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ANOTHER LOOK AT LI 3%

Willard Peterson
Princeton University

In a recent number of this journal, Allen Wittenborn offered a discus-
sion of the concept of 1i as a "perplexing idea" in what he called the Chu
Hsi school.* He introduced six "problem areas” he found in the concept of 1i.
He asked a series of questions about the concept and was in general nega-
tively critical of the answers he was able to derive from Chu Hsi's teachings.
Without pretending to the "complete comprehension of Neo-Confucian thought"
which Wittenborn hopes can be achieved, I would 1ike to sketch my understand-
ing of 1i in the teachings of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi and then address the
difficulties which Wittenborn, and perhaps others, find in reading Chu Hsi.

The Neo-Confucian (Tao-hsileh) use of the word 1i has been translated
into English by a variety of words.1 "Reason" has sometimes been chosen, at
least in part because it is the most potent term in the later European philo-
sophical tradition to which 1i can be matched.2 but such a translation intro-
duces into Sung thought unwarranted implications of a "consciousness" on the
part of what is doing, or has done, the reasaning.3 "Law" and "Taws of
Nature" have also been used, but Needham has persuasively argued that such
translations inject urwarranted implications of a "law giver" or "legislator,"
again euphemisms for a supreme deity.4 Needham expressed a preference for not

*see BSYS 17, pp. 32-48.

1. See the itemization provided by W. T. Chan in his translation, Reflections
on Things at Hand (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967), 367. Also
see the discussion in Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China,
vol, 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 472-473 for examples.
T'arg Chlin-i distinguished six meanings of 1i which were associated with
particular historical developments and stressed that 1i in Sung and Ming
Neo-Confucianism was an "ethical"” 1i. "Lun Chung-kuo che-hslieh ssu-hsiang
shih chung-1i chih 1iu~i," Hsin-ya hslieh-pao 1.1 (1955), esp. 82-86.

2. See, for a recent example, the usage in Thome H. Fang (Fang Tung-mei),
Chinese Philosophy: Its Spirit and Development (Taipei: Linking Publish-
ing Co., 1981), 413-417. Aristotie's *fbrmg has also been used for 1i.
See Needham, vol. 2, 475.

3. See W. T. Chan, trans., Reflections on Things at Hand, 367.

4. See Needham, Science and Civilisation, vol. 2, 475 and 557-558, and W. T.
Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1969), 519.
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translating Chu Hsi's 1i, but allowed that "organization" or "principle of
organization" are approximations of the mean1ng.5 even though "organization"
implies an organizer as much as law implies a Taw maker.

Discussing the word 1i in a broader context, but still with reference
to Chu Hsi, Needham also wrote that "Li, then, is rather the order and pattern
in Nature, not formulated law . . .; it is dynamic pattern. . . . Such dynamic
pattern can only be expressed by the term 'organism'. . . ."5 With its
strongly biological connotations, "organism" reflects Needham's preoccupation
with 1i in the realm of heaven-and-earth and his relative indifference to 1i
in the realm of human affairs and human thought; it could not be sustained
as an actual translation of Chu Hsi's use of the word 1i. If we leave aside
Chu Hsi for a moment and go back to pre-Han and Han uses of 1i, then 1i is
used in contexts for which “pattern" and “order" seem appropriate renderings,
whether 11 is understood in its narrowest sense as dressing jade, the lines
in jade, or divisions marking cultivated f'Ie'Ids,? for it often enough has the
extended meaning of ordering and arranging, order and arrangement. These
renderings become more problematic by the time of Wang Pi and the Buddhist
authors--whose use of the word I leave aside here--and objectionable for
Ch'eng Yi's and Chu Hsi's usage (as I shall show later).

"Principle," which is currently the conventional translation for Chu
Hsi's 1i, was used by Derk Bodde, who acknowledged Needham's earlier argument
against "1aw."3 Although "principle" is well established, objections can be
raised against some of its implications. [ shall indicate these in the course
of my discussion of 1i in the teachings of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi. Instead of
"principle,” I use the word "coherence." I intend "coherence" to be taken in
the straightforward sense of "the quality or characteristic of sticking to-
gether," with the connotations varying according to context. My expectation
is that translating, and understanding 11 in this manner will better fit the
Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi usage and preclude certain unwarranted preferences.

5. Needham, vol. 2, 475.
6. Ibid., 558. .

7. See A. C. Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers (London: Lund Humpries, 1958),
21, and W. T. Chan, "The Evolution of the Neo-Confucian Concept Li as
Principle," Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese Studies, n.s. 4.2 (February
1964), 123-129. Also see A. C. Graham, Later Mohist Logic, Ethics and
Science (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 19/8), 191-192.

8. See his translation of Fung Yu-lan, History of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 2
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 444. Also see A. C. Graham,
Two Chinese Philosophers, 12. '
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The meanings of 1i for Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi can be summarized in the
following set of propositions (P). (N.B. The propositions are proposed by
me and imputed to them.) Although, as Graham observes, "The Ch'eng brothers
never find it necessary to define it [1i] . . ..“9 and 1i may not even have
been taken by them as the central term which it later became, Ch'eng Yi used
it to explain other terms, and thus the concept came to have great weight.
Later Chu Hsi was repeatedly pressed with questions about what was meant by
14, which indicates the term had also already become problematic. I present
a few examples which i1lustrate these propositions, and there are other ex-
amples scattered throughout their writings and conversations. In one form
or another, these propositions are also to be found in the major secondary
literature. I have not attempted to provide systematic reference to it.

P.I. There is coherence (1i) for each and every thing, whether that

thing is taken as heaven-and-earth as a whole, or a thing smaller

than a cricket, an ant, or a blade of grass.
Ch'eng Yi said that "For each unitary thing there is a unitary coherence.
3 5 '..10 A "thing" (wu) thus is a portion of ch'i which has coherence, and
conversely, coherence is manifest in differentiated things (wu). Me, my
shoelace, my dog, and my refrigerator, each constituted of ch'i, are units
of coherence. So are a pebble, a flame of a candle, and a cloud. If there
is no coherence for a "thing," that "thing" cannot be said to exist. "Some-
one asked, 'In tales it is said that in the distant past there were humans
with ox heads and snake bodies, but there wasn't any coherence for this, was
there?' [Ch'eng Yi] replied, 'You are certainly right. When we call it a
human, how could there be these other aspects? But there are human shapes
which resembie a bird's beak or an ox's head. It is mentioned in the Hslin-
tzu.' . . . Some one asked, 'At the time when humans first came into being,
were there still transformations of ch'i or not?' [A "transformation" (hua)
involves a change in kind.] [Ch'eng Yi] replied, 'This must shed 1ight on
coherence; we ought to discuss it carefully. Now if a sand island suddenly
appeared in the ocean, it would then have plants and trees come into being
when there is earth. When there are plants and trees, birds and beasts will
come into being on it of themselves.' Someone asked, 'In your Recorded
Sayings you say, "How do we know that on some island there are not humans

9. Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers, 8.

10. Ch'eng Yi, "Ho-nan Ch'eng shih yi-shu," Erh-Ch'eng chi (Peking: Chung-
hua, 1981), 18. 188. (Hereafter abbreviated A . Graham, 76.
The Chinese texts of key translated passages are provided at the end,
nunmbered according to the notes.
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[generated by] the transformation of ch'i?" What about that?' [Ch'eng Yi]
replied, 'That is right. Human habitats nearby certainly do not have [in-
stances of humans generated by the transformation of ch'i], but it cannot
be known if they occur in extremely distant places.' It was asked, 'In the
world today there are no humans without parents. In ancient times there were
transformations of ch'i and now there are not. Why?' [Ch'eng Yi] replied,
'‘There are two types [of transformations of ch'i]. In the first type, the
whole of the ch'i [of a thing] is transformed and [a new thing] comes into
being. An example of this is rotting vegetation becoming fire-ﬂ‘ies.n When
this ch'i is transformed, it has reached the suitable moment for transforming
and transforms itself. In the other type, after [a new thing] has come into
being by a transformation of ch'i, it then is reproduced by seed. If a
human puts on new garments and after a few days there are lice in them, this
is a transformation of ch'i. After the ch'i is transformed, it is not sub-
sequently transformed, and [1ice] come into being by seeds [eggs]. The co-
herence of this is cbvious."'lz

The claim of coherence on this level, P.I, was an integral part of
Ch'eng Yi's response to the problem of being committed to "this world" in the
face of Buddhist arguments about the provisional or illusory quality of the
perceived world. Chu Hsi was addressing this issue when he said, "When
Sakyamuni was still a prince, he went out and saw the pain of birth, aging,
sickness and death. Repulsed at them, he retired to the snowy mountain to
prepare to become a Buddha. With this one thought, he emptied himself of
all perceptions and only feared he had not severely extirpated them and com-
pletely rid himself of them. We ju are not so. We perceive there is not a
single thing which does not concretize its particular coherence, and there
is not a single instance of coherence which can be removed from its thing.
Buddhists say that the coherence of the ten thousand [things] is all empty.
We ju say that the coherence of the ten thousand [things] is all real. . . .
Those who study Buddhism today say they know their hearts and recognize their
natures, [but if there is no coherence] I do not understand what ‘heart' they
know or what 'nature' they rt=.'cr:agrvize."13 If someone were to continue to in-
sist that things, including one's "self" are illusory, or that they "exist"
only in some consciousness rather than "out there,” or that things are merely

11. This example comes from the "Ylieh 1ing" chapter of the Li-chi.
12. Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 18.198-199.

13. Chu Hsi, Chu-tzu yl-lei (reprint: Taipei: Cheng-chung, 1962), 17.9%.
(Hereafter abbreviated CTYL.)
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some whirling particles without coherence, then that person could not continue
a discussion with Ch'eng Yi or Chu Hsi.

P.I1. Coherence (1i) is unitary.
The notion of coherence does more than affirm for us the existence of any
particular thing (wu). Chu Hsi mentioned a kernel of grain sprouting, flower-
ing, heading, and producing a hundred more kernels like itself all as an in-
stance of unitary caherehi::e.“ Thus we can move from the coherence of any
particular, single, even unique phenomenon to larger and larger sets of
phenomena, even to all the ten thousand things in the realm of heaven-and-
earth, and still maintain the notion of coherence. "Someone asked about [the
relation of] coherence and ch'i. [Chu Hsi] replied, 'Yi-ch'uan [i.e., Ch'eng
Yi) said it well when he said that each instance of coherence is separate,
but when we speak of the thousand things in heaven-and-earth together, there
is a single coherence; yet when we come to [the coherence] in humans, each
also has his own single r.-cshtzv-encle."'15 Collectively, the particular instances
of coherence, including the coherence of 'heaven-and-earth, have another name.
"The coherence of all the ten thousand things in heaven-and-earth, taken to-
gether, is the Great Ultimate. The Great Ultimate originally did not have
this name; it is just an appe1at‘ion."16 Appearing first in the "Commentary
on the Attached Verbalizations" of the Book of Change, the name T'ai-chi,
Titerally the Great Ridgepole, was put into currency in Sung by Chou Tun-yi
(1017-1073) as the "source" out of which all things are generated and was
identified with the unitary integrative coherence only after the death of
Ch'eng Yi.n Chu Hsi may have been alluding to this shift when he used the
word "originally." Coherence which is integrative and comprehensive as well
as unitary was also termed Heaven's Coherence (t'ien-1i) and even simply as
the Way (@}.18

14. 1Ibid., 94.8 a-b.

15. Chu Hsi, Chu-tzu ch'lan-shu (Taipei: Kuang-hsueh, 1977 reprint), 49.1 b.
gHeEeagggr abbreviated C1CS.) Also translated in W. T. Chan, Source
00K, .

16. Chu Hsi, CTY, 94.9b. Also translated in Chan, Source Book, 641, and,
Fung/Bodde, vol. 2, 537.

17. A. C. Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers, xviii-xix, 108, and 160-164.

18. Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 2A.30. For other examples, see Fung/Bodde, 502-504 and
538, and Graham, 12-13.
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One of the difficulties, as Graham pointed 1:|ut‘.,19 in translating 1i
into English as "principle" is that we are continually forced to decide
whether unitary "Principle," "a principle" of a single thing, or "principles"
is meant. Graham suggested 1i was to be conceived as a "network of veins"
(p. 13) and as a "network of roads" (p. 58). Presumably one could understand
the Great UTtimate as a network of networks, but there would still be a “one
and many" problem. An advantage of understanding as well as translating 1i
as "coherence" is that we can speak of the coherence of my puppy, the coher-
ence of all dogs, the coherence of all living things, and so on, without
involving ourselves in a verbal dilemma over the relationship between the
"different” levels or envelopes of coherence. Coherence is coherence,
whether we are referring to a member of a set, all of the members of a set,
or the set as a whole. Coherence refers to both the parts and the whole and
should not be understood as additive.

P.III. Coherence (1i) of objects or phenomena is not locatable inde-

pendently of ch'i.

Chu Hsi wrote, "In the realm of all-under-heaven, there is no ch'i which

has no coherence, and also there is no coherence which has no M...ZO There
was the following exchange. "Someone asked about the place where coherence
is manifested in ch'i. [Chu Hsi] replied, 'Yin and Yang and the Five Phases
not Tosing their inter-connectedness amidst their complications is just "co-
herence." If there were a time when ch'i did not coalesce [as things (wu)
but was undifferentiated, not fen], then coherence for its part would not
have that in which to 1nhere."'2] Coherence is significantly manifested to
us in the regularity, order, or pattern of the interaction of Yin and Yang
and of the Five Phases which are involved in all the movement and flux that
we perceive in all the things (wu), including affairs (shih), constituted by
ch'i. The flux of phenomena, including those in human society, may seem to
be occasional and transitory, but their being patterned (as by Yin and Yang
and the Five Phases) as they change is their coherence. In another response
Chu Hsi said, "After there is this particular coherence, then there is this
particular [configuration of] ch'i. When there is this particular [configu-
ration of a quotient of] ch'i, only then does this particular coherence have
the appropriate place. Whether as large as heaven-and-earth or as tiny as a

19. Graham, 12, 57-58.
20. Chu Hsi, CTCS, 49.l1a. Also translated in W. T. Chan, Source Book, 635.

21. Chu Hsi, CTCS, 49. 2b. Also translated in Fung/Bodde, 543, and Chan,
Source Book, 635.
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cricket or ant, the coming into being [of these things] are all Tike this.
Why think that when heaven-and-earth came into being, there was not that
which was the recipient [of the coherence of heaven-and-earth]? As for this
one word 'coherence' [not in conjunction with ch'i,] we cannot discuss it
with the terms 'existing' or 'not existing.' At the time when there was not
a heaven-and-earth, [its coherence] already was as it is.“zz Although it is
inappropriate to speak of coherence as existing (yu) or not existing (wu)
independently of ch'i, there is coherence, as exemplified by many sentences
such as "Each unitary thing must have (yu) a unitary coi'lerence.“23 Coher-
ence does not stand autonomously.

P.IV. Coherence (1i) is categorically distinct from the ch'i of which

things are constituted.

“Someone asked, 'What about [the statement that] there must be this particular
coherence and only then is there this particular ch'i [constituting a particu-
Tar thing]?' [Chu Hsi] replied, 'On a basic level they cannot be spoken of as
first and Tater. Nevertheless, if one insists on drawing an inference about
whence they have come, then he must say that first there is this particular
coherence. Nevertheless, coherence for its part is not separated as a single
thing, but is existing in this particular ch'i [for which it is the coher-
ence]. If there were not this ch'i, then this coherence would not have a
place to be s:.r-.r,pel'lded."'lel Chu Hsi also said,

What are called '1i' and 'ch'i' absolutely are two 'things'
(wu) [Chu Hsi's vocabulary may have failed him here], but if
viewed from the perspective of [phenomenal] things, then the
two [categoricalge'things‘ are a mingled whole and cannot be
separated out with each in its own place. This being so, we
do not harm the separateness of the two [categorical] 'things’
in taking them as a single [phenomenal] thing. [f viewed
from the perspective of coherence, then although there is not
a [particular phenomenal] thing, there is the coherence of
that thing. This being so, there is also only this [particu-
'Igr] cnlgerence without there actually being this [particular]
thing.

Here Chu Hsi would seem to be going against his admonition not to think of
coherence as existing or not existing independently of ch'i.

Maintaining both P.III and P.IV, Chu Hsi repeatedly was asked to
clarify the relation between coherence and ch'i in things (wu). If the

22. Chu Hsi, CTCS, 49. 6a. Also translated in Fung/Bodde, 539, and Chan,
Source Book, 637.

23. Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 193.
24. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 1.2b, and CTCS, 49.1b. Also translated in Chan, 634.

25. Chu Hsi, CTCS, 49.5b-6a. Also translated in Chan, 637.
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coherence of any particular thing is not dependent on or derived from or a
function of the thing itself as constituted of ch'i, then where is the co-
herence, for example, when its allied thing does not exist? The question
was put to Chu Hsi as where was a person's coherence before he was con-
ceived? "Someone asked, '[You say that] there is a particular coherence

[for any particular thing] and only then is there this particular ch'i
[constituting that thing, for example a particular human being]. When there
is not that person, where is his particular coherence?' [Chu Hsi] said, 'It
is just right here. Think of an ocean of water. Whether one takes a
dipperful, a jarful, or a bowlful, they all are this [same] ocean water.
[Applying this analogy to human beings,] it is just that he might be the
host and 1 the guest, or he might be comparatively long Tived and I might
not live so hmg.‘“z6 Some of us have a dipperful of life, and others a
bowlful, but the coherence of our particular lTives is "right here" and does
not "exist" in some "other" realm such as fate or Heaven or whatever. The
coherence of each yet to be born baby is "right here." Chu Hsi seems to
have been saying that the particular coherence of each human being is drawn
from a "reservoir" of coherence, just as the ch'i which constitutes that
human being is drawn from a "reservoir" of undifferentiated ch'i. Before
any particular thing comes into existence, there is coherence to be asso-
ciated with it, and that coherence persists after the given phenomenon ceases
to exist. A1l things (wu) constituted of ch'i in the realm of heaven-and-
earth are involved in flux and movement and are responsive to the changes of
Yin and Yang and the Five Phases. Coherence is not a (phenomenal) thing

and is not in flux even though it is associated with things and things are
in flux.

P.V. Coherence (1i) is transcendent as well as immanent.

Chu Hsi engaged in many discussions over whether coherence is within a phe-
nomenon, or phenomena, or outside of it, or them. The issue was discussed
in terms of whether (a) coherence is "below" or within that which has ma-
terial presence or form (hsing erh hsia), or (b) coherence somehow is beyond
or "above" all that which has form (hsing erh shang). His formulations vary, .
but overall Chu Hsi's position is that the coherence of particular phenomena
is immanent in them and also that coherence is transcendent, not only because
it "is," independently of particular things, but especially when we refer to
the comprehensive coherence of the Great Ultimate and the Way, which cannot
adequately be correlated with any particular “thing." Chu Hsi and Ch'eng

26. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 1.2a, and CTCS, 49.2a-b.
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Yi seem to be clear that coherence in its transcendent aspect must be de-
scribed as "above" that which has form. For example, Ch'eng said that,
"Ch'i is within form and the Way is above form. "2/ Looking at it from the
other direction, Chu Hsi said that whatever can be called "above form" is
r:o!m*em:e.28 In some instances Chu Hsi stressed the transcendent aspect of
coherence. "In the realm of heaven-and-earth, there is coherence and there
is ch'i. That which is coherence is the Way of what is above forms (hsing
erh shang) and is the basis of things which have come into being. That
which is ch'i is the particular physical object (gh_'_[,ﬁ) of what is within
form (hsing erh hsia) and is the instrumentality of anything which has
come into being. Coming into being as a human, one necessarily is endowed
with this coherence [of being a human] and only then has the nature [hsing
of a human]. One is necessarily endowed with this ch'i [in the configura-
tion of a human] and only then has the form [of a hu.nmm]."29 Chu Hsi's
teaching would be crippled if coherence is taken exclusively to be either
immanent or transcendent. Perhaps more out of hope than conviction, Needham
wrote that "The work of Chu Hsi, therefore, was to remove Li from its
Buddhist contexts, and to restore its ancient naturalist significance, im-
manent rather than transcendent. The precise degree to which he was able
to do this remains a matter for minute future research; certainly his critics
of later centuries often believed that he did not entirely succeed in di-
vesting the concept of its religious-metaphysical undertones."m In an
early review, W. T. Chan pointed out that Needham overemphasized the inter-
pretation of 1i as immanent, to the neglect of its transcendent aspects.31
Coherence is the basis (pen) of the coming into being of things, including
humans, but we need not infer that the pre-existing coherence of a particu-
lar thing causes that thing to be as it is.

P.VI. Coherence (1i) is that by which a thing is as it is.
Ch'eng Yi was reported to have said: "To exhaust the coherence of things
is to exhaust [i.e., to comprehend] that by which they are so. Heaven's
being high, earth's being thick, ghosts and divinities' being invisible or

27. Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 6.83. A, C. Graham, 34.

28. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 95.6a. Also translated in Fung/Bodde, 534.
29. Chu Hsi, €TCS, 49.5b.

30. Needham, Science and Civilisation, vol. 2, 478.

31. W. T. Chan, "Neo-Confucianism and Chinese Scientifi " Philos-
ophy East and West, 6.4 (January 1957), 321. entific Thought,” Philos-
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visible, these must have that by which they are so. If one says that heaven
just is high, earth just is thick, ghosts and divinities just 55%21nvisib1e
or v12;51e. then they are merely words and what would there be!" Clearly
the coherence of a thing (including a ghost or divinity) is not an attri-
bute (1ike color or invisibility) of that thing, but is that by which it is
so (so yi jan). Coherence may be understood in a broad, and Toose, sense
as "cause." However, when we recall (from P.II1) that the coherence of a
thing is not locatable independently of the ch'i of that thing and for which
it is the coherence, then we are driven back to the notion that "it"
(whether the thing or the-thing-and-its-coherence) is so-of-itself (tzu-
igg),33 which would appear to be self-contradictory if coherence is taken
in any strict sense of "cause" which made it discrete from "that which is
caused.” In this regard, "principle” also is misleading as a rendering of
1i to the extent that "principle" can be understood only as that which
;;ﬁes first (in the senses of principle as source, origin, fundamental) and
as sep;;;;; from that for which it is the 1i. Chu Hsi was asked about the
Way of Heaven. "He said, 'The Way [in the sense of the course traced by
ongoing processes of the alternation] of Yin and Yang is coherence; Yin

and Yang [themselves] are ch'i.' 'But for what cause would one consider
Yin and Yang to be the course of ongoing processes?' [Quoting from the
‘Commentary on the Attached Verbalizations'] he said, 'What is above form
is called the course of ongoing process and what is within form is called a
particular physical object. . . . This being so, particular physical objects
nevertheless are also of the course of ongoing processes, and the course of
ongoing processes nevertheless is also of particular physical objects. The
course of ongoing processes is never separate from particular physical ob-
jects; it is also just the coherence of these particular physical objects.
For example, this armchair is a particular physical object. That it can be
sat in is the coherence of an ammchair. [In the other words, the ch'i of
Chu Hsi's armchair 'sticking together' as it does involves its possessing,
as it were, a distinct seating capacity.] A human body is a particular
physical object. That it speaks words and does actions is the coherence
of a hunan.'“3q It is not surprising that the 1i of a thing has been par-
tially understood as its cause, principle,. function, definition, form or

32. ECC, 1272; also see 157. Partly translated in Graham, 8.
33. See Graham, 13.
34. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 77.5a. Partly translated in Graham, 17.
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description, but none of these is sufficient. We must remember that in a
world in flux, where all things are transitory and thus unreliable, we can
have the start of certainty when we accept that each thing has coherence and
its coherence is that by which it is as it is, but is not separable from
that which it is. When we say that summer follows spring, we are referring
to the coherence of the passage of the seasons, but spring does not "cause"
summer.
P.VII. Each phenomenon has its associated ultimate or "perfect coher-
ence" (chih 1i), which may or may not be attained.

Someone suggested to Chu Hsi that "'The Great Ultimate is just the perfect
coherence in men's hearts.' [Chu Hsi] said, 'Events and things all having
an ultimate is the ultimate attainment of the Way's coherence [and not a
product of men's hearts or minds]. . . . [It was asked,] 'The benevolence

of the ruler and the reverence of the minister are then ultimates?' [Chu
Hsi] replied, 'These are the ultimates of a single event or a single
thing.'"3® To refute those who wondered if dried and withered plants had
not lost their coherence, Chu Hsi referred several times to rhubarb and wolfs-
bane, which as dried medicinal plants maintain their distinctive coherence
as purging and warming ingredients even if they are not ingested.35 Thus
envelopes of coherence occur over time and include potentialities as well as
actualities. It was precisely with this aspect of their conception of co-
herence that Ch'eng Yi, and following him Chu Hsi, were able to introduce
morality. The logic is simple. There is the coherence of all that is.

There is the coherence of what will be or ought to be, usually expressed as
the perfect coherence. As an aspect of that which we now are, we have the
coherence of what we ought to be and the allied capacity to attain that ulti-
mate, the full realization (ch'eng) of our potential. The puppy becomes a
dog, what it ought to be, if it acts in a manner congruent with fulfilling
that potential coherence within it (e.g., if it does not run under the wheels
of a truck) and is not otherwise interfered with. The individual human
exerting the appropriate effort in the appropriate environment becomes a
morally perfect man.

35. Chg Hsi, CTYL, 94.9b. Also translated in Fung/Bodde, 537, and Chan,

36. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 4.5a, cited in Fung/Bodde, 551-552, CTCS, 42.32a, cited
in Needham, vol. 2, 569. -
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P.VIII. Coherence (1i) is intelligible on all levels of integration,
a blade of grass, a school of fish, the experience of a life-
time, heaven-and-earth, the Great Ultimate.

Coherence is accessible to our minds, which have coherence. It was probably
Ch'eng Yi who said, *In the realm of heaven-and-earth, what is simply is. For
example, after decades have passed, one day a man fully recalls in his breast
knowledge and experiences [from his past]. Where was this particular coher-
ence located [in the intervening yl;au-s.]'r."‘a7 While in the twentieth century
we might say that a “coherent memory" is a product of certain mental func-
tions, for Ch'eng Yi it "just is." Graham cited an extremely telling com-
ment, again probably by Ch'eng Yi. "“What the heart 'comprehends when stimu-
'Iated'3a simply is coherence. In [the heart's] knowing, the affairs in the
realm of all-under-heaven either are or are not, irrespective of past and
present or before and after. [That is, the remembered events of the past are
in our hearts simultaneously and now; unremembered events are not there.]
A further example is our dreams; there are no forms [in the technical sense
of 'that which is constituted of ch'i'] in them, but there simply is this
coherence. One might say that when [a dream] involves such categories as
‘forms' and 'voices' [i.e., we “see" forms and "hear" voices in dreams],
then these are ch'i [in the dream]. When a particular thing comes into being
the ch'i for 1't-1s_coaiesced. and when it ceases to be, its ch'i completely
reve_r:s_[to the state of undifferentiated ch'il. If there is a voice, there
must be the mouth which made it, and if there is a touch, there must be a
body which did it. When the matter [of a particular thing, say the Duke of
Chou,] has dispersed, how could there be these [voices and touches of the
Duke of Chou, which have been experienced in dreams]? It follows that if |
[the heart's] knowing did not have this coherence [which pertains to the |
dead person, whose ch'i is dispersed], then [the dream] could not be be-
lieved."39 A dream, like a memory, can be believed when it has coherence.
It is easy enough to extrapolate from these to realize the importance of
coherence in the classics, in histories, in ceremonies, and so on. Ch'eng
Yi said, "In general, each thing having a unitary coherence, one must ex-
haustively go after its coherence. There are many ways to start exhausting

37. Ch'eng Yi (?), ECC, 2A.31. Also translated in Graham, 15.

. The allusion is to the “Commentary on_the Attached Verbalizations,"
® Alg.ls: "When stimulated, [the Change] comprehends all causes in the
realm of all-under-heaven.”

39. Ch'eng Yi (7)., ECC, 2B.56. Also translated in Graham, 15.
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coherence: reading books and clarifying their moral coherence; discussing
your past and present men and distinguishing right and wrong [in their con-
duct]; being involved in affairs and dealing with them properiy--all these
are [means of] exhausting coherence."

Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi taught that by investigating things (ko wu &
1% ) we exhaust coherence (ch'iung 1i 'ﬁ 7€ ), that is, we attain or appre-
"hend (te) "perfect coherence." This then is the aim of learning (hsleh)
and is pivotal in the moral improvement of oneself and in bringing peace to
the wur1d.41 Chu Hsi said, "One who is exhausting coherence just wants to
know that by which events and things are as they are (so yi jan) and that
which they ought to be (so tang jan). As a result of knowing that by which
they are as they are, one's purpose is not in doubt. As a result of knowing
that which they ought to be, one's conduct is not in error. This is not to
say one takes the coherence of 'that' and attributes it to 'this, "% Right
aims and right conduct are congruent with the actual coherence in affairs
and things. For Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi, the ascription of coherence to the
realm of heaven-and-earth provides the basis for finding it in human exper-
ience and realizing order in the realm of all-under-heaven.

I believe that understanding 1i in terms of these eight propositions,
rather than any single sentence of definition, helps to resolve questions
raised by Wittenborn in his six "problem areas."”

1) "How do we, or how can we, know 1i?" Under this heading, Witten-
born finds.-a dilemma in 1i being "imperceptible and inexperiential" (p. 34),
as 1i can be known only through its manifestation in ch'i. He raises the
example of a cart floating on water and functioning as a boat; if the cart
has the 1i of a cart and then functions as a boat, he supposes that "Since
the 1i of a thing is assuredly not open to change, then we can only conclude
that we were mistaken in the first place [about the cart having the coher-
ence of a cart]" (p. 34). Both of these interpretations seem to stem from
taking 1i as a Platonic universal (e.g., cart-ness, boat-ness). The co-
herence of a cart is right there in the cart itself (P.I) even though the
coherence can be understood as somehow beyond the cart itself (P.V). The
coherence of a particular configuration of ch'i entails that thing being
used as, perceived as, and called a "cart," but that coherence does not

40. Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 2B.56. Also translated in Graham, 76, and Chan,
Source Book, 561.

41. E.g., Ch'eng Yi, ECC, 18.188. This passage is widely cited.
42, Chu Hsi, CYCS, 3.34a. Also translated in Chan, 611.
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preclude that thing from serving as a boat-with-wheels, or firewood, or what-
ever it has been, is, or will be. Its coherence does not change. A creature
with an ox-head does not have the coherence of a human; a newly laid egg has
the coherence of a chicken even if it ends up as an omelette ingredient. A
kitten has the coherence of a cat but not the coherence of a dog.

Wittenborn also finds that our capacity to be in error about the 1i of
of a thing "leads us inevitably into the quagmire of Cartesian doubt." Des-
cartes sought to recover "certainty" in :r-e-a.sn::n,“3 and Wittenborn notices that
Chu Hsi did not formulate a Cartesian "epistemological edifice," but "bluntly
presupposed the concept of principle to be self-evident" (p. 35). Ch'eng
Yi and Chu Hsi did "presuppose" coherence, and not just the "concept of
principle."” The ingredients of a man's breakfast, the act of eating that
breakfast and the memory of eating that breakfast all have coherence; if
someone were to tell me that on philosophical grounds he did not "really"
know if he had breakfast this morning, I could not begin to describe Chu
Hsi's teachings to him. But if the person forgot, or was demented, or
otherwise mistaken about his breakfast, the coherence of the things which
constituted his most recent meal is not thereby dissolved. Wittenborn
reveals he is misled when he substitutes "ideas" for "principles" (p. 35) in
his discussion. Coherence is "out there" in association with things; that
coherence is intelligible to us through the coherence in our minds, and we
are able to fathom it." But that coherence "out there" is not dependent on
our minds and is not affected by our being mistaken about it. A new-born
baby may be said not to know or comprehend the coherence of its mother's
care, but the coherence of that care is not thereby affected. Humans (in-
cluding Chu Hsi) have had a variety of accounts of the coherence of what
we call stars, but all of the accounts so far being in some ESpects inade-
quate or mistaken does not affect the coherence of the stars being what
they are (if we grant that stars exist). Chu Hsi pointed out that a Buddhist
implies he has a heart when he claims to know it. Descartes had to start
with the coherence of his thinking. On one level Wittenborn is correct
when he comments, "We are asked [by Chu Hsi] to accept as axiomatic some-
thing that simply is not." I would answer on Chu Hsi's behalf that the
coherence of Wittenborn's sentence, not only in the sense of its conforming
to certain conventions of the English language but also in its implicit
intentions of conveying a meaning to his readers, already implicitly accepts

43, Cf. Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature .(Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979), for a discussion of some conse-
quences of the "solution."
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that there is coherence. His sentence, however, is not congruent with the
coherence of Chu Hsi's teachings; Wittenborn has not "fathomed coherence.”

2) "Is 1i prior to ch'i and, if so, what does this mean?
The discussion of P.III, P.IV and P.V bear on this question, and it caused
some of Chu Hsi's own students some difficulty. Wittenborn's problem seems
to involve understanding a "thing" as existing statically (or timelessly)
rather than as enduring over a period of time, and its coherence only as
“"transcendently prior" rather than in time.44 Wittenborn also suggests that
1i has "the capability of causing something else to achieve being," and that
"Li is the potential organizing pattern of all there is" (p. 36), with the
emphasis on "potential" rather than realized. If we reread the previous
sentence and substitute "coherence" for "1i," it is clear that the phrase
"capability of causing" is less suitable than "potential organizing pattern,"
which is less suitable than simply "potential pattern." The coherence of
the cat is in the kitten, in the embryo developing in the kitten's mother,
and in the "reservoir" of coherence prior to that kitten's conception.

3) "Is 1i subjective or objective?"
This question dissolves when we understand 1i as coherence. As Wittenborn
recognizes, coherence is "accountable as both physical phenomena and as
psychological concepts.” But then he adds, "In Western modes of thinking,
at least, this cannot be possible" (p. 38). I would say that we must extend
our sympathies to anyone still so caught up in Cartesian dichotomies.

4) "Is 1i a form of what things are or a standard of what they

should be?"

I have tried to indicate under P.I and P.VII that coherence is "of" the thing
for which it is now "that by which that thing is so" (so-yi jan che) and also
is the coherence of "that which the thing ought to be." Chu Hsi was not
blurring a distinction between "is" and "ought"; he recognized it and spoke
of it. He was urging us to understand as a coherent whole both what a man
is now and what he might be in the ﬂ.n'.ur‘e."5

5) "What accounts for the differentiation of things?"
Here Wittenborn raises the "one and many" or "universal-particulars" problem
inherited from Greek philosophy, and suggests (but does not intend) a solu-
tion, "The problem, then, is whether 1i is a unity, or a multiplicity. It

44. Cf. Fung/Bodde, 535.

45. See A. C. Graham, "Taoist Spontaneity and the Dichotomy of 'Is' and
'Ought,'" in Victor H. Mair, Experimental Essays on Chuang-tzu (Hono-
Tulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1 , 3-23.
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cannot be both. If it were then our entire way of thinking . . . would have
to be seriously reconsidered, and probably discarded” (p. 42). I urge that
he discard it if it so interferes when he is trying to understand Chu Hsi.
Wittenborn's problem seems to come from not recognizing 1i as a mass noun.
We might remember that "reason" has been an attractive interpretation and
translation of 1i perhaps in part because most readers would not stumble
when they came to an assertion that "Reason is reason" or "Logic is logic.”
Reason can be understood to be apportioned among many individuals, past and
present, and as that which somehow "accounts for" the way things are. The
crucial difference between "reason" and 1i, it seems to me, is that the
latter was not intended by Ch'eng Yi or Chu Hsi as locatable independently
of the "things" which are constituted of ch'i. Things are differentiated.
That is acknowledged by Wittenborn's question 5). One answer which may
satisfy his question is, "Each particular thing has its own particular co-
herence, and so they are different" (P.I). But if Wittenborn's question is
asking, "What causes things to be differentiated?," then the answer would
seem to be, "They are so of themselves." This answer may not seem wholly
satisfying, but it is close to what cosmologists today say when they specu-
late about the first few nano-seconds after the Big Bang.

6) "What is the scope of 1i?"
Here Wittenborn is concerned about coherence in our minds. He asks, "if
there are 1i of purely mental concepts, then on what do they 'hang,' to what
do they inhere?" (p. 43). Dreams and memories, as discussed under P.VIII,
are examples of coherence of "things the ch'i of which is dispersed" inhering
in the ch'i of our minds. Wittenborn asks about the coherence of numbers,
beliefs, actions and emptiness. I briefly examine each. If we understand
"emptiness" as the relative absence of ch'i (e.g., the emptiness of a cup
which contains "nothing," the emptiness of the space between the ch'i which
constitutes the Earth's atmosphere and the ch'i which constitutes our moon),
then there is coherence in what is "empty." What Chu Hsi sought to deny was
an absolute "emptiness" which included among its characteristics an absence

of c:oheruern:na.46

Given that both Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi emphasized the gloss of "things"
(wu) as "affairs" (shih), there should be no problem in seeing that actions,
human actions, have coherence. When the student bows to the master, there
is coherence in the relation between their two bodies at that moment, and

46. Cf. Fung/Bodde, 567-568.
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that coherence is part of their relationship before the act of bowing as well
as after the bow.

The coherence of a particular belief can be associated with a particu-
lar set of electrical charges in a particular part of our brain. Whether I
have a belief that a dragon dwells at the bottom of my pond or any other be-
lief or idea, I have been instructed by Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi to fathom the
coherence of that belief (in my mind) by investigating things such as the
color and motion of the water in my pond for their coherence to ascertain
if the dragon is down there.

By raising "numbers" in this context, Wittenborn indicates he regards
them as "purely mental" and questions what relation they would have to ch'i.
This is a good example of what happens when one expects Chu Hsi to think_—
with twentieth century assumptions. Asked about coherence and numbers
(shu), Chu Hsi said, "Ch'i is just number. There being this particular co-
herence, there is just this particular ch'i [constituting this particular
thing]. There being this.particular ch'i, there is just this particular
number [associated with this thing]. Each and every thing is so, such as
six, the number of Water, in [the six points of] a snow flake."? In the
section on "numbers" (shu) in his Classified Conversations (ch. 65), Chu
Hsi was at pains to subordinate the notion of "number" advocated by Shao
Yung and others in a tradition stenming from the Book of Change. He did not
want to have "number" understood as being essentially the same as “coherence."

Finally, Wittenborn explains that he understands the relationship be-
tween 1i and ch'i as two members of two pairs: transcendental and immanent,
and potential and realizable or actualizable. (I suspect he means “"realized
or actualized.”) I have tried to show that Ch'eng Yi's and Chu Hsi's 1i
must be understood as standing on both sides of the pairs. -

I am certain my discussion of J1i will not be satisfactory to all
readers. I can only hope, as Wittenborn did, that my comments will elicit
further discussion. We need not complain that a concept which occupies

such an important place in Ch'eng Yi's and Chu Hsi's teaching is complicated
rather than simple.

47. Chu Hsi, CTYL, 65.6b.
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