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Abstract The epistemology in Chinese philosophy remarkably emphasizes the
cultivation of cognitive subjects. According to such epistemology, intelligence
arises from benevolence, and thus morality should be valued to gain knowledge. In
this way, epistemology is integrated with theories of values and cultivation. The
cultivation of cognitive subjects in Chinese philosophy mainly involves a stance,
attitudes, ways of thinking and feelings of a cognitive subject. To expatiate and
develop the theory of the cultivation of cognitive subjects in Chinese philosophy
has much meaning for the construction of a modern Chinese-style Marxist
philosophy system.
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Chinese philosophy is notable for its emphasis on the cultivation of cognitive
subjects. But for a long time, this characteristic has not received its due
recognition because of the influences of the theoretical structure of Western
epistemology and the traditional Marxist philosophical system. Thereby, it is
conducive to the construction of a modern Chinese-style Marxist philosophical
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system to search and expound on the doctrine of the cultivation of cognitive
subjects in Chinese philosophy.

1 Chinese epistemology emphasizes the cultivation of cognitive
subjects

Philosophy is the study of world views, epistemology, methodology, personal
views on life, values and aesthetics. Different people in different nations during
different periods of time have all focused on different aspects. In the West,
epistemology focuses on nature, and its main areas of study are the relationship
between a mind and objects; that between thought and existence; human’s ability
to know the world; the relationship between perceptual cognition and rational
cognition; the tools, forms, and methods for rational thought; the criteria for truth
and so forth. In contrast, epistemology in ancient China mainly examined
humanism and humanity instead of the truth of nature. So, some scholars say that
Chinese philosophy’s main epistemology is moral epistemology, while that of
Western philosophy is the epistemology of nature (Xia and Liao). Epistemology
in ancient China mainly studied the relationships between a mind and objects,
between a cognitive subject and its objects (i.e., to know, what is known),
between knowledge and actions, between learning and speculation, and between
words and their meanings as well as experiencing and perceiving, understanding
and enlightenment, intuition, the criteria for truth, and the cultivation of a
subject.

Chinese philosophy values the cultivation of a cognitive subject because it
integrates epistemology into the theory of values, the pursuit of truth and that of
good. Truth and good are two distinct domains, but they have an internal
connection. Western and Chinese philosophy focus on different things in their
study of this relationship.

Western philosophy respects reason, thinking that reason is superior to virtue.
With regard to the relationship between virtue and knowledge, Socrates, the saintly
philosopher of ancient Greece, proposed that virtue means knowledge. This
wisdom of his does not mean that where there is virtue, there will be knowledge,
but that knowledge is a prerequisite to virtue, and only when there is knowledge
will there be virtue. He thought that humanity was good, that no one deliberately
committed any wrong, that wrong was derived from ignorance, and that knowledge
contained all good. He said that knowledge means virtue and ignorance means evil
(Miao and Li 1990, p. 54). This Socratic rationalism has profoundly influenced
Western philosophy. Aristotle stressed reason when he talked about the
relationship between virtue and reason, holding that reason was sacred, that a life
in compliance with reason was sacred, and the philosophical pursuit of wisdom
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was the most pleasant among all the actions that searched for virtue. Epicurus
affirmed that good rested in the pursuit of knowledge, and he tried to persuade
people to study philosophy. In addition, Stoicism thought that only wisdom could
help people stay away from the temptation of pleasure, leading them to the path
of reason and a life of virtue. Christianity advocates blind trust and faith. In the
Bible, however, there are certain passages that discuss wisdom. For example, a
proverb in the Old Testament says, “For wisdom shall enter into thy heart, and
knowledge shall be pleasant unto thy soul.” Up to early modern times, rationalism
was pervasive, and rationality dominated virtue. Kant in particular suggested that
reason legislates for the realm of morality. All in all, in Western philosophy,
rationality is superior to virtue, and the pursuit of good rests in that of truth;
epistemologically, they have tried hard to eliminate the effect of value on
cognition. Therefore, Western philosophy seldom involves the moral cultivation
of the cognitive subject.

However, Chinese philosophy holds that wisdom is derived from benevolence
and that virtue is superior to reason. Therefore, it calls on a respect of virtue to
acquire knowledge. During the Spring and Autumn Period, this trait of Chinese
philosophy was not highlighted yet, and wisdom, benevolence and bravery were
thought of as the three qualities of an ideal personality, among which wisdom
came first. Wuyu #=i& (Recorded Words for Wu State), a part of the Guoyu |
1% (Recorded Words for States), recorded Shen Baoxu’s Hi {17 words to
Goujian ) (the king of the Yue State): “For a war, wisdom is the most
important, benevolence less important, and bravery the least.” Sun Wu #hit
said, “The commanding of an army just means wisdom, trust, benevolence,
bravery and strictnes” (Sun 2006, Jipian). Confucius adhered to benevolence, but
as an educator, he paid a lot of attention to wisdom, too. Following the thoughts
of his contemporaries, he placed intelligence before benevolence and bravery. He
said, “The wise is not confused, the benevolent is not worried, and the brave is
not frightened” (Yang 1900, Zihan). He contested, “How could one obtain his
benevolence without any intelligence?” (Ibid., Gongye Chang) and “The wise
make benevolence beneficial” (Ibid., Liren). After Confucius, the relationship
between intelligence and benevolence changed. For Mencius, benevolence,
righteousness, rituals and intelligence were the natural “si duan Ui (four
potentialities),” among which intelligence came after the other three. “The
mindset of discerning right and wrong means the initiative of intelligence” (Jin
2003, Gongsunchoushang). Intelligence did not intend to pursue truths or discern
the true and the false; instead, it was meant to look for good, to discern right and
wrong, or the fortunate and the unfortunate. For Mencius, therefore, benevolence
was superior to intelligence, and virtue to reason. Neiye, a chapter of Guanzi
(Works of Guan Zhong), explicitly proposed, “Intelligence becomes available as
virtues are developed, and all things can be acquired.” Despite his opposition to
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Confucian epistemology, Zhuangzi did not break from the tradition that virtues
were superior to intelligence in terms of their relationship. He stated, “A true
man came first, and then true knowledge” (Wang 1987, Dazongshi), which
means that one would have to acquire true knowledge in order to be a true man.
The School of Chan, a local Buddhist sect, affirmed that good could produce
wisdom. Huineng (the true founder of this sect) asserted, “Even a single idea of
good can generate immense wisdom” (Hui 1900, Chanhuipin) and “Wisdom
would always be available if one set his mind correctly” (Hui 1900, Jiyuanpin).
More prominent than all, Neo-Confucians during the Song and Ming dynasties
stressed that intelligence was derived from virtue. For example, Zhang Zai
proposed the “intelligence of virtue,” calling on people to “respect virtue and
acquire knowledge,” asserting that “both benevolence and intelligence are
inseparable,” and “It is the enrichment of virtue and the maturity of benevolence
that enable one to explore mysteries and be aware of changes, which is beyond
the single force of intelligence” (Zhang 1978, Shenhuapian). Zhu Xi K&
repeatedly explained to his disciples that benevolence contained righteousness,
rituals and intelligence, and “A learner will have to pursue benevolence” (Li
1986, Vol. 6). Even up to early modern times, Tan Sitong still held that “wisdom
is produced by benevolences.” Moreover, he said, “Where benevolence is
available, nothing is left unknown,” and “The discerning of knowledge and
ignorance rests in benevolence or the lack of it. Therefore, we say that there is no
intelligence but benevolence in the world” (Tan 1998, pp. 292, 297).

In a word, epistemology in Chinese philosophy respects the internal
relationship between benevolence and intelligence, good and truth, and virtue
and reason. Meanwhile, it holds that wisdom is generated from benevolence, so it
needs morality to acquire knowledge, and regards epistemology and the theory of
values as the same.

Few philosophers in ancient China have doubted the ability of human beings
to know, so they seldom discussed the question of whether human beings can
know the world, a question that is commonly explored in Western philosophy.
Instead, it brings attention to how people know the world. Because of their
respect of virtue in acquiring knowledge, ancient Chinese philosophers thought
that one would have to improve himself as a cognitive subject if he wanted to
acquire knowledge. Laozi advocated that one “eliminate (unwanted things) and
meditate (on the world)” (Ren 1959), and “acquire utmost vacancy and hold
ultimate stillness” (Ibid.) to experience the Dao. Ancient Chinese people thought
that the human heart was an organ of thought and it dominated thought and
action. That is why Mencius said, “The heart as an organ thinks. As it thinks,
there will be some thought, or otherwise, there will not” (Jin 2003, Gaozishang).
Mencius asserted that “everything on earth can be found in oneself,” thinking
that one could “know reality himself” and thus the “reality of nature” if only he
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“cultivated the mind to its utmost degree.” He thought that “cultivation of the
mind to its utmost degree” was a matter of self-cultivation, and “the best way to
foster the mind is to practice abstinence” (Ibid., Jinxin).

The chapters of Xinshu >R (Learning of Minds) in Guanzi first clearly put
forward the matter of discriminating between a subject and an object, and the
cultivation of the subject in a cognitive activity. The Upper Part of Xinshu said,
“People all desire to be intelligent, but fail to search out the very base of
intelligence.” Then it explained: “People all desire to know, but fail to search out
what they rely on to know. What they know is knowledge, and what people rely
on to know is intelligence. Without developing intelligence, how could one have
any knowledge?” This argument is concise, clear and profound, fully indicating
that philosophers in ancient China valued differentiation between a subject and
an object as well as the initiative of a subject. But unfortunately, it did not
receive its due attention throughout history. In the past ten years, the dominant
opinion in Chinese philosophy was that Western philosophy maintained a
dichotomy between a subject and an object, while Chinese philosophy was a
“combination of nature and human beings.” This is not true about Chinese
philosophy. In fact, Chinese philosophy once differentiated between a subject
and an object through “suo yi zhi” FiLI%1 (what is relied on to know), “suo zhi”
fisn (to know), “” 1A (form), “yong” A (function), “i” . (a self or a
subject), “wu” ¥ (objects or things), “neng” fit (capability) and “suo” FF
(targets of capability).! Far before Western philosophy, the Works of Guanzi
clearly and epistemologically discerned between a subject and an object. In the
West, ancient Greece philosophy had not epistemologically referred to the
antinomy between a subject and an object, and Western philosophy did not
differentiate between a subject and an object until the early modern times. More
significantly, the Works of Guanzi highlighted a subject’s initiative, suggesting
that epistemology should focus on how to pursue knowledge and how to improve
a subject (i.e., the methods to govern the mind).

Xunzi, who summarized the philosophies before the Qin Dynasty, thought that
human cognition was inevitably unilateral because of both subjective and
objective restrictions, saying in his own words, “All things prevent each other
from being properly understood because of their differences.” Jiebi fi# il
(Elimination of Blindness), a chapter in the Works of Xunzi, discusses how a
human being can eliminate blindness to prevent subjectivity and unilateralism,
and therefore acquire proper knowledge of the Dao. He carried through and
developed the thoughts of previous philosophers on vacancy and stillness,

" As he criticized Buddhist idealism in Shangshu Yinyi #4351 X (Deduced Implications of

the Book of History), Vol. 5, Wang Fuzhi made a historical contribution to ancient Chinese
philosophy on the differentiation between a subject and an object.
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expounding on vacancy, concentration and thus stillness. The Elimination of
Blindness was a significant piece of literature in the history of Chinese
philosophy that focused on epistemology. By the Song and Ming dynasties, all
Neo-Confucians regarded epistemology and morality theories equally whether they
practiced Lixue ¥z~ (the School of Principles), Xinxue L>2% (the School of Mind)
or Qixue K (the School of Qi), reasoning that epistemological issues were those
of moral improvement. Zhang Zai said, “The utmost achievement of spirit and the
knowing of evolution are the natural result of nourishment instead of the effect of
vigorous effort in thinking. Therefore, there is no other way for a gentleman to
acquire knowledge except to respect virtue” (Zhang 1978, Shenhuapian). Cheng
Hao said, “A learner will have to know benevolence first. Benevolence is
pervasive in all things, and righteousness, rituals, intelligence and faith all mean
benevolence. When coming to know this truth, just hold it with sincerity and
respect” (Cheng 1981, Henan Chengshi Yishu, Vol.2). Cheng Yi said, “In
pursuing the Dao, there is no better way than respect, and no one can acquire
knowledge without respect” (Ibid., Vol.3). He also said, “The obtainment of
knowledge rests in cultivation (of the mind), and cultivation means nothing more
than abstinence” (Cheng 1981, Henan Chengshi Waishu, Vol.2). The so-called
“preservation of knowledge through sincerity and respect” and the “cultivation of
a mind through abstinence” are no more than practices of mind. So, Zhu Xi
asserted, “The five matters of researching objects, obtaining knowledge,
intensifying sincerity, rectifying intentions and cultivating minds are all the
development of virtues” (Li 1986, Vol.14). Wang Yangming thought that all
human beings had a conscience, or the tian li X¥ (Principles of Heaven).
According to him, the wisdom or stupidity of a human mind rested in whether it
was good or evil of it, and its good or evil depended on cultivation. To cultivate
it with good, the mind would increasingly become good. Otherwise, it would
become more and more stupid (Wang 1992). Yangming regarded the attainment
of conscience as a moral practice, saying that “practices of morality refer to
reality.” The Neo-Confucianism of the Song and Ming dynasties was reasonable,
to a certain extent, in regarding that epistemology was a theory on moral
practices, but it was partial and therefore harmful to the development of
knowledge, especially the development of science.

In the early modern times, Tan Sitong proposed that intelligence was a matter
of moral improvement, saying “wisdom is generated from benevolence.” In his
words, wisdom did not come from what the eyes saw, the ears heard, the nose
smelled, the tongue tasted, the bodies touched, or even the mind thought; instead,
it was derived from the “transformation of karma-based consciousness into
wisdom” (Tan 1998, p. 318). The “transformation of karma-based consciousness
into wisdom” is a Buddhist teaching of the Consciousness-only School.
According to the Consciousness-only School, all existence comes from a mind,
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and what has been attained through human perception and thought is not the true
reality of the world. Furthermore, only religious practices could eliminate
contamination, achieve purity, and turn consciousness into wisdom. Tan Sitong
accepted this doctrine. Influenced by the Learning of Mind, Xiong Shili thought
that everyone had a part in the reality of the original universal as well as his
original mind which failed to be revealed because of the limitations of habits or
prejudices and blind adherence to objects. With experience, cultivation and the
elimination of prejudices in reality could become available. He appraised the
“immediate attainment of reality in moral practices” as the essential point of
Chinese philosophy, suggesting that Western philosophy valued speculation
while Chinese philosophy focused on moral improvement. He believed that the
future of philosophy should be the “philosophy of fully developed thinking and
moral improvement” (Xiong 1985, pp. 565, 566, 692).

Overall, regarding epistemology and the theory of values as the same is one of
the most apparent traits of epistemology in Chinese philosophy, which leads to
an emphasis on improving a cognitive subject.

2 Ways and approaches to improve the cognitive subject in
ancient China

A cognitive subject can be influenced by factors which mainly include social
standing, moral emotions, thought, the composition of knowledge, psychological
status, and physical state. Over 2,000 years, ancient Chinese philosophers
developed many thoughts on the improvement of the cognitive subject.

(1) Publicness produces enlightenment, while privateness the opposite

Social standing can play a fundamental role in knowing and transforming the
world. Only with a public stance, not a private one, can people effectively know
and transform the world. Therefore, people in ancient China called for devotion to
public interests instead of private ones. According to Zhouguan J&'E (Political
Affairs of the Zhou Dynasty), a chapter in the Book of History, “People appreciate
those who substitute private interests for public ones.” Similarly, Laozi said, “A
saint has no idea of himself, and he cares for what ordinary people are concerned
with” (Ren 1959). One of the “four things to be eliminated” that Confucius
mentioned was “not to be self-centered.” Likewise, The Lower Part of Xinshu in
the Works of Guanzi said, “A saint is just like the sky, which covers all things not
for its own sake, like the earth which carries all things not for its own sake. For
privateness is the source of troubles that endanger the world.” Huangdi Sijing &
FP0% (Four Classic Pieces of Yellow Emperor) asserted, “Those who are for
the sake of the public are enlightened, and those who are most enlightened can
achieve great merits. Those who are extremely positive can be still in their minds,
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and thus become saints. Those free of private interests are wise, and those who
have gained the highest wisdom will be an example for the world” (Gu 2004,
Jingfa). Likewise, Xunzi listed desires and evils as the primary sources of
“blindness” in his work “Elimination of Blindness.” In reference to the study of
those before him, he suggested, “Publicness produces enlightenment, while
privateness the opposite”(Jiang 1995, Bugou).

By the Song and Ming dynasties, the thought that “Publicness produces
enlightenment, while privateness the opposite” was even further developed. Shao
Yong ABZE was opposed to “observing things from the point of oneself,”
maintaining that people should “observe things from the points of things
themselves,” for “to observe things from the points of things themselves means
to be natural, and observing things from the point of oneself involves emotions.
To be natural implies just and enlightenment, while emotions partiality and
ignorance” (Tang 1998). Zhang Zai advocated getting rid of “preconceptions,”
saying that “with preconceptions eliminated (which means private intentions),
one can then approach the Dao” (Zhang 1978, Daxinpian). Cheng Hao said, “All
human minds are intelligent, but they lack heavenly virtues (principles) when
they are blinded by human desires” (Cheng 1981, Vol. 11). However, “the
heavenly principle would become clear if one eliminates his private desires”
(Ibid., Vol. 24), and the way to eliminate private desires was simply to “focus on
respect.” Zhu Xi said, “All human beings have this intelligence. Those who fail
to thoroughly understand it will be harmed by others. Therefore, a learner will be
fully enlightened when he is engaged in learning if he gets rid of his desires first”
(Li 1986, Vol.15). He added, “Only when a learner completely rids himself of his
human desires and fully restores the Heavenly Principles, can it be called
something of learning” (Ibid., Vol. 13). The Neo-Confucianism during the Song
and Ming dynasties regarded human desires as “selfish ones,” and thought
private desires were absolutely evil, and thus advocated that people “eliminate
human desires and preserve heavenly principles,” further developing the idea that
“publicness produces enlightenment.”

(2) Sincerity originates in enlightenment

In Chinese philosophy, “sincerity” has always been a moral category discussed
in the field of ethics, and it has also been a very important epistemological one,
which reflects the attitude of a cognitive subject. Mencius was among the early
Chinese philosophers to study “sincerity” and was influential among later
generations. As he suggested, “Thus, sincerity is the source of nature, and the
intention of sincerity is the source of human beings.” How can one be sincere?
Mencius maintained that “without awareness of good, one cannot find any
sincerity in himself” (Jin 2003, Daxinshang). Zhu Xi explained Mencius’ words,
“The seeking of sincerity is the source of personal improvement, and the
enlightenment of good means a base to seek sincerity” (Zhu 1983). The
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enlightenment of good is a matter of moral cognition, that is, the discerning of
good and evil, or right and wrong, which involves the range of intelligence.
Therefore, to Mencius, sincerity was essential to the objective world. It is natural
for human beings to seek sincerity, and the enlightenment of good was a premise
for sincerity. In comparison, Xunzi discussed sincerity from the point of moral
cultivation, maintaining, “A gentleman has no better way than sincerity to
develop his mind, once he gains his sincerity, there will be nothing left undone.”
Xunzi also thought sincerity was something that was within Nature. “The Heaven
and the Earth are principal, but they cannot generate anything if without
sincerity” (Jiang 1995, Bugou). After he asserted that “publicness produces
enlightenment, while privateness the opposite,” he immediately added, “Respect
generates accessibility, deceitfulness causes inaccessibility, sincerity produces
greatness, and exaggeration leads to confusion” (Ibid.). Daxue K2# (Grand
Learning) held the same view as Mencius on the relationship between sincerity
and intelligence, but went further than the latter by saying, “Those who want to
rectify their actions will have to rectify their minds first, those who want to
rectify their minds will have to intensify their intentions, those who want to
intensify their intentions will have to gain knowledge. The obtainment of
knowledge rests in studying objects. Knowledge can be acquired after studying
objects, acquired knowledge can intensify intentions, and intensified intentions
result in a rectified mind.” Evidently, the search for knowledge was a premise of
sincerity, and emphasized the dominant role of intelligence towards sincerity.
Zhongyong HJ# (The Doctrine of Mean) spends much length in explaining
Mencius’ thoughts on “sincerity,” saying, “Those who are sincere can act in a
mean way without pain, gain without thinking, and easily comply with the Dao.
That is what a saint is.” Those who are most sincere can fully understand the
essence both of human beings and objects, “can help the evolution of the Heaven
and the Earth,” “can rank among the Heaven and the Earth,” and “can operate the
fundamentals in the world, establish the foundation of the world, and know the
evolution of the world.” “To be sincere means to be a creator,” “With the Dao of
ultimate sincerity, one can predicate,” and “sincerity means the source and
destiny of things; without sincerity, there would be no things.” Zhongyong
extends sincerity to the reality of the world, thinking one could know and do
everything with sincerity. This mysterious idea of sincerity is evidently idealistic.
As with the relationship between sincerity and enlightenment, however, some
words in Zhongyong are reasonable. For instance, it says, “Once enlightened,
there will be sincerity; and with sincerity, one will be enlightened.” Then, what is
sincerity? Zhu Xi explained that “sincerity means truth without any falsehood”
(Zhu 1983, Zhongyong Zhu). From the perspective of epistemology and moral
theory, Zhu Xi interpreted the concept according to its original meaning. When
they understand the world, people should be sincere, an attitude that is usually
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referred to as honesty, or a practical and realistic attitude. Only with such an
attitude can one come to know the very reality of things, gain true knowledge
and become enlightened. That is what is meant by the words, “with sincerity,
there will be enlightenment.”

During the Song and Ming dynasties, unprecedented attention was given to
sincerity. Shao Yong asserted, “Engagement in learning and mind-cultivation
will meet difficulties when people stray from a straight path. With desires of
interests eliminated, with a straight path picked out, and with ultimate sincerity
held, one will have mastery of all things” (Tang 1998, Guanwu waipian). Zhang
Zai said, “Sincerity means substantiality. The tai xu KM (ultimate vacancy)
implies the substantiality of nature;” “Sincerity just means the search for
substantiality out of emptiness;” and ‘“Human affairs rest in practices. Without
practices, there would be no sincerity, and without sincerity, there would be no
existence. Therefore, one has to do practical things” (Zhang 2002). Cheng Hao
proposed that the essence of all things was no more than the heavenly principle,
that the mind meant the principle, and vice versa, therefore there was no other
way than “sincerity” to know the heavenly principle, and that “the key to
learning lies in the knowing and fostering of sincerity” (Cheng 1981, Vol. 11).
Likewise, Cheng Yi asserted that the mind, nature and Heaven shared the same
principle, and to “eliminate personal desires and preserve heavenly principles”
rested in respect and sincerity, for “sincerity will be preserved when evils are not
present.” (Ibid., Vol. 15). Cheng Yi said, “Sincerity simply means reality.” He
explained “sincerity” as “there is really such a thing,” “there is really such a
function,” “there is really such a mind” and “there is really such a matter”
(Cheng 1981, Henan Chengshi Jingshuo, Vol. 8). Zhu Xi advocated “sincerity,”
highlighting “no self-deception” and “no absurd thoughts.” Again and again, he
said, “Sincerity means reality” (Zhu 1983, Daxue Zhangju Zhu), “Sincerity is
nothing more than reality,” and “Sincerity is just reality” (Li 1986, Vol. 6). Wang
Fuzhi, a philosopher in the late Ming Dynasty, explained Mencius’ proposition
that “Sincerity is the Dao of the Heaven” from the view of materialism, claiming
that “sincerity is something that really exists, which really has its beginning and
end. This reality is what is universal in the world, what all eyes can see, and what
all ears can hear” (Wang 1976, Vol. 3). He thought of sincerity as a kind of
objective existence, or the intrinsic nature of the objective material world and
human beings. Epistemologically, he explained, “both enlightenment and
sincerity promote each other” because “enlightenment and sincerity can help
each other. Sometimes they are separated. It is not sincerity that is separated
from enlightenment, but it is enlightenment that has been gotten rid of by
sincerity. Sincerity is the exclusive use of a mind, and enlightenment is
something generated by the mind through ears and eyes.”

(3) Vacancy and singleness leads to enlightenment
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The ancient philosophers not only realized that the stance and attitude of a
cognitive subject could play a dominant role in cognitive activities, but that the
subject’s thoughts were significant. So, they suggested improvements in the way
of thinking and caution against subjectivity, unilateralism and superficiality.
When he talked about the “elimination of four things,” Confucius actually called
for objectivity instead of subjectivity in thoughts on subjective speculation,
absoluteness, obstinacy and self-righteousness. To overcome and avoid
subjectivity in cognitive activities, ancient Chinese thinkers created the category
of “vacancy.” Laozi, in particular, valued intuition, and suggested “acquiring
ultimate vacancy and holding utmost stillness. With all things rising, I thus
meditate their repetition” (Ren 1959).

Zhuangzi also talked about vacancy, saying “The Dao is characteristic of
vacancy, which means the carrier of a mind” (Wang 1987, Renjianshi). Through
the concept of vacancy, both Laozi and Zhuangzi expected a cognitive subject to
eliminate all subjective elements (including desires and any acquired knowledge)
so that the rules of development of things by means of meditation and intuition
could be perceived. In comparison, the Upper Part of Xinshu in the Works of
Guanzi suggested that one would have to “improve this (the cognitive subject)” if
he intended to obtain some knowledge. Then how was one to “improve this?”
“The best way to improve this is through vacancy, which means to hold nothing
particular.” The “vacancy” mentioned here refers to the elimination of a variety
of desires and improper ideas, or the idea of moral improvement. Xunzi adopted
the reasonable idea in the Upper Part of Xinshu when he studied the view that
“(vacancy) means to hold nothing particular.” As he said, “How do human
beings know? They know with their minds. Then how does a mind know? It
knows by means of vacancy, singleness and thus stillness. A mind does not
necessarily hold anything particular, but there is something known as vacancy. A
mind does not necessarily remain unfilled, but there is something known as
singleness. And a mind does not necessarily stay fixed, but there is something
known as stillness. A human being is born to know; while knowing, he has some
intention which means the holding of something. However, there is something
known as vacancy, which implies nothing held is to hinder what is to be
perceived” (Jiang 1995). This explanation of “vacancy” by Xunzi was beyond
the development of morality, and involved the improvement of the way of
thinking. According to Xunzi, a mind as a cognitive subject in reality was not a
blank board or held nothing at all. “Vacancy” does not mean to hold nothing in
mind; instead, it suggests not precluding what is still unknown with what is
already known. The process of human cognition is both a course from not
knowing to knowing on the basis of practices and a procedure to acquire new
knowledge by knowing what is still unknown through what is already known.
Cognition by human beings has to depend on what is already known: what is
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already known is a necessary condition to acquire new knowledge, but it can
become an obstacle in managing the latter. As he suggested, “not rejecting what
is to be perceived with what is already held,” he had already realized that what
had already been known would probably harm the acquisition of new knowledge.
Therefore, with his concept of vacancy, Xunzi not only meant that a cognitive
subject had to get rid of his desire of materials, or that he had to be modest.
Instead, he referred to a much further sense of epistemology, that is, how to
properly deal with the relationships of what was already known, what was to be
known and what was recently known.

Profoundly, Xunzi analyzed the unilateralism in the process of cognition,
pointing out that “human beings have tended to be blinded by trivial matters and
know little about great fundamentals in general,” and “all things blind people
because of their differences, and that is the common weakness of ordinary
learning” (Ibid.). Objective things are a complicated combination of many factors.
When they try to understand things, people tend to see just one aspect, and are
blinded by this aspect so that they fail to grasp a holistic concept of the thing. To
prevent this blindness and more thoroughly understand things and grasp
fundamental principles, Xunzi proposed the expressions ‘“‘comprehensive
knowledge,” “comprehensive statement” and “comprehensive balance,” calling
on people to not only see the positive aspect of things, but also their negative one.
That was a dialectic way of thinking, which was characteristic of understanding
identity through contradictions.

With an emphasis on the role of thinking, philosophers in ancient China also
set up a category of yi & (singleness). Mencius asserted, “The heart’s function
is to think” (Jin 2003), bringing forward the idea that “concentration brings up
knowledge.” Furthermore, Neiye, a chapter in the Works of Guanzi suggested that
knowledge was produced through profoundly concentrated speculations. For
example, it says “one knows only when he thinks” and “knowledge is produced
through speculation.” Then it says, “Can the mind be concentrated? Can it be
single? Can it know the fate without physical measures of prediction? Can it be
stopped? Can it be ceased? Can one get it without pursuing others? Think it over
and over, and then think about it some more.” Likewise, the Lower Part of
Xinshu in the same book says, “Concentrate on intentions and singleness of
mind.” The authors of the Works of Guanzi had no idea of the leap that happened
because of repeated speculation (enlightenment), regarding this leap as a result of
the ultimate concentration and singleness of the mind. Actually, it was the effect
of repeated speculation. Xunzi summarized the idea of “singleness” in the Works
of Guanzi, saying that one had to make use of his mind when he tried to know
something, otherwise he “does not tell the white from the black in his face, and
does not hear drums or thunders near his ears.” It is not only necessary to make
use of the mind, but also to be single-minded. “Being distracted, one will fail to
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know; exhausted, he will miss the essence; having two things in mind, he will be
confused. Remaining consistent with and supporting the Dao, one can get to
know all things,” “One knows if he chooses one single thing and remains
single-minded,” and “From the very beginning to the present, there has been no
one who distracts his mind and masters things.” Furthermore, Xunzi suggested
dealing with the relationship between having two things in mind and remaining
single-minded, that is, one should “know comprehensively” while he does “not
hinder the knowing of this thing with that of another” (Jiang 1995). All in all,
while trying to know something, one should be committed and think it over and
over instead of being distracted; with long-term cumulative effort, one will be
enlightened and able to grasp the essence of things. Singleness and deep
speculation are a prerequisite to making the leap from perceptual cognition
towards a rational one, a requirement for developing intuition (immediate
enlightenment). This point was fully discussed by Neo-Confucians during the
Song and Ming dynasties, and is thus omitted here in this article.

(4) Stillness generates enlightenment

A human being shows not only his rational side of thinking but also his
irrational ones, such as desires, will and emotions. Both affect the cognitive
activities of human beings. While Western epistemology focuses on the rational
aspect, that in Chinese philosophy discusses the irrational factors in cognitive
activities. In particular, the “stillness” in the expression “vacancy, singleness and
thus stillness” is a kind of human mindset, a requirement for the emotional
cultivation of a cognitive subject.

Confucius did not discuss stillness epistemologically, but he did suggest that
human emotions influence cognition. He said, “Once angry, one will lose himself
and his parents. Is he not stupid in doing so?” (Yang 1900, Yanyuan). This
statement maintains that the emotion of anger leads to confusion and a failure to
rationally know and deal with matters. The Daxue developed this idea to a great
extent, pointing out that those who felt “anger, fear, fondness, joys and worries”
would go astray. So, to “rectify one’s mind” meant adjusting feelings and
emotions with the mind (senses) in case too dramatic or low feelings and
emotions lead to wrong cognition and behavior.

Laozi was the first to epistemologically discuss stillness. He thought about
stillness while he talked about vacancy, merging both vacancy and stillness into
stillness. He said, “Gain the ultimate vacancy and safeguard the deepest stillness....
Returning to the root is known as stillness, to be still means to return to destiny, to
return to desitiny implies regularity, and the awareness of regularity is
enlightenment” (Ren 1959). Both chapters Neiye and Xinshu in the Works of
Guanzi propose, “the Dao can be accessible when and only when one practices
his mind and purifies his intentions,” “the Dao will stay with one if his mind is
still and his ¢i <. (some energy-like basis for spirit) is in order,” and “the Dao
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will be established by itself if the mind can adhere to stillness.” The Dao will be
gained through stillness and lost due to precipitancy, so it is with sorrow,
pleasure, happiness, anger, desire and greed. Therefore, the cultivation of mind
depends on its stillness. Zhuangzi further explained the concept of stillness,
saying that “vacancy, stillness and indifference are the source of all things in the
world,” and “Nothing in the world can sufficiently disturb a human mind, and
that is why there is stillness. Water is clear when it is still and a candle is bright
when it does not flash. How can water be clear when it is still, let alone a human
mind? The mind of a saint was so still that it could be a mirror for all the things
in the world, even Heaven and Earth” (Wang 1987, Tiandao). Zhuangzi thought
one would be able to enlighten himself and know all things when his mind was
still. Then, how could a mind be made still? “Tidy the mind to make it still”
(Wang 1987, Dasheng), that is, forget all interests, fame and even physical forms
such as limbs by tidying the mind or meditating. Based on the thoughts of
previous philosophers, Xunzi gave a new explanation to stillness: “It is not true
that the mind does not necessarily remain unmoved at all, but there is a mindset
known as stillness. The state in which no cognition is disturbed by dreams or
strong emotions is known as stillness” (Jiang 1995). Xunzi was better in
explaining the concept of stillness compared to his predecessors, pointing out
that so-called “stillness” did not mean absolute stillness. Instead, it was a kind of
calm mindset free of the disturbances of dreams and acute emotions. The concept
of “vacancy, singleness and thus stillness” was a great contribution to the
epistemology of human beings.

After its introduction into China, Buddhism integrated the Daoist thoughts of
vacancy and stillness with its own doctrine of concentration and meditation, and
thus developed a theory for the practice of concentration and wisdom in Chinese
Buddhism. Subsequently, Sima Chengzhen, a Daoist during the Tang Dynasty,
adopted these Buddhist thoughts, suggesting that “stillness produces wisdom,
and movements lead to stupidity” and “A mind is a vessel for the Dao. When it is
extremely vacant and still, the Dao will stay there and wisdom will occur” (Sima
1986). By the Song and Ming dynasties, some Neo-Confucians, such as the
Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi of the School of Principles, had combined
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism to talk about stillness. For example, Cheng
Hao said, “Human beings are blinded by their emotions in various ways, and that
is why they fail to follow the Dao.” To prevent a mind from being loaded by
both internal and external factors, one had to concentrate his mind. To
concentrate a mind meant to establish nature. The concentration or establishment
was known as stillness, “with both internal and external factors left aside, it will
be clear of any disturbances. Without any disturbance, there will concentration,
and then there will be enlightenment” (Cheng 1981, Da Hengqu Xiansheng
Dingxing Shu). From the point of view of Neo-Confucianism, Zhu Xi said,



Theory on the cultivation of cognitive subjects in Chinese philosophy 53

“Generally, one must explore the principle behind practical matters first before
he deals with the latter, while the exploration of the Li # (principles) depends
on the development of his mind. Only after the mind as a source becomes very
vacant and still, enlightened and clear can it see the esoteric and the profound,
and analyze the confusing and disordered without any mistakes” (Zhu 2002, Da
Peng Zishou). When one thinks, a calm mind and mood are necessary, therefore
he advocated sitting in meditation, declaring, “As a novice of these efforts, one
must begin with sitting quietly. Sitting quietly leads to the establishment of the
source.” “Without a concentrated spirit, the Principles will find no basis to rest
on.” To become still, “the mind will have to be single” (Li 1986, Vol. 12). Of
course, one cannot have correct knowledge if he merely employs meditation and
breaks from practices and life without any abundant or reliable sensitive material
or experience. To acquire new knowledge, he really has to quietly think over the
basis of these materials.
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