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Abstract The author examines He Lin’s interpretation of Zhu Xi’s method of intuition from a
phenomenological-hermeneutical perspective and by exposing Zhu’s philosophical presup-
positions. In contrast with Lu Xiangshan’s intuitive method, Zhu Xi’s method of reading
classics advocates “emptying your heart and flowing with the text” and, in this spirit,
explains the celebrated “exhaustive investigation on the principles of things (ge wu giong
li).” “Text,” according to Zhu, is therefore not an object in ordinary sense but a “contextual
region” or “sensible pattern” that, when merged with the reader, generates meanings. Fur-
thermore, by discussing the related doctrines of Lao Zi, Zhuang Zi, Hua-Yan Buddhism,
Zhou Dunyi, and Zhu Xi’s own “One principle with many manifestations (/i yi fen shu),” the
author identifies the philosophical preconditions of Zhu’s method. Based on this analysis, the
author goes on to illustrate Zhu’s understanding of “observing potential yet unapparent
pleasure, anger, sorrow and happiness” and “maintaining a serious attitude (zhu jing).”
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“The Thinking Methods of Song Dynasty Scholars” (written in the 1930s) occupies a special
place among the works of He Lin (3% ). While its account of the “intuition method” differs
quite drastically from that of the dialectic studies that absorbed most of He Lin’s time, the
essay’s original ingenuity is indeed one of his special contributions to Chinese philosophy
and to Neo-Confucianism in particular. After mentioning it ten years ago in one of my own
writings [1], T recently found the interest to read it once again and, upon being richly
rewarded, now proceed to share my thoughts on the essay.

It is a pity that many contemporary Chinese philosophers (e.g., Feng Youlan) deny or have
never even considered a possible methodological role for intuition in our thinking. He Lin, on
the other hand, points out clearly in this essay that intuition is an important philosophical
method and way of thinking. He focuses mainly on the “intuitive techniques” involved in
Lu Xiangshan’s (B & IL1) reflective “returns to the original heart (Bl & Z%v)” and Zhu Xi’s
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(%R %) “exhaustive investigation on the principles of things (#&#)F5#).” With regard to the
latter, He Lin writes: “his (Zhu Xi’s) intuitive technique can be encompassed in the phrase
‘empty your heart and flow with the text, then reflect upon yourself and compare your own
experiences with the book” (KE/UvBUK, Y12 #452)” ([2], p. 196). This phrase originally came
from Zhu Xi’s instructions on reading: “When reading, a scholar should sit upright, read
slowly with his eyes and quietly recite the words aloud; he should then empty his heart and
flow with the text, reflecting upon himself and comparing his own experiences with the
book” ([2], p. 199)."! With an almost hermeneutical insight derived from phenomenological
inquiry, He Lin ingeniously employed it to illustrate Zhu Xi’s method of intuition.

While modern phenomenology, under the influence of its founder E. Husserl, stresses the
fundamental role of intuition in epistemology, Husserl himself only focused on sensational
intuition or, at the most, imaginative intuition based upon sensation. Later on, M. Heidegger
and H.G. Gadamer both denied that such objectified sensational intuition was fundamental
because it always unconsciously falls under the influence of “borderline vision (Horizont).”
In fact, Husserl, under the influence of James’ “stream of consciousness” theories, had
already suggested the role of borderline vision but placed its effect within the constraint of
noematic (intentionally objective) poles and transcendental subjectivity. Heidegger, on the
other hand, deepened the meaning of “Horizont” to all preobjective comprehensive regions.
The Horizont can also appear as mankind’s existential regions and horizons of time. In his
later works, Heidegger further interprets it as a “linguistic region,” which is actually a
developed version of context. Therefore, to him, language (Sprache) or context is
fundamentally productive and self-evident since the very concept of context implies a
constituting stage in which object and subject have not yet separated. Moreover, the intuitive
object cannot constrain context like it does normal intuition, nor is context bound to the focus
of attention. On the contrary, context acts prior to “attention” itself.

He Lin, employing Zhu Xi’s reading methods to explain his “intuitive method,” implies
that such a method of intuition has close links to language and words. One can sense its subtle
references to context from the meaning of the aforementioned “phrase” (“empty your heart
and flow with the text, then reflect upon yourself and compare your own experiences with the
book™). Let us see how He Lin understands the phrase:

When the heart is empty, it is objective and without prejudice. When one reflects upon
himself, he can place himself within the book (or the thing), seeing the book as himself
and understanding the book through himself. By comparing his own experiences with
the book (#42%), one can analyze and comprehend with a rational sympathy. “Flow”
(GB3K) implies that one should not hurry or be rash, but should take time to leisurely
enjoy and feel ([2], p. 196).

Here, “seeing the book as oneself and understanding the book through oneself” does not
mean any ‘“magical connection with the thing” ([2], p. 196), since this “thing” (the book) has
both “text” and a “sensible pattern.” On the other hand, we cannot see such text and sensible
pattern as simply convenient objects, either dependant on our natural tendencies and inborn
modes of observation or able to determine our perception of it. We should instead see them as
a “contextual region” of text and sensible pattern, still in the process of generating meaning.
Or, we can interpret them as a linguistic context incorporating both the book and the reader;

I The original quote comes from Selection of Zhu Xi's Sayings on Nature and Principle ( (& FHEBEER) ),
Chap.11.
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therefore, they demand that the reader “should not hurry or be rash, but should take time to
leisurely enjoy and feel.” Ultimately, one may “feel” his way into previously incompre-
hensible layers of meaning through an effortless yet deeply spiritual “flow.” Unlike Lu
Xiangshan’s intuitive method, which stresses “polishing, cutting, peeling and plowing,” and
that a “return to the original heart is the first step” ([2], pp. 188 and 195) Zhu Xi’s kind of
hermeneutic intuition spawns new meaning. Lu’s method poses a difficulty: how do we know
that the result of our “cutting” is indeed heavenly principle and not something else? That is, if
the process of “returning to the original heart” cannot generate, it would then face such a
problematic situation: either a prejudiced “vision of heavenly principle” will completely
dominate the process or the process will have no guiding force whatsoever and thus lose
direction. Either way, this intuitive method will lose its original intent.

Therefore, Zhu Xi, apparently recognizing the potential dangers in such a simple process,
writes: “exhausting the principles (35¥) must precede anything else. If one does not
correctly understand the Classics or cannot clarify the principles, any effort towards grasping
and protecting his original heart will fall empty” ([2], p. 195). For Zhu Xi, the prerequisite of
“understanding rightly the Classics and exhausting the principles” (FEIE£) must be
“investigating things” (#&%J). Furthermore, he interprets “investigating” as “entering (the
objects)” (£), in sharp contrast to Lu Xiangshan and Wang Yangming, who maintain that
“investigating” means “rectify” (IE) . Therefore, Zhu Xi writes:

When one reads, he should, first of all, generally refrain from merely skimming through
the text and should instead read until familiar; second, he should not strive too diligently
towards deep analysis and new theories of his own, but should repeatedly savor the taste
of the words; third, he should plunge in head-first and forget about practical effects.

As long as one lowers his head and simply works, not worrying about any pros and
cons, he will eventually enter the text ([3], Chap. 10).

He Lin explains:

In his Da Xue Zhang Ju Zhu (Explanations of the Great Learning), Zhu Xi follows
Cheng Hao in teaching that “investigate” means “enter,” while “investigating things”
means “exhaustively exploring (entering) the natural principles of things and wishing to
reach their extremes.” (35 2B Y2 2, SRE R T t8) His intent is to thoroughly
research the principles of things through “emptying one’s heart and flowing with the
text, then reflecting upon oneself and comparing one’s own experiences with the book,”
and eventually reach its most fundamental truths. Once this is attained, one will no
longer encounter obstacles on his way to the highest levels of intuition. According to
Zhu Xi, when one “suddenly clears all obstacles and opens a linking passage (3435 &)
after much previous effort,” he will feel that “the exteriors and interiors of all things are
accessible, while the complete functions of his own spirit become lucid ([2], p. 196).

The key to “flowing,” therefore, lies in feeling the natural showing of things or, more
precisely, of text and sensible pattern. These showings, of course, refer to the text and sensible
pattern that naturally appear, or are generated, at the “extremes” (#&4L) that Zhu Xi speaks
of. On this point, He Lin quotes Zhu Xi: “reading is like eating a fruit. When we chew it
thoroughly, the flavor naturally flows out. Reading is also like watering a garden. The
gardener must carefully tend to each plant, mixing mud with water. Only then will the plant
receive proper nourishment and grow naturally” ([2], p. 198). That is, when we have “chewed”
the book so thoroughly that we can become completely familiar with its context and can
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totally lose ourselves in it, its “taste” will “naturally flow out,” while our understanding will
“grow naturally.” Only then will we reach that “final level of intuition,” where we “clear all
obstacles and open a linking passage.” On the other hand, if this linguistic context did not
have the power to generate original meaning, link existence with “nothingness,” and relate
objects to each other, then, regardless of how we “exhaust this principle today” and “exhaust
that principle tomorrow,” we will still find no entrance into the highest state of “all are
accessible and all become lucid.”

The question now becomes: how can the linguistic context created by “books” and
“classics” have so profound an influence upon readers that we can entrust it with Zhu Xi’s
intuitive method, given, of course, that the reader actually “flows” into it? In a broader
context, what characteristics of language and words allow us to consider it the guiding light
in our pursuit of truth and morality? Numerous contemporary Western scholars have devoted
their energies to this question; yet, we still wish to know what opinions He Lin and Zhu Xi
themselves held.

Apparently, both avoided replying to it directly, although some opinions can guide us a
few steps closer towards an answer. He Lin, in his essay, quotes Zeng Guofan’s (& E %)
comments on Zhu Xi’s “flowing” theory: “Those who know the methods of reading see
books as water, and see the human heart as flowers, rice, fish, or treeless mountains” ([2], p.
198). If the book is water while the heart is a fish, we should not forget that fish only enjoy
true freedom when swimming in water. This immediately calls to mind a few “fish and water”
analogies in Zhuang Zi, e.g., “fish forget each other in the lakes and rivers; people forget each
other in the Art of the Way (3 7R)” [4]. Here, “rivers and lakes” correspond to “the Art of the
Way.” This resembles the role played by “wind” and “chi” (vital force) in other works of
Zhuang Zhou:

If wind is not piled up deep enough, it won’t have the strength to bear up great wings.
Therefore when the P’eng (huge bird) flies ninety thousand li, he must have the wind
under him like that. Lie Zi could ride the wind and go soaring around with cool and
breezy skill...but he still had to depend on something to get around. If he had only
mounted on the truth of Heaven and Earth, ridden the changes of the six chis and thus
wandered through the boundless, then what would he have to depend on [5]?

Following this line of thought, we can then understand that the linguistic context of books
holds no small significance: “Incommensurable, impalpable, yet latent in it are forms...
Shadowy it is and dim, yet within it there is a force, a force that though rarefied, is nonetheless
efficacious” ([6], Chap. 21). If one can flow within the context and truly “reflect upon” his
own experiences, he can then realistically aim at “clearing all obstacles and opening a path™:
“And now—now I go at it by spirit and don’t look with my eyes. Perception and understanding
have come to a stop and my spirit moves where it wants” [7].

How, then, does Zhu Xi himself evaluate the possibility of attaining true knowledge
through reading? To answer this question, we should first investigate his thoughts on “the
Great Ultimate” and why “the principle is many but essentially one” (2 —%%k). He Lin
once studied these ideas in his paper “Comparing Zhu Xi and Hegel’s Theory of the Great
Ultimate,” which has some relevance to our topic. According to He Lin, Zhu Xi’s “Great
Ultimate” has two essential characteristics: first, it “encompasses the principles of all things
in Heaven and Earth” ([8], p. 630). As the “ultimate principle,” the Great Ultimate is the
“One,” which expands into the entire universe through Yin and Yang, the Five Elements, the
Four Forms, and the Eight Trigrams. “Therefore Zhu Xi says ‘each object incorporates a
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Great Ultimate;’ this resembles, to some extent, Leibniz’s monadology theory” ([8], p. 638).
Some people believe, with good reason, that Zhu Xi’s thoughts are heavily related to the
doctrines of the Hua-Yan School of Buddhism. The Hua-Yan monks taught that “the Realm
of Principle and Facts are harmonized” and stressed the “realm of Indra’s net,” in which “one
is all, and all is one” [9]. Buddhism so fascinated Zhu Xi in his youth that the only book he
brought along when taking the national examinations was a collection of quotes by famous
monks. Given Zhu Xi’s intelligence, curiosity, and diligence, he certainly would not have
ignored the brilliant theories of the Hua-Yan and Tian-Tai schools. Of course, Zhu Xi was
most directly influenced by Zhou Dunyi’s An Explanation of the Diagram of the Great
Ultimate, which encouraged him to integrate numerous elements of The Book of Changes,
Comments on The Book of Changes, and “the Diagram of the Great Ultimate” into his
theories. Such a rich and complex theory of the Great Ultimate clearly prepared the
“objective” foundation of Zhu Xi’s belief in “pursuing knowledge though investigating
things” and his intuitive method of “flowing.” If no true principle is isolated and, quite the
opposite, everything incorporates a Great Ultimate (or all principles), then “being engrossed
by writing and words” is no longer a sure obstacle to attaining enlightenment. On the other
hand, one is therefore justified in saying “all things naturally reveal themselves to me when I
quietly observe them.”

On the other hand, since the theory of “flowing” originates from “the method of reading,”
we still must “subjectively” clarify the meaning of this Great Ultimate. This is where we
should consider the second essential characteristic of Zhu Xi’s Great Ultimate, which,
according to He Lin, is “a state of the inner heart attained through the practice of ‘self-
cultivation that requires seriousness’” ([8], p. 632). This opinion of Zhu Xi directly relates to
his many efforts towards solving the problem of “how to open a path between the heart and
the principles.” He Lin argues that, after many years of personal experience, Zhu Xi finally
felt that

honoring ‘character (or nature, 1)’ or “principle (¥2)’, understood metaphysically, as
the Great Ultimate, offered no actual benefits to the development of personal cul-
tivation, and therefore realized that ‘the true way (of learning) must focus on the heart.’
He then completely adopted Zhang Zai (5%X)’s theory that ‘the heart commands
personal character (or nature)’ ([8], p. 633).

From this, Zhu Xi came to understand the importance of “observing potential yet
unapparent pleasure, anger, sorrow, and happiness (MERR KK EKSR),” the teaching of
his mentor Li Dong (ZE{E, FHEF). These realizations, linked with Cheng Yi’s (F2ER)
method of “holding seriousness,” encouraged him to suggest that one should “maintain a
serious attitude, to nourish the potential yet unapparent heart (EEURIER K ZD).”
In the autumn of 1167, he discussed this theory with Zhang Jingfu (3% %) in Hunan,
hoping

to gain an understanding that would mold the deep and shallow into one, and to enter
into a rich, deep and magnificent tradition (of scholarship). Only at that stage would
he truly enjoy a firm grasp on the Great Ultimate. It is of small wonder that Huang
Mianzhai (B #%) commented: ‘the true tradition of the Way is with this man’([8],
p. 634).

2From a poem by Cheng Hao entitled “Written by Chance” (Ou De). It can be found in Poem’s fiom a
Thousand Schools (Qian Jia Shi).
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Quite obviously, “maintaining a serious attitude to nourish the potential yet unapparent
heart” is not simply an exercise in ethics or in “respecting moral character,” nor is it limited to
Lu Xiangshan’s type of intuitive method. It must relate, in Zhu Xi’s opinion, to the “reading
methods” he excelled in. Here, “seriousness” means respecting the linguistic context conveyed
by “books:” “Open your heart!...Read the book as the book it is, see the thing as the thing it is.
Do not hold any prejudice” ([2], p. 198). “Emptying your heart and flowing with the text” is
simply a “classical hermeneutical” version of “nourishing the potential yet unapparent heart.”
We should not limit our heart to our own inner feelings (pleasure, anger, sorrow, and
happiness) and consider the book an outside object. Instead, for “our body to enter into the
principles lament in the text, gradually make their acquaintance, and ultimately be one with
them” ([2], p. 198), we should use “seriousness” as a guide and “flow” within the book’s
“region.” Through such efforts, we are able to open links with the Great Ultimate within
things, also gaining, as previously quoted from He Lin, “an understanding that molds the
deep and shallow into one, and an entrance into a rich, deep and magnificent tradition (of
scholarship).” This furthermore implies that Zhu Xi’s intuitive method does not merely apply
to “the method of reading” in the usual sense but also offers a way of perceiving and studying
the world as a “great book.” It can help us “exhaust principles,” understand ethics, and even
“enter” the Great Ultimate itself, to list but a few.

We end this discussion by quoting, once more, He Lin:

Song Confucian scholars considered text (writing) a vessel of the Way (X A I8). If one
can see the Way internally, then his external expression will be scholarly writing, ritual
and music... This is apparent from their poems that promote understanding of the Way, and
from their free yet aesthetic style of living... This is the most basic essence and attraction of
Zhu Xi, and the fundamental reason why his teachings have maintained a position of
authority over Confucian thought and ritual for some six hundred years ([8], p. 635).

EENT3

We have now seen, however, how “being a vessel of the Way,” “seeing the Way,” and this
“free yet aesthetic approach to text and living” originated from an intuitive method of
“flowing” and “reflecting back to oneself.” Therefore, He Lin’s opinion that “intuition is a
way of thinking” not only is very believable but also holds so deep a meaning that it can link
ancient and contemporary thought (e.g., contemporary phenomenology and hermeneutics).
Its potential implications are worthy of much further research and development by current
and future scholars. Indeed, when reading He Lin, we should take special care to “reflect
upon ourselves” and “flow” with his text.
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