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How Did “Tai Xu” Become the Metaphysical
Noumenon of Natural Laws? : An Interpretation of
Zhang Zai’s Intellectual History

Ding Weixiang

Abstract: The concept of “Tai Xu” (the onginal void) was first brought forth by Zhuang Zi, thereby laying a
theoretical foundation for the cosmological mode of Taoist space-time unification. Meanwhile, Confucianism
developed its creative cosmology by way of “Y1 You Tai Chi, Shi Sheng Liang Yi" (out of the Grand Terminus of
the Changes there come the two elementary Forms), to illustrate the birth of all things; and evolved a subjective
practical cosmology in the Confucian classic Zhong Yong (The Golden Mean) embodied in the concepts of “Zhi
Cheng” (utter sincerity) and “ Jin Xing” (full obeisance to nature). The converging tendencies of Confucianism
and Taoism laid a basis for the objective cosmology that put emphasis on growth, change, and transformation.
Later on, this cosmology further branched into the theory of “Five Destinies” or “Four phases”, constituting the
mainstream of Chinese traditional cosmology. After the introduction of Buddhism into China, Seng Zhao first
resolved the concept of “You Wu" (being and non-being) in his teaching of “Yuan Qi Xing Kong” (transforming
vicissitudes vs. the void of nature), then confirmed the world of growth and transformation by the wisdom of
the Golden Mean. Then, with Fan Zhen's theme on “Xing Shen Zhi Bian” (distinction between form and spirit),
Confucian scholars with their theory of “Shen Mie” (demolition of the spirit), attempted to controvert Buddhist
preaching and in the same breath to affirm the teachings of Confucian sages from the vantage point of actual
existence. But their argument was in turn refuted by Zong Mi in his proposition of “Wan Wu Yu Ren, Jie Q1 Wel
Ben” (things and humans all have their essence in gi). Shao Yong and Zhou Dunyi, two of the Five Confucian
Masters in Northern Song Dynasty, took the lead to infuse Taoist thoughts into their explication of the Confucian
concept of “Tai Chi” (the Grand Terminus), in doing so set a reversing trend back toward the cosmology of Tao of
Heaven characterized by an emphasis on growth and transformation. Zhang Zai, another of the Five Masters, in
view of the Confucianist and Buddhist-Taoist controversy, found himself dissatisfied with the theory of growth and
transformation implicit in the concept of “Tai Chi”, so he moved on to the metaphysical noumenon expressed as
“Zhi Jing Wu Gan” (complete inertia without sensation), which was in essence a remolding of the concept of “ Tai
Xu”. In answer to critiques from Buddhism and Taoism, he proposed the concepts of “Wu Xing Wu Xiang” (non-
existence of form) and “Zhi Jing Wu Gan”, in the meanwhile launched a strike back against Buddhism and Taoism
with the thesis of “Ti Yong Bu Er” (essence and function merging in one), in which Tai Chi’s prescriptions of “Zhi
Shi” (ultimate substance) and “Zhi Yi” (ultimate oneness), the complete inertia that characterized its proposition
of “Wu Dong Yao” (utter steadfastness), along with its proclivity toward volatile tolerance, are in themselves the

appropriate manifestations of “Tian De” (heavenly virtue) and “Shen Hua” (apotheosis).
Keywords: Tai Xu, Nature Laws, metaphysical noumenon, interpretation of intellectual history
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