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Preface

This book is not about the history of Chinese philosophy, and it does not
confine neo-Confucianism to its historical contexts. Instead, it aims to extract
the philosophical core of neo-Confucianism in the Song-Ming era to make it
relevant to contemporary philosophical discourse. The methodology of this
book is comparative philosophy, and the angle of comparison is that of analytic
philosophy. The analytic reconstruction of neo-Confucianism is chosen on the
grounds of my philosophical training and expertise. It provides one credible
analysis of neo-Confucianism among many other respectable approaches to
Chinese philosophy. My intent behind writing this book is not to define what
neo-Confucianism is, but to demonstrate how one could philosophically
engage neo-Confucianism.

In this book, many contemporary philosophical theories in the analytic tra-
dition are employed to provide a hermeneutic entry to the ancient philosophi-
cal ideas in neo-Confucianism. The claim is of course not that neo-Confucians
of the eleventh to the seventeenth century did embrace these contemporary
doctrines, since such a claim would result in anachronistic or Procrustean
interpretation. The contemporary recontextualization, however, can liberate
neo-Confucianism from its particular historical contexts and make it relate to
contemporary readers. I believe that most philosophical ideas, though having
their contextual roots, emerge out of shared human concerns, and can thus be
recontextualized in different eras. A text should live on through its interpreters
and readers.

At the same time, such a comparative approach, that is, using Western philo-
sophical concepts to interpret Chinese philosophy, could incur the criticism of
epistemological colonization, or the so-called reversed matching of meaning
(fanxiang geyi X [MI¥4F%, borrowing Xiaogan Liu’s terminology), to which
many Chinese historians and Sinologists strongly oppose. Some Chinese
scholars have vehemently argued against using any Western philosophical
ideas to explicate Chinese thought, in that such Westernization would maim
“the essence” of Chinese thinking. What I want to challenge in this book is
exactly this kind of philosophical nationalism or essentialism that takes
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Chinese philosophy to be exclusively of Chinese intellectual lineage, and intel-
ligible only to Chinese readers. Using Western terminology to explicate
Chinese philosophy is not necessarily to force the latter into the former’s con-
ceptual framework. If the interpretation remains true to the text, and does not
distort the philosophical ideas of the philosophers, then the comparative angle
can serve as a bridge for outsiders to gain intellectual access to Chinese phi-
losophy. At the same time, scholars familiar with Chinese philosophy can also
be motivated to learn more about Western philosophical theses. By recon-
structing neo-Confucianism with the terminology of contemporary analytic
philosophy in this book, I hope to render these philosophical ideas accessible
and philosophically inspiring. To be true to the philosophical import of neo-
Confucianism, the reconstruction is based on careful textual analysis, in con-
sultation with other relevant interpretations both in English and Chinese
secondary sources." What I hope to present to the readers is a refreshing,
innovative and perspicuous articulation of the philosophical dimension of
neo-Confucianism.

1 Unless otherwise specified, all translations from Chinese into English are my own.
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Introduction

This book gives a detailed philosophical analysis of eight central figures in
Chinese neo-Confucianism from the Song-Ming era (between the eleventh
and the seventeenth centuries). It is a sequel to the author’s first book An
Introduction to Chinese Philosophy: From Ancient Philosophy to Chinese
Buddhism (Blackwell, 2006), which examines five major philosophical schools
in the ancient period as well as four principal schools of Chinese Buddhism.
This book continues the analytical introduction to Chinese philosophy given in
the first book and focuses on neo-Confucianism.

The book draws comparisons to analytic philosophy in regard to its main
issues and concerns. This approach helps to bring neo-Confucianism into the
context of contemporary philosophy and to show how issues expressed in
distinctively neo-Confucian terminology relate to issues in contemporary
philosophy. One of the aims of this comparative approach is to show that even
though Chinese philosophers used different terms, narrative strategies, and
analytic modes, their concerns were often similar to those of their Western
counterparts, for example: What is the nature of reality? Wherein lies the
foundation of our moral values? Is human nature fundamentally good or bad?
How do human beings connect to the whole universe? What is the foundation
of our knowledge of the world and of moral reality? Such an approach will
make these issues accessible to Western thinkers by shedding light on their
universality through the analytic explication of these texts. This book will
enable Western readers who are not familiar with Chinese philosophical ter-
minology or its intellectual history to gain a philosophical appreciation of
neo-Confucianism. Furthermore, by consulting both English secondary
sources and representative Chinese works on neo-Confucianism, it will facili-
tate a more active philosophical exchange between Western philosophers
working on neo-Confucianism and contemporary Chinese scholars by com-
ing to see the shared concerns as well as the common pursuits laid out in a
clear and accessible language.

Neo-Confucianism: Metaphysics, Mind, and Morality, First Edition. JeeLoo Liu.
© 2018 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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What Is Neo-Confucianism?

“Neo-Confucianism” typically refers to the revival of classical Confucianism
developed between eleventh and eighteenth centuries in China, spanning over
four dynasties in Chinese history: Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties. Neo-
Confucianism was a new form of Confucianism that came after the dominance
of Daoism and subsequently Buddhism within Chinese intellectual circles.
Comparable to what “Modern Philosophy” accomplished in Western philosophy,
neo-Confucianism also revitalized classical philosophy and expanded the tradi-
tional philosophical discourse, adding new dimensions and attaining new heights.
The transformation of Confucianism as a result of the challenge and influence of
Daoism and Buddhism was the most remarkable and significant development in
the history of Chinese philosophy. Neo-Confucianism invigorated the metaphysi-
cal speculation found in classics such as the Yijing, and incorporated different
concepts and perspectives derived from Daoism and Buddhism into its discourse.
Also, partly as a response to the Daoist skeptical attitude toward the possibility of
knowledge, neo-Confucianism brought the theory of knowledge asserted in
classics such as The Great Learning to a much more sophisticated level.

Frank Perkins gives neo-Confucianism an apt summary: Neo-Confucianism
“can be broadly characterized as the attempt to integrate a speculative,
systematic metaphysics influenced by Buddhism and Daoism into the ethically
and socially oriented system of Confucianism” (Perkins 2004, 20-21). Neo-
Confucians were fundamentally concerned with the role humans play in the
moral reconstruction of the world around them. In their view, humans not only
endow the world of nature with meaning but also share moral attributes with
natural phenomena. Neo-Confucians’ metaphysical views lay the foundation
for their moral theories. The goal of this book is to explicate Song-Ming neo-
Confucianism in its three major themes (metaphysics, mind, and morality) and
to show how they exemplify a coherent underlying concern: the relation between
nature and human beings. In their various debates, neo-Confucians touched on
the possibility of an innate moral sense and the various means of moral knowl-
edge. In addition, neo-Confucianism contains an intriguing discourse on the
possibility and foundation of morality. In neo-Confucians’ views, morality takes
its root either in the universal goodness of human nature or in the individual’s
moral reflection and cultivation of the human mind. This debate between the
School of Nature and the School of Mind was one of the major themes in neo-
Confucianism. Finally, in neo-Confucianism we see a consistent effort not only
to redefine a realist worldview that affirms the world as existing independently
of human conception, but also to reassert a humanist worldview that places
human beings at the center of meaning and values. Both the realist and the
humanist commitments were direct responses to the challenges of Daoism and
Buddhism, and they delineate the spirit of neo-Confucianism.

Neo-Confucians were generally concerned with establishing a moralistic natu-
ralism, that is, the natural world in which we live demonstrates many good
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attributes that are worthy of humans’ emulation. We may say that they developed
a form of moral metaphysics. According to a contemporary scholar on neo-
Confucianism, Yong Huang, “what is more unique about neo-Confucianism is its
development of moral metaphysics as an ontological articulation of moral values
advocated by classical Confucians” (Huang 2014, 195). What distinguishes neo-
Confucianism from classical Confucianism is exactly this moral metaphysics.
According to neo-Confucians, there is a higher order governing the world, which
they call “heavenly principle,, and the content of this higher order is also the
objective moral principle for human beings. At the same time, neo-Confucians
also embraced the Chinese philosophical tradition (founded in the Yijing) of pos-
iting a basic element of gi as the material/physical foundation of the universe.
The core thesis in Neo-Confucian metaphysics is view that gi is the primary
constituent of all things and that there is an inherent order in the operation of gi.

With regard to the psychological foundation of human morality, neo-
Confucians were predominately in the Mencian camp. Mencius advocates
moral internalism—the foundation of human morality lies within the agent’s
internal psychological makeup. According to Mencius, humans are different
from other animals because they are born with moral sentiments. Humans
alone are moral creatures. This is what defines the notion “human” (ren \),
which in his usage is not a natural kind but a moral category. There are, accord-
ing to Mencius, four universal moral sentiments in the mankind: (i) the senti-
ment of commiseration, (ii) the sentiment of shame and disgust, (iii) the sense
of reverence and deference, and (iv) the sense of right and wrong. Since humans
are endowed with these moral sentiments, morality is a natural extension of
what humans have within themselves. Evil is the result of not cultivating one’s
“moral sprouts” According to him, morality is not the sheer result of social
conditioning and is not derived from social contract or rational consensus
based on calculated mutual self-interests. On the contrary, human morality is
possible only because we humans are moral creatures.

Neo-Confucians identified the internal source of moral agency in humans’
moral sense, moral judgment, moral intuition, or moral sentiments. What they
shared in common was the view that moral action is an autonomous act spring-
ing from an individual’s heart. They dismissed Xunzi’s teaching that morality is
the product of humans’ contrived conditioning (wei 124). According to Xunzi, we
need to use rules of propriety and rituals to curtail the bad traits in human nature.
Morality is the result of human endeavor and social institutions, while evil is
simply the result of following inborn human nature without societal restraints.
There is no such thing as “innate goodness,” though Xunzi does claim that
humans have reason and can appeal to the mind’s moral cognition to learn good.
From a moral externalist’s point of view, morality derives from social condition-
ing for the purpose of peaceful coexistence. The external social environment is
responsible for the existence or the lack of our moral sense. According to
this view, humans’ moral consciousness and sense of morality are taught and
learned. Hence, different social backgrounds and cultural rearing could generate

3
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incompatible moral views or even create diverse moral standards. In other
words, cultural relativism is a natural extension of moral externalism. One char-
acteristic in neo-Confucianism is their unequivocal conviction in the existence
of the objective, universal moral standard, which they identify as heavenly prin-
ciple. To them, the existence of a moral reality is an indisputable fact of nature,
and the universality of moral truths is grounded in humans’ shared moral sense.

Neo-Confucians based their moral theories on their metaphysical view of the
objective moral reality in the world of nature. This worldview originated in the
Yijing, and the four attributes of heaven and earth (origination, advancement,
enrichment, and perseverance) are the four virtues of each cosmic state repre-
sented by 64 hexagrams in the Yijing. With a sympathetic reading, we may ren-
der this perspective of nature as a version of teleology—the world is governed
by the principle of life and the overarching telos assumed in this worldview is
simply the creation and sustenance of life. From the contemporary viewpoint,
we may see that the world of nature operates under the principle of life, as dem-
onstrated by the fact that evolution continues and multiple forms of organism
exist to this day. It is the subject matter of natural sciences to investigate which
natural phenomena function to sustain life and what causes natural disasters
that destroy life. Looking at aspects of the world of nature from a humanistic
perspective, on the other hand, we can say that many natural phenomena, such
as sunshine and raindrops from heaven and the richness of the soil from earth,
are conducive to the continuation of life. Some natural phenomena such as hur-
ricanes do indeed destroy lives; nevertheless, seasons rotate and life continues
after destruction. Ancient Confucians found great solace in the continuation of
life as they observed in the world of nature, and this natural fact became the
foundation for their conviction that the dominant principle in nature is the con-
tinual generation and regeneration of life (shengsheng buxi "=ERJE). Given
this conviction, they viewed the world of nature itself as a “beneficent” universe.
From this observation of nature, they concluded that there is an ultimate moral
mission for human beings: to contribute to the fulfillment of the principle of life.

Neo-Confucian moral theories are best understood as falling within the cat-
egory of virtue ethics.! Virtue ethics is the approach of ethical theories that
emphasize the virtues, or moral character, of the moral agent. As a form of nor-
mative ethics, virtue ethics gives the precept of what kind of virtues one ought

1 As Stephen C. Angle writes in his Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of Neo-Confucian
Philosophy, “It is no coincidence that Western virtue ethics speaks to Neo-Confucianism because
Neo-Confucianism is itself a virtue ethic” (Angle 2009, 51; italics added). He also explicates Wang
Yangming as a virtue ethicist (Angle 2010). Yong Huang analyzes the ethical theory of the Cheng
brothers as virtue ethics, and further defines this form of virtue ethics as “ontological virtue
ethics” (Huang 2003, 453). See also Huang 2014. Angle and Slote (2013) is a collected volume on
virtue ethics and Confucianism. Antonio S. Cua, Kwong-loi Shun, and Philip J. Ivanhoe are
among the most noted pioneering scholars on neo-Confucian virtue ethics.
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to cultivate, or what kind of moral character one ought to develop. It is an agent-centered
approach, in contrast to the act-centered approaches such as deontology, which
judges the moral worth of an act in terms of its adherence to some specified
moral duties, or consequentialism, which prescribes or prohibits moral acts in
consideration of their possible consequences. Virtue ethics focuses less on
defining rules for moral acts; instead, it stresses more on defining moral person-
hood. A virtuous act is one performed by virtuous agents. To define virtuous
personhood, virtue ethicists have to identify the essential moral traits that any-
one ought to cultivate in order to become a moral agent. They have to address
the following question in their attempts to define virtue: What are the virtues
such that as long as an agent possesses them, he or she is morally good? Their
goal is thus to define those moral virtues that they deem to be enduring and
causally efficacious in bringing about moral behavior in individuals. The highest
moral character that these neo-Confucians all share in their moral image of the
world is that of a sage: the ideal moral agent who has a sanguine vision of what
one ought to do in all situations and unwavering moral character. Cultivating
sagehood is the common moral aim for neo-Confucianism.

However, among virtue ethicists there are still different approaches. Philip J.
Ivanhoe distinguishes two types of virtue ethics: virtue ethics of flourishing
(VEF) and virtue ethics of sentiments (VES). The former approach “is grounded
in a comprehensive and detailed conception of human nature” and conceives
the condition of flourishing for an ideal moral agent as the teleological aim of
moral cultivation. The latter, on the other hand, considers a moral agent’s vir-
tue in terms of social interactions, and places virtue on the basis of certain
emotions or sentiments of human beings as part of humans’ psychological
makeup (Ivanhoe 2013, 29-30). Both approaches begin with a theory of human
nature, and the difference could be characterized as one between an ideal ver-
sus an empirical conception of human mind. Hence, the latter (VES) is more
empirically grounded. It is particularly in the works on VES that we see the
alliance between normative ethics and moral psychology. However, neo-
Confucian moral philosophy should be regarded as a form of VEE. Neo-
Confucianism grounds its conception of ideal moral agent in sagehood, and all
neo-Confucians aimed to present their methodology of arriving at sagehood as
the aim of moral cultivation.

Terminology

The Notion of Principle (/i £f)

The most important notion in neo-Confucianism is undoubtedly that of prin-
ciple (/i #). This explains why neo-Confucianism is called “the Studies of
Principle” (lixue 1) in Chinese intellectual history. We shall explain first its
origin and significance.
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The substantial usage of the word /i is particularly a neo-Confucian earmark,
even though it was already employed in Huayan Buddhism to designate ulti-
mate reality. The word was initially used as a verb, which means “to carve jade”
(the Chinese character has jade as a radical). A fine jade craftsman must care-
fully study the lines and grooves of an uncut jade in order to produce a beauti-
ful piece of jade. By extension, /i as a noun means the veins or detailed markings
of a thing, and /i as a verb means to regulate, to administer, and to manage. In
neo-Confucian discourse, the meaning of /i includes pattern, sequence, logic,
order, and norm. The Cheng—Zhu school also established a normative dimen-
sion of the concept /i for they claim that everything in the world ought to meet
the standard set by its own principle.

The English translation of the word /i in the context of neo-Confucianism
includes reason, law, organization, order, pattern, coherence, and principle. Of
these translations, “principle” has now become a standard usage. As Wing-tsit
Chan explains his choice of “principle”: “Li is not only principle of organiza-
tion, but also principle of being, nature, etc. ‘Principle’ seems to be the best
English equivalent for it” (Chan 1967, 368). To see why principle is equivalent
to the Chinese notion of /i, we need to understand how the word is understood
in the philosophical context. The word “principle” comes from principium in
Latin, which was used as the translation for the Greek word arché, meaning
origin or beginning. In pre-Socratic philosophy, the pursuit of arché was the
attempt to define the ultimate underlying principle of all things. Thus, “princi-
ple” can be said to be the short form for “first principle” Aristotle applied the
notion arché (principle) to particular things. The principle of a particular thing
defines the conditions of possibility for that thing: for a thing to exist, there has
to be its principle, and without having its principle, no thing could possibly
come into existence. This sense of “principle” comes very close to the neo-
Confucian conception of /i. Hence, we shall adopt this translation as well.

In the neo-Confucian discourse, principle is the unifying principle of the
universe, and thus it can be rendered as the cosmic order, the cosmic pattern,
“the network of veins” (Graham 1992, 13), or as the neo-Confucians have it:
heavenly principle (tianli X3E). At the same time, in each particular thing there
is its particular principle. Principle in particular things can be understood as
the norm of particular things; it stands for the paradigmatic state of the par-
ticular thing toward which it should and would develop if aided by humans.
Principle is not only the principle of the natural world but also the principle of
the human world. As principle of the human world, it includes human’s inborn
essence (the /i of human nature), the way to handle affairs (the /i of affairs), the
norm of human relationships (the /i of humans), and so on?In particular, the
unifying principle in nature and the multiple principles in particular things

2 In Part II, we will return to the notion of /i as it applies to the human world.
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prescribe the norm of conduct for human beings: We have a moral obligation
to interact with nature and to handle particular things in accordance with their
natures, so that the world will flourish under our care and particular things will
thrive under our treatment. This is a shared neo-Confucian conviction in their
pursuit of the ultimate Principle.

According to Sir Martin Rees, “Science advances by discerning patterns and
regularities in nature, so that more and more phenomena can be subsumed
into general categories and laws” (Rees 2000, 1). Among neo-Confucians, Zhu
Xi® may have come closest to developing a systematic knowledge of the natural
world (Kim 2000).* However, even Zhu Xi’s notion of particular principle ends
up being more a moral norm for human beings than a natural scientific notion.
Later scholars in the Cheng—Zhu school did not inherit Zhu Xi’s interest in
natural knowledge. The opposing school led by Lu Xiangshan and Wang
Yangming further turned the investigation inward: to study the principle inside
one’s mind since mind is principle.

In the history of Chinese philosophy, the two important notions of dao and
principle (/i) are often used together or interchangeably. Both designate the
ultimate order of the world. Initially, the two concepts were slightly different.
Dao is universal, while principle (/i) is particular. According to the Hanfeizi,
“Dao is the ground for everything and the sanction for all principles of things.
The principle (/i) for a particular thing is what makes up the thing’s pattern,
while Dao is what completes all things.... The principle is what regulates a
thing, thus different things have different principles. Dao comprehensively
sanctions all principles of the myriad things” (The Hanfeizi 2007, 106). This
distinction is sometimes preserved in neo-Confucian discourse on principle,
as Zhu Xi claims, “Dao is the unifying name, while principle concerns particu-
lar things” (Zhu 2002, 236). According to Wang Fuzhi, “Dao is the common
principle (/i) of heaven and earth, humans and things” (Wang 1967, 1). However,
the universal/particular distinction between dao and principle is not com-
monly observed in neo-Confucian discourse, since most neo-Confucians also
separate both dao into universal Dao and particular daos, and “principle” into
universal principle (“heavenly principle”) and particular principles.

A second distinction between dao and principle is that dao represents the
progressive order of nature, while principle represents the finished pattern.
Dao has a dynamic sense, while principle has the static sense. In Zhang Zai’s
usage, dao refers to the ongoing progression of the transformation of gi, while

3 Throughout this book, names of neo-Confucians and other historical figures follow the
Chinese tradition of placing family names first.

4 As Yung Sik Kim (2000) argues forcefully, Zhu Xi himself “attained a considerable degree of
understanding in many scientific and technical subjects and had an exceptional knowledge about
the natural world” (Kim 2000, 6).
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li refers to the pattern in such transformations.” Wang Fuzhi also takes dao to
represent the dynamic interchange between yin and yang, and he takes /i to
represent the internal logic of gi. In other words, Dao produces things, while
principle represents their order. A related distinction that can be drawn
between dao and /i is that the former has a sense of origination, universality,
and comprehensiveness, while the latter simply denotes the essence of particu-
lar things. Dao is regarded as the contributor of our moral endowments, the
fundamental root of humans’ ethical norms. It stands for the highest moral
precept exemplified in the world of nature. Only “principle” used in the sense
of “heavenly principle” has this connotation.

A final plausible distinction between the two concepts is that dao has the
normative connotation of “what should be the case,” whereas i generally
denotes “what is” or “what is necessarily so,” except in the usage by the Cheng—
Zhu school. In other words, dao is prescriptive, while /i is descriptive. Li is how
things naturally are and how gi naturally is. All things have their internal prin-
ciples and all developments of gi have their internal logic. But only humans
possess Dao since the normative dimension pertains to what humans could
and ought to do.

Even though we can make the above preliminary distinctions, in most neo-
Confucian discourses, dao and /i do not have such a clear divide. The Cheng
brothers use the two words almost interchangeably. According to a contem-
porary scholar Dainian Zhang’s analysis, the theory of principle developed by
Cheng Yi is truly a continuation of the theory of Dao in ancient Chinese
philosophy, and his /i can be seen as an alias of Dao (Zhang 1958/2005, 52).
Cheng Yi’s famous slogan: “Principle is one but the manifestations are many,’
should be taken to be “Dao is one but the manifestations are many” (Zhang
1958/2005, 73).

The concerns of neo-Confucians regarding principle (/i) can be summarized
in the following list of questions:

1) Has the universe always followed the same principles (/i))? What is the rela-
tion between the operation of the world and these principles? Do principles
precede existence or are they formed after existence?

2) Are universal principles prescriptive (i.e., they determine the way things
are) or merely descriptive (i.e., they are the summary of the way things are)?

3) What is the nature of the ultimate principle of the universe? Are principles
natural or moral, or both?

4) What is the content of heavenly principle? Is it the same universal
principle that governs all things, or do individual things have individual
principles (1)?

5 See Zhang 1958/2005, 72-3.
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5) With what capacities do we know the principles of myriad things or the
universal heavenly principle? Do humans have any intellectual intuition
(intellektuelle Anschauung as Kant calls it), through which we could sud-
denly perceive the universal cosmic principle? Or should we accumulate
knowledge of particular principles in order to understand the universal
cosmic principle?

Neo-Confucians share some common assumptions on certain aspects of
principle. For one thing, they all believe that there is only one universal princi-
ple, though its manifestations are many. Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi, for example,
often likened the relation of the One and the Many to the moon and its multi-
ple reflections in rivers or lakes. Zhang Zai also stressed that principle is one
but manifestations are many. Secondly, neo-Confucians share the view that
this universal principle is inherent in all particular things. Zhang Zai’s “Western
Inscription” depicts the universe as one big family, in which all things are
related to one another as brothers, sisters, or companions. Cheng Yi and Zhu
Xi’s view is that the principle inherent in each object constitutes the nature of
the thing. Lu Xiangshan and Wang Yangming hold the view that the universal
principle is inherent in man’s mind. Thirdly, neo-Confucians understand the
universal principle and the myriad principles to be fundamentally the same,
though the myriad things may not completely manifest the inherent principle.
Different explanations were offered as to why there are differences in the mani-
festations of the one Principle; for example, Zhang Zai attributed them to the
varying qualities of the constituting gi. Finally, neo-Confucians share the view
that the highest form of principle is simply heavenly principle or the great ulti-
mate (taiji). In this context, principle takes on a moral dimension. According to
Zhu Xi, “The great ultimate is simply the principle of the highest good” (Chan
1963, 640). This supreme principle is a principle with moral attributes, such
as humanity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom. Since there is only one
all-encompassing principle of the whole universe, the universe itself is endowed
with moral attributes. It is a moralistic universe. That the universe has moral
attributes seems to be the view shared by Zhou Dunyi, the Cheng brothers,
Zhang Zai, Zhu Xi, and Wang Fuzhi.

What kind of cosmic principle could fit the above descriptions? What
could be shared by widely different myriad things and yet remain the same?
What could be inherent in both natural objects and moral agents alike? The
content of principle is not explicitly defined by neo-Confucians. In Part I of
this book, we will analyze the various conceptions of principle among
neo-Confucians.

Common Assumptions on Principles of Particular Things

Neo-Confucians believe that particular things have particular principles. As
Cheng Yi puts it, “As there are things, there must be their specific principles.

9
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One thing necessarily has one principle”® Zhu Xi also says, “There is only one
principle. As it is applied to man, however, there is in each individual a particu-
lar principle’” Under this view, different things would have different particular
principles, even though all particular principles seem to be integrated into one
universal principle.

With regard to particular principles in things, we can provide the following
analyses:

1) Principle in things is the way things ought to be (the norm of things, the
highest standards of things, and the ideal state of things).

2) Principle in things is the way things naturally are (the essence of things).

3) Principle in things is what makes the things what they are (the blueprint, the
foundation of their existence).

4) Principle in things is the raison détre (the ultimate purpose) of the particu-
lar thing.

5) Principle in things is the law that governs or regulates things.

In Parts I and II, we will see lots of discussions on the concept of particular
principle in things.

The Notion of Qi—Cosmic Energy

Another essential notion in neo-Confucianism is that of gi % (sounding like
‘chi’)—commonly translated as cosmic energy, material force, vital energy, or
even ether in some early translations. In this book, this Chinese word will be
used as it is, as no English translation could completely convey its connotation.
According to a contemporary intellectual historian Dainian Zhang, “The so-
called gi in Chinese philosophy is the being before form and matter and what
constitutes form and matter. It can be seen as the “primary stuff” [Xunzi’s
phrase] for form and matter. In today’s terminology, gi is the original material
for all things” (Zhang 1985/2005, 66). Chung-Ying Cheng gives an enigmatic
description of gi that captures the richness of this concept well:

[Qi], an ancient term referring to the indeterminate substance which
generates and forms any and every individual thing in the cosmos, no
doubt has a rich content. It is formless, yet is the base of all forms. It is
the source of everything and the ultimate into which formed things will
eventually dissolve. It is non-stationary and forever in a state of flux. It
might be conceived as the fluid state of becoming which reveals itself in

6 This quote comes from Wing-tsit Chan’s Chinese article “The Evolution of the Neo-Confucian
Concept of Li as Principle” See Chan 1964, 139. It originally appears in Complete Works of the
Two Cheng Brothers (er-cheng quan-shu), 11:52.

7 See Chan 1964, 141. It originally appears in Complete Works of Zhu Xi (zhu-zi quan-shu), 49:1a.



Terminology | 11

actualization of natural events and natural objects. But it is best
conceived as the indeterminate unlimited material-in-becoming which,
through its intrinsic dynamics of alternation and interpenetration of the
yin-yang process, generates Five Agencies, and through their union and
interaction generate the ten thousand things.

(Cheng 1979, 262-3; italics added)

Even if the above two analyses did not help elucidate what gi really is, there
is no denial that the notion of gi is fundamental to the Chinese worldview.
Laymen and experts alike employ this notion in their daily lives, with more or
less different understanding of what gi is. Chinese herbology has an elaborated
system on the constitution of yin and yang in various plants and roots; Chinese
medicine is the study of the distribution of yin and yang in the human body.
Chinese cooking is an art of creating a harmonious balance, a Taiji, between
foods of yang nature and yin nature. Chinese martial arts, finally, are manifes-
tations of the individual’s internal strength of yin and yang. In terms of the
philosophical notion of gi, from the beginning, Chinese ontology is built on the
notion of gi. Qi is taken to be the constituent of all natural phenomena and
every concrete thing; gi is also associated with life’s conditions and the world’s
state of affairs. However, even though the notion is frequently employed, there
has been no systematic analysis of gi and its many characteristics. We will
explain the historical developments of the notion of gi and see how Zhang Zai
reconstructed Confucian gi-monism in Chapter 2.

In general, neo-Confucians shared the following assumptions on certain
aspects of gi:

1) The whole universe is composed of gi, which has two forms: yin and yang.
These two forms of gi work against each other in their perpetual motion.

2) All things contain both yin and yang to varying degrees. Nothing is purely
yang or purely yin.

3) Qi condenses to form material objects. When material objects disintegrate,
on the other hand, their concrete gi returns to a rarified form.

4) The nature of gi can be pure or turbid—in this distinction lies the differ-
ences of good and bad, intelligence and lack of it, and so on.

5) Particular things partake gi in varying degrees of quality (pure or turbid,
lucid or opaque, light or dense, etc.) as well as in different combinations of
yin and yang. Variances among individual things are extensive not only in
the manifestation of principle but also in the distribution of gi.

6) Itis gi, not principle, which plays the actual causal role in the physical realm.

However, these neo-Confucians disagree on whether principle is an abstract
order or a pattern superimposed onto the physical realm, or principle is simply
the inherent order of gi’s operations. We will see the different views in Part I of
this book.
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Chapter Synopsis

This book is divided into three parts. Part I deals with neo-Confucian meta-
physics. Part II examines the neo-Confucians’ theories of the origin of morality
and its foundation in the objective moral reality, whereas Part III delineates
their moral methodologies.

Part I. Neo-Confucian Metaphysics: From Cosmology to Ontology

The major common themes in neo-Confucian metaphysics include (i) how the
universe began and what the original state of the world might have been; (ii)
what the ontological hierarchy of the world is—whether there is an abstract,
overarching principle presiding over the development of gi; and (iii) what is the
relationship between the two essential elements of the universe: principle (/i)
and gi. These are the key points that will be discussed in Part I on neo-Confucian
metaphysics.

Chapter 1 focuses on Zhou Dunyi’s controversial thesis about the initial cos-
mic state, which he calls wuji and taiji. The controversy revolves around the
question of whether Zhou Dunyi holds the view that there was nothing (wu) at
the beginning of the cosmos. The first section of this chapter will explain the
historical controversies on the interpretation of this work. The second section
will introduce the philosophical debate on being (you) and nothingness (wu)
prior to Zhou'’s times, to see whether his wuji notion is related to the notion of
wu. The final section will give a new interpretation of Zhou Dunyi’s notion of
wuji and further develop his cosmological view.

Chapter 2 introduces Zhang Zai’s theory of gi as a form of gi-naturalism.
Zhang Zai constructed a systematic philosophy that builds on the traditional
notion of gi. He incorporated the notion of gi into his metaphysics as well as
his ethics. Before Zhang Zai, there had been cosmogony originating with
primordial gi (yuangi) and ontology with gi as the basic constituent of all
things primarily in the Daoist tradition. This chapter will trace the theory of
qi to its Daoist roots, and see how the notion of gi was employed both in
Daoists’ cosmological explanation and in their ontological analysis. It will
then introduce the theory of gi as developed by Zhang Zai, and examine how
he went back to the theory of gi in the Yijing and used it to develop a neo-
Confucian theory of gi.

Chapter 3 presents the metaphysical views held by the Cheng brothers as
well as Zhu Xi. In contemporary terms, the main focus in Chapter 3 is on the
existence of the law of nature, that is, whether the universe is a cosmic accident
or is driven by specific eternal laws of nature. The notion of principle (or heav-
enly principle) was already present in Zhang Zai’s theory of gi, but it was the
Cheng brothers, in particular, Cheng Yi, who expanded on the notion, and their
discussion paved the way for the neo-Confucian discourse on the “principle of
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Heaven” (tianli).® This chapter begins with the explication of the notion of
principle (/i) and its various renditions in English. It then analyzes how the
Cheng brothers, and later Zhu Xi, developed an ontological hierarchy that
posits nonreductionism of principle. It also investigates the relation between
the universal Principle and particular things. The chapter analyzes the meta-
physical worldview presented by Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi as a form of “normative
realism.”

In Chapter 4, we focus on the further development of the philosophy of gi
under Wang Fuzhi’s elaboration. Due to the scarcity of translations (Wing-tsit
Chan’s A Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy contains only a snippet of Wang’s
20-some volumes), Wang Fuzhi is by far the most undeservingly neglected
neo-Confucian in the English-speaking world. Wang Fuzhi was a great synthe-
sizer of the theory of gi and the theory of principle: his basic view is that prin-
ciple is inherent in gi. This chapter will open with Wang Fuzhi’s metaphysics
and extend to his views on the human world. For Wang Fuzhi, the realm of
heaven and the realm of humans are simply one unified whole. There is no
transcendent realm beyond the human world, and it is the same element, gi,
and the same principle, which permeate the realm of heaven as well as the
realm of humans. Hence, his metaphysical view underlies his philosophy of
human affairs—in particular, his philosophy of human nature, his moral phi-
losophy, as well as his philosophy of human history. This chapter depicts Wang
Fuzhi’s philosophy as the philosophy of Principle Inherent in gi, since it is the
relationship between principle and gi that explains everything for him.

Part Il. Human Nature, Human Mind, and the Foundation
of Human Morality

What is the origin of human morality? What makes morality possible in human
society? Are human beings intrinsically moral creatures, or are we conditioned
to be moral agents through social and political regulations? Do we have moral
“instincts” and natural moral sentiments? Classical Confucianism, represented
by Confucius and Mencius, takes the stance that humans are intrinsically good
and that morality is the natural development originating from humans’ innate
goodness. If morality derives from humans’ inborn nature, then how do we
explain the lack of morality in some human conduct? How do we explain the
fact that not everyone became a moral agent?

One of Chinese Buddhism’s basic tenets is that the root of suffering as well as
the origin of immorality is humans’ emotions and desires. Chinese Buddhist
philosophers denounce our natural emotions and desires; along with the
denunciation, they also renounce natural human relationships such as family,
marriage, and kinship. In the wake of the dominance of Chinese Buddhism,

8 “Heavenly principle” and “the principle of Heaven” are used interchangeably in this book.

13



14

Introduction

neo-Confucian philosophers were intent on analyzing the relationship between
heavenly principle and human emotions/desires.

The main topic of Part II consists in a major debate between the school of
nature and the school of mind. The former school is represented by Cheng Yi
and Zhu Xi, who claim that human nature exemplifies the universal moral
principle. The latter school is represented by Lu Xiangshan and Wang
Yangming, who take the human mind to be the actual realization of the univer-
sal moral principle. This debate concerns whether the foundation of morality is
primarily metaphysical or mental. The first school constructs metaphysics of
morality that takes moral attributes to be intrinsic to human existence; the
second focuses on moral intuitions and moral knowledge as ways to foster
moral agency. The analysis of this rich and longstanding debate will be pre-
sented from the fresh perspective of contemporary moral psychology.
Construed broadly, moral psychology investigates the connection between
humans’ moral behavior and their psychological makeup. Neo-Confucians had
varying responses to the question of what makes human morality possible, and
many of them developed a sophisticated moral psychology, in which they ana-
lyzed the relation between morality and the mind’s many functions.

Chapter 5 focuses on Zhu Xi’s famous slogan: “Human nature is Principle” or
“Cosmic principle is exemplified in human nature” It places Zhu Xi’s theory of
human nature in the context of his moral metaphysics. According to Zhu Xij, the
highest form of principle is simply heavenly principle or the supreme ultimate
(Taiji AH). Zhu Xi takes the supreme ultimate to be the principle of the highest
good. This supreme principle is the principle with moral attributes, such as human-
ity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom. There is only one all-encompassing
principle of the whole universe, and it is inherent in our very existence. Under
this worldview, Zhu Xi advocates the theory of moral essence (“nature” (xing £)).
The moral reality lies in our moral essence. This is Zhu Xi’s moral realism.
This chapter analyzes Zhu Xi’s theory as internal moral realism.

Chapter 6 continues the investigation of the universal moral principle real-
ized in the human mind, and turns to the contrasting view presented by Lu
Xiangshan and Wang Yangming. Lu Xiangshan advocates the view that the
universal principle is inherent in the human mind. Wang Yangming goes fur-
ther and asserts that the mind is principle itself. This chapter analyses the
views of Lu and Wang and shows how they depict a different metaphysics of
mind from that of the Cheng—Zhu school. It further explains Wang’s famous
one-body thesis “We are one body with the world” in the context of his meta-
physics, which we will compare with contemporary pragmatist metaphysics.

Chapter 7 introduces Wang Fuzhi’s revolutionary thesis that treats human
nature as developing, rather than as some inborn essence complete at birth.
Wang Fuzhi’s theory of human nature is grounded in his metaphysics of gi:
since gi is constantly changing, human nature is not simply what one is
endowed with at birth, it is also what is developed throughout one’s life.
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According to Wang Fuzhi, as we continue to interact with the natural environment
and human conditions, we are immersed in the ongoing permeations of gi. We
make decisions and take actions, and our essences are shaped by our experi-
ences in life. As a result, not only our natural qualities but also our moral
essence would become more developed and perfected on a daily basis. In other
words, we do not have a determinate essence fixed for life. This is his ingenious
thesis of daily renewal of human nature. He developed a sophisticated moral
psychology to analyze the connection between morality and mind. This chap-
ter analyzes Wang Fuzhi’s moral psychology and explains how he establishes
the foundation of morality on humans’ moral sentiments, natural emotions,
desires, volition, and furthermore, reflection.

Part lll. The Cultivation of Virtue, Moral Personality,
and the Construction of a Moral World

Part III continues from Part II and reconstructs neo-Confucians’ moral philosophy
in the context of contemporary virtue ethics and developmental psychology.
While Part II provides the metaphysical foundation of moral attributes, Part III
deals with the implementation of neo-Confucian moral programs. We will be
analyzing various neo-Confucians’ views on the realization of moral ideals
both in the individual and in the world. In this context, we will also examine
the various methods of moral knowledge proposed by these neo-Confucian
philosophers.

In contemporary research on Confucianism, there is now an emerging
direction to consult empirical sciences as a new way to resituate and reassess
its ethical teachings. For example, Edward Slingerland (2011b) cites empirical
evidence from cognitive science to support the ethical model of virtue ethics;
in particular, he argues that Mencius’s moral theory anticipates some of the
scientific observations about the human mind, and can be a useful resource
for “formulating a modern, empirically responsible ethical model” (Slingerland
2011b, 97). Reber and Slingerland (2011) appeals to empirical findings in cog-
nitive science to validate Confucius’s pedagogy of internalizing social norms
through intensive, lifelong practice. Bongrae Seok (2008) places Mencius’s
theory of four moral sprouts in the context of recent developments in cogni-
tive science regarding humans’ mental faculty as the foundations of morality.
Flanagan and Williams (2010) compares and contrasts Mencius’s four moral
sprouts against Jonathan Haidts five psychological modules for human
morality and culture. By comparing classical Confucian ethical theories
against modern scientific assertions about the human mind and human
nature, we can give these ancient theories new meanings, thereby to under-
stand why Confucianism has had such a wide-ranging, long-lasting impact on
Asian culture. As Donald J. Munro points out, “Ethical principles must be
consistent with human nature in order for people to find them compelling and
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motivating” (Munro 2002, 131). Part III of this book continues this direction
to connect issues in neo-Confucianism with contemporary perspectives in
psychology and moral philosophy.

More than 2,000 years ago, Hanfeizi already launched an attack on Confucius’s
moral ideals from the perspective of empirical evidence: “People within the
four seas loved his doctrine of humanity and praised his doctrine of righteous-
ness. And yet only 70 people became his devoted pupils. The reason is that few
people value humanity and it is difficult to practice righteousness” (The
Hanfeizi, Chapter 49, translated by Wing-tsit Chan, in Chan 1963, 258).
Hanfeizi’s point is that the majority of ordinary people would not act the way
Confucius implored, and thus the Confucian ethical teaching does not have
any empirical validity. In the contemporary ethical discourse, there are also
criticisms of virtue ethics using empirical studies in social psychology and cog-
nitive science as evidence. A great challenge to virtue ethics comes from situ-
ationism. John Doris in Lack of Character (2002) argues that changes in people’s
behavior are more due to situational factors than their character traits. Doris
advocates situationism and argues that moral traits are situationally sensitive.

Doris characterizes virtue ethics in terms of globalism. Globalism is the view
that personality is “an evaluatively integrated association of robust traits,” traits
that can help their possessors maintain stable and consistent behavioral pat-
terns against situational pressures (Doris 2002, 23). Doris thinks that personal-
ity or characterological psychology presupposes globalism, and virtue ethicists
are typically concerned with this kind of psychology in their emphasis on cul-
tivating virtue. Personality psychology and characterological moral psychology
appeal to people’s character or personality traits in their explanation of human
behavior. Such explanations, however popular among common folks, are
empirically unfounded according to Doris. There are no global character traits,
which empirical scientists can invoke as the explanatory basis for human’s
moral behavior. With case studies in social psychology, Doris shows that
people routinely behave inconsistently across different situations, and a large
contributing factor to their behavior is situational variables, many of which are
morally trivial.

According to situationism, lack of good conduct in certain situations is not
an indication of character flaws; at the same time, behaving morally in certain
situations also does not manifest a superior moral personality. Virtue ethicists
place their bet on cultivating robustly enduring virtues in moral agents, when
in the end there is no such proof for the consistency or the stability of moral
virtues; furthermore, there is no integration of character traits in moral agents.
Situations trump character; therefore, virtue ethicists are misguided to seek
the cultivation of moral character or robust moral traits. Doris thus recommends
that we abandon the vain pursuit of cultivating virtue or moral character in
ethical discourse, and turn our attention more toward situational factors.
The goal of moral cultivation should be to foster morality-inducing situations,



