (principle), qi 气 (air, the substance which makes up the universe) 
and xinxing 心性 (mind and human nature) reached new heights.  

(3) It was a time when philosophical thought was expanding. There had never 
been so much freedom in thought and academia—not political freedom, but 
creative freedom. Almost all the great Confucians had their own works, including 
Wang Anshi 王安石 and Sima Guang 司马光. 

In the beginning, philosophical studies focused on Yi Xue 易学 (the learning 
of changes). The entire philosophical system was derived from studies of and 
commentaries on Zhou Yi 周易 (Book of Changes). Philosophers’ interest in 
Jing Xue 经学 (the learning of classical canons) was at first completely focused 
on Zhou Yi, which was a typical philosophical work. “Yi talks about yin and 
yang” (Zhuang Zi, “Tianxia”). Zhou Yi disposed of the realm of detailed 
experiences and phenomena and pointed to the very origin of the world. The 
philosophical thoughts of Hu Xuan, Ouyang Xiu, Wang Anshi, Zhou Dunyi, 
Shao Yong, Zhang Zai, Cheng Yi all explained the Yi. Sima Guang’s Qian Xu 潜
虚 was an imitation of Zhou Yi. The most significant part of neo-Confucianism 
was its new philosophy, which started from the study of Yi, and later turned to the 
study of Si Shu 四书 (The Four Books). 
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(4) It was a time when the three teachings—Confucianism, Buddhism and 
Daoism—merged with one another, as well a time when past political and 
cultural experiences were comprehensively examined and summarized. Ouyang 
Xiu’s Xin Tang Shu and Xin Wudai Shi, Sima Guang’s Zizhi Tongjian 
summarized historical lessons. Zhou Dunyi’s Tong Shu and Taiji Tu Shuo, like all 
the philosophical works of that time, summarized the traditional thoughts of 
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. It was an attempt to merge the three 
teaching systems that greatly enriched neo-Confucianism and the new philosophy. 
Confucianism’s embrace of Buddhism was mainly in the Chan 禅 school (also 
known as Zen), which tried to resolve the contradiction between “internal 
wisdom and external kingship.” The new synthesis not only merged Buddhism 
and Daoism, but also absorbed thoughts from Han, Wei, and Jin, and even 
pre-Qin thinkers. Multiple resources and complex elements made Li Xue a 
system full of internal contradictions, of which the most prominent one was the 
contradiction between Tiandao and the doctrine of xinxing. Li Xue and Xin Xue 
overlapped and often intermingled. Now, we are accustomed to telling the 
different schools apart according to their different philosophies and reaching 
theoretical unity through logical consistency. It is a good way to establish a clear 
system. However, it also leads to partiality and defects in understanding.  

2 Several Explanatory Paradigms and Their Partiality 

With regard to Zhang Zai and Zhu Xi’s thoughts, there were three explanatory 
paradigms after the May Fourth period—that of Feng Youlan, Mou Zongsan and 
Zhang Dainian. All of them displayed the above-mentioned feature. 

Feng Youlan’s explanatory paradigm was the earliest and the most influential. 
Feng made great achievements by explaining Cheng-Zhu’s li and qi through 
Plato’s realistic opinions. He was devoted to discriminating between Cheng Hao 
and Cheng Yi’s learning, which were defined as Xin Xue and Li Xue respectively. 
However, Feng did not carry his paradigm through to his explanations on 
Cheng-Zhu’s system. The xinxing elements in Cheng-Zhu were erased and 
refuted, resulting in a misunderstanding or misinterpretation of Zhu Xi. I have 
discussed this misinterpretation in many of my writings (Jin 1998 and Jin 2004). 
Let me take an example of his interpretation of Zhu’s Daxue Gezhi Buzhuan 大
学格致补传  (Supplementary Passage to the Chapter “Gezhi” of the Great 
Learning) (Zhu 1983) together with his discussion on the difference between 
Confucianism and Buddhism. 

It is generally agreed that Cheng-Zhu’s thoughts on Si Shu was condensed in 
The Great Learning. The latter is again condensed in Zhu Xi’s Daxue Gezhi 
Buzhuan:  
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The meaning of the expression, “The perfecting of knowledge depends on the 
investigation of things,” is: If we wish to carry our knowledge to the utmost, we 
must investigate the principles of all things we come into contact with, for the 
intelligent mind of man is certainly formed to know, and there is not a single 
thing in which its principles do not inhere. But so long as all principles do not 
include investigation, man’s knowledge is incomplete. On this account, Learning 
for Adults, at the outset of its lessons, instructs the learner, in regard to all things 
in the world, to proceed from what knowledge he has of their principles, and 
pursue his investigation of them, till he reaches the extreme point. After exerting 
himself in this way for a long time, he will suddenly find himself possessed of a 
wide and far-reaching penetration. Then, the qualities of all things, whether 
external or internal, the subtle or the coarse, will all be apprehended, and the 
mind, in its entire substance and its relations to things, will be perfectly 
intelligent. 

Feng said that the first half of the passage “is about how to increase one’s 
knowledge,” and the second half “is about how to uplift one’s spiritual state…. It 
is improper to confuse knowledge learning with self-cultivation” (Feng 2001, pp. 
199–200). Feng argued that according to realism, Zhu Xi could only say, 
“principles are outside the mind”; “principles already known” could only refer to 
those such as “botanical principles.” Therefore, he did not make any remarks 
other than the above. However, in Zhu Zi Yu Lei 朱子语类  (Classified 
Quotations of Zhu Xi), Zhu clearly pointed out that “principles already known” 
was liangzhi 良知 (conscience) (Li 1986). In Vol. 16: “Question: ‘According to 
the classical text—“things were investigated and then knowledge became 
complete.” Knowledge being complete is in the past. Now you say that it’s 
already known—must they be ahead of investigating things?’ Reply: ‘Knowledge 
is inherent, that’s why you have to care for it. It’s the way knowledge sprouts. If 
you senselessly neglect it, it is blocked’” (Ibid.). Also in Vol. 18: “To exhaust the 
principles means to search the unknown according to those already known. 
Human conscience is inherent; but those who fail to exhaust the principles to an 
extent that things are fully investigated and knowledge becomes complete will 
not be able to exhaust it to the utmost. When we see one end, we miss the other; 
that’s why we didn’t attain perfection in principles” (Ibid.). Therefore to “exhaust 
the principles” is nothing other than to enlarge “inherent knowledge” —liangzhi. 
Zhu said: “The characters ge 格 (to investigate) and zhi 致 (to attain) are used 
here because it (i.e., conscience) is what you possess inherently, although it is 
covered by something else. Now we start from the place where our conscience 
rests. We extend on the basis of what is already known, and the destination will 
be that nothing remains unknown.” “The character zhi 致 (to attain) bears the 
meaning ‘to extend.’ Our predecessors often used it in this way. Who as a man 
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does not have such knowledge (conscience)? As the son, he knows filial piety. As 
a father, he knows benevolence. They just do not know it exhaustively. They 
need to know it to the bottom.” “The practice of zhizhi 致知 (attaining the 
knowledge) is simply to relish and extend what we already know. What is 
possessed inherently in your mind is adequate” (Ibid.). All these quotations tell 
us that the accusation that “he mixed knowledge learning with self-cultivation” 
does not fit Daxue Gezhi Buzhuan. It is logically consistent and never reaches 
beyond self-cultivation. However, Feng simply neglected Zhu’s explanations and 
interpreted it in a realistic approach which stressed logical necessity and 
consistency. His misinterpretation of the Daxue Gezhi Buzhuan and Zhu Xi’s 
thought was inevitable. 

As for the difference between Confucianism and Buddhism, Feng said: 
“According to Zhu Xi’s opinion, Buddhist view that the concrete world is empty 
is not unreasonable. Everything in the concrete world is mobile and unstable, 
therefore it is temporary. Nevertheless, there is li, which is eternal. In this point, 
the world is not empty. Buddhism cannot recognize the reality of li, because it is 
abstract, just as someone cannot recognize water in a pool because it is colorless” 
(Feng 1998, p. 271). In fact, Zhu Xi’s criticism of the Chan School is mainly due 
to its theory on xinxing. He said: “The so-called jianxing 见性 (sighting the 
nature) of Buddhism is just an illusory sighting. The xing that Confucians talk 
about is nothing but ren, yi, li and zhi, which are all real things” (Li 1986, Vol. 
124). “Although Buddhists claim to be ‘based on nothing but the mind,’ they 
don’t really recognize the essence of the mind. They say that the mind generated 
all dharma (phenomenon), but there is still dharma outside the mind. Therefore, 
they cannot establish the supreme foundation of all-under-heaven and their 
internal and external ways are not complete…. As for the mind mentioned in the 
Sage’s school (Confucianism), it includes heavenly sequence, heavenly ranks, 
heavenly command, heavenly condemn, the sense of commiseration, the sense of 
shame and dislike, the sense of right and wrong, the sense of modesty and 
courteous declination; there is no dharma outside the mind. That is why Mencius 
said: ‘He who has exhausted all his mental constitution knows his nature. 
Knowing his nature, he knows Heaven’” (Zhu 2004, Vol. 30, “Da Zhang Qinfu”). 
His criticism of the Chan School showed that Zhu’s perspective on the mind and 
human nature came from the Chan School. This point was neglected by Feng. 
However, neglect does not mean non-existence. It once again leads to 
misunderstanding of Zhu Xi’s thoughts. 

Mou Zongsan was an outstanding figure among the Hong Kong and Taiwan 
scholars studying Zhu Xi and Song-Ming. Li Xue in Mou’s analysis of Zhu Xi’s 
thought and his discrimination between Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi show that his 
explanatory paradigm is basically the same as Feng’s. Mou said that Zhu’s 
argument—Xing ji li 性即理 (Human nature is the principle)—“is to deduce the 



JIN Chunfeng 
 
358 

reason from the fact.” His li is “li as a definition which defines the substance of 
something. Such li is conceptual, formal or abstract” (Mou 2004, pp. 76–77). He 
also explained Zhu Xi with Platonic realism. Mou said that Zhu Xi “raised The 
Great Learning to a level of the highest importance. He took ‘investigating the 
things and exhausting the principles’ as practice. He confused knowledge with 
morality and talked about morality in the way of talking about knowledge.” He 
“followed the things at hand and exhausted their principles, which were used to 
decide his moral practice, i.e., to decide morality through knowledge” (Mou 
1983, pp. 395–396). His criticism of Zhu Xi was almost the same as Feng’s. Mou 
said that Zhu Xi’s “investigating things and extending knowledge” is “on the one 
hand to extend, enlarge and restore the brightness of the mental intelligence, on 
the other hand to extend the capacity of exhausting the principles of the things to 
the utmost, that is, to know completely, ‘This is called the perfecting of 
knowledge.’ The more things are investigated and the more exhaustively they are 
done, the brighter mental intelligence is. Till one day when ‘the qualities of all 
things, whether external or internal, the subtle or the coarse, will all be 
apprehended,’ which is the state of taiji 太极 (the supreme ultimate), ‘the mind, 
in its entire substance and its relations to things, will be perfectly intelligent’” 
(Mou 1990b, p. 385). Just like Feng, Mou also interpreted “the principle already 
known” as something like a “botanical principle” resulting from outward study. 
He also turned a blind eye to Zhu Xi’s remarks on his Supplementary Passage 
mentioned above. 

Almost two-thirds of Mou’s three-volume Xinti yu Xingti 心体与性体 
(Substance of the Mind and of Human Nature) criticized Zhu Xi. All Zhu Xi’s 
discussions on liangzhi, benxin 本心 (essential mind), daoxin 道心 (moral 
mind), mingde 明德 (bright virtue), and those passages on “The principles 
originated from the tian 天 (heaven, the supreme) and are completely possessed 
in the mind,” were either criticized or noted as “All these—conscience, essential 
mind, moral mind, bright virtue—are acquired postnatally by the cognitive 
mind,” or “These are principles that have been controlled by the cognitive mind 
postnatally.” Therefore Mou’s realistic explanation of Zhu Xi, in comparison 
with Feng’s, is more thorough in its “logical consistency.” However, the more 
thorough it is, the stronger its one-sidedness and distortion, and the farther it is 
from Zhu Xi’s real thoughts. 

Such logical consistency can also be found in Mou’s peculiar opinion on the 
division within Song-Ming Li Xue. Mou divided Li Xue into three schools: 
Yichuan and Zhuzi, Lu-Wang, and Hu Wufeng and Liu Jishan. The last one is the 
orthodoxy inherited from Zhou Dunyi, Cheng Hao and Zhang Zai. The Lu-Wang 
branch is the successor to Mencius. The Cheng-Zhu school, however, is different. 
He put forward his criteria: The orthodoxy defines cheng-ti 诚体 (substance of 
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sincerity), xin-ti 心体  (substance of the mind), shen-ti 神体  (substance of 
marvelousness), xing-ti 性体  (substance of human nature) and li-ti 理体 
(substance of the principle) as “to be as well as to act,” belonging to Xin Xue, 
while Cheng-Zhu school takes the ben-ti 本体 (root and body; the essential 
substance) as “to be but not to act,” belonging to Li Xue (Mou 1983, p. 393; Mou 
1990b, pp. 42–61). It looks as if the two schools had organized their 
philosophical system strictly adhering to these criteria. However, this is not 
theoretically or logically true. Mou criticized Zhu Xi’s principle as “to be but not 
to act.” To act means action or doing, which is physical. What, then, does the 
action of cheng-ti, xin-ti, shen-ti, xing-ti and li-ti refer to? If these actions are 
metaphysical, the two kinds of actions run counter to the law of identity. Any 
comparison will be senseless. If these actions refer to physical actions, cheng-ti, 
xin-ti, shen-ti, xing-ti and li-ti must be physical instead of metaphysical. Mou 
said the action of cheng-ti is “motionless motion,” “moves without moving,” 
which is metaphysical. But in this way, there still must be no operation or action, 
and comparison and contradiction are still impossible. Mou also took a middle 
way. He said that cheng-ti, liang-zhi and their actions are metaphysical and 
transcendental, as an activity of freewill, as well as physical and 
non-transcendental, which is a sort of “mental capacity” (the mind that is capable 
of action and doing). This just caused even more confusion (Mou 1971, p. 195). 

In Pre-Qin texts, xin-ti (substance of the mind) means “essential mind of 
morality” or “heavenly mind.” It is understandably described as “to be as well as 
to be active.” What is cheng-ti (substance of sincerity)? Cheng 诚 (to be sincere) 
means to be genuine without deception. Cheng is an adjective; there does not 
exist a “Cheng” as an independent entity. Zhongyong 中庸 (The Doctrine of 
Mean) said: “Sincerity is the way of Heaven.” The subject is “Heaven.” Cheng is 
the virtue of the “Heaven,” the tiandao (the heavenly way) or the Sage. Mencius 
said: “There is no greater delight than to be conscious of sincerity upon 
self-examination.” Cheng describes the method and the target of 
self-examination, as well as the state of the mind. Yi Zhuan 易传 (Commentaries 
on the Book of Changes; specially referred to as Xi Ci) talks about shen 神 (to 
be magical or marvelous) to describe the unimaginability and miraculousness of 
Yi. Neither of them is an independent body. Therefore the theories of cheng-ti and 
shen-ti are Mou’s personal creations. They are textually baseless when used to 
summarize Zhou Dunyi and Zhang Zai. As for his li-ti, no one knows where its 
textual foundation is. 

How could metaphysical “motionless motion” become physically creative 
“activity”? This is a theoretical problem. Wang Yangming was aware of this and 
therefore emphasized, “conscience makes use of sensations.” He said: 
“Conscience is nothing beyond the mouth’s speaking and the body’s behavior. 
How can it independently ‘speak and behave’ outside the qi 气 (the substance 
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constituting the cosmos)?” (Wang 2008) This is to say that conscience cannot by 
itself listen and see. It cannot act. For example, when a man sees a child about to 
fall into a well, that which sees the emergency is sensory cognition, and being 
aware of the need to give a helpful hand is the function of the conscience. That 
which makes the final decision that something must be done is sensory cognition. 
Mou said that the conscience was “to be as well as to act” and needed not make 
use of sensory cognition and qi—he was confusing conscience with physical 
sensory cognition. In order to avoid a contradiction, Mou said that conscience 
was the God, which was perfectly good, all-mighty and omniscient. 
Heaven-and-earth exists in the being of the conscience; its existence was 
bestowed or given by the conscience (Mou 1979, p. 225). In this way he equaled 
philosophy to religion. God in Christianity is perfectly good, almighty and 
omniscient, having created the world with “a word.” But this is faith. Philosophy 
is of reason rather than faith. Wang Yangming’s liangzhi (conscience) cannot be 
equaled to God.  

All together, although Feng and Mou’s analytical paradigms are strict in their 
logical consistency, they are incapable of recognizing or acknowledging the 
internal contradiction in Zhuzi’s thought between Li Xue and Xin Xue. This leads 
to simplicity and distortion in their analysis, which must be pointed out. 

3 An Analysis of Mou Zongsan’s Explanation of Zhang Zai 

Mou thought that Zhang Zai “has a deep perception to the close connection and 
identity with tiandao 天道 (the way in which the world runs) and xingming 性
命 (human nature and mandatory life)” (Mou 1990a, p. 417). Zhang Zai viewed 
“the whole world as a moral creation” (Ibid., p. 427). His tai-xu 太虚 (the 
supreme void) and shen-ti 身体 (substance of marvelousness) are essential 
substances which are “to be as well as to act.” Therefore his Xin Xue thought is 
the orthodox branch, just like that of Zhou Dunyi and Cheng Hao. This seems to 
be a different and theoretically creative opinion. But it does not correspond with 
Zhang Zai’s thought. 

Zhang Zai’s contribution to Chinese Philosophy was his deep reflection on 
qi—the origin of the world. His dialectical arguments unfurled the motility and 
dialectical properties of the material world, and he endowed tian (the heaven) 
with creative motility. Zhang Zai’s qi was completely different from Aristotle’s 
matter. The latter is dead and does not act. Mou split taixu and shen-ti with qi 
and defined their relationship as physical and metaphysical. He said: “shen is the 
substance, and taixu is substance… qi is the function” (Mou 2004, p. 103). “The 
clear and unobstructed shen of taixu is the substantial body of qi. Only in this 
way does qi become alive. To be alive is to change” (Mou 1990a, pp. 443–444). 



A Reconsideration of the Characteristics of Song-Ming Li Xue 
 

361 

This does not conform with Zhang Zai’s textual meaning in Zheng Meng 正蒙 
(Correcting Youthful Ignorance). 

In the following passages let’s select some of Mou’s arguments on taixu and 
shen-ti and give our analysis. 

In the chapter “Tai He”: “Tai-xu has no physical form. It is the ben-ti (essential 
substance) of the qi. Its integration and disintegration are guest forms of change” 
(Zhang 2004). Ben-ti means the original state. “Its integration and disintegration” 
refer to qi, which integrates different forms. As these forms are temporary, they 
are called “guest forms.” “Guest,” or passing-by travelers, implies temporariness. 
The normal or original state of qi is integrated into the formless taixu. Tai 太 
(supreme) means being the highest. Taixu is the state of extreme void of the qi. In 
such a state qi is totally clear and unobstructed; it is called “extreme void” or 
“supreme void.” Mou interpreted tai-xu as the transcendental substantial body of 
morality, and shen-ti, xu-ti as the substantial body of qi. His interpretation is not 
only unacceptable literally and theoretically, but also falls into the trap of forcing 
Chinese thoughts to fit into a Western framework.  

Mou said: “Substantial body…cannot be taken as an object with independent 
significance” (Mou 1990a, p. 471). But who will take it as an “object”? Mou’s 
logic here is “either/or”: It is either the substantial body in philosophy or an 
“object.” But his logic is not acceptable, because there is a third possibility: the 
original state. It is neither a philosophical substantial body, nor an “object.” 

Mou said: “The qi becomes alive after it takes the clear and unobstructed shen 
of taixu as the body.” The question is: How is this possible? When Zhu Xi said, 
“Man acquires his mind from the generative mind of Heaven and Earth” (Li 1986, 
Vol. 6), Mou had raised a question to Zhu: “How did he acquire it on earth?” 
(Mou 1990a, p. 238) Evidently Mou was sure that Zhu could not answer his 
question. Zhu’s statement was metaphysical, but Mou’s question was about the 
physical world. If Zhu Xi could give a clear answer, his statement would no 
longer be a metaphysical proposition. As for the question raised above, it was 
impossible for Mou to answer. Mou took xu-ti and shen-ti as metaphysical, and 
qi as physical. His statement is even more difficult to explain. In Zhu’s statement, 
qi is alive and able to act; therefore its activities follow the li (principles). 
Principles as the ti (body) of qi regulate the direction and destination of qi’s 
movement. Zhu Xi said: “Taiji (The Supreme Ultimate) refers to the principle. 
Movement and tranquility are qualities of qi. Wherever qi goes, the principle 
follows; the two of them are never separated. Taiji is like the rider, and 
movement-tranquility is like the horse. The horse is to carry the rider, and the 
rider is to ride the horse. When the horse goes back and forth, the rider goes as 
well. Whether the qi is in movement or in tranquility, taiji is never absent” (Li 
1986, Vol. 94). This is to say that the direction and destination of the movement 
of qi are regulated by taiji. Qi acts in accordance with taiji’s regulation. In Mou’s 
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statement, since qi is dead, it could not acquire anything as its ti (body); because 
“to acquire” is already an activity—only those that can possibly act can acquire 
something. A dead thing cannot acquire anything. In this way, not only qi is dead, 
but also shen-ti becomes a suspended “ti (body) without function.” Furthermore, 
xu-ti and shen-ti only have the quality of action (with no principle inside); even if 
qi becomes alive as a result of “being injected,” Mou still cannot explain how the 
richness and the diversity of the real world came into being. 

The Chapter “Tai He” reads: “When qi became integrated, li-ming 离明 
(illumination of li, one of the eight divinatory symbols or diagrams) gets 
application to let forms to appear; …. When qi is not integrated, li-ming gets no 
application and forms do not appear” (Zhang 2004). Li-ming comes from Shuo 
Gua 说卦 (The Treatise of Remarks on the Trigrams): “Li is eyes, the sun, 
brightness, fire, light.” Li-ming is the eyes or sunlight. “To get application” 
means to have a function and to have sight. When qi integrates into forms, 
eyesight and sunlight were able to have their functions and “to see” or “to 
appear” becomes possible. Zhu Xi said: “Some say we see because of the 
sunlight, some say the eyes. Now we know that when qi is integrated, we see; 
when qi is not integrated, we donot see. This is what Yi said ‘li is the eyes’” (Li 
1986, Vol. 99). Mou said: “Li-ming is the brightness of the constant body of 
tai-xu.” “Li is ming. Li-ming is a repetitive word composed of two synonyms” 
(Mou 1990a, p. 467). To explain li as “the constant body of tai-xu” is not only 
baseless, but is also an inversion of its meaning. Zhang Zai said: “There is 
nothing but phenomena filled between Heaven and Earth. Things are clearly 
there, but it is not seen without li. Upon formation, the reason for invisibility can 
be traced. Upon formlessness, the causes of visibility can be deduced” (Zhang 
1978, “Tai He” in Zhengmeng). Li means eyes, or eyesight. In chapter “Can 
Liang”: “Fire and sun radiate light, their function is to apply; metal and water 
reflect light, their function is to receive.” These are good notes for the sentence 
“Li-ming gets application.” Zhang Zai used it to criticize the doctrines of 
emptiness and non-being of Buddhism and Daoism. Mou stiffly placed it in his 
ontological frame and distorted Zhang’s meaning with his own assertion. 

The Chapter “Tai He” also reads: “Knowing that xukong ji qi 虚空即气 (the 
void is equal qi), any of these pairs—being and non-being, the hidden and the 
manifested, spirit and eternal transformation, and human nature and destiny—is 
one instead of two. Upon integration and disintegration, appearance and 
disappearance, form and formlessness, he who can trace them to their source is 
the one who penetrates the secret of Yi. Some say that qi is produced by the void. 
Because the two are completely different—the void is infinite while qi is finite 
—such an argument would fall into the naturalism of Laozi who claimed that 
being comes from non-being” (Zhang 2004). It tells us that the void is not 
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anything other than qi; it is a state or manifestation of qi. Therefore “integration 
and disintegration, appearance and disappearance, form and formlessness” are its 
results. Integration results from qi, so does disintegration. It is the same case with 
being and non-being, the hidden and the manifested, appearance and 
disappearance, form and formlessness. This is called “to trace to the source.” 
Being able to understand this point is able to “penetrate the Yi.” Mou explained ji 
即 as “to be closely attached to each other,” and xu-kong as the “magical body of 
the Supreme Void” which is attached to qi (Mou 1990a, p. 468). Although his 
theory of “to see/manifest the body upon functioning” sounds reasonable, it does 
not conform to Zhang Zai’s original text. 

Chapter “Qian Cheng”: “Although the qi of Heaven-and-Earth integrates and 
disintegrates in hundreds of ways, its principle for movement is to comply 
instead of to disobey. Qi as a thing, when disintegrated into formlessness, is just 
my substantial body; when integrated into forms, my constant properties are not 
lost. The tai-xu cannot be without qi. Qi cannot avoid becoming wanwu 万物 
(ten-thousand things). Wan-wu cannot avoid turning into the tai-xu. Now we 
know that all these are unavoidable” (Zhang 2004). “Qi as a thing” is in the same 
pattern as “Dao as a thing,” which means such a thing as qi. “My” refers to qi, 
indicating that integration and disintegration are movements of qi itself. 
“Disintegrated into formlessness” is my original state, and even if it is 
“integrated into forms,” I will not lose my constant properties. “The taixu cannot 
be without qi,” because it is the clear and unobstructed state that is impossible to 
describe, which cannot exist without qi. “Now we know that all these are 
unavoidable,” it shows that all these laws of qi’s movement are for sure. Mou’s 
explanation that this is the “metaphysical way of necessity” is presumptive (Mou 
1990a, p. 447). We can only say that this is his misunderstanding. 

With regard to shen 神 (the property of being magical or miraculous), Zhang 
Zai has made it quite clear that it was a function and property of qi, which could 
not exist without qi. 

Chapter “Qian Cheng”: “All that can be described are beings. All beings are 
phenomena. The nature of qi is being void and miraculous. That is to say that 
miraculousness and nature are inherent properties of qi. That is why ghosts and 
spirits can experience things without missing” (Zhang 2004). “Inherent 
properties” means properties that are original rather than imposed; qi would not 
be qi without them. “The nature of qi is being void and miraculous.” “Nature” 
here refers to inherent quality. The sentence means that void and miraculousness 
are qualities inherently possessed by the qi. Mou explained the term “nature” as 
ti 体 (body). He proposed changing the sentence into “The body of qi is being 
void but mystic.” “Body” is the transcendental substantial body of qi. Such a 
substantial body cannot be inherently possessed by qi, therefore Mou said that 
this sentence of Zhang Zai is “stiff and stagnant” (Mou 1990a, p. 478). However, 
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his explanation was based on an alteration to the text according to his personal 
understanding. This can be called “violence in explanation.” 

Zhang Zai said: “Integration is my body and disintegration is also my body. 
Those who know that death does not mean termination are qualified to talk about 
its nature” (Zhang 2004, “Tai He”). “My body” means qi. Qi integrates and 
disintegrates, but it never dies. That is to say, qi is an eternal existence. 
Buddhist’s theory of “depended origination and emptiness in nature” is wrong. 
So is Daoist’s theory of “non-being gives birth to being.” “Being and non-being, 
void and solid—when all these coexist in one thing, it is nature. Inability to 
achieve it means that its nature is not exhausted…. That is why being and 
non-being are both of nature” (Ibid., “Qian Cheng”). “One thing” means qi. 
Integration and disintegration are the inherent quality of qi. When integrated, 
there are solid beings. When disintegrated, there are non-being and void. 
Therefore if one knows that being and non-being, solid and void are all 
properties of qi and they are identical, he has “exhausted nature.” Chapter “Shen 
Hua” said: “Shen 神 (miraculousness) is tiande 天德 (the heavenly virtue) and 
hua 化 (transformation or evolution) is tiandao 天道 (the heavenly way). De 
(virtue) is the body and dao (way) the function. They are unified in qi.” De 
means property or quality instead of morality. Hua means change. Dao is the 
regulative process that qi moves and changes. It is used in the same way in Yi 
Zhuan: “The successive movement of yin and yang is called dao,” and in Chapter 
“Tai He”: “The Dao that we refer to as the ultimate harmony.” “Shen and xing is 
what qi inherently has” (Zhang 2004). This is a summary of all these arguments. 

Chapter “Can Liang”: “One object with two bodies is a description of qi. 
United as one, it is marvelous (being unpredictable as it exists in both sides); 
composed of two bodies, it evolves (becoming a unity during the evolution). That 
is how the heaven allows participation” (Ibid.). “Two bodies” refer to yin and 
yang and their opposite properties and functions, like bend and stretch, sturdiness 
and pliancy. “One object” refers to qi, which contains the two opposites in a unity. 
As it contains contradicting elements, it “renders change in the movements of 
bend and stretch” and seems marvelous and unpredictable: “Qi can be divided 
into yin and yang. Its gradual change is called evolution. Their unpredictable 
combination is called marvelousness” (Ibid., “Shen Bian”). Mou explained “one 
object” as “the roundness and unity of the marvelous body of the taiji and taixu,” 
and “two bodies” as “day and night, yin and yang, void and solid, movement and 
stillness, etc.” (Mou 1990a, p. 453). In this way, the motivity and basis of 
“evolution” are cut off, as “day and night, yin and yang, void and solid, 
movement and stillness” are but results and display movements and evolution. 
They are static and cannot be the motivity and basis of movements. To explain 
“one object” as “the marvelous body of the supreme void” is to take it as 
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metaphysical. As the “two bodies” belong to the physical world, even when we 
adopt the saying “to see the body in its functions,” the word “therefore” is still 
deprived of its key role of indicating the significances of “origin,” “basis” and 
“reason.” 

There are many similar misunderstandings of Zhang Zai by Mou Zongsan. 
We can see that although Mou’s statements can be self-satisfactory when 

independently considered, if we compare them with Zhang Zai’s original text, 
they are distorted and forced explanations. 

Chinese philosophy and Western philosophy share some similarities, but they 
also have many differences. Western philosophy clearly discriminates between 
spirit and flesh, and subject and object. It discusses “pure material” and takes it 
as a “dead” object. Chinese philosophers also made discriminations between 
spirit and flesh, and subject and object, but the two are not viewed by Chinese 
philosophers as in absolute opposition. They are a merger of opposites. In 
Chinese philosophy, qi not only has material properties, but also spiritual 
properties as it is active and motional. “Essential qi” is material, but it is also the 
source of the spirit: “While lifted it becomes the stars, descended, there are 
ghosts and spirits” (Li 2004, “Neiye”). “Essential qi forms material and 
wandering souls initiate evolution” (“Xicishang” in Book of Changes)—It is 
from here Zhang Zai developed his thought on qi. Subjectively, Mou is willing to 
stress the particularities of Chinese philosophy. However, his actual analysis of 
Chinese philosophy contains too much of the influence of western paradigms. 
That is why he regarded Zhu Xi’s philosophy as Platonic realism. And in his 
study on Zhang Zai, he took qi as physical and shen and taixu as metaphysical, 
arriving at the conclusion that shen and taixu can be independent of qi and “exist 
latently.” This is quite similar to Feng Youlan’s opinion on principles. He has 
classified Zhang Zai’s thought as the same as Plato’s theory of ideas. 

4 Zhang Dainian’s Explanation of Zhang Zai’s Philosophy 

Zhang Dainian defined Zhang Zai’s philosophy as “the qi-substance doctrine.” 
His analysis of Zhang Zai’s thought on qi is penetrating. However, as many 
propositions of Zhang Zai are evidently Xin Xue propositions, when Zhang 
Dainian tries to carry his explanation of qi-substance through, it leads to some 
misunderstandings: 
 

From taixu there is tian 天 (the heaven, the sky, the canopy). From evolution 
of qi, there is dao. From the combination of the void and qi, there is xing 性. 
From the combination of human nature and perception, there is xin 心 (Zhang 
2004, “Tai He”). 
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By enlarging the mind, you can be aware of all the things between heaven and 
earth…. The heaven is large and without bounds. If your mind has an outer 
limit, it is insufficient to match the heavenly mind. Knowledge acquired 
through seeing and hearing comes from contacting things. It is not the 
knowledge of virtue. Knowledge of virtue does not come from seeing and 
hearing (Ibid., “Da Xin”). 
 
Knowledge by cheng ming 诚明 (intelligence resulting from sincerity) is the 
conscience of heavenly virtue. It is not trivial knowledge gained by seeing and 
hearing (Ibid., “Cheng Ming”).  
 

These are three of the most important propositions that influenced Zhu Xi. They 
are essentially Xin Xue propositions. 

“From the combination of the void and qi, there is xing.” “Void” means taixu. 
“Qi” refers to the process of evolution. Xing (nature) includes two aspects: 
grasping nature and heaven-and-earth nature. Grasping nature originates from the 
process of evolution, while heaven-and-earth nature from the taixu. Taixu is clear 
and unobstructed. It is identical to all things; there is no opposition between them. 
The virtue based on it is the nature of morality. This is what Zhang Zai said as 
“Void produces ren 仁 (benevolence),” “Heaven-and-earth takes void as their 
virtue. What is extremely good is void” (Li 1986, part II). “The heaven is aware 
of the objects without missing, just as ren is aware of all the things anywhere” 
(Zhang 2004, “Tiandao”). “From the combination of the nature and perception, 
there is the name of xin.” It means that the mind includes perception, feelings, 
desire and “nature”—including two aspects of grasping nature and 
heaven-and-earth nature. Through the former, the mind has knowledge gained by 
seeing and hearing; through the latter, the mind has knowledge of virtue. 
Therefore, knowledge of virtue is rooted within itself. The root is the nature of 
heaven-and-earth within the mind. Therefore, heavenly virtue or conscience is 
one’s moral knowledge or moral self-consciousness. Zhu Xi later adopted Zhang 
Zai’s interpretation when he talked about xinxing (mind and human nature). On 
the one hand, he said that mind is a physical being; it has the function of seeing 
and hearing; it grasps and desires. On the other hand, he said that the inherent 
quality of mind is nature—heavenly ordered nature, or moral nature. Xin 
inherently has both properties. 

With regard to xing (human nature), Zhang Zai believes in the doctrine of two 
kinds of nature: the nature of qi or temperament and the nature of 
Heaven-and-Earth or morality. The nature of temperament, although containing 
all the different possibilities of qi: clear or turbid, good or evil, inherently 
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contains the nature of Heaven-and-Earth or morality. Zhu Xi agreed with his 
view. 

Denying Zhang Zai’s Xin Xue inclination and sticking to the strict qi monism 
and logical consistency leads to Zhang Dainian’s misinterpretation of 
“knowledge by virtue” and “heavenly conscience” as the cognitive activity of 
reason. 

5 The Axis of Li Xue Shifts from the Doctrine of Tian Dao to the 
Doctrine of Xin Xing 

Song-Ming Li Xue experienced a shift from the doctrine of Tian Dao, represented 
by Yi, to the doctrine of Xin Xing. Such a shift took a long process and was 
finally finished by Zhu Xi, who, after painstaking research, reached 
enlightenment and the self-consciousness of the pure doctrine of xinxing. This is 
an important factor in making Li Xue so complicated. 

When Li Xue philosophy came into being during the Northern Song dynasty, it 
developed around the explanation of Zhou Yi. Among the most influential works 
are: Hu Yuan’s Zhou Yi Kouyi 周易口义 (Oral Teachings of Book of Changes), 
Ouyang Xiu’s Yi Tongzi Wen 易童子问 (A Boy’s Enquiries on Yi), Wang Anshi’s 
Yi Shuo 易说 (Explanation of Changes), Su Shi’s Dongpo Yi Shuo 东坡易说 
(Dongpo’s Explanation of Changes), Zhou Dunyi’s Taiji Tu Shuo 太极图说 
(Remarks on the Graph of Taiji) and Tong Shu 通书 (A Book of Penetration) 
which is also called Yi Tong 易通 (A Penetrating Summary to Changes), Cheng 
Yi’s Cheng Shi Yi Zhuan 程氏易传 (Cheng’s Commentaries on Changes), Zhang 
Zai’s Zheng Meng and Yi Shuo 易说 (Explanation of Changes). Cheng Hao was 
an exception, whose learning focused on Xin Xue and did not contain work on 
Changes. However, he, together with his brother Cheng Yi, was famous for their 
penetrating insight on Changes in the city of Kaifeng, then the capital of Song. 
And his speeches recorded in his Quotations show his deep understanding of Yi. 
The focus of Zhou Yi is the Heavenly Way, or the Tian Dao. The philosophical 
writings of this period focused on this. Philosophy developed as a form of 
cosmology; a good example was Zhou Dunyi’s Remarks on the Graph of Taiji. 
Zhang Zai’s Zheng Meng developed the ontological aspect of qi. Cheng Yi wrote 
his commentaries on Yi based on his doctrine of li-qi 理气 (principles and qi). 
His doctrine of li made a clear distinction between the metaphysical and physical 
world, but the theory of unified xinxing was but a sprout then. Although the study 
of Yi in this period was quite different from that in the Wei and Jin period—it 
developed under the doctrine of “the lineage of the Dao,” emphasizing the 
unification of internal wisdom and external kingship, with the purpose of 
realizing human nature, cultivating mankind and good governance—it was not 
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based on the doctrine of xinxing. An essential change did not take place until Zhu 
Xi wrote his Sishu Jizhu 四书集注 (Collected Commentaries to the Four Books), 
which focused on the theory of xinxing. The Collected Commentaries to the 
Analects wrote: “The abundant speeches of the Sage focused on one point: Do 
not lose your ben-xin 本心 (essential mind).” “The key reason for pursuing ren 
is to never lose your essential mind.” The prologue of Collected Commentaries to 
Mencius quoted the following discourse of Yang Shi as the directing theory: “The 
purpose of the book of Mencius is to set straight the human mind. It teaches one 
to preserve his mind and to nourish his nature. It discusses ren-yi-li-zhi from the 
idea of the sense of commiseration, of shame and dislike, of modesty and 
courteous declination, and of right and wrong. When talking about the harm of 
fallacy, it says that what arises in the mind will be harmful to politics. When 
talking about serving the monarch, it stresses helping the monarch to get rid of 
evil in his mind. It says that once the monarch is set straight, the country is 
settled down. No matter how complex the reality is, the key is in the mind. If one 
is able to set his mind straight, nothing is worth worrying about. Those stages 
discussed in The Great Learning—persons being cultivated, families being 
regulated, states being rightly governed, All-under-heaven being peaceful and 
happy—are based on rectification of the mind and sincerity of intention. When 
your mind is rectified, you know that human beings are good by nature. That is 
why Mencius spoke of the theory of good in human nature to everyone he met.” 
“Xin Xue,” or the learning of mind, had become the guiding principle for the 
whole book. Daxue Zhangju 大学章句 (Commentary on the Great Learning) 
focused on “to illustrate the illustrious virtue.” Zhu Xi pointed out: “Illustrious 
virtue refers to that quality one acquires by himself and is extremely bright 
without any defect. As for affection between the father and the son, loyalty and 
righteousness between the monarch and the state officials, the differentiation 
between husband and wife, the ethical sequences between old and young, the 
credibility between friends, everyone is clear about them. If one does anything 
wrong, that’s because of his silliness and it has nothing to do with his inherent 
illumination” (Li 1986, Vol. 14). “Illustrious virtue never ceases. It can be found 
in everyday life, such as the sense of shame upon seeing unjust deeds, the sense 
of commiseration upon seeing a child about to fall into a well. All these are 
manifestation of the illustrious virtue. There are countless similar cases. We have 
to take every chance to enlarge and develop it” (Ibid.). “Everyone has this 
illustrious virtue, which contains ren, yi, li and zhi inside. Because it is covered 
by exterior things, it loses its illumination. The way of the Great Learning is to 
first illustrate this illustrious virtue” (Ibid.). Therefore “illustrious virtue” is the 
“liang-zhi (conscience)”; “to illustrate the illustrious virtue” is to recover the 
conscience. The guiding principle of Zhong Yong Zhangju 中 庸 章 句 
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(Commentaries on the Doctrine of the Mean) is the theory of the lineage of Dao 
in its prologue, which says “the conferment of Heaven and the accordance with 
the nature refer to dao-xin 道心 (the moral mind).” The “moral mind” is the 
conscience inherent in every human being. Therefore, the Collected 
Commentaries on the Four Books is about the theory of xin-xing. Zhou Yi Ben Yi 
周易本义 (Essential Meaning of Book of Changes) is not as important to Zhu’s 
philosophical theory as it is to his study of the Classics. 

In his later years, Zhu wrote a letter replying to Liao Zihui: “If we trace the 
origin of this li (principle), however delicate it is, it is nothing other than the 
numerous musts in the human mind. When we reach its root, we know that it 
sprouts from the human mind and has nothing to do with our effort. That is why 
it is called ‘heavenly conferment.’ And although all the things and 
transformations flow from this (the mind), it is formless in itself; therefore it is 
called ‘wuji 无极 (non-ultimacy)’ (metaphysically)” (Zhu 2004, Vol. 45). That is 
to say, talking about li and xing from ideas such as “non-ultimate” and “heavenly 
conferment” seems to imply that li has a Heavenly origin; but in fact, such 
statements simply describe the objectivity and absoluteness of li, just like Kant’s 
“categorical imperative” emphasizes the objectivity and universality of moral 
rules. As regards its content and essence, li is no more than “the numerous musts 
in human mind.” In this way, the ideas or thinking modes of “the grand origin of 
the Dao comes from the Heaven” are completely deserted. The criteria and origin 
of value are established on the foundation of subjectivity and the mind. This can 
be taken as a “new enlightenment” of Zhu Xi in his later years, with which Zhu 
was able to eliminate the confusion between “one’s own heaven” and “one’s own 
mind” in the theories of Heavenly Way and Xinxing, and finish his transition to 
the theory of Xinxing. Such a “new enlightenment” can be considered as the sign 
that Zhu Xi had accepted the theory of Xinxing as the foundation and center. 

This process was a result of a deepened realization of “the lineage of Dao”; it 
also had a close relationship with political struggles. The revival of 
Confucianism in the Northern Song had from the very beginning been carried out 
under the slogans of Han Yu’s theory of “the lineage of Dao.” However, 
interpretations of “the lineage of Dao” and understanding of the relationship 
between “internal sageness” and “external kingship” differed greatly. Ouyang 
Xiu simply adopted Han Yu’s opinion. Cheng Yi first made a distinction between 
Dao and zheng 政 (politics) and emphasized the contribution of Confucius and 
Cheng Hao to the lineage of Dao. But Cheng Yi still held the opinion that 
internal sageness and external kingship were not identical; the external kingship 
could be traced back from Confucius to Zhou Gong through officials. Zhu Xi 
was the first to point out that the two were two sides of the same coin; no 
external kingship could be independent of internal sageness. He also put forward 
that the “essential sixteen characters” which had been passed down from Yao and 
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Shun—“The mind of man is restless, prone to err; its affinity for the right way is 
little. Be discriminating, be undivided, then you may sincerely hold fast the 
Mean” (Gu 2005, “Da Yu Mo” in Shang Shu)—was contained in the lineage of 
Dao. He praised them as being both the guideline of internal sageness and the 
“grand law” of external kingship. He thus established the inseparability of the 
two and the priority of the lineage of Dao over the lineage of politics. The 
“essential sixteen characters” is a teaching of Xin Xue. When Zhu Xi put the 
theory of the lineage of Dao in the prologue of Zhong Yong Zhangju and used it 
as a central theme in his book, the position of the theory of Xinxing in 
Confucianism was solidified (Jin 2006). 

Zhu Xi’s theory of Xinxing was inherited from Mencius, but its new form 
came directly from the Chan School and Daoism. The establishment of Zhu Xi’s 
theoretical system relied on “enlightenment to equilibrium and harmony.” Such 
enlightenment has two key points: The first is that the key to seeking ren is to 
seek the essential mind. This was inspired by the school of Hu-Xiang. The 
second, as indicated in “The divergence between Confucianism and Buddhism is 
no other than a dispute on void and solid” (Li 1986, Vol. 124), it comes from 
“new enlightenment” on the relationship between Confucianism and Buddhism. 
In A Reply to Counselor Luo he said: “Originally this (i.e., Confucianism) is very 
similar to Chan. The dispute is over trifles” (Zhu 2004, “Xu Ji,” Vol. 5). That is 
to say, just like a mirror, a Chan Buddhist would say that myriad dharmas 
reflected in it are void and their essential form is purity and cleanness, while Zhu 
would say that myriad dharmas are solid and the Heavenly principles are their 
origin. Although the two viewpoints seem different, the mirror remains the same; 
once there is enlightenment, the mirror is only for my use (Jin 1998). That is why 
“the dispute is over trifles.” Tanjing 坛经 (The Platform Sutra) says: “Since all 
dharmas are imminent in our mind there is no reason why we should not 
intuitively realize the real nature of Tathata (Suchness).” “See the nature in your 
heart” (Guo 1983, Chapter II: “Prajna”). “The mind is the ground. The nature is 
the King who lives in the domain of the mind. While the nature is in, the King is 
in, and our body and mind exist. When the nature is out, there is no King and our 
body and mind decay. We should work for Buddhahood within the nature, and 
we should not look for it apart from ourselves” (Ibid., Chapter III: Questions and 
Answers) Zhu Xi had similar sayings: “The nature is formless; it is held in the 
mind” (Li 1986, Vol. 16). “The mind and the nature are inseparable” (ditto). “We 
see nothing about the nature if we turn a blind eye to the mind; we see nothing 
about the mind if we turn a blind eye to the nature.” “The nature is the principle, 
and the mind is the container, the conveyor, the applier, the executor” (Ibid., Vol. 5). 
These words from Zhu Xi almost paraphrase the Platform Sutra. Zhu’s transition 
from the theory of Tiandao to the theory of xinxing benefits a lot from Chan 
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Buddhism. 
Nevertheless, Zhu still could not give up the doctrine of Tiandao completely. 

That is why his statements were full of contradictions and he did not reach the 
“new enlightenment” until his later years. It was Wang Yangming who actually 
led Li Xue out of the confusion brought by the theory of Tiandao. Wang’s thought 
was based on Xin Xue from the very beginning. 

After the May Fourth Movement, most researchers on Chinese philosophy 
received training in Western philosophy. This showed progress, but also caused 
the defect of interpreting Chinese philosophy from a Western perspective. It was 
the same as for scholars of Li Xue, who were deeply influenced by Buddhism. 

6 Intrinsic Features of Chinese Philosophy 

The thinking modes of Chinese philosophy and Western philosophy are quite 
different. They have different topics of study and different ways of expression. 
The sophistication of Song-Ming Li Xue is deeply related to Chinese 
philosophy’s intrinsic features. 

Western philosophy studies the natural world and objects. It uses pure thinking 
or pure concepts. It is a kind of philosophy that “thinks thinking.” It pursues 
authenticity of knowledge, objectivity and universality of concepts. For a 
Western philosopher, knowledge is unmistakable definitions. These are some of 
its radical characteristics and features. Chinese philosophy considers the unity of 
the natural world and human beings. It studies politics, society and human life. It 
aims to realize functions, effects and ideals. Its abstract thinking never leaves 
concrete things; concepts in Chinese philosophy are always concrete. Let us take 
four concepts—wu 物 (thing, object), li 理 (principle), si 思 (thinking) and xin 
心 (mind)—that are closely related with Li Xue philosophy as examples and 
examine their different qualities and types. 

An object in the Western context usually refers to an exact thing or entity with 
certain properties. “Entity” must be logically identical: it cannot be this and not 
be this simultaneously. An object is outside the mind; it is an objective being. 
From here arises Plato’s theory of ideas as well-defined concepts and Aristotle’s 
theory on entity or substance and its properties. In Chinese culture and 
philosophy, wu is just a pronoun. As in “Dao as a thing,” “xin as a thing,” “yi as a 
thing,” wu refers to the thing of Dao, or xin, or yi. Wan-wu (ten thousand of 
things, myriad of things) are regarded as “integration and disintegration of qi.” 
They are uncertain and unstable. Wu also refers to affair or matter. For example, 
when explaining “ge wu 格物 (the investigation of things),” Cheng Yi and Zhu 
Xi said “wu, affairs” (Cheng 1981, “Cheng Shi Waishu”); specifically, affairs 
refer to cultivating the person, regulating the family, governing the state and 
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pacifying the world. These affairs are activities of human beings and demonstrate 
the unification of subject and object. Men’s subjective motive, purpose and 
spiritual states play a leading role in it. Therefore the point of ge wu is to get to 
the affair; ge means to get to or to practice, to undertake. Wang Yangming even 
said, “Wherever there is an intention, there is wu. If intention is placed on taking 
care of the parents, taking care of the parents is a wu” (Wang 2008). Specific 
concern or attention of the mind is wu. Ge wu becomes zheng xin—to rectify the 
intention of the mind. 

Li (principle) is literally texture, vein, or streaks, and it is extended to refer to 
reason or rules. It can be objective rules in physics or ordinary reasons in 
everyday life. Some rules, such as “tian runs in its constant way,” “running water 
never grows stale” or “the weak can overcome the strong,” are concrete and vivid 
abstractions. Zhu Xi in his Supplementary Passage explained ge as “to get to.” 
He did not mean rules in physics, but moral rules to enlarge benevolence, 
righteousness, propriety and wisdom in ordinary life. Practically speaking, these 
principles are feelings—feeling of commiseration, feeling of shame and dislike. 
Without feelings, there would not be principles. Those objective physical rules, 
such as the li of boats and carriages—boats flow on water and carriages run on 
land—are just a small part of Zhu’s theory of “investigation of things.” Boats and 
carriages are also objective things reflecting subjective power. In Chinese 
philosophy, it is hard to find a concept similar to the abstract concept of “idea” or 
“form” in Plato’s realism. Han Confucians explained ge as “to fetch in,” meaning 
that good deeds attract good repayment and bad deeds attract bad retribution. 
When Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi explained ge as “to get to,” they also inherited this 
tradition. Within the Chinese cultural and philosophical background, to transform 
“ge wu qiong li 格物穷理 (investigate things and exhaust principles)” into “to 
enlarge the principle already known by mind” was quite easy. 

Si 思 (thinking, thought) in Western philosophy refers to a pure mental 
activity of the subject. In Chinese philosophy, it refers to a kind of mental 
inferential activity as well as feelings of lovesickness or missing someone; the 
two are inherently related. Confucius said: “Three hundred pieces of poems in 
Shi Jing 诗经 (Book of Poems) may be embraced in one sentence: ‘Have no 
depraved thoughts’” (“Weizheng” in The Analects). Mencius said, “To the mind 
belongs the office of thinking” (“Gaozi Shang” in Mencius)—“thinking” contains 
both senses mentioned above. That is why Mencius said, “Those who follow that 
part of themselves which is great are great men; those who follow that part which 
is little are little men” (Ibid.). Philosophy composed of such si is also a mixture 
of feeling and reason; it is abstract, but does not exclude images and reality. For 
example, in studying and experiencing “the situation of people,” a Chinese 
researcher does not take a Western approach—to regard “the situation of the 
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people” as an object of cognition, to dissect and measure it, followed by 
inference—he has to understand the situation with his heart and feelings and 
think of subject and object as a whole. Confucius taught his disciples “the art of 
virtue”: “The man of perfect virtue, wishing to be established himself, seeks also 
to establish others; wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge 
others.” “What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others” (“Yongye” 
in The Analects). 

Xin (mind, heart) in Chinese culture and Song-Ming Li Xue refers to the organ, 
or feeling, desire, or thought, rational cognition, or moral rationality, substantial 
mind, or the dominating “Heavenly Monarch,” etc. 

In view of this, many concepts in Song-Ming Li Xue are not as clear and 
simple as they literally are. They do not have the definition and simplicity 
required by Neo-realism. Famous propositions, such as “the nature is the 
principle,” “the mind is the principle,” “di 帝 (the emperor, the dominator) 
means the principle,” “tian 天 (heaven, sky) means the principle,” can never be 
understood as they are literally written.  

Zhu said, “the nature is the principle.” Lu and Wang said, “The mind is the 
principle.” It seems evident that the difference is between Li Xue and Xin Xue. 
However, it is so apparently, not actually. First, the background on which they 
were established was the same—they were against the propositions of “the nature 
is empty,” “the mind is empty.” Second, both agree that li refers to the “four 
virtues”—benevolence, righteousness, proprieties and wisdom—and the four 
virtues merge into the “sole virtue of benevolence.” In Zhu’s system, the “nature” 
at the side of Heaven is the principle, but he emphasized, “The part of principle 
that is in the mind is called the nature” (Zhu 2004, Vol. 56, “Da Fang Binwang,” 
the fourth letter), “In the intangible void and clearness there is the principle, 
which is the virtue of the mind, also called ren (benevolence)” (Guo 1983, 
“Daxue Zhangju”). This means that “the mind takes the nature as the body” (Li 
1986, Vol. 5), “The body of the mind is the nature” (Wang 2008) (means that the 
activities of the mind are oriented by the nature), indicating his shift to Xin Xue. 
In Yangming’s system, li is also tianli or Heavenly principle. He said: “There is 
just one principle. In the sense of integration of the principle, it is called nature; 
in the sense of domination, it is called mind; in the sense of dominating and 
initiating, it is called yi 意 (attention)…. There is no principle beyond the nature, 
and there is no nature beyond the principle in the world” (Ibid.). “There is only 
one nature. In the sense of its form, it is called Heaven (or sky); as it dominates, 
it is called the Emperor; as it is endowed to human beings, it is called nature; as it 
is the master of the body, it is called mind…. All these are no other than the one 
nature. When you clearly grasp the meaning of the character of xing, you can 
understand the myriad principles” (Ibid.). Therefore it can be said that “the mind 
takes the principle (nature) as its body.” This is a shift towards the School of 
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Principle. Cheng Yi had similarly said: “In the sense of principle, it is called tian; 
in the sense of endowment, it is called nature; in the sense of existence in human 
beings, it is called mind” (Zhu 2006, “Jin Xin Zhangju”). He did not develop it 
into a system though, and Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming made abundant 
statements on the relationship of mind and nature. Why did both Zhu and Wang 
start from tian when they spoke of principle and nature? It was to stress 
absoluteness, objectivity and universality. Why did they finally focus on human 
beings and the human body? Because principle is nothing but morality, which is 
senseless beyond human beings. Why should mind be mentioned? Because there 
is no domination and motility without the mind. All these tell us that Wang’s 
proposition “xin is the principle” is paradoxical. You cannot say that such a xin is 
the human mind from which arises one’s subjectivity; neither can you say that it 
does not bear the features of subjectivity that one’s mind possesses. You cannot 
say that it is “physical”; nor can you say that it is not “physical.” For if it is not 
physical, and it does not possess the features of subjectivity that everyone has, 
how can it be the guide for one’s action? But if it is so, why does the 
“subjectivity” in all men and in all eras remain the same? Perhaps Zhu Xi was 
aware of such paradox, so he avoided saying “xin is the principle”; instead he 
said “xing is the principle.” Xing is “the body of xin.” But Zhu Xi supplemented 
that if one fully understand such paradox, he is permitted to say “xin is the 
principle.” 

Zhu Xi said, “Di 帝 (the emperor, the dominator) refers to the principle,” 
“tian 天 refers to the principle” (Li 1986, Vol. 79). Here, the “tian,” “di” and 
“li” is not the God, nor Plato’s “idea,” “form” or “rules,” “theory.” It includes 
specific morality—benevolence, righteousness, proprieties and wisdom—as well 
as the meaning of dominating and functioning. Therefore it is often combined 
with “the Heavenly mind” to be ren of the Heaven and Earth, bearing a sense of 
domination. Zhu Xi said: “It must be noted that ren means nothing but the mass 
of warm and harmonious qi. Its principle is the xin of Heaven and Earth to 
generate things” (Ibid., Vol. 6). “You have to know that ‘the pure extreme good’ 
is the xin to generate things. This is where it is practical” (Zhu 2004, Vol. 47, 
“Reply to Lü Ziyue”). “The commander of the Heaven-and-Earth means the 
mind of Heaven-and-Earth, within which lies the principle” (Li 1986, Vol. 68). 
Principle and mind are identical. To understand “Heavenly mind” and “the mind 
of Heaven-and-Earth to generate things” as “logic,” “natural law” or “the nature 
without mind but accomplishing transformation” is to understand Confucianism 
in Daoism, or to westernize Chinese philosophy. Zhang Zai said: “To enlarge the 
mind, you can perceive all things of Heaven-and-Earth. If there is anything not 
perceived, it means that the mind still has an exterior…in that case, such a mind 
is not united with the Heavenly Mind” (Zhang 2004, “Daxin”). Perception is not 
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merely accomplished through cognitive approaches; it is only when the subject 
has a moral mind similar to “the Heavenly Mind” can he recognize it and 
perceive it—and finally merge with it. Therefore, the Heavenly Mind is principle 
as well as feeling; it is a mixture of principle and feeling. 

In order to know the features of Song-Ming Li Xue, it is necessary to refer to 
Western philosophy. However, we cannot put Chinese philosophy in a Western 
framework. We have to fully understand the particularity of Chinese culture and 
philosophy. Modern scholars explained Song-Ming Li Xue with Western philosophy 
and preferred logical consistency; hence arose problems of straightforwardness and 
partiality in interpretation. This is an important lesson for us to learn.  
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