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Controversy over Current Issues

Is Dai Zhen a Neo-Confucianist? On Dai Zhen's

Negation of Neo-Confucianism

Xie Xialing

Abstract: Hu Shi's assertion has been gradually accepted that Dai Zhen's philosophy surpassed Neo-Confucianism
and played a significant role in the history of Chinese philosophy, yet such an assertion is not adequately warranted.
In particular, the strengths of Dai's theory are still not sufficiently revealed, partly because people have not undergone
a thorough reflection on the shaky ground of New-Confucianism since the wave of reviving Confucianism started
with its flourishing during the Song and Ming Dynasties. Actually, at the beginning of his Commentary on the
Meanings of Terms in the Book of Mencius, Dai aims to overthrow the base of Neo-Confucianism by redefining
“principle” (1i); all the terms he uses are based on the pre-Qin classics, not a single word with no support. Therefore,
it can be said that Dai has corrected the errors made by Neo-Confucianists and restored the Confucian origin. In
light of Kant's Critique of Judgment, comparing Dai's philosophy with Mencius’, one will see that by making the
statement that “Heavenly Principle consists of feelings that do not err,” Dai has grasped the essence of Mencius'
saying that “What is commonly judged in people’s minds is called principle or righteousness.” Dai shows that
Neo-Confucianists distorted the meaning of “Human nature as imparted by Heaven”; he argues that it is an error
rooted in their philosophical foundation to claim that men are born bestowed with the Heavenly Principle. Among
Neo-Confucianists, Wang Yangming erred most seriously when he interpreted Mencius’ idea of tongran ( [5] &)

as common, shared principle. Commentary on the Meanings of Terms in the Book of Mencius shows Dai's creativity
when he explicated how principle originates from a certain mental ability. Based on his elaboration of the classical
principle of Yi that “Yang gives and Yin receives” and of words by Zi Chan and Zengzi, Dai has put forth a theory
of interrelated duals of Po-Yin-Ling-Shou (#-[f-# -%) and Hun-Yang-Shen-Shi (#f-[8-4¥-3&). He further
advocates that shenming (#¥ B ) as humans’ judgment ability results from and is more advanced than jingshuang (#
# ), the cognitive ability possessed by all creatures. This assertion has already touched upon what Kant referred to as
aesthetic judgment. Dai also precisely interpreted the meaning of “agreeable” in Mencius’ statement that “principle
and righteousness are agreeable to my mind.” When Dai Zhen passed away, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason had
not yet been published, not to mention Critique of Judgment. Admittedly, Dai's groundbreaking theory is far from
being sophisticated, but it has established a general framework and has the potential for different ramifications.
His work also shows the weakness of the argument that Chinese philosophy lacks precision. Another error in the
philosophical foundation of Neo-Confucianism is the claim that Yin and Yang exist in physical form. Saying that
they are two separate bodies of Qi means Neo-Confucianists took Yin and Yang as concrete matters. However, Dai
Zhen uses the concept of “the unceasing operation of Yin and Yang” in the classics to show that Yin and Yang are
merely the operative states of Qi, rather than Qi itself. He also analyzes the two similar implications of Five Agents
(F4T), etther as tangible matter existing in physical form or as an operative state of Qi. Therefore, he shows that
it 1s groundless for Neo-Confucianism to equate the principle of “[alternating between] Yin and Yang” with Dao.

Keywords: ongin of principle, common judgment, dao as alternating between Yin and Yang
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