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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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