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“Knowing Words’’
and
“‘Nourishing Ch’i’’:
Mencius, Chu Hsi, and Later Interpreters

Chun-chieh Huang*

This paper is broken into three sections: (a) what Mencius said in the central section
of his conversation with Kung-sun Ch’ou (2A2) about ‘‘knowing (men by their) words”’
and ‘‘nourishing ch’i.”’ (b) what Chu Hsi said in his interpretations of Mencius, and
(c) what later commentators said about Chu Hsi’s interpretation of Mencius.

It is suggested in this paper that if Chu Hsi had a dualistic axe to grind, later
commentators also had one of their own to grind — a monistic metaphysics, for which
they had to interpret the key terms in the Mencius. What distinguished one
commentator from another were merely their individual ingenuities to adjust the
meaning of Mencius' terms to fit their monistic interpretations.

Mencius is peculiarly vibrant, especially in the central section of his
conversation with Kung-sun Ch’ou (2A2) about ‘‘knowing (men by their)
words”’ and ‘‘nourishing ch’.”” He is vibrant in what he said, in how he
said it, and in unifying the what in the how — and the how in the what
— into an organic architectonic. He is vibrant in that the development of
the conversation with Kung-sun Ch’ou and the circumstances surrounding
it elucidates the theme of the conversation.

*Professor of History, National Taiwan University.
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This vitality that is peculiarly Mencius’ shall be further substantiated
by contrasts both with Chu Hsi’s interpretations of Mencius, and with later
commentators’ reactions against Chu Hsi. And so the paper is naturally
broken into three sections: (a) what Mencius said, (b) what Chu Hsi said,
and (c) what later commentators said.

A. First, we ask what Mencius said, and we are surprised to find no easy
answer — not that there is no theme, but that there came about several
interrelated themes, each reinforcing the other, each one unintelligible
without the other, culminating in something to be sure, but we are at a
loss as to what it is. We usually go by the themes that occurred later in
the conversation, and also the ones that were discussed in detail. And so
we usually say in this conversation two themes were discussed: knowing
words and nourishing ch’i. These two themes, we must note, lead us to the
crucial topic of the sage (sh’eng jen) with a peculiar stress on both an ongoing
self-transcending elan of the world and a strong political atmosphere in
which the conversation was carried out. ‘ ,

Torn from this concrete conversational context, with an eye on
self-cultivation and political application, the themes of ‘‘’knowing words’’
and ‘‘nourishing ch’i’’ are emaciated into unintelligible abstractions. They
thereby fall easy prey to extraneous pilferings by system-builders, the
greatest of whom happens to be, alas, Chu Hsi himself. But first we must
see what Mencius’ conversation with Kung-sun Ch’ou entails. We find three
surprises in the conversation: true success in politics is measured by the
accompanying inner peace; this inner peace is equal to martial
imperturbability; to describe what its root is taken over by, a delineating
of how to nourish it.

Ostensibly the conversation begins with a hypothetical fulfilment of
Mencius’ life-wishes — to serve the state, and to serve it in a most influential

manner. Political glories immediately plunges us, however, into their basis
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— the attitude of the sagely ruler. Would he, Mecius, be perturbed at heart?
Thus the external glories are pitted against the internal tranquility.
Which comes first in importance — serving the people gloriously or
cultivating oneself into imperturbability? Mencius seems to be implying that
one cannot be established without the other — inner peace is in vain without
its efficacy in pacifying the under-heaven, and public services are a mere
vainglory without their strong basis in the dynamic inner peace. The whole -
conversation — about metaphysical ch’i, intellectual knowing of words, and
ethical self-cultivation — takes place in a pervasively practical atmosphere.
Yet this pragmatism is a deep ontological one. One’s success in public office
is measured not by how much one has visibly accomplished, but by how .
imperturbable one has been in one’s office, how much one has withstood
the assaults, as it were, of political glories — this is the first surprise in
Mencius’ conversation. ‘
.. Then comes. the description of.this inner peace. This peace is put
negatively, ‘‘not perturbed at heart,”” to highlight an almost militant
resilkiency that can never be distracted or disturbed. This serenity is in fact
comparable to martial fortitude in the face of threats by the enemy. We
see here a breath-taking crescendo, step by step, that describes what true
courage is, that is, at the core of imperturbability.

And so this is another surprise, that Mencius compared sagely
imperturbability to martial courage, as if to say that sageliness is martial
mettle sublimated, even strengthened, to the highest. ‘

The crescendo of description biilds up our excitement. Po Kung-iu-
pours out his thunderous vengeance at the slightest provocation; Meng Shih-
she, however, nonchalantly puts behind him the soldier’s obsession to win,
and thereby attains fearlessness; finally, Tseng Tzu attains his fortitude by
reflective rectitude. Thus true public service is found to be based on inner
fortitude, and inner fortitude based on reflective rectitude; true success
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in public affairs starts at the inner depths of a person — that martial
imperturbability. This is a breath-taking thesis to which only Plato’s
Dialogues can be equal.

The third surprise comes about when the conversation turns to Mencius
himself. How would he compare his imperturbable spirit-and-mind-and-heart
(hsin) to the hsin of Kao Tzu? Kao Tzu’s is in the realm of judgment;
Mencius’ is in that of ch’. And this is how we are brought face to face with
the famous topic of ‘‘flood-like ch’i‘‘ (hao-jan chih ch’i). The topic is
supposed to be mystical, metaphysical, cosmic, ethical, sagely, and so on,
but apparently no one has noted the political, even martial, occasion that
brings about the topic. This great flood-like ch’t is profoundly pragmatic.
Failing to note this fact has sent many a commentator to exercises in
intellectual conundrums.

First, this section on flood-like ch’t is preceded by a careful delineation
of what our ksin comprises, the will, the ch’i; how the will commands over
the ch’?; and where the will arrives, the ch’i stays; and how the one can
move the other — therefore ch’t should not be abused (done violence to).
This is to make an implicit reference to that ‘‘cultivation’’ of the ‘‘ch’i”’
until it becomes *‘flood-like.” The flood-like-ness is thoroughly rooted in
the common concrete hsin, the will, and the ch’.

Then, when it finally comes to the description of that flood-like Ch’,
we note the barest eleven characters devoted to its description —”
exceedingly vast, exceedingly unyielding . . . (it will) fill (all) between heaven
and earth (Legge’s translation; modified).”” All the rest is about how to
nourish it, how not to destroy it. We feel here that Mencius meticulously
avoided talking about it; he is all too eager instead to tell us how to nourish
and experience it — not to ‘‘assault’’ it with occasional good deeds (or
‘‘rightness’’), not to forget it, not to ‘‘help’’ it grow (as a man of Sung ‘‘help”’
the seedlings grow by pulling them); otherwise, we will starve. A description
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of what amounts to a showing of the how, and that in a negative manner;
the concrete how filling the description of the what — this is our third
surprise.

Thus it is that we have just had a rough rundown of what Mencius’
passage of the conversation with Kung-sun Ch’ou entails. The whole thrust
and sentiment has a vigorous synthetic vision that sweeps across politics,
martial courage, inner fortitude, sagely insight and tﬁe strong elan (the flood-
like ch’i) that is both vastly cosmic and radically existential. It is a
spontaneous breath-taking description of what the sage is, profoundly
efficacious in public affairs.

Unfortunately, however, the spontaneity of the description of sagely
vigor that takes our breath away also presents problems, as soon as we ask
what all this means. As we look closer, we become precise in the formulation
of the problems and answers, and precision breeds a diversity in directions
of the search, resulting in many sorts of ambiguities. Scholarship gives us
precision, ambiguity, and thereby a loss of vigor. This general trend also
describes the rise of Mencius scholasticism, of which, Chu Hsi proved to
be the eye of the scholastic storm.

B. (1) To begin with, I do not suppose it unfair to say of Chu Hsi that
he has an axe to grind; he has a system that explains everything in the
universe, including Mencius. Chu Hsi said of Menciius:!

“In my opinion, Mencius’ thinking begins with exhausting L¢
(principles), collecting I (rightness), resulting in the power of
imperturbability. For only in exhausting the L¢ can one ‘‘’know
words’’; only in collecting the I can one ‘‘nourish the flood-
like Ch’:.”” The Li having clear without any room for doubt,
the Ch’i having become full without any room for fear, and
then one can shoulder big responsibilities without
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perturbation. One has only to consider the order of this Section
to be clear about all this.”

Here the spontaneous co-happening of the components of the self, their
integration, and their mutual pervadings with the ch’i of the universe, are
clearly turned into a complex ontological order, not to say a cognitive system.

(2) This ‘‘system’’ leads Chu Hsi to identify Mencius’ ‘knowing words’’
with ‘‘exhausting Li-principles,’’ the prior basic sine qua non for cosmic
pervasiveness.?

All this misses Mencius’ point. Mencius meant by ‘‘knowing words’’ to
discern wherein a man is ensnared, strayed, at his wits’ end, and so on,
by seeing through his immoderate words, his heretical words, his evasive
words, and the like. ‘‘Knowing words’’ is one’s (sage’s, Mencius’) concrete
ability to discern a man through his words (expressions) that are floating
around in daily life. Knowing words is not (to be identified with) the
grandiose metaphysical principle of exhausting the Li.

Besides, Mencius seems to have little intention of putting knowing words
as logically (or ontologically) prior to nourishing the cosmic ch’. For he first
responds to the query about ‘‘wherein you, master, surpass (Kao Tzu),’’ by
“I know (a man by his) words; I am good at nourishing my flood-like ch’:.”’
Here Mencius puts knowing words before nourishing the ck’. But then soon
afterwards, he first described what ‘‘nourishing the ch’i’’ means before
describing what ‘‘knowing words’’ means. Previously, knowing words, then
nourishing ch’i; soon afterwards, nourishing ch’i, then knowing words —
perhaps this oscillation of order was meant to imply that both of these
qualities are, equal in importance, two equal co-mingling elements in the
makeup of a sage.

(3) Chu Hsi loves Li-principle as the basis of everything, and so he has
to push it onto Mencius. Chu Hsi said that ‘‘to know words is to know 15"3;
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‘‘¢to know words is to exhaust li.”’4* However, Mencius did not use the word
L7 here; he on the whole used the word sparingly (only seven times, on
three occasions of 5B1, 6A7, 7B19).

Inevitably the question arises as to what the relation between hsin
(heart, mind) and !¢ (principle) is. First, hsén has chih (will) and ch’?, all
of which seem to be subject to the spatiotemporal determinations. I say
“seem’’ because Chu Hsi does not clearly say so, although in many passages
he implies it.’ This clearly puts asunder the unity that should not be, the
original unity between hsin and li, which is supposed to be beyond
spatiotemporal determinations. : -

In order to salvage the unity, Chu Hsi has to appeal to chih-cognition
as a mediating function in which the hsin has access to the l-principles
in things and affairs; two heterogenous elements of hsin and l¢ come thus
to be mutually involved.é This is a complex situation indeed, foreign to
Mencius’ original text. Once spontaneity is thought about, complicated
dialectical unity comes into being — the relation between hsin and li;, which
are ‘‘not separated, not confused.’’’ ‘ ‘ R

(4) What about notions surrounding the nourishing of ch’t? For Mencius
the flood-like ch’ is not ecstasy that transcends intellect, will, and
discernment, but that which strongly (even martially; cf. chih kang)
enhances them, bringing them up to the cosmic pervasive scale. Chu Hsi
completely missed this ‘‘chih kang,”” when, having said that it means ‘‘what
cannot be bent’’ puts the whole flood-like ch’i onto a transcendental plane
— ““For the Normal Ch’i of Heaven and Earth which enables man to live
is originally as it is.”’? ‘

Then comes the conversion of all activities that nourish ‘¢#’: into those
of ethical striving. To ‘‘match (or mate) (p’ei)’’ is taken as *‘to combine and
help’’;? this is to commit the folly of a man from Sung. To *‘collect (repeatedly
to naturally practice) rightness (chi €)”" is now to  ‘“‘accumulate goed
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behavior’’,!® meaning ‘‘in everything and every affair seek after what is
‘yes’-and-‘right’ (shih) or ‘fitting’ (ko ¢), that is, the li that is in every-
thing.”'!!

Chu Hsi’s taking of chi to be seeking (ch iu) and accumulating (ho, chu)
may remind us of Aristotle’s notion of habituation of good deeds (hexis)
at the base of Nicomachean Ethics (cf. 1105b-11061, 1114b). But 4 Mencius
refers to something like habituation, it is not just deeds but the entire spirit,
the whole bent and vitality, that must be habituated into the Ch’i that is
so flood-like as to finally fill the Heaven and Earth. Perhaps Chu Hsi was
too much of an Aristotelian to capture Mencius’ cosmo-holistic sentiment.
And once the sentiment of spontaneity was missed, it could never be
recovered again. We now go into this sad story.

C. What nature has joined man should not put asunder. The natural is
the inner, the unified, the spontaneous; man’s search is the outer, the
complicated, the artificial. Unfortunately logic has to put asunder, and then
put together, to ‘‘understand,”’ and what we get is no longer what we
originally wanted to understand. We must ‘‘clarify’’ to ourselves what we
are and yet what we grasp is no longer what we are.

This is also what happened to commentators after Chu Hsi on Mencius
— in revolt against Chu Hsi. They complained and tried to put together what
Chu Hsi put asunder, and they got mystical-cognitive conundrums instead
of Mencius. Chu Hsi has introduced a dualistic crack in the urn; gluing the
two pieces back together leaves the seam eternally on the urn. The humpty-
dumpty on the wall of spontaneity, once fallen to logical pieces, cannot be
put together again, not even by noisy orthodoxies or latter-day geniuses.
Once tampered with, Mencius’ vital unity of spontaneity is gone forever.
Now that Mencius’ text has been ‘‘explained and interpreted,”’ no one knows
who really got back to Mencius’s original intention. We shall now go into
the details of this sad story. First, we begin with one of the highlights, the
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salient point in the controversies — ‘‘chi ¢,”’ an assemblage of ill-proper
(experiences). Chu Hsi had an axe to grind, a dualistic metaphysics, his
favorite framework with which to explain everything. Let me translate again
what Chu Hsi told Kuo Chung-hui.!?

I, Hsi think that all Mencius’ learning starts with exhausting
li-principles, assembling proper (deeds), and effectuates in
(being) unmoved (in) mind. For only (in} exhausting li-
principles can one know words; only (in} assembling
properdeeds can one nourish the flood-like ch’i. Li be(com)ing
clear(ed) and (we having) nothing (to) doubt, ch’ (coming to)
fill {the self) and (we having) nothing (to) fear, (and) then (we)
can shoulder up a great task and not (be) moved (in) mind.
Considering the order (of thoughts in) this chapter enables one
to see this.

That which ‘‘exhausts the Li-principles” is the mind; the Iz and the mind are
thus the two pivotal points in Chu Hsi’'s metaphysics. They are two different
ontological moments which at the same time mutually move each other.

This dualism made Chu Hsi turn ‘‘chi,”’ (daily natural) assemblage, into
“‘chu,” (programmed) collecting, and ‘‘ch’iu,’’ (assiduous) seeking; he also
turned ‘‘%,”’ proper (experiences), into the ‘‘he ¢’ in every affair and thing,
what is right and appropriate in things, the li-principle(s). Daily natural self-
amassing of proper experiences is now turned into a constant strenuous
seeking and gathering of the principles in things; this is precisely to do that
against which Mencius warned — not to ‘‘help to grow.”’ In doing so, Chu
Hsi was only sowing seeds of contention for the commentators after him.

First, as to the revolt from an arduous adherent of Chu Hsi’'s turned
his enemy, Wang Yang-ming.!3 Wang brazens it out:4
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“In its original substance the mind is not perturbed. The
original substance of the mind is one’s nature, and one’s
nature is principle. Both human nature and principle are
originally unperturbed. The accumulation of righteousness
means returning to the original substance of the mind.”

To collect is no longer to collect (something appropriate) from outside; it
is to be collected; to attaion self-collectedness in liang-chik that is the
original substance of the mind. The mind and the li-principle are one and
the same in Wang.

Huang Tsung-hsi (1610-1695) followed suit, and took ‘‘collection of the
proper’’ to be an expansion of subjectivity to the full. For him, the proper
(?) is the mind, whose collection is its free flowing everywhere (liu hsing)
whenever it deals with affairs and things. One who comes back to this mind
is best at one’s free-flow as the water which feeds on its fountain, and best
in one’s free-growth as the tree which is firmly rooted.!¢

This results in Huang’s most daring statement, ‘‘What fills the heaven
and earth is all mind.’’!” Its pungency is compromised by a modern Chu Hsi
scholar, Liu Shu-hsien, who took the mind here to mean where the subject
and the object meet.!®* The mind is what certifies all meaning structures,
bringing out their significances. To ‘“‘know words’’ is to know all the ups
and downs of this mind.!® This is why ‘‘knowing of words’’ begins with
‘“cultivating ch’s”’ which is none other than cultivating the mind, for the
mind s ch’t.

In any case, all this is a far cry indeed from Chu Hsi’'s who took
‘‘collecting of the proper’’ to mean exhausting the l-prin-ciples of external
things, and ‘‘knowing words’’ to mean ‘‘investigatng things to attain.
knowledge.’’2! Huang in fact chided Chu Hsi for embracing li-ch i dualism,
and thereby falling into interpreting ‘‘mating (p’e) the proper and the tao’’
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to mean using ch’i to ‘‘help (chu) the tao-and-the-proper.’’?

Similarly Wang Fu-chih (16 19~1692), Who was a contemporary of Huang
Tsung-hsi’s- (1610—1695), attacked Chu Hsi for m1mm1zmg the 1mportance
of “knowmg words.”’ For Wang “knowmg words”’ is ‘‘the apex of Mencius’
(thoughts). Only through clearly mamfestmg-seemg the proper-rightness
inside, being'[burnt) into (it in the very core of ohe’s) spirit, (caﬁ one) obtain
knowing of words. Were one not to collect propef—rightness (this way), how
can (one come to) see it inside (oneself]"”23 ’

Two J. apanese smologlsts of the Tokugawa penod should be mentloned
here, Ito Jinsai (1627- 1705) and Nakai leen (1732- 1817) \

Ito Jinsai’s attacks on Chu Hsi also helped dlsmtegrate the 1deolog1cal
‘basm of Tokugawa feudalism. Ito sald 25

" The essence of Mencius learning is keeping of the mind .
nourishing one’s nature. Keeping the mind accomplishes
knowing. the words; nourishing: one’s nature accomplishes:
nourishing ch’i. Knowing the words, the mind is kept; the . .
.~ mind being kept, the intellect becomes perspicuous; then . -
whatever is said, as to its truth or falsehood, right or wrong,
- one can judge naturally without delusion (and) doubt. This
is why knowing words is what keeping the mind accomplishes.

“Knowmg words” is no longer what Chu Hsi book to mean a cogmtlve
external search ‘but instead a moral act1v1ty of self reﬂectlve “keepmg
and “nounshmg ” Ito sald 3%

Every activity is centered on re81dmg in benevolence ()en) and
originating in rightness (7). But scholars have taken
imperturbability of the mind as the ultimate (end) of learning
— a view as vulgar (indeed) as Buddha’s which took
quiescence to be the tao.
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For Ito the mind is that for the good (liang hsin). He said,?’

To get the mind is no other than getting benevolence and
rightness (jen i). People nieglect this. point, taking keeping of
the mind to be concentration of the spirit in desirelessness,
seriousness, and quiet sitting. This confuses the teachings of
the sages with theories of Buddhism and Taoism.

- “Knowing words”’ is only an expansion to the full of one’s moral subjectivity,
to cultivate oneself and expand one’s cultivation to others, through the
family onto the entire empire.28

Nakai Liken also criticized Chu Hsi for being diligent in artificial
cultivation, and weak in natural expansion.®® And he chided those
commentators for being more difficult to understand than the original text;
this is exactly the opposite of what should have happened.3°

On the whole, Nakai is opposed to the dualistic view-point-mind versus
things, body versus uses, moral nature versus physical nature, etc. The
ancients did not have such a standpoint, which does not agree with the view
of Confucius and Mencius.3!

Commenting on the famous saying, ‘“Ten thousand things are already
there (complete?) in me,” (7A4) Nakai said that ‘‘in me’’ means ‘‘in my
responding to and dealing with things, that is, relationships such as that
between the father and the son, and the manner of dealings such as love
and righteousness.”’*? In other words, things are so many manifolds of
relations, which manifest themselves only through my being there dealing
with them. It is in this manner that the subject takes in the objects, until
all things are completely at one in the subject, without gaps or distinctions.
‘‘Mencius stressed on expansion, from which late scholars departed.’’3

Nakai criticized Chu Hsi for identifying “‘yu shih’’ (thereare affairs [of
practices] with ‘‘chi 7"’ (collecting properrightnéss). The former should
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mean a constant nourishing of one’s ch’t at every contact with things, not
a deliberate collecting of external rightness as Chu Hsi took it to mean.3¢
And so, in Nakais’ opinion, nourishing of ch’t should come before

knowing of words. He said.3*

Being clear (about) tao and rightness comes before knowing
words; without being clear about tao, how can one know
words? Matching tao and rightness ¢s the practice of
nourishing ch’i; how can the former be put after the
nourishing of ch’i?

According to Nakai nourishing ch’’ must mean pressing toward the
transparency of inner subjectivity, which has no cognitive implications
whatever. Nakai also discarded ‘‘everyone’s way of striving to go back to
the origin, the artificial striving,”’ for Mencius’ original intention of natural
‘‘expansion.’’%

A Korean sinologist Chong Da-san similarly said that ‘‘to know words
is to know the mind at the root of words.’’?” ‘*‘When the mind is without
pitfalls but straightforward in keeping rightness, then the mind is without
bias or immoderation.’’38

Chong also sided with Lu Tzu-yueh against Chu Hsi on what ‘‘this’’ means
in Mencius’ statement, ‘‘Without this, it will starve.”’3?

Chu Hsi thinks that without flood-like ch’i our body will starve
(or “‘collapse’’); Lu thinks that without tao and rightness ch’i
will starve . . . I once thought about it, and I realized that
the starving of the body is not what the superior man is
worried about. What he is ashamed about is to have ch’'i sag
and starve because of lack of practices at collecting rightness.
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Mencius took collecting rightness to be the root of ch’i arising.
Chu Hsi took nourishing ch’i to be a hlep to practicing
rightness; this is to go against Mencius. For originally the flood-
like ch’i cannot be brought forth at random or nourished with
force . . . If one has an intention of nourishing one’s ch’i one
has no other avenue but to attend to one’s ordinary [minute-
by-minute] breathing; one can never grow seedlings with
force. I do not know way Chu Hsi rejected Lu Tzu-yueh'’s
theory.

To nourish ch’i is to collect rightness, which is to allow moral subjectivity
to become transparently thorough, and for this to happen there should be
no forcible cultivation.

All in all, if Chu Hsi had a dualistic axe to grind, later commentators
also had one of their own to grind — a monistic metaphysics, for which
they had to interpret the key terms in the Mencius. What distinguished one
commentator from another were merely their individual ingenuities to adjust
the meanings of Mencius’ terms to fit their monistic interpretations.

Thus once Chu Hsi led the way into the arena of contentious
scholasticism, full of ‘‘glorious’’ dualistic didactic and dialectic, the dialectic
had to continue dualistically among the later commentators — this time the
dualistic contentions of monism against dualism. It is this manifold against-
ness, all this contentiousness, that manifiests the rift and the seam which
wiped out forever the spontaneous unity of Mencius, that pristine unity
beyond both dualism and monism.
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