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Investigation of Things and
Enlightment: Two Key Concepts of
Zhu Xi’s philosophy

Rur-bin Yang*

abstract

In his famous Supplement of Ge-zhi (}&54i#i{8), Zhu Xi said, “After exer-
ting himself in this way for a long time, he will one day achieve a wide and far-
reaching penetration. Then the qualities of all things, whether internal or ex-
ternal, the refined or the coarse, will all be apprehended, and the mind, in its total
substance and great functioning, will be perfectly intelligent.” These sentences
have described a variety of Confucian modes of enlightenment. This argument
is based on four sources: Zhu Xi’s system of philosophy, his pupils, writings on
Zhu Xi’s level of moral cultivation, later Neo-Confucians’ genuine experiences
of enlightenment, and the meaning of the term huoran 35X generally used by
Zhu Xi and his contemporary scholars.

I also made attempts to analyze the features of this Confucian mode of en-
lightenment. The two major components of enlightenment are a so-called cogni-
tive element and a mystical element referred to as the Ultimate (faiji JAR). The
method or attitude of “holding fast to seriousness” (zhujing :4%) plays a decis-

ive role in the conversion of mind.

*Rur-bin Yang is a professor of the Chinese Literature Department at Tsing Hua University in

Hsinchu, Taiwan.
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Finally, I argued against the common assumption that Zhu Xi’s gewu zhizhi
¥eE 0 is a cognitive act. On the contrary, it’s core meaning involves an act of
spiritual exercise. It refers to the recovering of ontological wholeness of human
nature, and the revealing instead of acquisition of the principles in things as well

as in human nature.

Keywords: Zhu Xi % &, holding fast to seriousness, investigation of things,
Great Ultimate K 4%, enlightenment





