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Abstract Feng Youlan emphasizes the concept of “creativity” in his article 
“Explanation of Mencius’ Chapter on Strong, Moving Vital Force”, in particular 
highlighting the problem whether the “strong, moving vital force” is “innate” or 
“acquired”. Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi believed the “strong, moving vital force” was 
endowed by Heaven, so was therefore innate; “nourishment” cleared fog and 
allowed one to “recover one’s original nature”. Mencius’ theory on “the good of 
human nature” is illustrated in the concept of integrated “original endowment”. 
So Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi’s theory of “recovering the original nature” proposed 
that the “strong, moving vital force” was innate, which is in complete agreement 
with Mencius and of which there is ample evidence in Mencius. However, 
“nature” is “created by the accumulation of righteousness”. Namely, it is the 
completion and presentation of the process of creation and transformation of 
human beings. Only when we consider both Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi’s theory and 
Feng Youlan’s theory can we fully understand Mencius’ theory of “the 
nourishment of the strong, moving vital force”, which is of great theoretical and 
academic value in accurately understanding Mencius and the Confucian theory of 
mind-nature. 
 
Keywords  “strong, moving vital force”, original endowment, creativity, 
innateness 
 
摘要 冯友兰先生《孟子浩然之气章解》一文，拈出“生”这一概念，特别凸显出
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浩然之气是“先天”还是“后天”的问题。程朱认为浩然之气乃人禀自于天，为先

天本有；所谓“养”，只是去除蒙蔽以“复其初”。孟子的“性本善”是在整体性

的“才”的观念中，得到全面的展现。程朱“浩然之气”为人先天所有的“复其初”

说，在《孟子》中有充分的根据，但这个“先天”是“集义所生”，即经实存创生

转化历程的实现与呈显。把程朱的先天说和冯先生的创生说统一起来，才能全面地

理解孟子“养浩然之气”的意义。这对准确理解孟子和儒家心性论的精神实质，具

有理论和学术价值。 

 

关键词 浩然之气，才，创生性，先天性 

1 Question raised 

There is an article called “Explanation of Mencius’ Chapter on the Strong, 
Moving Vital Force” in the appendix of Feng Youlan’s History of Chinese 
Philosophy (Feng 1961). Feng had a very good perspective in explaining 
Mencius’ chapter “Zhi yan yang qi” 知言养气 (“Understanding words and 
nourishing the strong, moving vital force”), which is of much inspiration for us 
in understanding Mencius’ thoughts on human nature. 

Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi believed the “hao ran zhi qi 浩然之气 (strong, 
moving vital force)” to be “contained inherently in heaven and earth.” Man, who 
has such qi 气 (vital force), should “nourish” it and shake off his selfish motives. 
Only in this way can man recover his original nature. But Feng thought that 
“Mencius definitely said that the strong, moving vital force was ‘created by the 
accumulation of righteousness’, not rehabilitated by accumulating righteous 
deeds. Obviously, Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi are not in agreement with Mencius.” 
On this issue, Feng emphasized the concept of “creativity”. In his view, because 
Mencius said that the strong, moving vital force is “created by accumulating 
righteousness”, it was not innate, but came into being through nourishment (Feng 
1961, pp. 136–137). Therefore, Feng regarded the strong, moving vital force to 
be nourished by the accumulation of moral integrity, a spiritual state which 
united humans, the universe, and all living things into an organic whole. When 
scholars of the past discussed Mencius’ chapter “Zhi yan yang qi”, they paid 
more attention to the relationship between zhi yan 知言 (understanding words)” 
and “yang qi 养气 (nourishing the vital force)” as well as their priorities. Feng’s 
specific view on this issue is debatable, but he stressed the concept of 
“creativity” to highlight whether the “strong, moving vital force” was “innate” or 
“acquired”, which is of great significance in understanding Mencius and the 
Confucian theory of human nature. Feng’s point of view showed that he had 
exceptional insight. 

The nourishment of the strong, moving vital force by Mencius refers to 



LI Jinglin 200 

cultivation, which is, from a realist perspective, the moral accomplishment of 
human beings. Mencius stated that human nature is good, basing his belief on the 
fact that moral principles were inherent in human beings. However, the reality of 
the “inherent quality” is shown through the creation and transformation of the 
moral ontology, rather than an abstract being. Mencius thoroughly explains this 
in the Chapter “Zhi yan yang qi”. 

There is no doubt that the “strong, moving vital force” is newly “born” and 
“created” through cultivation. However, is there an innate foundation for this 
new creation and new birth? According to Cheng Hao, there definitely is. And 
Zhu Xi explained the “strong, moving vital force” by saying: “The power is 
innately strong, and becomes disheartened for lack of nourishment. Only 
Mencius was good at nourishing it with the purpose of recovering one’s original 
nature.” “Man who is endowed with upright qi 气 (vital force) on earth can live 
in the world, and the body is pervaded with the vital force in this way. Only those 
who make efforts to accomplish and be introspective can obtain what he had 
nourished; if man attempts nothing and accomplishes nothing and injures it, the 
innate nature will not suffer any loss, but become animated and filled. The great 
scholar Cheng said: Heaven and man are the same, and we should not make any 
distinction between them. The ‘strong, moving vital force’ is also my breath. 
Once nourished by righteousness and not injured, it will fill up all between 
heaven and earth; once covered by selfishness it will become disheartened and 
small” (Zhu 1983). 

This shows that in the eyes of Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi, the “strong, moving 
vital force” is granted by Heaven and is innate. As for “nourishment”, its 
significance lies in clearing the fog and recovering its original nature. Feng 
questioned Zhu Xi because he thought that the “strong, moving vital force” was 
“created by the accumulation of righteousness”, so it is a creative birth. Zhu Xi’s 
theory of “recovering the original nature” is not in agreement with Feng’s 
understanding. 

In my view, it is correct for Feng to say that life is the new birth of “creativity”. 
Zhu Xi’s theory of “recovering the original nature” is also in accordance with 
Mencius. Only by combining these two views can we truly understand the 
overall significance of Mencius’ idea of “nourishing the strong, moving vital 
force”.  

2 Ontological basis for efforts to nourish the strong, moving 
vital force 

To solve this problem, we cannot limit ourselves to the chapter “Zhi yan yang qi”. 
There is a chapter called “Niushan zhi mu 牛山之木” in the Gaozi shang of 
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Mencius 孟子· 告子上, and this can be used as a reference to study “Zhi yan 
yang qi”.  

Both chapters discussed “qi”. “Zhi yan yang qi” expounds on the effort 
through which man can attain a spiritual state of harmony with nature by 
nourishing qi. “Niushan zhi mu” mainly discusses the inherent unitary 
relationship between nature, heart, emotion, cai 才 (original endowment) and qi. 
But these two chapters are related. The former discusses how to nourish the 
strong, moving vital force, and its core is “nourished by righteousness without 
any violence”, “accompanied by righteousness and the Dao” and “created by the 
accumulation of righteousness”. In other words, man should stick to and grasp 
the Dao and righteousness so as to naturally cultivate the strong, moving vital 
force. The relationship between nature, heart, emotion, cai (original endowment) 
and qi expounded by the latter is the ontological basis for Mencius’ discussion of 
efforts to nourish the strong, moving vital force. Only by clarifying the ideas of 
“Niushan zhi mu” can we truly understand the significance of efforts to nourish 
the strong, moving vital force discussed by Mencius. 

“Cai (original endowment)” is an important concept put forward in the chapter 
“Niushan zhi mu”. The “cai” mentioned by Mencius is quite different from the 
“cai” as talent and temperament talked about by later Confucians. Cai as talent 
and temperament focuses on individual differences in disposition. For example, 
when people in the Wei and Jin Dynasties talked about “cai (talent and 
temperament)”, they emphasized different dispositions. Confucians in the Song 
Dynasty introduced the concept of temperament to resolve the matter of 
individual differences. Cheng Yi said: “Human nature originates from Heaven, 
but cai (talent and temperament) is from the air. When the air is clear, the talent 
will be of high quality; when the air is not clear, the talent will be muddy and of 
low quality… so there are such words as good and bad to evaluate talent, but 
human nature is all good” (Cheng 1981, p. 252). To say that cai (talent and 
temperament) comes from qi and thus differ in purity means that people are 
different in intelligence and aptitude. Although the “original endowment” 
mentioned by Mencius is relevant to the “qi”, it means that “nature” is innate and 
universal or the real foundation of human beings, which focuses on the “common 
quality” of human beings, not the difference in intelligence and aptitude. 

There are another two chapters in Mencius which refer to the “cai as original 
endowment”. Chapter VI reads: “Mencius said: If you let people follow their 
feelings (original nature), they will be able to do good, this is what is meant by 
saying that the human nature is good. If man does something evil, it is not the 
fault of his natural endowment… Therefore it is said: ‘seek and you will find it, 
we will obtain it, neglect and you will lose it.’ (Men differ in the development of 
their endowments), some twice as much as others, some five times, and some to 
an incalculable degree, because no one can develop his original endowment to 
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the utmost”. And in chapter VII, “Mencius said: In the year of bumper harvest, 
most of the young people behave well. And in the year of famine, most of them 
abandon themselves to evil. This is not due to any difference in the natural 
capacity endowed by Heaven. The abandonment is due to the fact that the mind 
is allowed to fall into evil.” The “cai” mentioned in these texts refers to the 
foundation of virtues and morality.  

But in “Niushan zhi mu” Mencius discusses “cai” as based on “qi”. “Is there 
not (also) a heart of benevolence and righteousness originally existing in man? ... 
When the influence of the night air is not sufficient to preserve it, man becomes 
not much different from the beast. People see that he acts like an animal, and 
think that he never had the original endowment (for goodness). But is that his 
true character?” Reflecting on this passage, we can see that the “cai (original 
endowment)” discussed by Mencius is a general concept which symbolizes the 
reality of human beings. There is a heart of benevolence and righteousness that 
existed in man originally. The heart of benevolence and righteousness is 
synonymous with “conscience”. And what Mencius called “conscience” has two 
significant aspects: “liangzhi 良知 (the innate knowledge of the good)” and 
“liangneng 良能 (the innate ability to do good)”. The innate knowledge of the 
good refers to consciousness, and the innate ability to do good refers to natural 
endowments. Man is not only able to know and be conscious of benevolence and 
righteousness, but also possesses them innately. In this way, Mencius proved that 
human nature is good.  

In what form does “the heart of benevolence and righteousness” or 
“conscience” appear in human beings? Mencius said it can be manifested in 
man’s “close” feelings as “likes and dislikes”. This “close” feeling of likes and 
dislikes is based on “the nourishing air of the calm morning” or “the influence of 
the night air”. Mencius thus put forward the concept of “cai (original 
endowment)” based on “the nourishing air of the calm morning” or “the 
influence of the night air”, and in the feelings of “likes and dislikes” displayed 
the existence of the “heart of benevolence and righteousness” or “conscience” as 
an integrated whole. 

The “heart of benevolence and righteousness” manifests itself as man’s “close” 
feelings of likes and dislikes. Human’s close feelings as likes and dislikes refer to 
the “four beginnings” of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom. In 
Chapter VI Mencius said: “Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom 
are not drilled into us from the outside. We have them within us originally. Only 
we do not think to find them. Therefore it is said: ‘Seek and you will find it, we 
will obtain it, neglect and you will lose it.’ (Men differ in the development of 
their endowments), some twice as much as others, some five times, and some to 
an incalculable degree, because no one can develop his original endowment to 
the utmost.” “Niushan zhi mu” said: “Is there not (also) a heart of benevolence 
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and righteousness existing in man originally?” “Hold it fast and you preserve it. 
Let it go and you lose it.” The former stresses “thinking” and “obtaining” while 
the latter emphasizes “holding” and “preserving.” Therefore, “Hold it fast and 
you preserve it. Let it go and you lose it” means consciousness after “thinking” 
and reflection.  

Mencius also said: “What is it that we have in common in our mind? It is the 
sense of li yi 理义 (principle and righteousness). The sage is the first to possess 
what is common in our minds.” Again: “The function of the mind is to think. If 
we think, we will get them. If we do not think, we will not get them. This is what 
Heaven has given to us” (Gaozi shang). “The common principles” is the positive 
judgment of all human minds. Our minds have in common the sense of li yi. And 
the sage is the first “to possess” what is common in our minds. “If we think, we 
will get them” means thinking about “the greater qualities in our nature”. All 
these words prove that “hold it fast and you preserve it” in chapter VI of Gaozi 
shang means the reflection, consciousness and grasping of the “heart of 
benevolence and righteousness”. However, the heart of benevolence and 
righteousness exists in man originally. “Hold it fast and you preserve it. Let it go 
and you lose it” stresses what human beings originally possessed. “Niushan zhi 
mu” discusses “natural endowment” based on “qi”, which is a different angle 
from that of Chapter VI of Gaozi shang. 

When Mencius discussed human nature, he stressed the universal “natural 
endowment” or the basis of human virtues. In “Niushan zhi mu”, Mencius speaks 
of the original intention of human’s heart of benevolence and righteousness, 
conscience, and the feelings of likes and dislikes built on “the influence of the 
night air” or “the nourishing air of the calm morning” to talk about the goodness 
of human nature and innate endowments. The foundation is not a special thing. 
“Niushan zhi mu” clearly states: “But the effect is slight, and is disturbed and 
destroyed by what he does during the day. When there is repeated disturbance, 
the restorative influence of the night air will not be sufficient to preserve (the 
proper goodness of the mind). When the influence of the night air is not 
sufficient to preserve it, man becomes not much different from the beast. People 
see that he acts like an animal, and think that he never had the original 
endowment (for goodness)”. Clearly, what man does during the day disturbs and 
destroys the “nourishing air of the calm morning” because of man’s calculating 
mind and external influences, which is not man’s instinct. And the “nourishing 
air of the calm morning” or the “the influence of the night air” reveals the true 
being of man and the true state of qi.  

As for “the influence of the night air is not sufficient to preserve the proper 
goodness of the mind”, Zhu Xi explained in “Variorum of Mencius”: “What man 
does during the day disturbs and destroys what the night has healed; and the 
healing done by the night cannot overtake what man does during the day, so the 
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proper goodness of the mind is injured. As for the production of the ‘nourishing 
air of the calm morning’, because it was repeatedly disturbed in the day, the heart 
of benevolence and righteousness cannot be preserved, and the ‘nourishing air of 
the calm morning’ cannot be maintained, then his feelings as likes and dislikes 
will be far from man” (Zhu 1983, p. 331). As for the term “preserve”, Zhu Xi’s 
explanation is “to preserve the heart of benevolence and righteousness”, which is 
reasonable. Chapter VI of “Gaozi shang” discusses “cai (original endowment)” 
and says “seek and you will find it”, which means reflection. “Niushan zhi mu” 
discusses “natural endowment” and says “hold it fast and you preserve it” which 
refers to reality and one’s possession of endowments. Therefore, “Niushan zhi 
mu” discusses “original endowment” based on the existence of “qi”, and the 
statement “hold it fast and you preserve it” is a logical conclusion. Surely, the 
possession or endowment of “hold it fast and you preserve it” already includes 
“seek and you will find it”. Clearly, “Is there not also a heart of benevolence and 
righteousness originally existing in man?” Here, the “heart of benevolence and 
righteousness exists originally in man” refers to the natural endowment or true 
possession of man’s “qi”, rather than pure cognition or awareness. Thus, Mencius 
successfully proved the original good of human nature by arguing that the 
“natural endowment” (qi) man originally possessed was the “heart of 
benevolence and righteousness” and “conscience”.  

Ren yi 仁义 (benevolence and righteousness), or li yi 理义 (principle and 
righteousness), exist in men’s hearts and becomes “common” in hearts, so man 
can “seek and find it”. However man’s grasp and possession of ren yi or li yi is 
not just the consciousness of “the common moral goodness” and “seeking and 
finding the good of human nature”. The words as “the normal feelings as likes 
and dislikes are close to man” and “li yi pleases our minds as beef, mutton and 
pork please our mouths” in Gaozi shang means the consciousness of “the 
common moral good” is also evident in our true feelings. The emotional 
presentation is the innate possession of ren yi or li yi based on the natural “qi”. 
The unity of these is “cai (original endowment)” according to Mencius. “Cai 
(original endowment)” takes the ren yi or li yi as its essence, takes the natural 
motive of “emotion” as its form and way to deal with routine matters, and takes 
the natural “qi” as the foundation of its reality. Mencius proved that human 
nature is good, which is shown by the concept of “natural endowment”. 

Mencius used the existence of “qi” to state his realization of human nature. 
Therefore, man should present the ontology of ren yi or li yi by making efforts to 
“nourish” it. “Therefore with proper nourishment and care, everything grows, 
whereas without proper nourishment and care, everything decays. Confucius said, 
‘Hold it fast and you preserve it. Let it go and you lose it. It comes in and goes 
out at no definite time and without anyone knowing its direction.’ He was talking 
about the human mind.” That is to say, the mind’s “preservation” and possession 
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of ren yi or li yi must be nourished to be realized and completed. 

3 Cannotation of cultivation theory of nourishing the strong, 
moving vital force 

The chapter “Niushan zhi mu” uses “qi” to talk about “natural endowment”, and 
points out that man must make efforts to “nourish” moral ren yi and moral 
conscience, thus realizing morality. It does not explain “nourishment”, but 
provides an ontological foundation for its efforts. The chapter “Zhi yan yang qi” 
focuses on the content of the efforts to nourish. The basic meaning of these two 
are in agreement. 

Feng Youlan pointed out that the “strong, moving vital force” is “generally a 
spiritual realm (spiritual state)”, which is based on qi or man. Only in this way 
can it have significance as a motive power and educational importance in 
promoting changes in reality. Therefore, to nourish the qi discussed in “Zhi yan 
yang qi” was based on “setting will on the Dao and righteousness” and took the 
transformation of the reality, namely the qi as its fundamental way, which is 
consistent with the understanding of “natural endowment” in “Niushan zhi 
mu”. 

As for the nourishment of qi discussed in “Zhi yan yang qi”, the process can 
be divided into two parts: one is “to nourish courage”, the other is “to nourish the 
strong, moving vital force”. The former is a foreshadowing of the latter.  

The discussion about the “nourishment of the courage” is related to “the will 
and the qi”. “The will is the commander of the qi; whereas the body is full of qi 
which makes the body active. The will is the most important, to which the qi is 
inferior. So it said: Grasp the will, and do not do violence to the qi”.1 It means 
that the will and the qi support one another, so man should not stress one and 
neglect the other. The will is the “commander of the qi”. The will is the most 
important, whereas the qi is inferior to it, so the “nourishment of the courage” 
should be based on the preservation of yi li (righteousness-principle). It is proven 
in Mencius’ evaluation of Bei Gongyou, Meng Shishe and Zeng Zi’s methods of 
nourishing the qi. 

Since Mencius praised the “nourishment of the qi”, why did he criticize Bei 
Gongyou and Meng Shishe’s “preservation of the qi”? Mencius said in “Niushan 
zhi mu” that human beings or “qi” is the foundation for presenting the “heart of 
benevolence and righteousness” or the “conscience”. As a result, we cannot 
                                               
1 In the article “Explanation of Mencius’ Chapter of Strong, Moving vital force”, Feng Youlan 
did not agree with the traditional explanations. He thought this passage was quoted by 
Mencius from Gaozi. According to the chapter “Zhi yan yang qi”, there is not enough evidence 
for Feng’s opinion. I think it is better to take this paragraph as the thoughts of Mencius. 
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simply include the qi in the category of animal spirits. “Hold fast and preserve it” 
and “the heart of benevolence and righteousness exists in man” refers to the 
presentation of “benevolence and righteousness” and “conscience” with the “qi” 
running through it. Bei Gongyou and Meng Shishe’s methods of “preserving the 
qi” deviate from the fundamental. And the qi held by them lost its original 
“nature”. Mencius criticized Bei Gongyou and Meng Shishe’s “preservation of 
the qi” and agreed with Zeng Zi’s methods in nourishing the great courage, and 
the reasons lie in this. 

Mencius referred to the spirit in discussions of “the nourishment of the strong, 
moving vital force”. It may appear difficult to understand, but if you grasp the 
fundamental point, it will become easy to understand. In my view, Mencius’ 
method of “nourishing the strong, moving vital force” can be summed up in three 
sentences: One is “created by the accumulation of righteousness”; another one is 
“nourished by uprightness without any violence”; and the third is “accompanied 
by righteousness and the Dao”. “Created by the accumulation of righteousness” 
is the general theme whereas “nourished by uprightness” and “accompanied by 
righteousness and the Dao” are secondary themes. 

“Nourished by uprightness without any violence" means that the nourishment 
of the “strong, moving vital force” should yield to nature. Zhu Xi explained 
“nourished by uprightness” in The Variorum of Mencius as “making efforts to 
accomplish and be introspective”. Although it is not wrong, it is still lacking. To 
be exact, “making efforts to accomplish and be introspective” corresponds with 
“accompanied by righteousness and the Dao”, so we cannot explain “nourished 
by uprightness without any violence”. “Zhi yan yang qi” reads: “Concentrate on 
the accumulation of good moral deeds and never stop. The mind stops drifting, 
and do not help it to be spoiled either. Do not imitate the silly peasant in Song… 
who thought there was no benefit and stopped weeding. Help it grow just like the 
peasant who pulled the shoots upward. Here is no benefit in doing so, in addition, 
it will get injured.” This passage explains the words “nourished by uprightness 
without any violence”. Mencius emphasized two points in this question: 
“Concentrate on the accumulation of good moral deeds” and “the mind stops 
drifting” emphasizes nourishment of the qi; “Do not stop” and “do not help” 
emphasize nourishment of the qi in a natural way, namely the natural 
development of the qi. “Who thought there was no benefit and stopped weeding” 
means the mind has drifted, neglecting to nourish the qi; “To help the shoots 
grow by pulling them upward” means “to stop” and “to help”, which refers to 
men’s external influence on the natural growth of shoots. Therefore, it is not only 
non-beneficial but also harmful. If we link these two points, we can draw the 
conclusion, “nourished by uprightness without any violence”. 

Why did Mencius place emphasis on the natural development of the “strong, 
moving vital force”? The reason is that there is an innate basis for the “strong, 
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moving vital force.” The innate basis is the “natural endowment” mentioned in 
“Niushan zhi mu”. As far as the “qi” is concerned, “natural endowment” is man’s 
reality presented in the “nourishing air of the calm morning”.  

“It is the qi. If it is accompanied by righteousness and the Dao, there will be no 
such disheartenment.” It means that nourishing the “strong, moving vital force” 
must be based on “dao yi 道义 (Dao and righteousness)”. As for the word 
“accompany”, most of the notes in the past took it to be “accompany the qi”, 
which does not seem exact. When talking about accompanying, there are two 
ideas. Mencius stated that human nature is good, and virtues were present in 
human’s emotional reality. Therefore, the chapter “Zhi yan yang qi” pointed out: 
“So I said that Gaozi had never understood righteousness because he regarded 
righteousness to be from the outside.” “So I said” follows the context of 
discussing the relationship between “qi” and “Dao and righteousness”. “From the 
outside” means “righteousness” is from the external being (including emotions 
and physical reality). Gaozi declared “the internal benevolence and the external 
righteousness” and put forward a “theory of the blank slate” about human nature 
based on the understanding that moral principles, emotions, and physical reality 
are in essence external. Mencius affirmed that Gaozi “did not understand 
righteousness”, and the reason lies in this. It is also related to “zhi yan”. “Zhi 
yan” is the “understanding of righteousness”. The “understanding of 
righteousness” put forward in “Zhi yan yang qi” is directed at Gaozi, who 
regarded human’s physical reality (qi), emotions and dao yi (Dao and 
righteousness) as mutually exclusive. The so-called “If not obtained in words, do 
not seek in the mind; if not obtained in mind, do not seek in the qi” by Gaozi 
presents this idea well. 

Since ren yi (benevolence and righteousness) and dao yi (Dao and 
righteousness) are inherent in human beings, they are an organic whole that 
cannot be divided. So the “nourishment of the strong, moving vital force” surely 
should take the “preservation” and “straightness” of the inherent ren yi and dao 
yi as its core. The statement “It is the qi. If it is accompanied by righteousness 
and the Dao, there will be no such disheartenment” reflects the truth precisely. It 
is also in agreement with Mencius’ praise of Zeng Zi’s method in “nourishing 
courage” and the idea that “the will is the commander of the strong, moving vital 
force. Taking these two points mentioned above into consideration, the 
“nourishment of the strong, moving vital force” can be summed up in one 
sentence: “It is created by the accumulation of righteousness, but not taken by 
surprise from the outside by the righteousness.” “Nourished by uprightness 
without any violence” comes from “qi”; whereas “accompanied by righteousness 
and the Dao” stresses the preservation of dao yi; and “created by the 
accumulation of righteousness” is the general exposition of the development of 
the strong, moving vital force, which combines the previous two. 
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“Accumulating the righteousness” and “surprisingly taking by righteousness” 
are two different opinions of great importance. “Surprisingly taking by 
righteousness” means that one’s behavior is accidentally up to the standard of 
righteousness, and regards “righteousness” as external rules to implement. Just as 
the following reads: “The mind is aware that behavior without moral principles 
will damage the strong, moving vital force, and becomes disheartened. So I said 
that Gaozi had never known righteousness because he took it as something 
external” (“Gongsun Chou shang” of Mencius). So we know that one main 
characteristic of “surprisingly taking by righteousness” is the belief of 
“righteousness” as being from the outside. The other is that the behavior is 
inconstant and intermittent. This should be a feature of Gaozi’s nourishing 
methods. As for “the accumulation of righteousness”, Zhao Qi and Jiao Xun 
explained “accumulating” as “mixing” and “integrating” in their annotations 
(Jiao 1987). They further explained “the accumulation of righteousness” to be 
that “the qi produced integrates with righteousness” or “the qi created mixes with 
righteousness, which is emitted from within.” Here, they regarded qi and 
righteousness as two things, which obviously does not fit with Mencius’ theory. 
Zhu Xi’s Variorum says: “The accumulation of righteousness is similar to the 
accumulation of righteous deeds. We probably wish for all our behaviors to abide 
by such moral principles as righteousness.” This explanation is better than Zhao 
Qi and Jiao Xun’s annotations. But Zhu Xi took “the accumulation of goodness” 
in deeds to explain “the accumulation of righteousness”, and the discontinuity 
remains. “The accumulation of righteousness” is the opposite of “taking by 
surprise”, and the former stresses that benevolence and righteousness are innate 
in qi and the continuity of moral creativity. On this point, most of the annotations 
of the past are not in agreement. The “accumulation” in “the accumulation of 
righteousness” can neither be understood as “collection”, nor be understood as 
“integration”. Indeed, we should understand “created by the accumulation of 
righteousness” according to yi li, and not be limited to the text. Briefly, “created 
by the accumulation of righteousness” is related to the two aspects as 
“righteousness” and “qi”, which stresses the transformation of human beings 
(reality) with moral principles running through so as to achieve continuous moral 
creativity. 

“Righteousness” is the origin of the ample and creative “strong, moving vital 
force”. “The mind is aware that behavior without moral principles will damage 
the strong, moving vital force, and becomes disheartened.” Here, the mind 
becomes disheartened because it loses its creative origin without support for 
“righteousness”, and thus lacks ample “qi”. As far as human behavior should 
abide by “righteousness” is concerned, behavior is only a fact of experience, and 
does not have moral certainty and continuity in itself. Therefore, if we 
understand “the accumulation of righteousness” as “the collection of the 
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goodness” in moral deeds, it is still “taking by surprise from the outside”. As a 
result, “the accumulation of righteousness” focuses on dao yi (Dao and 
righteousness), the origin, which runs through human beings (reality) and leads 
to the “pure and continuous” creation of “qi”. Human’s moral life is exactly the 
same. Men of moral integrity stick to the Dao, and the morality within him stands 
upright. With the Dao running through, man’s reality and daily behavior is 
transformed and presented as continuous creation and the surging spring of 
human morality. 

4 The unity of innateness and creativity 

Mencius’ saying that “Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are not 
drilled into us from the outside. We have them within us” is not just a theoretical 
and logical possibility, but the original endowment and possession. The original 
endowment and possession appears in emotions and exists in the natural “qi”; the 
goodness of human nature is the accomplishment of human’s innate 
“endowment”. Mencius’ “strong, moving vital force” is innate, but is not 
ready-made. 

Human’s moral origins can integrate with “cai (natural endowments)” based 
on “qi” and thereby become inseparable. When it is present, people will be 
conscious of it. It demonstrates the completion of a creative process in which 
human beings are transformed and the mind enlightened. The Doctrine of the 
Mean reads: “It is due to our nature that enlightenment results from sincerity. It is 
due to education that sincerity results from enlightenment. Given sincerity, there 
will be enlightenment, and given enlightenment, there will be sincerity.”  Here 
enlightenment and sincerity are reciprocal causations, which proves this point 
well. Mencius’ theory of “jianxing 践形 (exercising one’s physical form)” reads: 
“Form and color (our body) are naturally endowed by Heaven. It is only the sage 
who can put his physical form into full use” (“Jinxin shang” of Mencius). Here 
the word “jian (practice)” means putting something into full use. The sage 
obtains common “li yi (principle-righteousness)” in advance. The li yi is innate in 
form and color (our body), which becomes the “form and color” of human’s 
original nature with innate value and significance. Thus, the xinxing 心性 
(ontological mind-nature) and Dao of Heaven has not only an existential but also 
a creative meaning. The ontology can be called the origin of edification; and its 
system of li yi can also be called the philosophy of edification. This is its 
essential point that differs from Western philosophy. 

The creative activity is a process of efforts. The theory of “the nourishment of 
the strong, moving vital force” set forth by Mencius is based on the above 
ontology. The chapter “Niushan zhi mu” clearly presents Mencius’ idea of the 
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human ontological mind-nature, which is developed from the ontological 
discussion of the “original endowment” to the “nourishing” efforts of “qi”. So 
Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi’s theory of “recovering the original nature” thought that 
the “strong, moving vital force” was innate, which is completely in accordance 
with Mencius, and we can find ample evidence here. However, “innate nature” is 
not without changes, but “created by the accumulation of righteousness”. Namely, 
it is the completion and presentation in the process of creation and transformation 
of human beings. Only when we take both Cheng Hao and Zhu Xi’s theory and 
Feng Youlan’s theory into consideration can we fully understand Mencius’ theory 
on “the nourishment of the strong, moving vital force”, which is of great 
theoretical and academic value in accurately understanding Mencius and the 
Confucian ontological theory of mind-nature. 
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