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Abstract  Zhuzi (Zhu Xi), Zhang Nanxuan and Lü Donglai continued a 
discussion begun by Hu Wufeng and his disciples on the subject of “knowing the 
form of benevolence,” and “seeking for a true mind in an absent one.” One result 
of their discussion was to make people realize that innately good knowledge and 
ability are not only manifested in loving one’s parents and respecting one’s elders, 
but also in the simple acts of drinking when thirsty and eating when hungry. This 
generated the idea of “manifestation range of innately good knowledge and 
ability.” However, another conclusion of this discussion claimed that if the desire 
to drink and eat or the king of Qi’s grudging an ox are included in this range, 
there would be a danger of viewing innately good knowledge and ability merely 
as inborn human nature or instinct. This discussion reveals an unsteady 
relationship between innately good knowledge and ability and the feeling of 
commiseration, which are sometimes united and sometimes separate. 
 
Keywords  innately good knowledge and ability, knowing the form of 
benevolence, sprout, seeking for a mind in an absent one, inborn human nature, 
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1 

Mencius said, “The ability possessed by men without having been acquired by 
learning is intuitive ability, and the knowledge possessed by them without the 
exercise of thought is their intuitive knowledge. Children carried in the arms all 
know to love their parents, and when they have grown a little, they all know to 
love their elder brothers. Filial affection for parents is the working of 
benevolence. Respect for elders is the working of righteousness. There is no 
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other reason for those feelings; they belong to all under heaven” (“Jinxin,” Part I, 
in Mencius). The theory of innately good knowledge and ability is the best 
demonstration of Mencius’s efforts regarding immediate illumination based on 
the facts of xin 心 (human mind, heart). This theory has also been frequently 
elaborated by later Confucians. 

 From the point of view of Cheng Zhu zhi xue 程朱之学 (theories of the Cheng 
Brothers, Zhuzi, and their disciples), one point is explicit and definite: now that 
innately good knowledge and ability are called knowledge and ability, they 
certainly belong to the category of mind instead that of xing 性 (nature), and 
therefore innately good knowledge and ability cannot be directly viewed as 
nature. However, as Zhuzi observed, such innately good knowledge and ability 
are a kind of “good out of naturalness” (Zhu 1983, p. 353). Therefore this 
“intuition” is an absolute “good,” as in a “good of nature,” which goes beyond 
the everyday meanings of the word “good.” So this school concludes that 
although innately good knowledge and ability are not equal to human nature, 
they are the immediate manifestation of what is good in human nature. 

Now that innately good knowledge and ability are the immediate manifestation 
of our good nature, can the love for parents and the respect for elders be viewed 
as the manifestation of innately good knowledge and ability? And furthermore, 
can the love for parents and the respect for elders be viewed as the 
“manifestation of manifestations” because they spring from innately good 
knowledge and ability which in turn have sprung from our good natures? The 
answer is negative. The love for parents and the respect for elders are 
immediately innately good knowledge and ability, not merely a subsequent 
manifestation. That is why Zhu asserted, “The love for parents and the respect for 
elders are called innately good knowledge and ability” (Zhu 1983, p. 353). In 
other words, any manifestation (or discovery or sprout, etc.) is the direct 
manifestation of its “basis.” This manifestation, being manifestation, evinces the 
basis, as the phenomenon or symbol of such basis. Nature, as the very basis and 
the ultimate good, is manifested through innately good knowledge and ability, 
that is, through the love for parents and the respect for elders. The very basis of 
the love for parents the respect for elders lies in nature which is ultimately good, 
not in innately good knowledge and ability. 

Though the love for parents and the respect for elders are viewed immediately 
as innately good knowledge and ability, it does not mean that only these can be 
viewed as innately good knowledge and ability. For example, what Mencius 
described in the cases of “a child about to fall into a well” (“Gongsun Chou,” 
Part I, in Mencius) and “the king of Qi’s grudging an ox” (“Liang Huiwang,” Part 
I, in Mencius) can also be regarded as innately good knowledge and ability. An 
argument can prove this point. The case of a child about to fall into a well 
illustrates that all human beings have the feeling of commiseration. Then, what is 
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the relationship between the feeling of commiseration and the love for parents 
and the respect for the elder? Zhu once said: 

 
The feeling of commiseration is the commencement of benevolence, which is 
like the flowing of water. A calm stream shows no sign of flow. But when it 
reaches places where there are rocks or pebbles, it will be stirred by the rocks 
or pebbles, and certainly show visible signs of flow. Likewise, the form of 
benevolence rests in a human mind, and the love for parents and the respect 
for elders are the natural status of the mind, and they are not revealed in the 
beginning. When the mind is inspired by external things, the feeling of 
commiseration is thus exposed, and one example is the feeling of alarm and 
distress in the case of a child about to fall into a well. (Zhu 1994, p. 1287) 

 
Here Zhu discussed the feeling of commiseration in the sense that the form of 
benevolence may be stirred and thus show its signs, but he viewed the love for 
parents and the respect for elders on the basis of “the natural status of the mind,” 
i.e., “the form of benevolence.” As the form of benevolence, love and respect 
merely “rest in the mind,” and “they are not revealed in the beginning.” 
Therefore, the feeling of commiseration has to be distinguished from the love for 
parents and the respect for elders, for the former is the form and can be seen and 
the latter is the function and cannot be seen. Viewed on the basis of Zhu’s theory 
that “benevolence belongs to nature and love belongs to feelings,” love and 
respect are just the revealed human feelings that are kindled and thus can be seen 
when one faces his or her parents or elder brothers, but they are not the form of 
benevolence or the source of nature, so they belong to the same category as the 
feeling of commiseration does. This conceals a latent issue: Are the relationships 
between me and my parents or brothers equal to or different in principle from 
those between me and that child by the well? Supposing my father, my elder 
brother, and that child all to be abstract “others,” then the relationships between 
myself and each of them would be equal, that is I would be in a self-other 
relation with each of them. All the love kindled by a father, the respect kindled 
by an elder brother, and the feeling of commiseration kindled by a child in 
danger would be feelings revealed when the mind is inspired. But this is not the 
case. An infant can always feel the unity of himself and his father or elder brother 
through the natural inspiration and relation of consanguinity. Therefore, my 
father and elder brother are not my “others.” Instead, they can always be viewed 
as “myself.” That is, the relationship between me and my father or elder brother 
is actually a self-self relation, which is far different from the self-other 
relationship between me and that child. In this sense, the so-called love and 
respect are contained in this unified relationship, rather than concealed outside 
the self. Compared with the feeling of commiseration inspired and revealed 
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towards that child, such love and respect are more like the nature of the Dao 
itself, whose essence is benevolence. They can also be called “feelings,” or the 
form of benevolence in a sense.  

Briefly speaking, there are two points to be raised. First, when feelings are 
mentioned, they must have related objects, for they cannot but be linked with 
objects. That is the case with the feeling of commiseration, but not with the love 
for parents and the respect for elders, hence we can know that love and respect 
are not common feelings. Second, the love for parents and the respect for elders 
do not necessarily have an object just because the father and the elder brother are 
not the “opposite body” or objectified existence of me. Instead, we are in unity. 
With these two points in mind, it is also acceptable to say that the feeling of 
commiseration, the love for parents and the respect for elders, and even the king 
of Qi’s grudging an ox are all innately good knowledge and ability. 

Therefore, innately good knowledge and ability is actually the “general name” 
of all possible natural manifestations of our good natures, but not any specific 
one. However, all manifestations are always particular manifestations in a 
specific situation (such as a child about to fall into a well, leading an ox past the 
lower part of the hall, etc.), and are always linked with a specific object (an ox, a 
child, etc.). Therefore, we can always notice that innately good knowledge and 
ability as the manifestation of human nature can be respectively manifested as 
the love for parents and the respect for elders, commiserating with a child about 
to fall into a well, the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, and so forth, but there is never 
such a thing as human nature manifested directly as a generic feeling of innately 
good knowledge and ability. Rather these are manifested in specific instances 
such as those just mentioned. The basis in nature is real and concrete, but the 
innately good knowledge and ability as a general name is abstract. Innately good 
knowledge and ability as a general name naturally respond to the requirements of 
the basis. They can only respond through particular manifestations, one after 
another, and the abstractness of general names is thus overcome by the 
particularity of manifestation. 

A problem arises when such various particular forms of manifestation (such as 
the love for parents and the respect for elders, commiseration with a child about 
to fall into a well and the king of Qi’s grudging an ox) are represented that way: 
We may not have known that they are actually the manifestation of “what,” i.e., 
actually the manifestation of innately good knowledge and ability, and more 
likely we may not have known that as innately good knowledge and ability they 
are actually the manifestation “towards what,” i.e., the manifestation “towards 
the basis of human nature which is ultimately good.” If this question could not be 
understood properly, there may be the danger of misunderstanding innately good 
knowledge and ability as instinct, and thereby we would be unable to understand 
Good and Heaven, which are the origin and reason of everything. 
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Nevertheless, once a person has the manifestation of innately good knowledge 
and ability in him, or once we point out the manifestation of innately good 
knowledge and ability in him, that would signify that a fundamental resource of 
mind and nature in this person, which has important moral and political 
meanings, has been discovered. Or we can say that we have revealed and pointed 
out a path and opportunity for philosophical practice. 

For example, Mencius once pointed out the representation of the feeling of 
commiseration in the person of the king of Qi. When “the people all supposed 
that your Majesty grudged the animal,” they did not know the king of Qi. When 
the king said, “I indeed did the thing, but when I turned my thoughts inward, and 
examined into it, I could not discover my own mind,” the king of Qi did not 
know himself. Once Mencius disclosed the representation of the feeling of 
commiseration in the king of Qi, “the king of Qi was pleased,” for he considered 
it as a compliment. But in fact, what Mencius wanted to tell the king of Qi 
through this recognition is that this representation of the feeling of 
commiseration sufficiently indicated that the king of Qi has potentiality to bring 
about imperial sway: “the heart seen in this is sufficient to carry you to the 
imperial sway.” Actually, Mencius expected the king of Qi to grasp the moral and 
political meanings of this representation, which is the exhortation to “take this 
kindly heart and exercise it to others,” and know “well how to carry out what he 
himself did so as to affect others.” This really would have been carrying the 
imperial sway (see “Liang Huiwang,” Part I, in Mencius). 
Consequently, the representation of innately good knowledge and ability means 

not only the discovery of a fundamental resource of mind and nature and an 
opportunity for moral creation and political practice, but also the arising of a duty 
or obligation. This is a main point in the theory of innately good knowledge and 
ability as Mencius and later Confucians understood it, and it is especially notable 
for Neo-Confucians in the Song and Ming dynasties. 

Focusing on innately good knowledge and ability, Confucians in the Song and 
Ming dynasties concluded that three tasks have be represented thereby, which are 
cultivation, self-examination, and development. 

2 

While Confucians in the Song and Ming dynasties reiterated the above- 
mentioned main points, some peculiar meanings gradually showed up. These 
new meanings are present in Zhuzi, Zhang Nanxuan and Lü Donglai’s discussion 
about the Understanding words, which is authored by Hu Wufeng. 

 
Biao Juzheng asked: “Human mind is infinite. Why did Mencius say 
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‘exhausted all his mental constitution’?” Hu said: “Only the man of 
benevolence can exhaust all his mental constitution.” Juzheng asked how to be 
benevolent. Hu said: “If you want to be benevolent, you should know the form 
of benevolence first.” Juzheng asked: “What is its form like?” Hu said: “The 
way of benevolence is great and near. It could be concluded in a word by a 
man who has known it, but not explained by a man who has not known it in 
uncountable sentences. It could be performed in one event by a man who has 
potentiality, but not showed by a man who has not potentiality in uncountable 
things.” Juzheng asked: “I am united with the myriad things as one; Does it 
means I am united with the form of benevolence?” Hu said: “How could your 
body, which is a particular entity, be united with the myriad things?” Juzheng 
answered: “My body could not be united with them as one, but my mind 
could.” Hu asked: “Human mind has many problems and will be dead in the 
last. The myriad things in the world have various changes. How could your 
mind be united with them?” Juzheng was startled and went away. In another 
day, he asked: “The reason of why a man is not benevolent consists in that he 
has lost the intuitive mind. Can we seek for a mind in an absent one?” Hu said: 
“The king of Qi was not able to bear seeing an ox was killed, which means the 
sprout of intuitive mind would be shown between interests and desires. Once it 
appears, we should do incessant exercises to preserve and cultivate it and 
develop it into greatness equal to that of Heaven. The commencement of this 
mind has different representation in different people, but the key point is to 
know it anyways.” (Zhu 2002a, pp. 3560–3561) 

 
As the asker asked about the mind, Wufeng answered most pertinently and 
briefly by saying “only the man of benevolence.” In the allusion to the immediate 
attainment of the origin, it appears that mind is actually not the origin. The 
remarks thereafter—such as that one “should know the form of benevolence in 
the first”—also seem to be viewed as a continuation of Cheng Mingdao’s idea 
that “Learners should know the benevolence first. The man of benevolence is 
united with things as one body totally” (Cheng 2004, p. 16). 

However, Zhu had some questions about Wufeng’s opinion: 
 

It is doubtful that “a man who wants to be benevolent should know the form of 
it first.” Confucius had answered his disciples many times how to be 
benevolent. He just told them the way of seeking for it and encouraged them to 
achieve it on their own, for it was not necessary to make them to know the 
form of benevolence first. “Seeking for a mind in an absent one” hit the very 
point, but Hu’s reply is irrelevant and confusing instead. The mind should not 
be neglected for a single moment no matter whatever is being done, and it may 
be there when it is noticed to be in an absent state and is sought for. Now, he 
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finds the absent mind unable to be preserved at this moment, and leaves alone 
the mind that has been there, expecting to preserve it later on when he notices 
it again at other places and different times. Then, the mind will fragment due 
to the intervals when it is not observed, and the person will have no object to 
cultivate. When he observes the manifestation of the mind once again and 
finally cultivates it, what he cultivates is merely a one-sided aspect of the 
function of the mind, but not the origin as a whole at all. I am afraid that it is 
impossible for him to develop and substantialize it into the greatness equal to 
that of Heaven. (Zhu 2002a, pp. 3560–3561) 

 
Specifically, Zhu’s remarks expressed two points of suspicion: First, Biao 
Juzheng asked how to be benevolent, but Wufeng told him “If you want to be 
benevolent, you should know the form of benevolence first.” Zhuzi thought it 
very “doubtful,” for there had been good examples before, most importantly that 
Confucius had never done so. When Confucius’s disciples asked him how to be 
benevolent, Confucius always told them particular methods to seek for it, making 
them “achieve it on their own by means of those particular methods,” and he had 
never regarded knowing the form of benevolence as a precondition for the 
acquisition of benevolence. 

Second, when Biao Juzheng asked “can we seek for a mind in an absent one,” 
Wufeng told him that the intuitive knowledge might be represented as sprouts at 
any time. Whenever it is represented it should be developed and substantialized 
immediately. Therefore, seeking for a true mind in the absent one simply means 
to recognize this “sprout of intuitive mind” first. Zhu thought this opinion 
“irrelevant and confusing.”1 Zhu’s reasoning is like this: The reason why a 
person has an absent mind is that he cannot “preserve the mind.” However, 
although he “loses his mind in indulgence,” his mind will be preserved 
immediately when he knows to seek the true mind, and it is enough to preserve 
and cultivate his mind thereby. The mind will be there immediately when he 
knows to seek for it. Wufeng, however, taught people to discover a sprout of 
intuitive mind at different places and times and then cultivate it afterwards. That 
is to “fragment the mind.” Even though we happen to recognize a sprout of 
intuitive mind, the so-called sprout without cultivation is merely “a one-sided 
aspect of functions” of the intuitive mind rather than the complete function of 
original intuitive knowledge. No matter how it is developed, still it cannot be 
developed into the greatness equal to that of Heaven because it has started with 
one-sidedness. 

Now we re-examine Wufeng’s words in the light of Zhu’s first doubt: When 
the asker raised a question about the mind, Wufeng’s answer of, “only the man of 
                                                               
1 This is a term that Lu Xiangshan used to criticize Zhu later on. 
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benevolence,” is pertinent already, but when the asker went further with the 
question of benevolence and the form of benevolence, he referred to 
“knowledge” and “potentiality,” which seems to be impertinent and less 
convincing. Wufeng inevitably would have been criticized if he had really 
unreservedly mentioned the form of benevolence. From here to the requester’s 
being startled and going away, Wufeng actually did not explain the meaning of 
the form of benevolence; instead, he repeatedly replied with “can not.” Wufeng’s 
believed the idea that a man should know the form of benevolence in the first is a 
sufficient continuation of Mingdao’s opinion that “Scholars should know the 
benevolence first.” Then, why could the asker’s question—“I am united with the 
myriad things as one; Does it mean I am united with the entity of benevolence?” 
—not be regarded as a re-representation of Mingdao’s view that “The man of 
benevolence is totally united with things as one body”? It is very meaningful that 
Wufeng still gave a negative answer. In Wufeng’s opinion, that a man should 
know the form of benevolence first absolutely does not mean a learner has to 
understand the form of benevolence as a whole in the first. The expression “great 
and near” has its focus on the word “near.” Therefore, Wufeng had to wait until 
the requester came back another day with more questions about mind, and then 
Wufeng told him how to discover, cultivate, and develop the sprout of an 
intuitive mind. Knowing the form of benevolence is realized in the reflection of 
such a sprout, a sign of an intuitive mind. “The commencement of this mind has 
different representation in different people, but the key point is to know it 
anyways.” Therefore, it would be “near” if he who knows the form of 
benevolence knows it from the initial representation of the mind. As for what is 
expressed by the sentence, “Once it appears, we should do incessant exercises to 
preserve and cultivate it and develop it into greatness equal to that of Heaven,” it 
has the same meaning as Zhu expressed by saying that Confucius “just told them 
the way of seeking for it (benevolence).” We can see the intention to “encourage 
them to achieve it on their own” in the sentence in question. Therefore, in both 
conversations about the mind between Wufeng and his disciple, the former told 
the latter to seek for benevolence only, for the mind is the embodiment of 
benevolence, which can be seen immediately in the mind. When the mind is 
exhausted, benevolence will certainly be represented. The exhausting of the mind 
is the very method to seek for benevolence. However, Wufeng did not offer the 
asker the exact answer when the latter consulted him, he just intended to inspire 
the latter with a veiled hint, and as expected, he replied in detail to express all his 
opinion when the asker came to consult him once again. This is Wufeng’s special 
teaching method. Zhuzi did not seem to have understood his methodology, so he 
had viewed the whole passage as addressing two separate issues all the time. For 
example, he raised two points about the quotation above. First, “Biao Juzheng 
asked about mind,” and second, “Biao Juzheng asked about benevolence” (Zhu  
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1994, p. 2588, p. 2593). He viewed the conversation as two different issues all 
the time. In fact, Wufeng did not agree with Biao Juzheng’s correct opinion, “I 
am united with the myriad things as one,” only because he was afraid that 
learners would reach for what is beyond their grasp and thus indulge themselves 
in abstractness. Thus it was from the same consideration that Zhuzi observed that 
“for it was not necessary to make them to know the form of benevolence in the 
first.” From this point of view, both Wufeng and Zhuzi’s theories are each 
hermeneutic approaches to the School of Yi-Luo rather than two different things. 
The main distinction is that Wufeng’s words, “If you want to be benevolent, you 
should know the form of benevolence first,” are too mechanistic, for it seems that 
knowing the form of benevolence is not quite seeking benevolence. “A learner 
must know benevolence in the first place,” and once you want to know 
benevolence, you are immediately benevolent, so how can there be any 
separation between these two? The attempt to know benevolence is a function, 
and the knowing of it is the very form. When you do not know benevolence, you 
are not benevolent at all, and there is no such case where one can be benevolent 
if he only knows a little of benevolence rather than the form of benevolence as a 
whole. Once benevolence is known, the world would be benevolent and 
humanity would be united with the myriad things and Heaven and Earth would 
be as one, so to be benevolent is no more than a natural function of the form of 
benevolence in its course of development and extension. Therefore, once you 
want to be benevolent, the form of benevolence is represented; once you know 
the form of benevolence, its function is available. Overall, the first question 
about Wufeng’s words comes from a misunderstanding, but Wufeng himself 
indeed did not express his idea properly. 

As for the second question, Zhuzi criticized Wufeng’s words as “irrelevant and 
confusing,” which could be understood in two aspects. First, Zhuzi said 
Wufeng’s answer to the question of “seeking for a mind in an absent one” is not 
completely to the point. In fact, the asker’s expression, “seeking for a mind in an 
absent one,” means the same thing as Zhuzi said: “it may be there when it is 
noticed to be in an absent state and is sought for.” In other words, those who have 
absent minds come to know their minds are in an absent state because they have 
acquired nothing, and once they know their minds in an absent state, it would 
mean that their minds have been active therein. When he said that “seeking for a 
mind in an absent one hit the very the point,” Zhu did not intend to demonstrate 
how wise the asker was; instead, he meant that the latter did not understand the 
signification that the mind “may be there” already contained in the seeking for a 
mind in an absent one. Wufeng should have pointed out this meaning for the 
asker immediately. Now that “The commencement of this mind has different 
representation in different people, but the key point is to know it anyways,” the 
one who asked about seeking for a mind in an absent one would have his mind 
already once he knew to seek for the mind. Regretfully, Wufeng did not give his 
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directions right at this point. Instead, he began to talk about the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox, firmly viewing the representation of the feeling of 
commiseration as the sprout of intuitive mind. What Wufeng did was just as Zhu 
described, “expecting to preserve it later on when he notices it again at other 
places and different times.” It is an allusion to the human mind and a kind of 
cultivation when Wufeng turned to the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, but it is a 
kind of indulgence anyhow now that the representation of the mind at this 
moment is not recognized. And that is what Zhu criticized in saying, “he finds 
the absent mind unable to be preserved at this moment, and leaves alone the 
mind that has been there.” The mind that knows the absent state of mind is just 
the mind that has been preserved, and the preserving of mind is just the 
preserving of this mind that knows the absent state of mind. If one thinks the 
feeling of commiseration is able to be preserved and cultivated, that would be to 
allow the mind fall into an absent state first, and then thus represent this feeling 
of commiseration. It is slackness, or a waste of opportunities. Zhu once described 
himself in his youth, saying, “In the past I was fond of calming down my mind, 
so I tried to seek for my mind bitterly” (Zhu 2002b). The mind had represented 
itself, but Wufeng did not notice it, instead, he turned to the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox to seek for it. That was surely an act of seeking for the mind as 
Zhu had done. Therefore, Wufeng was wrong at this point.  

Second, Zhuzi criticized Wufeng’s fragmenting the mind and separating the 
cultivation of mind into different parts. A person has only one mind, so the mind 
that knows the absent state of mind and regains the absent mind is just the mind 
in an absent state. Once it knows to seek for the mind, the absent mind is 
immediately preserved. It does not mean that there is one mind which is in an 
absent state and meanwhile there is another mind which looks on that absent one. 
Even before the mind falls into an absent state, efforts should have been made to 
preserve and cultivate it, that is, the preserving and cultivating efforts should be 
directed towards the origin as a whole. Such preserving and cultivating efforts 
are not useless. The so-called development and substantialization are all due to 
such preserving and cultivating efforts starting with the origin as a whole, which 
is reliable and mature. Therefore, the so-called preservation and cultivation in 
Confucian terms do not mean the preservation or cultivation of the sprout of 
intuitive mind. If one cannot cultivate the origin, the sprout of the mind will 
appear in a pattern of an absent mind although it shows its sprouts, and that is 
why Zhu called it “only a one-sided aspect of representation and function.” If one 
focuses on the cultivation of sprouts of the mind, it would be impossible to 
develop the mind “into greatness equal to that of Heaven,” although it does not 
do serious harms. Therefore, the cultivation of mind is just the cultivation of the 
origin of the mind as a whole, and such cultivation cannot leave the mind free to 
develop into a motley collection of sprouts. Instead, it must cultivate all sprouts 
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into flourishing tall trees. In this sense, Wufeng’s cultivation is directed towards 
nothing, and his so-called development and substantialization just furthers the 
one-sidedness of the mind, so it is all right to assert that “the person will have no 
object to cultivate.”  

3 

Zhang Nanxuan, a good disciple of Wufeng, gave a strong response to Zhuzi’s 
first question. He said: 

 
It is infeasible to know the form of benevolence before the practice of 
benevolence. So long as a learner makes efforts to be benevolent, the form of 
benevolence would be revealed; and once the learner knows the form of 
benevolence, it would be infinitely useful. However, the best answer to the 
question about how to be benevolent is “respect.” (Zhu 2002b) 

 
The form of benevolence could be revealed only through the practice of being 
benevolent. This viewpoint is in accord with the teaching of Confucius, who 
advocated “making painstaking efforts and then achievements.” There is no such 
a thing as one who knew the form of benevolence without being respectfully 
engaged in daily affairs. At this point, Nanxuan was in tacit agreement with 
Zhuzi and did not argue for his master’s opinion. Nanxuan even said: 

 
A person has his inborn human nature indeed, but how could it be achieved 
without cultivation? Teaching content in the ancient times, including behaviors 
in daily life and the learning of six skills, all belongs to the category of 
cultivation. It is no less than trying to relieve one’s starvation without eating if 
he expects to achieve and then preserve cultivate it without making efforts to 
practice first. (Zhang, vol. 32) 

 
In Nanxuan’s opinion, his master’s idea, “If you want to be benevolent, you 
should know the form of benevolence first,” is nothing less than “trying to 
relieve one’s starvation without eating.” In brief, the form of benevolence cannot 
be known if one tries to know it without trying to be benevolent. Knowing the 
form of benevolence should not be regarded as a presupposition of being 
benevolent. 

Therefore, the discussion surrounding the first question was not mainly 
between Zhuzi and Nanxuan, but between Nanxuan as a representative of the 
“consensus of Zhu and Zhang” and Wu Huishu who belongs to the School of 
Hu-Xiang. The main point of this discussion may not be completely identical 
with what Zhuzi revealed. Zhu mainly had his disclosure focused on the 
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relationship between practicing benevolence and knowing benevolence, but the 
discussion between Nanxuan and Wu, which is shown below, is mainly centered 
on the issue of the so-called cultivation and perception of benevolence. These 
two issues are related in many aspects. 

 
Wu Huishu asked: “Guizheng and Weizhai’s opinions have their one-sidedness, 
and some other scholars hold the same opinion. Just as Mencius had said: 
‘Since all men have these four sprouts in themselves, let them know to give 
them all their development and completion.’ How could one be indulged in 
one kind of one-sidedness to rectify a temporary one, and make people learn 
how to be benevolent without mentioning the word ‘benevolence’? Is this not 
the mistake of neglecting self-examination? It is all right that for a person to 
show respect and thus acquire knowledge, but it is impossible to recognize and 
cultivate the root without the examination and observation of sprouts. When 
the sprout as a representation is not known, what on earth can be viewed as the 
root and cultivated? It is no less than the Buddhist methodology that advocates 
meditation with eyes closed and pretends to have known his nature without the 
discovery of his intuitive mind. Deceased Master Hu Wending said: ‘If you 
understand the meaning of respect, you have been close to the truth. Mingdao 
once observed that what Zengzi had told Meng Jingzi is very frank and clear 
indeed. That is what we mean by saying unselfishness is a synonym of 
benevolence.’ I am convinced that once one is unselfish, he will be able to 
love.” 

Nanxuan answered: “If sprouts are not known, it is not easy to cultivate the 
root; however, if the root is not cultivated, it is hard for sprouts to be 
developed. This opinion needs to be viewed from two aspects. Usually, more 
cultivation means more representation, and elaborate observation and 
experience lead to robust root. Even a man who does not know the form of the 
mind as a whole is able to reflect on the generation of sprouts and gradually 
feel his progress (for example, once he knows to ‘tidy clothes and hat and 
concentrate the mind,’ he will tidy his clothes and hat and concentrate his mind. 
Although it does mean he has known the form of the mind as a whole, it 
contains the meaning of cultivation indeed). Or otherwise, the self- 
examination and observation would be useless without any cultivation, and the 
representation of the mind will be impossible. In the expression ‘show respect 
and thus acquire knowledge,’ the word ‘thus’ is problematic (This problem has 
appeared before, but not discussed). And it may be better if it is removed. 
People do not understand the word unselfishness just because they do not 
experience and research it from the point of source. In my opinion, Zhu did not 
neglect self-examination or observation, nor did he thus mislead people to 



On Zhuzi’s Question about Understanding Words 
 

229 

neglect the word ‘benevolence,’ what he wanted is exactly to illustrate 
‘benevolence.’ For example, he mentioned the word ‘love’ because he 
intended people to understand what underlies the ‘love.’ His remarks are not 
completely correct indeed, but it is not the same as the defect in Buddhist 
methodology at all.” (Zhang, vol. 29) 

 
In general, Wu Huishu believed that there is a problem of temporary one- 
sidedness in Wufeng’s teaching, but if we replace it with the instruction that tries 
to recognize and cultivate the root without the examination and observation of 
sprouts, it will lead to a situation that is indulged in one kind of one-sidedness to 
rectify a temporary one, and makes people learn how to be benevolent without 
mentioning the word “benevolence,” but to the Buddhist methodology that 
advocates meditation with eyes closed or the theory that blindly seeks for 
illuminating the mind and revealing the nature. 

As for Wu’s opinion, Nanxuan responded from the viewpoint that sprouts and 
roots (or original forms of the mind), and cultivation and knowledge should both 
be emphasized. Nanxuan did so because he had learned something from his 
discussion with Zhu. As quoted above, Nanxuan remarked, “Even a man who 
does not know the form of the mind as a whole is able to keep on what is 
represented and gradually feel his progress (for example, once he knows to “tidy 
clothes and hat and concentrate the mind,” he will tidy his clothes and hat and 
concentrate his mind. Although it does mean he has known the form of the mind 
as a whole, it contains the meaning of cultivation indeed). Otherwise, the self- 
examination and observation would be useless without any cultivation, and the 
representation of the mind will be impossible.” When he made such a remark, he 
kept self-examination and observation in mind all the time, but he laid an 
emphasis on cultivation so as to argue against the criticism of being “in one kind 
of one-sidedness to rectify a temporary one.” This made scholars of the 
Hu-Xiang School aware that Zhu’s partial remarks were for rectifying certain 
prejudices, and should not be equated with the Buddhist methodology of 
meditation with closed eyes. 

But Nanxuan still did not reach the final truth if he thought “to keep on what is 
represented” just means the cultivation of the innate human nature. Then, what is 
cultivation? And what is to be cultivated on earth? In Nanxuan’s opinion, 
“behaviors in daily life and the learning of six skills, all belong to the category of 
cultivation,” and “once he knows to tidy clothes and hat and concentrate the 
mind, he will tidy his clothes and hat and concentrate his mind. Although it does 
mean he has known the form of the mind as a whole, it contains the meaning of 
cultivation indeed.” It is all right to say all these contain the meaning of 
cultivation, but it is not right to say they are all there is to cultivation. There have 
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been people who are engaged in behaviors in daily life but do not know what 
cultivation is, and likewise, there have been people who occasionally consciously 
tidy their clothes and hat concentrate their minds but know nothing else. If one 
thinks these are enough to contain all ways of cultivation, one will inevitably 
make the same mistake as Zhu had criticized, that is, “what is preserved is 
merely a one-sided aspect,” and all attention is paid to only sprouts instead of 
any roots. 

Therefore, although Nanxuan acknowledged the importance of cultivation, he 
did not uncover the final truth after all. It is true that he remarked “it is infeasible 
to know the form of benevolence before the practice of it,” but in fact what he 
was good at was still Wufeng’s one-sided opinion, which holds that “the sprout 
of intuitive mind would be shown between interests and desires. Once it 
appears…the key point is to know it anyways.” For example, when Wu asked 
“When the sprout as a representation is not known, what on earth can be viewed 
as the root and cultivated,” he certainly had confused sprouts with the root, but 
Nanxuan did not argue against the former at this point. Instead, he mentioned that 
“more cultivation means more representation, and elaborate observation and 
experience lead to robust root,” and that “if the root is not cultivated, it is hard 
for sprouts to be developed.” Therefore, Nanxuan still focused on the degree of 
cultivation, not knowing that the cultivation should be based on correctitude. If 
the representation is based on correctitude, the sprouts will be correct, and all 
will be thus correct; without the correctitude of the fundamentals, there will be 
the danger of underdevelopment, and the cultivation will be useless. Therefore, 
the correctitude of the fundamentals has nothing to do with the degree of the 
representation. 

There are two more cases in which Nanxuan made replies. The first is like this: 
 

Wu Huishu asked: “Chengzi said: ‘Man’s perception, thinking and actions are 
all out of Heaven, only that we should discriminate the right and wrong of 
them.’ Bofeng asked: ‘Now that they are all out of Heaven, how could they be 
wrong?’ In my opinion, all human beings have these abilities, hence we know 
that they are out of Heaven; but it is right to conform to the principle and 
wrong to deviate from it. In the latter case, it is just the selfishness of man. Do 
you think my words are correct?” 

Nanxuan said: “Where there are objects, there are principles; that is what 
Heaven means. Without the principle, human will fall into disorder and make 
mistakes. Buddhists thought that their raising the eyebrows and winking the 
eyes were just the wonderful application of the Dao, but they do not know it is 
actually wrong. This subtle difference between the right and the wrong is just 
what we need to discriminate, and it is precisely where Bofeng made a mistake. 
Your answer to his question is basically correct.” (Zhang, vol. 29) 
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The second is as follows: 
 

Chen Pingfu asked: “Where my mind is full of the principle of Heaven, my 
behaviors will completely conform to the Six Classics. Somebody once said, 
‘What is the principle of Heaven,’ and I answered: ‘Principle of Heaven means 
drinking and eating in starvation and thirstiness, or working in daytime and 
resting at night. Anything added to it would be human desires, and the 
germination of human desires will destroy the Six Classics.’” 

Nanxuan said: “You are correct, but other traditions of teachings also 
advocate the same as you’ve mentioned, but they are different from us 
Confucians. Why is it? This is a point that needs to be thought deeply. Mencius 
frequently promoted the love for parents and the respect for the elder only, and 
his doing is the most pertinent. You will be close to the principle of Heaven if 
you experience and realize it at this point.” (Zhang, vol. 30) 

 
Han Yu said: “Wearing hemp in summer and having furs on in winter, drinking in 
starvation and eating in thirstiness, are seemingly different things, but they are all 
the same in the sense of the representation of human wisdom” (qtd. in Wu 1978, 
p. 323). In the eyes of scholars of Hu-Xiang, drinking in thirstiness, eating in 
starvation, wearing hemp in summer, having furs on in winter, raising the 
eyebrows and winking the eyes are all different things, but they are identical as 
the manifestations revealed in the intervals between interests and desires. Thus, 
they all could be regarded as sprouts, and one should recognize the form of 
benevolence in them. 

Here, an explanatory passage can be added. When Cheng Mingdao criticized 
Xie Shangcai saying he had lost himself in the favor of things, Shangcai could 
not help flushing, and Mingdao thus called it the representation of the feeling of 
commiseration. Somebody asked Zhuzi about it: “Shangcai was ashamed by his 
master’s blame, which seemed to have nothing to do with the feeling of 
commiseration. Why did Mingdao say that?” Zhuzi said: “The fact is that Xie 
Shangcai was moved by Mingdao’s words. It is good to be moved by words, but 
we cannot conclude that a learner has to be moved. For example, commiseration, 
shame and dislike, modesty and moral sense are not four things; instead, they 
exist concurrently in the same mind. ‘When they are mentioned respectively, it 
refers to one aspect of them, but when they are mentioned in general, it contains 
the four at the same time’; with each of them involved, the other three are also 
involved. When the feeling of commiseration is mentioned, shame and dislike, 
modesty and moral sense are also represented.” Zhu also said, “The preliminary 
representation of this mind is the feeling of commiseration. That is, as spring 
comes first before summer, the feeling of shame follows the feeling of 
commiseration” (Zhu 1994, p. 2496). “The feeling of shame and dislike is the 
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commencement of righteousness” (“Gongsun Chou,” Part I, in Mencius). A 
person flushes because the sprout of the feeling of shame and dislike has been 
revealed. The mere feeling of shame and dislike is not enough to explain the 
reason of the mind. Therefore, it is necessary to know the form of benevolence at 
this point. When this form is recognized, it is called the feeling of commiseration, 
but it is exactly as if the feeling of shame and dislike has been contained therein. 
Therefore, we can also say that although the representations are different, they 
are the same because they have the form of benevolence. 

Nanxuan was alert to the Hu-Xiang scholars’ attitude toward eating in hunger, 
drinking thirstiness, acting in daytime, resting at night, raising the eyebrows and 
winking the eyes. Zhong Tai noticed these two points in Nanxuan’s replies, 
saying, “As he views the theory about drinking in starvation and eating in 
thirstiness, acting in daytime and resting at night or raising the eyebrows and 
winking the eyes as heresies, one will certainly prefer to the love for parents and 
the respect for the elder or the principles beyond things, which is also different 
from such idea as that ‘The principle of Heaven and the desires of human beings 
have the same form and the same representations’ (in Wufeng’s term). By and 
large, Nanxuan claimed to show respect and exhaust all principles, eager to 
discriminate righteousness from interests. His theory is continuance of Yichuan, 
which comes down through Wufeng…” (Zhong 2008, p. 232). Zhong did not 
make a thorough comment. Nanxuan did not necessarily view the theory about 
drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness, acting in daytime and resting at 
night or raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes as heresies, and the love for 
parents and the respect for the elder or the principles beyond things as 
Confucianism. The trivial things in daily life mentioned above are not wrong, but 
it is not correct if one does not try to rise to the level of the form of benevolence 
through these trivial things. If one recognizes the essence of these trivial things 
and thus elevates them, this will reach the same level as the love for parents and 
the respect for elders or the principles beyond things. However, heresy or 
Buddhism is merely interested in the apparent meaning of those trivial things, or 
merely views them as the wonderful use of the Dao, not knowing their difference 
from the love for parents and the respect for the elder or the principles beyond 
things. They did so just because they did not know that these trivial things are not 
different from the love for parents and the respect for the elder or the principles 
beyond things in essence, and thus paid all their attention to the trivial things and 
refused the love for parents and the respect for elders or the principles beyond 
things. Consequently, they failed to really realize the true meaning contained in 
the trivial things in daily life. As for the problem of Buddhism, we can come to a 
conclusion as such: Although it picked up such expressions as drinking in 
starvation and eating in thirstiness, acting in daytime and resting at night or 
raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes, it failed to realize their essence after 
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all. Therefore, it cannot discuss the form of benevolence in a metaphysical sense 
and is limited to the functions, and is restrained with one-sided functions, 
knowing only the function of drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness, 
acting in daytime and resting at night or raising the eyebrows and winking the 
eyes, but not that of the love for parents and the respect for elders. From the 
viewpoint of Cheng Mingdao, who claimed that innately good knowledge and 
ability are “from Heaven,” and Zhuzi, who held that they are “original Good,” 
the Buddhist theory about innately good knowledge and ability, whose typical 
terms are drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness, acting in daytime and 
resting at night or raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes, seems to have 
merely mentioned “Heaven” while neglecting “good.” Consequently, Heaven has 
its meaning submerged in an illusion without Good or Evil, and thus loses its 
very basis as Heaven. This has been criticized by the suggestion that, “Anything 
added to it would be human desires,” which is an overwhelming threat against 
the theory of Buddhism. In other words, Nanxuan pointed out that if one 
misunderstands the meaning of eating in starvation, drinking in thirstiness or 
acting in daytime and resting at night, what is “revealed between benefits and 
desires” will be more likely to trap people in such benefits and desires. And 
consequently, he will view benefits and desires as natural instincts, and classify 
innately good knowledge and ability as mere benefits and desires. 

Now that Nanxuan believed the problem of heresy or Buddhism does not rest 
in its focus on eating in starvation, drinking in thirstiness, raising the eyebrows or 
winking the eyes, but in the way in which it views these trivial things in daily life, 
Confucians can also embrace them in a right way. As for what the heresy or 
Buddhism does not hold, such as principles beyond phenomena, the love for 
parents and the respect for elders, Confucians especially need to “experience and 
realize” them. This is because they are the nearest to life, and are the clearest and 
the most outstanding teaching that Confucianism teaches in the first step, not 
because they are thought to be essentially different from those trivial things in 
daily life.2 
                                                               
2 By and large, the same can be said as with “Jinxin,” Part 2, in Mencius: “tastes to mouths… 
and ease to limbs” are a group of things, which belong to the category of eating in starvation and 
drinking in thirstiness or raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes; and “benevolence to father 
and son…the Dao of Heaven to a greatly virtuous sage” are another group of things, which 
belong to the category of principles beyond things or the love for parents and the respect for the 
elder. They are two different groups of things, but they are the same in the sense that “nature is 
related to destiny,” and “destiny is related to nature.” In other words, the propositions that 
“nature is just destiny” and “destiny is just nature” can be applied to all human affairs. However, 
the learning of a superior man focuses on nature rather than destiny; hence, as for the first group 
of things, “a superior man does not classify them as nature,” and as for the second group of 
things, “a superior man does not call them destiny. Because they are not called destiny, it is the 
closest to the truth to “experience and realize at this point.” 
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Up to now, the discussion of innately good knowledge and ability in the 
Neo-Confucian context of the Song and Ming dynasties has been a bit 
complicated. Traditionally, some Confucians had thought that only the love for 
parents and the respect for elders are the representations of benevolence and 
righteousness or innately good knowledge and ability. That is, the nature of 
benevolence, righteousness, propriety and intelligence, which is the ultimate 
good, can be represented only through the love for parents and the respect for 
elders, and there would be no innately good knowledge and ability without such 
love and respect. Now we come to know that not only the love for parents and 
the respect for elders, but also “averseness to bad smells and preference for 
beautiful looks” as said in The Great Learning. Also, “wearing hemp in summer 
and furs in winter, drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness and working in 
daytime and resting at night,” or the teaching methods in Buddhism such as 
raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes, are all the representations of innately 
good knowledge and ability… Therefore, innately good knowledge and ability 
have a manifestation range. Within this range, the representations of the nature of 
benevolence or righteousness vary in terms of clarity, intensity and familiarity, 
but there is no such a question as which is innately good knowledge and ability 
and which is not. 

 This range could be expressed as follows: Raising the eyebrows and winking 
the eyes as a teaching method of Buddhism; wearing hemp in summer and furs in 
winter, drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness and working in daytime 
and resting at night; averseness to bad smells and preference for beautiful looks; 
the love for parents and the respect for elders. 

As for Nanxuan’s principles beyond things, it appears in the same context that 
the expression “people’s natural instincts” does in Shi 诗 (The Poems). In The 
Poems, “preference for this good virtue” is viewed as “people’s natural 
instincts,” but later on the expression “natural instincts” mostly refers to such 
intuitive abilities as to eat when hungry and drink when thirsty, and “preference 
for this good virtue” just means “averseness to bad smells and preference for 
beautiful looks.” Therefore, if we take natural instincts as the lower limit of the 
scope in question, and innately good knowledge and ability as the upper one, the 
disparity between these two limits shows itself even though we still can say that 
natural instincts belong to the category of innately good knowledge and ability, 
while innately good knowledge and ability are the best manifestation of natural 
instincts in human bodies. Some Confucians may insist that only the love for 
parents and the respect for elders can be viewed as innately good knowledge and 
ability, and that the trivial things in daily life such as raising the eyebrows and 
winking the eyes are merely guileful heresies. Meanwhile, Buddhists’ insist that 
only their teaching method of raising the eyebrows and winking the eye and the 
love for parents and the respect for the elder count as innately good knowledge 
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and ability. They say raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes are actually a 
direct kind of representation of human nature, which is ultimately true and good. 
Both practices are just enough to cause the manifestation range of innately good 
knowledge and ability to be broken or polarized into two different fragments. On 
the one hand, the essence of this separation is a result of some Confucians’ 
parochial attitude and dogmatism in their misunderstanding of the 
representations of human nature, which is actually very extensive. On the other 
hand, it is a result of non-Confucians holding to the representation of functions 
and abandoning the very form as a basis beyond such function after it separates 
these two. 

4 

As for the conversation between Wufeng and his disciple about seeking for a 
mind in an absent one, Zhuzi observed that “The mind will be there immediately 
when he knows to seek for it.” That is because a person has only one mind; both 
what is preserved and what is absent are just this mind. Any awareness of the 
absent state of the mind immediately indicates the preservation of it. The 
cultivation, self-examination, and development of the mind have to be done by 
the existing one. With this mind existing here, keeping alert and thinking all the 
time, there are thus the representations of innately good knowledge and ability. 
Or otherwise, with the mind absent, how can the absent mind be viewed as the 
sprouts of intuitive knowledge! Now that the mind is not in an absent state, it 
means the representation of the conscience is already present, which one cannot 
make a practice. In this way, the mind “being here” would be inevitably viewed 
as an “absent mind,” or possibly it is similar to idly expecting the absent mind in 
the future. 

As for this point, we can explain it by quoting two pieces of Zhu’s remarks. 
The first piece says:  

Question: “(Cheng) advocated ‘reining the mind with the mind itself.’ Is this 
idea problematic?” Answer: “It is not. Cheng just intended this mind to be 
reigned.” (Zhu 1994, p. 2471) 

And the other piece says: 
Question: “What does the expression ‘reining the mind’ mean?” Answer: “It 

means to ‘rein the mind’ in calm. Today’s people let their minds be, it is to direct 
the mind unreasonably.” (Zhu 1994, p. 2471) 

An absent state does not know to seek for itself. Seeking for a mind in an 
absent one has a similar meaning to “reining the mind with the mind itself.” 
Once it knows to seek for the mind, there has been the dominator of the mind, 
and the mind cannot be called an absent mind anymore. The key to the mind that 
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dominates is its calmness; once it loses its calmness, it will lose its reasonability, 
and thus become absent. 

Therefore, it was a matter of course that Zhuzi regarded Wufeng’s words, 
“seeking for a mind in an absent one,” with suspicion. 

Lü Donglai discussed the second point of Zhu’s question as follows: 
 

It is hard to explain the form of benevolence indeed, but the reply to the 
question about seeking for a mind in an absent one is reasonable, of course. 
When saying that “The mind should not be neglected for a single moment no 
matter whatever is being done, and it may be there when it is noticed to be in 
an absent state and is sought for,” Zhu emphasized the practice of preservation 
and cultivation in daily life, and by saying that “the sprouts of intuitive mind 
would be shown between interests and desires” and that the sprouts of the 
mind is cultivated and preserved once they are represented, Wufeng meant the 
practice of self-examination and realization. Neither of these two should be 
emphasized at the expense of the other. For example, in the passage in the 
absence of the discussion about cultivation in this chapter, the comment that 
“the mind will fragment due to the intervals when it is not observed, and the 
person will have no object to cultivate” is correct, but it seems to be too 
excessive when Zhu asserted that one “finds the absent mind unable to be 
preserved at this moment, and leaves alone the mind that has been there, 
expecting to preserve it later on when he notices it again at other places and 
different times,” and the reason is that “The king of Qi was not able to bear 
seeing an ox killed” is just the representation of this mind, rather than a 
representation at other places. Again, Zhu remarked that “what he cultivates is 
merely a one-sided aspect of the function of the mind,” but in fact, when Hu 
talked about “the sprouts of intuitive mind,” he did expect people to know the 
root by the sprouts rather than referring to the “one-sided aspect of the 
function” only. (Zhu 2002a) 

 
On the one hand, Lü Donglai agreed with Zhuzi’s critique of Wufeng’s “passage 
in the absence of the discussion about cultivation.” On the other hand, Donglai 
seemed to have argued for Wufeng more than Nanxuan did. For example, his 
remark that neither of these two should be emphasized at the expense of the other 
about both the practice of preservation and cultivation in daily life and the 
practice of self-examination and realization is close to Nanxuan’s comment that 
this opinion needs to be viewed from two aspects on “If sprouts are not known, it 
is not easy to cultivate the root; however, if the root is not cultivated, it is hard 
for sprouts to be developed.” Both seem to be impartial remarks, but neither 
thoroughly explains the relation between the source and the derivative or the 
form and the functions. Therefore, they both had to lay equal emphasis on both 
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aspects. Since they did not give priority to the cultivation of the root, their 
so-called “experience and realization on the occasion of particular matters” and 
their preservation anytime when the sprouts of the mind are represented, were 
mostly out of control in the face of self-interest and desires, and they were 
mainly engaged in the preservation and development of particular things that are 
perceived. Therefore, these two indeed had similar defects.  

Donglai criticized Zhuzi’s remarks as too excessive because the former did not 
quite grasp the significance of the proposition that “the mind would be there,” 
which is revealed by the expression “seeking for a mind in an absent one.” 
Therefore, he simply defended himself by sophistry, just as Wufeng had done. 
When had Zhuzi supposed that “The king of Qi’s reluctance to see an ox killed” 
was not the representation of intuitive mind? In fact, Zhu merely viewed the 
phenomenon that the mind would be there in the seeking for a mind in an absent 
one as “representations at other places,” and it was not that he thought the 
commiseration with the ox was “seeking one’s own mind from in other people.” 
As for Donglai’s opinion that Wufeng had not intended people to simply focus on 
“the one-sided aspect of representation or function,” it is because he did not 
understand that the representation or function without the cultivation of the root 
can be represented only as one-sidedness, and cannot be developed into the 
completeness which has the potentiality of the complete form and general 
function, or even cannot grow into the sprouts of tall trees or useful wood. And 
vice versa, that is, if one expects to recognize the root through merely one aspect 
of representations, he would see something “that is represented irregularly and 
has no certain directions” even if he could recognize anything. Even worse, he 
would degenerate into heresy that is trapped in eating in starvation and drinking 
in thirstiness without knowing it. Therefore, Donglai’s remarks seem to be 
impartial, but they are often a shot in the dark. Since Zhuzi did not want to 
neglect self-examination and realization by focusing on cultivation, and 
Donglai’s idea about the “practice of daily cultivation” which “cannot be 
neglected” is unreasonable, Donglai in general merely continued Zhu’s opinion 
at this point and passed it to the later generations. 

Zhuzi responded to Donglai’s opinion as follows: 
 

Neither cultivation nor self-examination can be neglected, but the teachings of 
Confucianism focus on the former and neglect the latter, which is exactly on 
the contrary to the meaning of this chapter. Its merits and demerits can be 
easily seen so long it is carefully examined. Mencius took the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox as an example because the former wanted to enlighten the 
latter through what the latter understood, and it is not that one has to be so 
before he can seek for benevolence. It is better to cultivate the root directly 
and let the branches and leaves alone than trying to flourish the root merely 
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through the leaves (Zhu 2002a). 
 

The teachings of Confucianism are also based on particular examples, and the 
very reason why Zhu asserted that the teachings of Confucianism “focus on 
cultivation and neglect self-examination” is that once the root is well cultivated, 
the self-examination would seem to become easier and need not be done in 
particular things one by one. It is quite prejudiced to view only the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox rather than the mind’s being there in the seeking the true mind 
through an absent one as a sprout of the mind. Indeed, the king of Qi’s grudging 
an ox is the representation of the mind, the manifestation of innately good 
knowledge and ability or the feeling of commiseration. If this representation 
were to be properly guided and developed, it would be possible to see the form of 
the mind, or achieve the final goal of the cultivation. However, the king of Qi 
was still deeply trapped in his selfish desires. Why is that? As mentioned above, 
Nanxuan did not strongly argue when somebody misunderstood the relations 
between sprouts and the root, but here Zhuzi clearly pointed out that “to cultivate 
the root directly and let the branches and leaves alone rather than trying to 
flourish the root merely through the leaves” and even to “seek for benevolence 
only after the representation of the mind of the king of Qi’s grudging an ox” will 
not only give priority to functions rather than the fundamental, but also limit the 
representation of sprouts to certain single point, that is, to view the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox as a standard of whether any representation or function is the 
sprout of the intuitive mind. If it were really so, it would not only thus make 
people miss numerous representations, but also possibly cause a certain bigger 
danger. 

Through the dispute between Zhu and Donglai, the king of Qi, who did not 
attract much of our attention before, now turns out to be the central point of our 
discussion. Now, we will illustrate the meaning of this topic through the 
discussion on the king of Qi’s grudging an ox. 

As for the conversations between Wufeng and his disciple, Zhuzi Yulei 朱子语

类 (The Analects of Zhuzi) contains several well expressed passages: 
 

The master asked: “How about Biao Juzheng’s question on the mind?” Kexue 
answered: “He expected a few representations instead of dealing with the 
original root.” The master said: “Mencius’s words were for enlightening the 
king of Qi on the occasion. It could not be deduced as a general rule for other 
people.” After a while, he said again: “It is incorrect to seek for a mind in an 
absent one. Once you know to seek for it, the mind has been retrieved. How 
could it be regarded as lost!” (Zhu 1994, p. 2588) 

 
The king of Qi’s grudging an ox was a sprout of the intuitive mind. It was 
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shown between interests and desires, and was used as an answer to the 
question about the seeking of the absent mind. A missing hen or a missing dog 
may not be recovered, of course; but as for the absent mind of a person, so 
long as he knows to seek for it, it is there already, what is the need to seek for 
the absent mind only after the principle of Heaven is represented among 
material desires? If one really did as is described in the latter case, it would be 
as if one tries to recover his missing things outside the town although he lost 
inside his house. With respect to the grudging of an ox, Mencius merely 
discussed it in the particular case of the king of Qi, and it cannot be applied to 
any other people. Furthermore, the preservation and cultivation are all daily 
practices, how can they be postponed until the representation of the principle? 
(Zhu 1994, p. 2589) 

 
On Biao Juzheng’s question about benevolence in the Understanding Words, 
the master said: “It is hard for him, for he takes a narrow path but abandons 
the avenue. The expressions such as ‘doing exercises to preserve the mind’ 
should be given priority. Mencius did not take it as the only way for learners to 
achieve virtues. The king of Qi was strongly warped by his selfish desires, 
hence Mencius pointed out his merits. As for the expression “the theory of the 
opening of one’s own windows,” it was also for the reason of strong selfish 
desires. But in the case of us, we need not do so. Therefore, Wufeng made a 
mistake by focusing on this aspect.” The master said again: “Juzheng asked: 
‘Can we seek for a mind in an absent one?’ Now that you have known the 
mind is absent and have begun to seek for it, intuitive mind is immediately 
there. Why do you have to do the exercises of cultivation only after the 
representation of the intuitive mind in particular matters?.” (Zhu 1994, p. 2593) 

 
Wufeng once said the king of Qi’s feeling of commiseration was just the 
intuitive mind and this mind should be kept. And Jingfu 敬夫 once said that 
benevolence can be known by examining faults. Both theories mean good. But 
it is unnecessary to deliberately seek for such intuitive mind or faults. So long 
as the mind is always in a state of enlightenment and not blinded by objects, 
things will be represented whenever they come to the mind. (Zhu 1994,      
p. 2593) 

 
It must be admitted that the king of Qi’s grudging an ox is just the sprout of the 
intuitive mind, and that the feeling of commiseration is just the intuitive mind. In 
this case, one “should keep this mind” and thus know the form of benevolence, 
and meanwhile, it is not completely unfeasible to develop and substantialize this 
mind and promote it all over the country, although it may be only one of the 
representations or functions of the mind, and it cannot be viewed as the only way 
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to achieve it in the world. 
Although the king of Qi said, “When you, Master, spoke those words, the 

movements of compassion began to work in my mind,” he could not notice it on 
his own without the help of Mencius, let alone understand Wufeng’s saying, 
“Once it appears, we should do incessant exercises to preserve, cultivate and 
develop it into the greatness equal to that Heaven.” More than that, the king of Qi 
did not know the original root, and never engaged himself in the daily practice of 
preservation and cultivation. Without such practices, and indulging in 
self-interest and desires, the original mind was like a woodland denuded by axes 
day after day or limbs fettered again and again (“Gaozi,” Part I, in Mencius). 
After that, even if there were occasionally “a few representations” due to 
self-interest, such representations were merely a remainder of the ruins of the 
mind although they were indeed the sprout of innately good knowledge and 
ability, and did not deserve to be called the manifestations of innately good 
knowledge and ability. And the very reason why he was reluctant to engage 
himself in the exhaustion of the mind was just the representations of such sprouts. 
Therefore, if one cannot cultivate his root, he will show the manifestation of an 
absent mind despite the representations of sprouts. The king of Qi’s grudging an 
ox was just like this, and that is probably why Zhuzi commented that it was 
“strong material desires.” And also, Zhu said: “Ancient people must develop the 
love for parents into benevolence towards all others; furthermore, they even 
developed it into the love for nonhuman beings. They did all these from the near 
to the distant, from the easy to the difficult. Today’s rulers do the opposite, so 
there must be problems” (Zhu 1983, pp. 209–210). Here, the problems simply 
rest in the following: Although the king of Qi felt commiseration for an ox, he 
did none of the three activities of cultivation, self-examination and development. 
Therefore, his pity on the ox is the same as wearing hemp in summer and fur in 
winter, drinking in starvation and eating in thirstiness, working in the day and 
resting in the night, and raising the eyebrows and winking the eyes, and it has 
nothing to do with averseness to bad smells and preference for beautiful looks or 
the love for parents and the respect for elders. 

As it is shown, in Zhu’s opinion the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, which was 
regarded as innately good knowledge and ability or the feeling of commiseration 
by Mencius, may possibly be more of inborn human nature or instinct rather than 
innately good knowledge and ability in essence. Therefore, “the manifestation 
range of innately good knowledge and ability” which was described by Nanxuan 
is really broken right here. Confucians do not refuse human instincts, such as 
wearing hemp in summer and fur in winter, drinking in starvation and eating in 
thirstiness, working in the day and resting in the night, and even raising the 
eyebrows and winking the eyes as the teaching method of Buddhists, and it is 
because the principle of Heaven could be seen right in them. But if the king of 
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Qi’s grudging an ox was included, which lays more emphasis on the meaning of 
instincts rather than innately good knowledge and ability, it would not only be 
useless to knowing the form of benevolence, but also confuse the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox with the love for parents and the respect for elders. Such 
confusion means that innately good knowledge and ability are misunderstood as 
inborn human nature or instincts. In Confucianism, innately good knowledge and 
ability must be clearly discriminated from instincts, for the latter has nothing to 
do with “Good.” Consequently, even if the manifestation range of innately good 
knowledge and ability is not naturally broken by itself, Confucians must 
self-consciously facilitate such a break so that innately good knowledge and 
ability are not burdened by such instincts, and Confucians could meet the 
ultimate good in nature and the form of benevolence by their concentration on 
the averseness to bad smells, the preference for beautiful looks, the love for 
parents, and the respect for elders, which are the very meaning of innately good 
knowledge and ability. If we really take the form of benevolence and its ultimate 
function as the final goal, we can depend on only the averseness to bad smells 
and the preference for beautiful looks, the love for parents and the respect for the 
elder rather than eating in starvation, drinking in thirstiness, wearing hemp in 
summer and having furs on in winter as well as the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, 
which is at the same or even at a lower level. The Cheng Brothers observed, 
“Today’s people have been surrounded by evils since their childhood. As soon as 
they can speak, they get accustomed to nasty things and their minds begin to be 
eroded day after day, how could they know the principle of Heaven, then? Both 
man and the principle must have been completely spoiled. Only because a little 
inborn human nature is still left, it still does not go from bad to worst. However, 
how much hypocrisy and deceitfulness have occurred everyday!” (Cheng 2004,  
p. 35). Although the inborn human nature is revealed from time to time, the 
so-called principle of Heaven or the Dao of benevolence has been at the edge of 
extinction. 

Now that the inborn human nature, or the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, has a 
meaning as such, it is “incorrect” to “apply it to others.” By saying that “in the 
case of us, we need not do so,” Zhu meant that once a learner accumulates a little 
bit of cultivation or recognizes a bit of truth in the representation of the mind, he 
will enter the range of averseness to bad smells and preference for beautiful 
looks, the love for parents and the respect for elders, which is much superior to 
the king of Qi’s grudging an ox. If he still takes the king of Qi’s grudging an ox 
as a teaching, is he not abandoning the superior and seeking for the inferior? As it 
is shown above, when Mencius pointed out the king of Qi’s grudging an ox by 
asserting that “the heart seen in this is sufficient to carry you to the imperial 
sway,” he considered such feeling as a moral or political resource, and meantime 
he wanted to point out the king of Qi’s reluctance to bestow favors, whose “favor 
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suffices for animals but no solicitude is shown for the people.” Neo-Confucians 
of the Song and Ming dynasties followed the thread of thinking in the saying, 
“The heart seen in this is sufficient to carry you to the Imperial sway,” to develop 
their theory about cultivation, self-reflection and substantialization, and that 
constitutes the mainstream theory of innately good knowledge and ability. 
However, Zhu’s critiques of Wufeng’s theory about examination and recognition 
are not thoroughly correct, and his opinion on innately good knowledge and 
ability from the point of the king of Qi’s grudging an ox has a slightly peculiar 
meaning, for it is actually a continuance of Mencius’s criticism of not bestowing 
his favors to the people. With respect to the same fact of the king of Qi’s 
grudging an ox, it is the disclosure of an important resource of the mind and 
nature. If from the point that “the heart seen in this is sufficient to carry you to 
the imperial sway,” it can develop into “the diagnostics of practices at the mind 
and nature,” and if from grudging the ox it can develop into the need to bestow 
favors to the people, then it is an important resource. In brief, what Zhu raised 
here are two questions such as the following: 1) To recognize the form of 
benevolence from such few representations as the king of Qi’s grudging an ox, or 
to reason on the same basis that one has never willingly exhausted before, which 
is more possible? Does the practice of cultivation have to be done only after such 
representation? 2) Could one ever engage himself in the spread of benevolence 
immediately starting with the king of Qi’s grudging an ox without returning to a 
real starting point at first, the love for one’s parents, for example? In brief, 
despite the representation of taking pity on an ox, the cultivation of the 
fundamental basis has to be made up; without returning to the true starting point 
and then bestowing his favors to the people as he does to animals, it may 
possibly cause the problem that “the merits suffice for the people, but no 
solicitude is shown to the parents.”  

With regard to such an implication disclosed by Zhu, Wang Chuanshan, a 
Neo-Confucian of the Ming dynasty, made a more intensive explanation in the 
light of various lessons left by the learning of Yangming, and thus brought many 
changes to the meaning and status of the Confucian theory of innately good 
knowledge and ability. 
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