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I. Introduction 

C 143 ) 

The efforts of some of the modern Confucian scholars seem to turn 

toward re-establishingConfucian order ~nd harmony with creative en

thusiasm. They declare that the contribution of Confucianism to the 

eternal hope of mankind toward realizing the true sense of culture 

and peace is not to be simply discarded, because the true spirit of 

Confucianism is nothing but a craving for order and harmony. 

\\That, then, is the motive to achieye the ideal of Confucianists In 

their craving for harmony? The answer given from the time of its 

initiator Confucius himself down to the present is invariably one: 

ch' eng' (sincerity, truth, or absolute reality). The other key-concepts 

like hsing b (nature), jen C (humanity or benevolence), li d (principle 

or rationality) and ch'j e (principle of dynamic creativity or material 

force), etc. have been cast to incessant trnasformation and faced ups 

and downs according to the time and situations. The intricate relations 

and proper places of those key-concepts will be examined later on 

within the general framework of the Neo-Confucian metaphysics of 

morality centering around the concept of ch' eng. 

The purpose of this paper is, first, to trace the ongm and develop-
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mentof the concept ch' eng in the history of Chinese philosophy, and, 

second, to reconstruct the genuine philosophy of commitment in com

pliance with the true spirit of Confucianism which is now . generally 

perceived by the contemporary Confucianists. A few qualifying remarks 

are necessary to clarify and delimit the scope of this paper. Because a 

detailed study of the historical formation and development of the concept 

of ch' eng would require another paper of considerable length, the first 

part of the historical research on ch' eng will be sketched only with some 

emphasis on the periods of Classical Confucianism· and Neo-Confucian

ism, especially those Five Masters chosen b:; Chu Hsi (1130"'1200)_ 

The place of the concept ch' eng throllgh tl~e course of Chinese philos

ophy is comparatively stable and constar,t since the Doctrine of Mean 

was formed around the early .Han dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 220). ·1) 

The philosophical explanation of ch' eng in the Chungyung f is so 

perfect and complete in itself that the later commentaries are sometimes 

short of proper interpretation or sometimes consi(lered to be a mere 

elaboration only adding new terminologies. 

It should be noted, however, that this concept of ch' eng is not so 

much a pure-absolute-transcendental principle which has nothing to do 

with mundane affairs of a positive human being, as a positive·erea

tive-power. Ch' eng is the supreme reality which sustains and produces 

the myriad things under Heaven (i. e. ontocoslllological principle). Ch' eng 

also preserves and maintains the very essential characteristic of the 

reason why a man fS a man and the ideal of what a man ought to be 

1) For the textual critique about the date of the Chung'yung, see Wing-tsit 
Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy; Princeton University Press 
(1963). Hereafter shortened as Source book. p.97 note 6; fffiflUlfi" cfrTetf 
i¥Jf!f'lj,*, ]j[)iij,!J\¥ffi 4~ 1tJ(1962, 6J1), 2::)3-256; ]\l:J~1, cfrFell'l'm', Jr,iifti. 
1lJ1;~$R 2 ;ltil(1963, 6Jl) 55p. 
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(i.e. ethico-practical principle). The philosophy of commitment might 

best describe, though not define, the true spirit of Confucianism, 

if we wish to do justice to it. If we elevate and enlarge the sense of 

'moral' to its utmost implication, the following remark would be well 

taken as a precaution for the proper understanding of the Confucian 

spirit. 

The impact of moral character can be more easily felt than defined, expe

rienced existentially better than packed in words. 2) 

In its traditional formulation, the philophy of commitment IS an affir

mation of the principal conviction that a certain inherent ability to attain 

the virtue of Heaven is 'wired' or 'designed' into the very structure of 

man (t'ien-jen ho-yi). g The philosophical function of ch' eng is, then, 

to ascertain the possibility of man and Heaven on the one hand and to 

provide a metaphysical foundation of such a possibility with the theo

retical framework on the other. The former function of Ch' eng is called 

the way of man (jen tao h) and and the latter is called the way of 

Heaven (t'ien tao i). This is the reason why I coin the word 'cosmo

ethical principle' in order to point out the dual. quality of the concept 

of ch'eng. 

II. Ch' eng in the historical context of Chinese 

Philosophy 

1. Confucius 

Confucius is notably reticent with regard to any metaphysical expla-

2) \florton, W. Scott. "The Confucian Concept of Man: the original Formu
lation," Philosophy East & 'West. 21, 1 Uan., 1971), p.71. 
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nation as IS the same case with Buddha Sakyamuni. 3i It is not strange, 

therefore, that an explicit expression of the concept Ch' eng is not to be 

found in his recorded sayings. 4) In fact, the nominal substantive use of 

the character ch' eng denoting the metaphysical concept of reality or 

truth is not to be found until the time of the Chung Yung. Before the 

introduction of its metaphysical usage, ch' eng simply functions as an 

adverbial predicative meaning 'really' or 'truly'. 5) 

Although the term is not explicitly used before the Chung Y'ung, a 

similar idea to ch' eng is implicit in the form of other concepts like the 

hexagrams of chung fll j or wu mang k in the Book of Changes: ssu 

wu ssu I (no depraved thought) summed up c~s the crux of the Book 

of Poetry by Confucius; even in the .f~n:dects. though in difIerent terms, 

the idea of sincerity is expressed as the Wily of one thread com.prehend

ed by Tsung Tzu ,.:yi ,~uan chih tao m) with twofold meaning of 

self·truthfuless and altruism (cl!'ung shu ,,) oc' concentration on both 

internal subjectivity and its proper external expression in coordinate 

mutual belief (chu ch'ung hsin Q) 

2. Tzu Ssu 

Tzu Ssu, the alleged author of the Doctrine of }Jean, can be said to 

3) The awareness of the supreme reality is, however, frequently experienced 
and expressed by Confucius. Symbolically at the age of fifty he was 
completely aware of his heavenly rnission(9;o::RJ1iJ). See also, Hattori, U. 
"Confucius Conviction of His Heavenly IvIission," Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, 1 (1936). 96-108. For a more favorable asses'sment of his 

reticency on the metaphysical problems, see Morton, op. cit., p.77. 
4) The character ch' eng is found twice in the Analects. d. 12: 10,3 & 13: 

11. Both cases are used in an adverbial sense. The same usage is found 
even in the Tao Te Ching. Cf. ch. 22. 

5) Pulleyblank, E.G. "Studies in early Chinese Grammer. Pt. I.," Asia 
Major. 7. (1959). 36-67. p.37. shih j{ used adverbially, like ch' eng, ~ 

to emphasize the reality of an assertion. 
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complete the theory of ch' eng. The internal evidence of textual critique 

seems to show its two separate divisions. The first section solemnly 

declares the unchanging principium of Confucian philosophy in three 

sentences: 

What Heaven imparts to man is called human nature. To follow our nature 

is called the Way. Cultivating the Way is called education. 6) echo 1) 

From the latter half of Chapter~ 20, which according to Prof. Hsii 

would mark the second division of the Chung Yung written by real 

Tzu Ssu in order to praise the glorious virtue of his ancestor 

Confucius, the superficial bifurcation between t'ien ming P and hsing, 

chung yung and chiao q is dynamically identified through the motivat

ing force of ch' eng: 

Sincerity is the Way of Heaven. To think how to be sincere is the way 

of man. echo 20) 

Thp. philosophical argument for this whole theory of sincerity IS ex

pressed in a terse formulation as follows: 

It is dup to our nature that enlightenment results from sincerity. It is due 

to education that siacerity results from" enlightenmnet. Given sincerity, there 

will be. enlightenment, and given enlightenment, there will be sincerity. echo 

21) 

The metaphysical elaboration has to wait for the intellectual vigor and 

ingenuity of the Sung-Ming Neo·Confucianists, but nobody 1S ever 

. doubtful of this fundamental conviction that the final result of the 

most sincere would be a unity with Heaven and Earth. "The ultimate 

5) Translations from the original Chinese are all from the Sourcebook, unless 
otherwise indicated. 
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goal is a reasserted unity of oneself with the total reality in a conscious 

creative activity of pecfection."7) 

That idea is lv.cidly expressed m the Chung-yung, which supplies 

Confucianists with an insight through the whole stage of development. 

Only those ,vho are absolutely sincere can fully develop their nature. If 

they can fully develop their nature, they call then fully develop the nature 

of others. If they can fully develop the nature of others, they can then fully 

develop the nature of things. If they can fully develop the nature of things, 

they can then assist in the transforming find nourishing process of Heaven 

and Earth, they can thus form a trinity with Heaven HEd Earth. s: 

But for t:>J.ose W:10 are common and ordinary, the way to be smcere IS 

ahvays open. TInt is the fundamental tenet underlying the spirit of 

the Chung Yung, wl1ich literally means the way for those who are 

ordinary. "The 1,Vay is not far from man" :9) 

There is a way to be sincere with oneself: If one does not understand what 

is good, he will not be sincere with h)mselPO) 

Immediately follows the famous dictum of the 'vVay of Heaven, 1.e_ 

sincerity itself and the way of man, i.e. to make efforts to be sincere. 

Then starts the detailed teachings, the concerte pragmatic method of 

finding one's way, which, according to the Great Learning, is the basis 

fundamentalis of the Confucian studying or learning. The close inter

relatedness of the Chung Yung and the Ta Hsueh r is here clearly to 

.-~~-~~ 

7) Cheng Chung-ying, "Theory and Practice in Confucianism," p.1S. A 
paper handed out to the class of I',-eo-Co'nfucianism in 1971, spring semes
ter. D.H. 

8) The Chung Yung, eh. 22. 
9) Ibid., ch. 13. 

10) A verbatim quotation is also found in Mencius, 'lA: 12. 
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(Diagram 1) Diagram of the unitary relationship of Heaven and 
man based on the Doctrine of the Mean 

I The way of H~av~~-I 

Heaven Ch' eng (Sincerity/Reality) spiritual beinglll 

~ ~ t !U,ii$ t '-----------------r-' --- --- -'" ,-",' -, '"'' ---------- ----- ----------- -- -------[---- ---- ------ -------------- ----, ----: --------

what Heaven imparts IS the most sincere "fM( sage "f~, ~A 

(human) nature 
~ii1z~\H't 

to follow nature 15 

±he Way 
~f1:z~l'lj§ 

to cultivate the Way 15 

education 
1t'f *:Z ~('j ~ 

The way of man 

Part I 

to make efforts 
to become sincere 

r:p ,l'Ir 
6 !1r'clt 1=1 ,,10_ 

eduation 

I _>-3>'. 
/\..-0--:-' 

I 
if:. 9;0 

I 'i<rr I 
fiJ1<:z the superior man Vel;-J-

r ~¥ I 
1 ~~ 1 
iI& the ordinary man Il A-

I BM;u 1 
1 _____ \I'115~~~ _____ 1 

Part II 

be seen. But the scope of the effect of sincerity can differ from one 

another, which I will explain later when I venture a reconstruction of 

the philosophy of sincerity. 

For the sake of comprehending the whole system of sincerity as the 

initial metaphysics of morality, I draw a diagram to show the unitary 

relationship between Heaven and man. \Vhat has to be further 

11) This is not primiti\'e anmism or spiritism, .nor is it similar to thesu
preme God as in the Christianity (esp. Judaism). The Ch. 16 of the Chung 
Yung indicates a blending of the two concepts of k'uei-shen; one as the 
religious object of worshipping, the other as the metaphysical principle 
behind the manifold phenomena. 

12) The divided line is intended to point out the relatively insignificant 
separation of the way of Heaven from that of man. because the close 
relationship ch' eng and ch' eng-chih enables man to attain the union of 
man and Heaven. 
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elaborated by the· Neo-Confucian philosophers is Part I, which 

may be called either the constitutional principle or· the ontological 

framework. Part II, the practical or normative principle is so complete 

that the only thing needed for the later thinkers is a slight modification 

of terms in order to make it more suitable to the mental framework 

of a society removed somewhat more or less ten centuries from the 

original. But it is hardly deniable that the concept of sincerity is' 

further refined and sometimes strained through its metaphysical elabo

ration during the subsequent stages of development and adaptation to 

the needs. of the time. 

3. Mencius and Hstin Tzu 

Now, let us resume the historical study of sincerity after the period 

of the Chung Yung. Both the Meng Tzu and the Hsun Tzu abound in 

similar expressions to the concept of sincerity and the theory about 

self.cultivation or cultivation of mind as its basis. Though Mencius and 

Hsiin Tzu differ in their respective perception of human nature, hsing, 

the difference is not so much dependent on their fundalmental under

standing of hsing in its ontological perspective as on their respective 

emphasis on the practical methods of reaching the state of perfect reali" 

zation of hsing in its true sense. The historical antithesis of Mencius 

and Hsiin Tzu finds its metaphysical synthesis far down in the Neo

Confucianism . 

. 4. Tung Chung-shu 

During the Medieval Period, in which Taoism and Buddhism flour

ished, discussions on the Chung Yung centering on the concept of sincer

ity are scant and shallow, though not null. Tung Chung-shu (179?-
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104 B.C.?),' appreciated the Chung Yung in his theorization of ethics, 

but he apprenhended ch'eng as a mere faith (hsin S
) and added its 

characteristic 'unswerving singleness (of mind)' without fu~ther 

elaboration. 13) 

5. Han Yii and Li Ao 

In ;the revival of Confucianism at the end of Medieval Period, a 

, famous stylist Han Yii (768"-'824) advocated the supremacy of Mencius, 

Cand)hereby noticed the mystical tendency apparent in Mencius philo

f-sophY~.in which such discussions on mind and human nature abound. 

All things are complete within us. There is no greater delight than to find 

sincerity when one examines oneself. HI 

Above phrases and his method of self·cultivation through 'nourishing 

the mind' and 'making fewer desires'15) provided Han Yii with suitable 

answers to the Buddhist problem in his own day. Li Ao (fl. 798) also 

was profoundly influenced by the idea of Ch' eng in the Chung Yung 

and used it to describe the mental condition of the sage but did not 

seem to be particularly impressed by the doctrine of earnest practice in 

the same book. 161 But still his emphasis on the vacuity (hsii.t) of 

mind as an intermediate step to enlightenment (ming u
) from sincerity 

anticipates the full· bloomed doctrine of ch' eng in Chou Tun-yi (1017 rv 

1033), the father of Neo-Confucianism. Both Han Yii and Li Ao, 

though their originality is doubtful, had contributed much to restore 

13) Fung, Yu-lan. History of Chinese Philosoph::>,. vol. n. Tr. Derk Bodde. 
p.40. 

14) Mencius, 7 A: 4. 
15) Ibid., 7B:35. 
16) Sourcebook, p.459. d. Menciu5, 2A: 2. , 
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the original, classical. teachings of Confucianism and thus prepared 

for the blooming of Neo-Confucianism_ 

6. Chou Tun-Yi 

Beginning with Master Chou, Confucianism was reborn,after its long 

subordination to Buddhism and Taoism. In the T' ai-chi T' u-shuo, it is 

surprising that without mentioning the Analects or any commentary oil 

those classics, he can present a systematic exposition of metaphysical 

theory in such a small manual. What is more remarkable is that this 

morality is expounded with the profound consideration of a metaphys

ical foundation. For the first time in the history of Confucian schools 

a real encounter as well as a harmonious cooperation of morality and 

metaphysics is to be found. The Confucian scholars are by then equipped 

with proper philosophical theorization. He describes sincerity as the 

foundation of moral nature and the source of all activities, and ch' eng 

possesses so heightened a position in his system that it has been con

sidered the foundation of his teaching. A significant contribution which 

he made to the theory of sincerity is his idea that ch' eng is the state 

of mind in which one can detect the undifferentiated feeling of good 

and ·evil but at the same time make the choice between good and eviL 

This idea of chi" marks the departure from the Taoistic influence found 

in Li Ao and true return to Confucianism on a dialectically-higher 

leveL 

Here the ingenuity of Neo-Confucian metaphsics in synthesizing two 

contradictory elements of human nature is revealed_ Sincerity in its 

reality is tranquil but its function is dynamicY: Besides the subtle, 

17) Sourcebook, p- 461. 
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incipient, activating power of chi, Master Chou provides his posterior 

Neo-Confucianists a complete list of the qualities pertaining to a sage, 

whose foundation,is sincerity. The proper method for reaching the 

state of a sage is by way of concertration-on-one (ching yiw) which 

leads to the idea of ching(seriousnessX
) in Cheng brothers18j with the 

additional qualities like absolute impartiality (chih kungY ) through 

removal of selfish desires (ssuyu z) which finally results in perfect 

understanding (ming aa) Direct and dynamic identification of sincerity 

and understanding or enlightenment in Ch. 21. of the Chung Yung is 

now elaborated by introducing intermidiate steps. The following 

formula is obtained: 

Illuminated Understanding , Sagehood 

n 
Sincerity ultimatum 

, 'Removal of selfish desires 

, . Absolute Impartiality 

(Diagram 2) 

Though he did not explicitly mention the relationship between T' ai-chi, 

and ch' eng, Chu Hsi correctly says that both are one and the same. 19j 

7. Shao Yung 

Shao Yung (l01l-1077), except in his numerolgical metaphysics, also 

concurs with Chou Tun-yi in the method of becoming sage in saying, " ... 

If one follows the straightforward Way (chih ab) giving free play to 

sincerity, one will then come to comprehend all things ... "zu Putting 

more emphasis on straightforwardness he may be said to be closer 

18) *rjjg~, chitan 93: 8B iM!i~:m-, iJJJili:ih:Z 
19) Sourcebook, p.461-
20) Fung, History, Vol. 2 p.468. 



to the original idea of Confucius. 21
) 

8. Chang 1'sai 

Chang Tsai's (1020"-'1077) Western Inscription stands for the culm

ination of the Neo-Confucian theory of morality, as the Diagram of the 

Great Ultimate of Chou Tun-yi does in the Neo-Confucian onto-cosmo

logy. Both might be said to be two great poles around ,vhieh the whole 

system of Neo-Confucianism revolves. By further exploiting the idea 

found in the Book of Changes, Chang Tsai articulated his personal com

mitmentthat he is concerned with myriad things not by conquenng 

nature but by mastering himself. For him, to be a man is to become 

what a man ought to be through the infinite process of self-cultivation 

motivated by the unceasing power of jen, humanity. 22) In addition to his 

creative contribution to the Neo-Confucian theory of mind by saying, 

for the first time, that "The mind commands man's nature and feel

ings," ac Chapter 6 of Cheng-meng gives a penetrating insight into the 

dynamic identity of sincerity and enlightenment by separating hsing 

into Heavenly endowed nature"a and physical natureae but at the same 

time providing the way of transforming the physical nature into a 

Heavenlyone.al 

Knoy,ledge gained through enlightenment which is the result of sincerity 

is the innate knowledge of one's natural character. It is not the small knowl

edge of what is heard or what is seerr. 23) 

By "sincerity resulting from enlightenment" is meant to develop one's 

nature fully through the investigations of things to the utmost, and by "enl· 

21) See, A.nalects, 6: 17 Az :±:tl~iM. 
22) Sourcebook, jJ.500. 

23) Ibid., 507. 
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ightenment resulting from sincerity" is meant to investigate things to the 

utmost through fully developing one's nature. 24
) 

Nature in man is always good. It depends on whether man can skillfuly 

return to it. 25) 

Subsequent development and synthesis of Cheng-Chu Neo-Confucian

ism are prepared by Chang Tsai by his relentless intellectual pursuit 

and serious attitude III studying as appreciated by Chu Hsi. In sum, it 

is to be noted that, III the metaphysical writings of both Chou Tun-yi 

and Chang Tsai, to preserve and experience the quality of ch' eng in a 

man is the most important step toward achieving an enlightenment of 

the ultimate and total whether it is t' ai-chi or t' ai ho ag (great har

mony).26) 

9. Cheng brothers 

The task remaining for Cheng brothers is to gIve real prominence to 

ti, ah for ch'i was so completely treated by Chang Tsai that there is 

no room for further study. Cheng Hao 0032"-'1085), the 'soft-minded' 

elder brother, realized by himself the concept of t'ien li al (Principle 

of Nature or Heaven) and as he understood by ch'eng 'the reason why 

any thing can be self-formed' he substituted Chou Tun-yi's doctrine of 

tranquility for his theory of seriousness (ching aj) Everywhere he 

observed sincerity: "In the dance and in archery, one's sincerity can 

be seen. .., In sprinkling, sweeping and answering questions, one can 

24) Ibid., 508. 
25) Ibid., 51lo 
26) d. Cheng Chung-ying, "On Reality and Understanding in Confucian and 

Neo·Confucian Philosophy of Religion." Paper read at the Asian Studies 
Meeting, 1971, p.25. 
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reach the level of the activities of sage." 27) Together with his conviction. 

that "Principle is the mind" 28) it is concluded: 

t' ien-li=ch' eng= li (in everything) =hsinak 

To preserve the proper ontological status of ch'eng, he formulated his 

theory of cultivation in terms of seriousness rather than sincerity, This 

would explain the subsequent dropping of sincerity from the philosop

hical treatises since the time of the Cheng brothers. Cheng Yi (1033'"'-' 

1107), the 'tough-minded' younger brother, accelerated this tendency 

by finally establishing the doctrine that li is one but its manifestations· 

are manyal and thus substituted the constitutional funcion of ch' eng 

as the all-pervasive cosmo-ontological principle for li. :MQreover, the 

frequent usage of ch'eng alongside with ching, i.e., ch'eng-chingam in 

the section on "Preserving one's mind and nourishing one's nature" 

indicates the fact that ch' eng is primarily understood by the Cheng 

brothers as an ethical principle rather than an ontological one. I· 

quote a few examples: 

Only with ch'eng and ching can one remaIn peacefu[.29) If one guards 

against depravity, ch'eng will be preserved .... (Quotations from Mengtzu and 

Confucius) ... Ching will naturally grow in him .... 30) 

And except ching there is no better way to enter the \Vay: 

By holding fast to ching, one's mind will be clear and can see principle 

perfectly well. Right and wrong will then not be confused. In this way 

knowledge can be extended.31) 

27) Reflections on things at Hand. tr. by W. T. Chan. p.264. 
28) Sourcebook, p.522. Principle and the mind are one. 
29) Chin Ssu Lu, tr. W. T. Chan., p. 124. 
30) Ibid., p.141-
31) Ibid., p.132-34. 
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In the way of learning, the first thing is to be clear in one's mind and to 

know where to go and to act vigorously in order that one may arrive at 

sagehood. This is what is meant by sincerity resulting from enlightenment. 32) 

The Chung Yung formula eCho 21) is now enriched by further elabo

ration through inserting the step of clearing one's mind which finally 

results in extension of knowledge with regard to the principle of 

everything. Hen a most balanced dictum for self-cultivation seems to 

be obtained; "Self-cultivation reqUlres serIousness, the pursuit of 

learning depends on the extension of knowledge." 33) Together with 

the frequent quotation from the Book of Changes- 'straighten the 

internal with seriousness, square the external with righteousness'- the 

above dictum which is concerned with both internal attitude of semous

ness and the external pursuit of learning represents the basic formula 

of Cheng's method of self-cultivation. 

Wing-tsit Chan comments that "th~ new doctrine Ching m Neo

Confucianism is one of the direct products of Zen. "34) Although it is 

undeniable that the influence of Buddhism is deep for the formation of 

Neo-Confucianism, the basic tenets of Confucianism found in the Chung 

Yung do· not have to borrow the idea of ching from Zen. Chu Hsi adds 

to Cheng-I's dictum that "The way to make oneself sincere" lies in 

having a firm faith in the Way ... "35) Chang Po-hsing's footnote makes 

it clearer why the extensive study in principle enables one to become a 

sage: 

To study is to seek humanity (jen). But jen is not something outside for 

32) Ibid., p.37. 
33) Sourcebook., p.562. lS:5b. 
34) Sourcebook., p. 429. 
35) j}i}[~,~ 37. *Tim~ 30: 14b. 
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us to seek earnestly. It is in OUT minds and also in the midst of everyday 

affairs. At all times and and with all things, we should investigate its prin' 

ciple by studying extensively, wholeheartedly devote ourselves to its application 

by concentrating on ch'img and ching, sift its truth by inquiring earnestly, 

and seek out its essential meaning by reflecting on what is at hand... Hu· 

manity will be found in doing this ... Jen is the principle that penetrates 

both the higher and the lower levels ... 36) 

But what is that which penetrates the higher and the lower levels? 

The onto-cosmological principle or the reality is eh' eng. Cheng-I 

says: 

••. No matter how many important things there may be, they can be covered 

by the saying. "Such is the impossibility of hiding the real" (The Chung 

Yung, Ch. 16) What penetrates the higher and the lower level are nothing 

but this ch' eng37) 

Yeh Ts'ai's comment and Chu Hhi's instruction to his disciples are 1U 

agreement that ch' eng itself is the concrete principle. 33) 

10. Chu Rsi 

In Chu Hsi's systematic philosophy, SIX major concepts of Confucian

ism are said to be developed, sytematized and synthesized: namely, 

the Great Ultimate, Ii, ch'i, hsing, the investigation of things, and 

jen. 39 ) But where is sincerity? Is it completely dropped out of the list 

of Confucianism synthesized by Chu Hsi? He gives a puzzling statement 

concerning sincerity: that there is no need to say anything further on 

the term 'sincerity'. How could this statement be construed? By quo-

36) ;rr,!G\~ 60. 
37) Ibid., 18. 
38) Ibid., 18. 
39) Sourcebook., p.589-91; 
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ting his full explanation, I think, the proper locus of that ontological 

principle of reality or ch' eng can be clarified: 

In substance the doctrine of jen and yi 00 is this: Heaven, in the creation 

of all things, endowed each with its own nature. But the nature is not a 

material thing; it is a li inherent in me. Therefore that which gives to the 

hsing ri substantive existence consists of jen, yi, li ap , chih aq and ch' eng ... 

of these five, that which we term sincerity (ch' eng) is the principle of real

ity; as in the case of jen,yi, li, and chih, they are all real, with nothing 

false in them. Therefore there is no need to say ... 40) 

Chu Hsi gives an interesting analogy to elaborate the concept of ch' eng 

as follows: 

How is it that to the four virtues of the hsing, another sincerity is added, 

the whole number being termed the Five Nature-Principles (five constant 

virtues)? Answer: Sincerity gives reality to the four, so that jen has a real 

existence, and yi has a real existence, ... It is like Earth, one of the five 

agents; if there were no earth, there would be nothing to contain the other 

four. Again, it is like the sphere of earth in the four seasons;... Spring 

corresponds to jen, arid is characterized by the Vital Impulse." In the 

Summer we see its persistent and permeating principle; ... In all four seasons ... 

the Vital Impulse is there. The fact is, there is but one Principle in the 

universe, but it has various names in accordance with its different manifest

ations. Each of the four virtues corresponds to one of the five agents; but 

sincerity is the one which· corresponds to Earth, the one by which we know 

that the four virtues ... have a real existence and are not mere figments of 

the imagiantion .... Sincerity is reality, and really means that a thing [5 ••• 411 

From the above Chu Hsi's intention to keep the concept of ch'eng 

as the ontological principle of reality becomes evident. He ascribes 

40) Bruce, ]. Percy. The Philosophy of Human Nature. Translation of Chu 
Hsi's Complete Works. Book 42-48. (London, 1922), p.4l6. 

41) Bruce., op. cit., ibid_ 
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such an interpretation to his teacher Cheng-I: 

Ch'eng is reality and also guilelessness. From the Han dynasty downwards 

it was regarded solely as guilessness. When Cheng Tzu appeared he inter· 

preted it as reality, and the scholars who succeeded him dropped the meaning 

of guilelessness, forgetting that in the Chung Yung both meanings occur; we 

must not regard ch' eng as meaning only reality. and guilelessness as some

thing different from ch' eng. 421 

Although Chu Rsi strikes the balance in reading both the cosmo-ontolog

ical and ethical meaning of ch'eng by referring to the Chung Yung, 

he is in a subtle manner introducing his own metaphysical principle of 

li to take the place of ch' eng in its function. Thus, he changes tech

nically ch' eng into t'ien-li: 

What is meant by saying that Nature is ch' eng? Answer: The Nature is 

substantive, ch' eng is abstract. The word Nature is the name of a principle, 

the word ch'cng is the name of a quality.431 

After Chu Rsi interpretes ch'eng as the original substance of t'ien-li as 

or the reality of t' ao-li, or the principle of the real existence at what 

remains for him to explain is the relationship between similar concepts 

like ching or seriousness, chung-shu, hsin and jen. The consistency of 

his explanation of these terms can be explained by the fact that ch' eng 

is always remaining as a substance au and all the other terms are its 

42) Bruce., Ibid. In fact, Cheng I is not the only person to see ch' eng as 
reality. Before him, Chang Ts'ai said: Sincerity implies reality .... Insin
cerity implies absence of reality ... " Sourcebook, p.503. Cheng Hao also 
shows similar understanding: "Wisdom, humanity, and courage... the 
way by which they are practiced is one. As it is one, there is sincerity. 
It merely means to make three virtues real..." Sourcebook., p. 532. 

43) Bruce., p.419. 
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manifestations or operations· a,'. 441 Thus, in his theory of sincerity is 

found a great synthesis of the Chung Yung, the Book of· Changes, 

Confucius, Mencius, Chou Tun-yi, Chang Ts'ai, and the Cheng broth

ers. In his Letter to the Gentlemen of Hunan on Equilibrium and Har

mon:},,45) he confessed that his previous theory lacked a great foundation 

because he was completely misguided by Cheng 1's theory of chung-hoaw. 

although Cheng- I had already corrected his error-and provided a new 

approach to moral cultivation. But he he did not discuss· up to the 

point where the great foundation lies. From the context, we can read 

that the foundation is equilibrium (chung)a, and this chung is reached 

only by ching. 46 ) When we closely examine his remark on the relation

ship of chung to ch' eng, the great foundation turns out to be sincerity 

itself. 

Question: Chung and ch'eng, what are their meanings? Answer: Chung is 

an aspect of t' ao-li; ch' eng is a substance of it. ch' eng is directly identified 

with hsing47) 

In fact, a comprehensive doctrine of sincerity is achieved III Chu Hsi's 

creative synthesis. It was also Chu Hsi who provided a consistent 

interpretation of the Chung Yung by incorporating it with the idea of 

the I-Ching: 

To embody faithfulness means not to have an iota of insincerity, and to 

arrive at harmony means to have the feeling aroused and to attain due meas

ure and degree so that everything is in its right place. Quickness of appre

hension, intelligence, and insight and wisdom all come from it. This is what 

44) Redorded Savings of Chu Hsi., Chuans 62.63, and 64. 
45) Sourcebook., 600-602. 
46) Ibid. 
47) ;'kf~~, 62:5a. 
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is meant by "Given sincerity there will be enlightenment481 

He also harmonizes Mencius and Chou Tun-yi's ideas with the the idea 

of jen-t' ao of ch'eng-chih in the Chung Yung. 491 He further explains 

that the enlightenment resulting from sincerity is nothing but hsing

chih, that is, deepening and developing one's own Heaven-endowed 

nature .. Sincerity resulting from enlightenment is said to be achieved 

by enriching onseH with knowledge or extensive learning, ay. SOl 

11. Wang Yang-ming 

So far we have surveyed Chu Hsi's theory of sincerity. But we cannot 

help but feel that his synthesis of all elements of different origins seems 

to lack depth of profundity_ It was Wang Yang-ming(1472rv 1529)511 

who supplemented Chu Hsi's horizontal broadness with a vertical depth 

by exhaustively studying 'the Ta Hsueh. According to Wang Yang-ming, 

48) jIT,Ij!H,J<, p. 139 and also *T~~ 44: 27b. 
49) Original texts are follows: *T~~. 64: 5a. ITliI'Jth:3ZJ:1Jl.z'Jif f~~~4Wi~. ~ 

fpf,~, ~Az~:1'tJ!'l;~ilUM~~, miJfjj;<\j:f'P. :~~3I::iltJlL ~1':ff~~ffiHrn, I"l 
1* '" = "'" ()"":7 J ("":LJ -~- -;\1.-,I;\);C: iil!iiJ""- In c. oe 1;;' J' ="'" liE S ,." -;",9.Q; A/JB-· ••• Jij -:1-- .rIrl. 4 g, l~ 1?1I~i-'·[)R3 'n. -.rA..r,i1:t~.-:.rI::-TI}J\:, )...><- !? lin WoK, -1t>t:."7E uhx. 

Z.··· 
50) Ibid. 64:19a ilJK1Ifr:wz*tk;§',··tJ,JlI1.TIilEj' : 1'RJKi!!li4:0"'UATlJJ§, l§)ix"'4?oP\(;~ 

JlI1.U j§ ; cg'.::p,\/Rzffii:!'i:, JIr,t.'iln'§. 
64: 7b 1 I"l ~JKrJF.);,)l'lzfi.J !l:Gfi.*1Ef!~Itl:ztl1. 113 rJF.)ilJJXiilllz~JzJ Dt~¥jL 

~ztl1. ·!l:t=,¥'M~:lIki\!ltl-ijIT!f1ift, ~ -gri'('t IxiJJz~I'lItl:J 111~iliZJl\iJ 
~J =¥~1'i'iJ. 

64: Sa 1"l,\/R&:lItl:Z1E. I"l &:lilJK1tztl1. iffl-$~1ift l-xiJJz~I'lItl:J U~1tll' 
M1ift. U~TIilB&:l~, .&:l~TIil~-. U&:lTIil •• M, .~~W 
ffii_. 

51) It is quite vague how Wang's philosophy could be supported by historical 
actuality of a continuous tradition of cultural heritage, though it seems 

clear that his philosophizing was very much influenced by Lu Hsiang-shan 
(1139"-'1193), a contemporary of Chu Hsi. There is no in-depth study 
on the continuity of intellectual tradition from Chu Hsi on to Wang 
Yang-mingo 
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sincerity IS understood as carrymgout one's knowledge in action. This 

is, as a matter of fact, in accord with his theory of the unity of 

knowledge with action. az In order to find a proper locus of rh' eng m 

Wang's philosophy, it seems best to read the following: 

Principle is one and no more. In terms of its condensation and concentration 

in the individual it is called hsing. In terms of the master of this accu

mulation ... mind (hsin,). In terms of its emanation and operation it is called 

the will. In terms of the clear consciousness of the emanation and operations, 

it is called knowledge. And in terms of the stimulus and responses of this 

clear consciousness, it is called things. Therefore, when it pertains to things, 

it is called investigation, when it pertains to knowledge, it is called exten

sion' when it pertains to the will, it is called sincerity, and when it pertains 

to mind, it is called rectification. 52) 

'.Vang's conception of ch'eng is derived from his conviction that the 

-first of the eight items in the Great Learning should be to 'make one's 

will sincere', in opposition to the Cheng-Chu school which insists that 

investigation of things and extension of knowledge should be the initial 

items, because: 

there are neither principles nor things outside the mind. The teaching in 

the Chung Yung that 'Without sincerity there would be no'thing', and the 

effort· to manifest one's clear character described in the Great Learning mean 

nothing more than the effort to make the will sincere. And the work of 

making the will sincere is none other than the investigations of things. 53) 

In short, what \\Tang Yang-ming holds as sincerity pertains to the 

52) Wang Yang-mingo Instructions· for Practical Living. Translation by 
Wing-tsit Chan. New York, Columbia University Press., 1963, p.161-

53) Wang Yang-mingo op. cit. p.14-5. For the reason why Wang does not 
favor the idea of reality as ch'eng, see lung Hwa-yul. "Wang Yang-ming 
and the existential Phenomenology "International Philosophical Quar
terly, ;:; (1955), 612-636. 
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way of man, l.e., ch'eng-chih, and not the ch'eng itself as the way of 

Heaven. Consequently, he strengthened the human-effort aspect of ching 

or senousness. The balanced attitude of the Cheng-Chu school toward 

self-cultivaiton by "abiding in the seriousness as well as exhaustive 

study in principle" ba became once more unbalanced. It was T'ai Chen 

in the Ch'ing critical Confucian trend who again tried to restore the 

balance .. 54) Whether one puts emphasis on ch' eng or ching according to 

one's own way of interpretation, what should be remembered is that 

whenever ching is taken into discussion, there lurks the real ch' eng 

whch actually makes it possible to talk about ching and act in accord

ance with ching. Is it not the the reason why Chu Hsi said that there 

is no need of mentioning ch' eng? 

III. The Chung-yung philosophy of Commitment: 

Philosophical Reconstruction 

... it is not...useless, much less ridiculous, to trace in metaphysics the first 

principles of ethics; for it is only as a philosopher that anyone can reach the 

first principles of this conception of duty, otherwise we could not look for 

either certainty or purity in the ethical teaching .... But...no moral principle 

is based on any feeling, but such a principle is really nothing else than an 

obscurely conceived metaphysic which inheres in every man's reasoning fac· 

ulty; ... -from Kant's Preface to the Metaphysical Elements of Ethics. 

When the Chung·yung talks about the way of Heaven, it is natural and 

devoid of processes, whereas in talking about the way of man, it abounds 

with detailed processes in learning. 55) 

54) Cheng Chung·ying. Tai Chen's Inquiry into Goodness, p.44. and passim_ 

55) cp)j¥H'(:RJ11[~%l' El ?'~~IrrJ*. §·}Jll:~%l'1'J-rT1drp31z. *'f~U& 64: 5b. 
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1. The Way of· Man: Comparison between the approaches 

in the Chung-yung and in the Ta-hsiieh 

Now it is the way of man that I am going to discuss regarding 

sincerity and enlightenment to which a proper philosophical recon

struction can devote itself, for philosophy is throughly a human con

cern. It was already mentioned that what has to be philosophically 

elaborated in the Chung-yung by later philosophers is the terse formula 

in Ch. 21. 56) In fact, the problem of sincerity is proposed in the latter 

half of Ch. 20, which starts with the question of Duke Ai regarding 

government. At the end of the discussion of 'the. nine standards by 

which to administer the empire, its states and the families,' it follows 

that 'but the way by which they are followed is one.' This 'one' is 

'sincerity.'57) Then follows "In all matters if there is preparation they 

will succeed .... There is a way to be sincere with oneself: If one does 

not understand what is good, he will not be sincere with himself.' This 

is the beginning of the whole discussion of sincerity and enlightenment. 

If we compare the method of inference, from branch to root in the 

Chung-yung with the eight steps in the Ta-hsueh, it is obvious that the 

eh' eng in the former is different. from that 'to make the will 

III the latter. 

. , 
smcere 

Chung-yung ch. 20. 

Cl) a way to govern the people 

56) d. supra., Diagram 1. 

Ta-hsueh; the text. 

Tl) to manifest their clear char
acter to the world 

57) Prof. Hsli comments that this 'one' is jen. By eh' eng he understands total 
manifestation of jen. I follow Chu Hsi. 
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C2) a way to have the confidence 
of the superiors 

C3) a way to be trusted by his 
friends 

C4) a way to obey one's parents 

a way to examine himself 

T2) to bring order to their states 

T3) to regulate their families 

C5) 

C6) 
. {T4) to cultivate their personal lives 

a way to be sincere ,vith one- T5) to rectify their minds 
self T6) to make their wills sincere 

C7) ... understand what is good 
[T7) to extend their knowledge 
, TS) .. -investigation of things 

If we wish to give an equal importance to both the Chung-yung and 

the Ta-hsueh, it might be reasonable to suppose that ch' eng III C6 

should comprise T 4, T5 and T6; and C7 is to be achieved by T7 

and TS. Hence, the scope of ch' eng in C. and T. is different. 

There are two ways of talking ch'eng; in terms of t'ien-tao, ch'eng 

is a concept denoting metaphysical/ontological/cosmological substantia 

or a cosmic vital force which Chou Tun-yi expressed in his Tung-shu 

(ch.U; "Great is the eh'ienbb
, the originator! All things obtain their 

beginning from it. It is the source of sincerity." In terms of jen-tao, 

ch'eng is to be calledhsing. Chou Tun-),i says: "The way of ch'ien 

is to change and transform so that everything will obtain its correct 

nature (hsing) and destiny (ming ). be But if it is recalled that "ch' eng 

is the foundation of sage" and the first chapter of the Chungyung; 

hsing is endowed by Heaven, and to follow the hsing is the Way, 

and combining with this the conviction of Confucius that it is possible 

to follow the Way because the Way is not far from man and thus can 

be enlarged by man alone, then it becomes clear the very possibility 

in man or inherent potentiality of man comes from the cosmic productive 

power of e!l'eng. All the descriptions about eh'eng in terms of t'ien-tao 
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like ~absolute' 'pure', 'sheer good' 'absence of falsehood' or 'without 

having sound and smell' could be without exception, turned to describe 

sheng od (life). Because sheng comprises both the unceasing cosmIC 

operation as well as each individual human life in his strenous efforts 

and struggle to live, ch' eng could be said to penetrate both t'ien-tao and 

jen-tao through the mediation of sheng. It should be remarked, however, 

the fundamental position of the Chung-yung in its basic Confucian spirit 

is humanistic. Thus the whole discussion is involved with jen-tao, the 

way of man. 

2. Mencius' three joys and three fundamental tendencies of 

life 

Let me start with C6 and C7, as they represent the roots. To elab

orate these, it is helpful to look into the similar passage in Mencius: 

All things are already complete in oneself. There is no greater joy 

than to examine onesef and be sincere. In C4 and C::;, 'to examllle 

oneself is understood as a way to obey one's parents'. Then what 

might be the possible relationship between the joy resulting from self

examination and the obedience to parents resulting from self-examina

tion? 

It has already been mentioned that ch' eng is the motivating force of 

life as well as the principle of life-realization. A11 manifestations of life 

are possible due to ch'eng which pervades through both transcen dent 

Heaven and this world populated by men. J'\ ow three fundamental 

tendencies of life could be introduced; one is extension, the second is 

expansion, the third is elevation or sublimation. Life wants itself to be 

extended. This tendency of extension is achieved by family life through 
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marnage. The tendency of expansion is achieved by social life through 

politics and community-participation. The elevating or sublimating 

tendency is satisfied by morals, arts and religions. ~ow what were the 

joys in Mencius? According to Mencius, there are three joys; one is to 

see that parents are living and brothers having no trouble; secondly, 

in relation to Heaven or one's fellowman, there should be no cause for 

fear or shame; thirdly, there is joy in acquiring talented students and 

educating them. Three joys of Mencius roughly correspond to the three 

tendencies of life. For Mencius, joy is nothing but to witness the three 

tend,encies of life being realized in the world. But the JOY resulting 

from self-examination has a deeper meaning than those three joys, for 

from self"examination he could find the sincerity, the motivating force 

to realize the basic tendencies of life. All things complete in oneself 

means that all the possibilities of life are fullfilled or manifested. From 

the above reasoning, it is to be concluded that self-examination through 

ch' eng ensures obedience to parents and thus one of human basic joys. 

3. Ch'eng and Hsing: Absolute reality and human nature 

Then, we come to the fundamental characterization of ch'eng. The 

distinction between the Way of Heaven and that of man is followed 

by the characterization of both; "He who is sincere IS one who hits 

upon what is right without effort and apprehends without thinking. 

He who tries to be sincere is one who chooses good and. holds fast to 

it." The Way of Heaven is directly identified with the ch' eng itself 

'without efforts and without thinking. But the way of man is to be a

chieved only by attempting to be sincere. Mencius IS right to change 

ch'eng-chih be to the clearer form of ssu-ch' eng btChu Hsi is still 
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more mgenuous m interpreting hsing, the result of ming from ch'eng, 

as hsing-chih bg and chiao, the result of of ch' eng from ming, as hsueh

chih bh Combining both interpretations, we obtain the following equ

ation: 

The Way of Heaven: ch'eng =hsing-chih=hsing 

The way of man: ch'eng-chih=ssu-ch'eng =hsueh-chih=chiao 

To understand the idea of hsing-chih of Chu Hsi, it is necessary to 

say something about the difference between ch'eng and hsing . . To un

derstand the idea of ssu-ch' eng in terms of hsueh-chih, we should elabor

ate the detailed processes of self-reflection of which the basis is 'watch

fulness when alone.' 

For brevity sake, we can point out three differences between ch' eng 

and hsing: First, ch' eng has primarily ontological meaning (like sub

stance or prime mover in Aristotle), whereas hsing always implies the 

human embodiment of that ontological concept. As there are many 

aspects of human ability which are discerneable, likewise hsing has 

evolved into hsing/hsin/ching bi (nature/mind/emotion) respectively. 

Secondly, whether the hsing is inborn (Heavenly) or physical/habitual 

nature, it has a more or less static/ready-made connotation; whereas 

ch' eng is always dynamic as it is basically inseparable from the activity 

of mind whose master is man himself try-ing to follow and assist the 

ever-producing cosmic operation. Thirdly, it is to be added that ch'eng 

is in an eternal process of creation which cannot be stopped in its 

own process. This continuous creation is the nature of ch' eng itself. 

But hsing, as it comes from Heaven and is endowed by ch'eng with the 

human portion of that eternal Nature, is always yearning for the return 

to its original naturie. In human efforts this returning is represented by 
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reflection. 

This reflection means nothing but the tendency to learn and immitate 

ch' eng: to make oneself sincere is strictly human way in order to attain, 

in the final resort, the unity of Heaven and man. How is this unity 

possible? For ch'eng itself, in other words, for the Heaven itself, there 

is no need of efforts, for no separation of its essence ch'eng (true 

reality) and its a ttribu te c h' eng (absence of falsehood) 18 possible. 

However, ch'eng-chih on the part of human beings, requires efforts and 

thinking how to be smcere. In reflecting about oneself, that is, in 

thinking how to be sincere, a problem arises. How could one self reflect 

or turn back upon his self? Does it mean there are two selves: one the 

reflecting self and the other the reflected self? Are the two selves the 

same or different? Logical inconceivability does not apply here, for it 

is a psychological fact that we frequently reflect about ourselves. Re

fleeting'!' reflects upon the reflected 'me'. More intricate problem arises, 

when we deal with the criterion or the objective of the reflection. Why 

do we reflect about ourselves? It is because ~we perceive a sort of 

contradiction between the two heterogeneous elements within oneself or 

members of the society. If a certain contradiction arises, there exist 

certainly one who violates the criterion, whereby ordinary activities are 

regulated, and the other who wishes to restore the criterion. 'Within 

one self, the former is the reflected and the latter is the reflector. 

Thus. in the light of the above interpretation, reflection is to be 

understood as a continual pursuit of harmonization between the two 

contradicting elements existing within oneself. Reflection is a warnmg 

against the violating tendency of the supposedly reflected self, and at , 

. the same time fervent desire to accomplish the improvement or better-



A Study of Ch' eng C 171 J 

ment of the present stage of conflicting criteria by restoring the original 

harmony. The point of reflection lies not so much in warning or re

storing as in attaining betterment and harmonization. Thus a philosop

hical significance of 'reflection is to be found in its ceaseless efforts to 

attain the unity of ideal self and actual self, if the reflector and the 

reflected self are to be 'understood as the ideal and the actual respec

tively. 

4. Unity of the ideal and the actual self 

How could then this unity of the ideal and the actual self be POSSI

ble? How do we perceive the separation of self into two conflicting 

elements? Confucian answers to the above questions are supplied in its 

philosophy of sincerity. The Confucian theory of human nature answers 

the second question. And the theory of ch' eng-ming in Ch.21 of the 

Chung-yung answers the first. The underlying presupposition of separting 

the two elements of the self-same human nature is the Neo-Confucian 

metaphysics of li-ck'i. Accoring to this theory, man also consists of two 

entities, li and ck'i. Whether the former evolved out of the latter, or, 

whether both have eternally coexisted as two essentially distinct enti

ties, is a moot point to answer. For the present purpose it is, however, 

by no means necessary to determine which is a correct view, for the 

point regarding the philosphy of human nature is that both entities 

are viewed as quite distinct, though united, in man. Discarding the 

minute explanation concerning the evolution of human nature from the 

metaphysical· principle, human nature is divided into two: physical 

nature' and Heavenly or original nature. Needless to say, even among 

the Sung Confucianists there is no agreement on the classification of 
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the two. 

What Mencius describes as "It is due to our nature that our mouths 

desire sweet taste, that our eyes desire beautiful colors, that our ears 

desire pleassant sounds, that our nose desire fragrant odors, and that 

our four limbs desire ease and comfort... " would be included in the 

physical nature. (Mencius, 7E:24) ... Kao Tzu's "what is inborn" and 

"by nature we desire food and sex," all refer to the physical nature. 

The four beginnings of Mencius also belong to the physical nature. 

The seven feelings of "pleasure, anger, sorrow, JOY, love, hate, and 

desire" are the natural expressions of the physical nature. To the 

above, we can add the inborn hereditary nature, inborn disability in

cluded, and environmental influence on the physical nature. Even the 

habits formed and educated by social mores and instruction would be 

included in the physical nature. In short, physical nature may be defined 

as an individual self consisting of his activities and consciousness within 

the limited boundary of space and time. This is what we call an actual 

self. 

What about the Heavenly nature? Best to adopt Chu Hsi. 

Nature is principle li only. However, without the material ch'i and con

crete stuff of the universe, principle would have nothing in which to inhere. 

When ch'i is received in its state of clearness, there will be no obscurity or 

obstruction and li will express itself freely. If there is obscurity or obstruc

tion, then in its operation of li, the li of Heaven will dominate if the ob

struction is small, and human selfish desire will dominate if the obstruction is 

great. From this we know that original nature is perfectly good. This is the 

nature described by Mencius as "good", by Master Chou as "pure and per
pectly good" and "the nature traced to the source of our being. "58) 

58) Sourabook, p.624. 
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This original nature consists of concrete principles, complete with hu

manity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom_ In Chu Hsi the Neo-Con

fucian doctrine of nature becomes quite clear. Before we continue our 

discussion about Hevenly nature, we must clarify the relationship 

between nature, the Way, feelings, and the physical nature, for the 

apparent distinction between the physical and the Heavenly nature 

implies the possibility of transforming the physical into the inborn 

potentiality. 

Nature refers to what is endowed in man and things. The Way refers 

to that which is inherent in all existences. In other words, the Way is 

called so in terms of the general or objective point of VIew; whereas 

nature is called so from the particular and subjective point of view. 

The distinction between feelings and nature is likewise simple, for 

nature merely indicates the substance, the form, the state before the 

activity takes place, whereas the feelings are the functions, the phe

nomena, the state after the activities start. Now the important point of 

the relationship is this: though the li is one, manifestations are many. 

Through this doctrine, the apparent conflict or bifurcation of the phys

ical and the Heavenly nature is eliminated,· and hence it is possible to 

achieve the unity of Heaven and man. 

The Heavenly nature embodied in man presides over the physical 

nature, only if the former dominates and the impurities and obstructions 

of the latter are null. But the existence of the Heavenly nature in each 

individual self is undeniable, because of two facts: one is that the Way 

is impartial and pervasive in distributing its ch'eng to either man or 

things. Secondly, what is better for the condition of man, it is the 

best qualities that Heaven endows man with. Thus the Heavenly nature 
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within man functions as "the proper reason why a man becomes a real 

man and at the same time as the obligatory law whereby a man ought 

to live. "bj A man is, within himself, possessed of an ideal self which 

I interpreted before as the reflecting self who always checks and bal· 

ances the reflected self. 

In the light of the above discussion, man IS said to be a contradic

tory being though unified at all times, because the limited portion of 

man always wishes to become unlimited. The eternal conflict between 

actual, limited self and the ideal, unlimited self would be summarily 

expressed on a metaphyisical level: "Ii is unlimited or pervasive and 

ch'i is limited or partial"bk.59) 

The very reason of the apparent separation between the actual/ideal, 

the limited/unlimited, or the Heavenly/physical nature of man is de

rived from the essential metaphysical structure of man composed of Ii 

and ch'i. But the important point of a man, that he is really a man, 

1. e., ratio essendi as well as ratio cognoscendi of a man, lies in the fact 

that man always reflects himself and tries to perfect himself. That's 

why a man is neither Heaven nor a mere thing. To employ the meta

physical theory of t' ai·chi of Chou Tun-yi, the Great Ultimate is the 

li in which there is no separation between Ii and ch'i, the whole all

round self· sufficient entity. And according to Chu Hsi the li of the 

mind also is the Great Ultimate. This meani that the mind in 

its original state is neither tranquil nor activating. Once the mind starts 

to activate, the polarization of Ii and ch'i takes place. In terms of 

human nature, good and bad become manifested. The good/bad distinc-

59) This is a slightly different version by a Korean Neo-C011fucian scholar Yi 
I (1539"'1584) to further explain Chu Hsi' final formulation of the r~la

tionship between li al1d clt'i: "li is one, and many are the rnanifestion~,,'\ 
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tion are m an inert, subtle, incipient stage of chi. Then if we err and 

do not hold fast to good which is originally inherent in the Heven

endowed nature, the gap between bad and good becomes wider- The 

wider the gap becomes, the stronger becomes the desire of the ideal 

self to return to its original nature. This movement of returning is 

what we call reflection. Mencius said: 

Yao and Shun practiced humanity and righteousness because of their na

ture. 

King T'ang and King \Vu did so because of their personal cultivation. 60) 

With Yao and Shun it was their nature. With T'ang and \\Tu, it was their 

effort to return )0 their nature]. 61) 

The exact parallel of the above two passages would support my argu

ment that reflection is nothing but returning to one's original nature. 

This is the very idea when Chu Hsi comments on the process of 

"sincerity resulting from enlightenment" as 'hsing-chih' . Overcoming the 

apparent separation of Ii and ch'i, and their human embodiment t'ien

hsin and jen-hsin, bl the unity of Heaven and man becomes possible. To 

Yao and Shun the returning becomes natural. But to King T' ang and 

King ''\Tu returning means effort. For ordinary man, returning is not as 

easy as Yao and Shull. In fact there is no need to talking about ch' eng, 

the perfect Vlay of Heaven. So the discussion turns to hsuen-chih, the 

way of man. This part was elaborated and clarified by the Neo-Confu

Clan metaphysics of morality. How is the unity of Heaven and man 

possible, on the part of man? By returning with efforts. But how is 

this returning possi hIe? 

60) Mencius, 7A:30. 
61) [rid., 7B: 33. 
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5. Reflection as returning 

The primary formula of returning IS already found m the Chung

yung. In Chapter oile, it is said: 

... Therefore the superior IT.an is cautious over what he does not see and 

apprehensive over what he does not hear .... Therefore the superior man IS 

watchful over himself when he is alone. 

Rowand why one must watch over himself when he is alone? Chu 

Rsi, incorporating Chou Tun-yi's idea of chi in which mind is able to 

discern the good from the bad in its incipient stage of the mind-activ

ity, with that of the Chung-)'ung idea of chung-ho, explains; 

... one who studies (hsUeh- ichih] _zobm) when he is alone, should even 

more carefully examine the germinal direction of his thought (nien bn) and 

care about the incipient, subtle, activating force of chi giving rise to good 

and evil. 62) 

In the Chung-yung it IS read: 

Before the feelings of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are aroused it is 

called chung (equilibrium). "Vhen these feelings are aroused and each and 

all attain due measure and degree, it is called ho (harmony). 

So the way of learning, 1. e., the way of man consists in 'carefully 

examining chi' and not being disturbed by thought about the origin of 

right and wrong, but rather trying to attain due measure and degree. 

The possibility of this learning is already there in the mind, which 

originally is clear and pure and therefore is capable of penetrating all 

the principles to their utmost. In sum. the hsiieh-chih as the way of 

6~ ') "'1 d(. -1" ,"" ''''I'''" -Fl- b ~Z+- "" ~;;:], 'Pr -c J' , CO" J'j'- ~f ,'C' --7'- 'ii, " . ;..;" t+l=L/uJ±Jl~!dH?=<,t3\ JJ t-!Jj mJ;:tA~);'') J,tJ~/~,,-fc:·i-,-l:.:;.,._\X:~.:g 



A Study of Ch' eng C 177 J 

man is always orienting us towards cultivation of our original Heavenly 

nature, which is nothing but ch' eng, the unceasing motivating power 

of life. Ch'eng, interpreted in terms of li-ch'i relationship, is the uni

fying power of the polarization of the unlimited li and the limited ch'i. 

The unlimited li, as embodied in man, is the original nature, hsing. 

The imitedl ch'i in an individual man is destiny (ming bo) which, 

however, always anticipates correction by ceaseless efforts of ch' eng-chih. 

That which provides power with ch' eng-chih is also ch' eng, because 

ch'eng is the cosmic power pervading both Heaven and man. Thus, 

without ch' eng the reflection or returning from the actual to the ideal 

self is impossible. The failure to reflect or return is the result not of 

inability but of negligence. Therefore, for those who try to be sincere, 

the Chung-yung teaches the precise processes: (1) extensive study, (2) 

accurate inquiry, (:3) careful thinking, (4) clear sifting, and (5) ear

nest practice. Chu Hsi aptly divides the first four and the last fifth and 

relates them to the previous passage, i.e., the choice of good and hold

ing fast to it. Now the discussion turns to the study of good. 

6. Good in the Confucian philisophy 

What is good in the Confucian philosophy? The human nature is 

originally good according to Mencius. But the immediate retort from 

Hsiin Tzu is that human nature is originally bad. Are they incompati

ble in insisting the nature of man is both good and bad at the same 

time? Without really sifting the contents of their comments about the 

human nature, we cannot simply answer yes. My contention is that 

they are compatible, because they are referring to different levels of 

human nature. It can be said that what Mencius called good nature is 
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human subje~tive nature, while what Hsun Tzu called bad is the objec

tive aspects of human nature. Or it can be said that Mencius talks 

about the potential, whereas Hsun Tzu talks about the actual in human 

activities. Accordingly, the ways good is defined by . the respective 

philosophers are merely indicating they have a different criterion to 

decide whether something is good or bad. According to Mencius, the 

subjectivist, good is "what is desirable." This simple statement presup

poses the doctrine that human nature is originally good. But the good 

of the subjective criterion becomes really good, only if one does not 

transgress the Way of Heaven by following the dictates of his mind. 

Confucius could barley attain that stage at seventy. Then ordinary 

men need some objective criteria whereby to decide what is good 

and what is bad. That IS why a study of good is required for those 

who try to be sincere. Hsiin Tzu's "principle necessary for prom

ise and obligation for handling affairs" indicates such objective criteria. 

Chu Hsi's method of investigation of things and extension of knowledge 

is nothing but the elaboration of that objective criteria of Esun Tzu. 

But the Neo-Confucian solution of the apparent contradiction between 

Mencius and Hsun Tzu has its foundation already in the Chung-yung. 

The most sincere in the world can fulfill one's nature. Having fulfilled 

one's nature, he is capable of doing all things. Further he is capable of 

participating in the creative and nourishing activities of the whole cosmos 

and forms a unity with Heaven and Earth. 

Fulfilling one's nature naturally leads to fulfilling all the other things 

and finally forming one body with Heaven and Earth. Though the 

exact methods are not indicated, the basic spirit of this passage is that 

there is no distinction between subjective criteria and objective ones. 
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For Chu Hsi, the Ii in man and in things are one and the same prm

ciple. Otherwise it might not be possible for man to achieve the far

reaching and penetrating insight through investigating the Ii of every

thing. Wang Yang-ming, though he criticized Chu Hsi, also admits 

that liang-chih bp is originally good, but that inl;JOrn know ledge of good 

should be completely accomplished in action. Thus in a deeper level 

the unity of knowledge and action is achieved by him. Strenuous efforts 

on the part of human beings have never been neglected from Confucius 

down to Wang. This is the very spirit of ch' eng-chih in the Chung-yung. 

Study is not enough. When recognized what is good, the knowledge 

should should be practiced relentlessly. 

If another man succeeds by one effort, you will use a hundred efforts. If 

another man succeeds by ten efforts, you will use a thousands efforts. 63) 

The reason why Yen Tzu alone among three thousand disciples was 

praised by Confucius is because of his efforts to learn the way of 

becoming a sage. 

7. Summary 

The preceding discussion may be summarized in one single sentence: 

the significance of life lies in achieving the realization of the ideal self 

through overcoming the actual self by way of reflecting or returning 

to the original self supported by the unceasing motor power of ch' eng 

which pervades both in Heaven and Earth. But is that realization of 

the ideal so easy and simple? Theory is easy, but practice is difficult. 

As soon as we realize the truth of this theory, we should practice with 

63) Chung-yung, Ch. 20. 
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unceasmg efforts. But we do not have to worry about the exhaustion 

of the vital energy, because it is unceasing, ever-producing. Behind the 

Confucian efforts of ch' eng-chih there is a firm conviction of the deep, 

high, brilliant, infinite and lasting ch' eng. 

When there is anything not yet practiced, or practiced but not yet earnest· 

ly, do not give Up.64) 

When Heaven is about to confer responsibility on any man, it will exer

cise his mind with suffering, subject his sinews and bones to hard work, expose 

his body to hunger, put him to poverty, place obstacles in the paths of his 

. deeds, so as to stimulate his mind, harden his nature, and improve wherever 

he is incompetent. 65) 

64) Chung-yung ch. 2l. 
65) Mencius, 6B: 15 
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