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Tai Chen’s Choice between Philosophy
and Philology

ai Chen #3% (1724—1777) presents two catirely different images in
Tthe intellectual history of the mid-Chk’ing period: that of a classical phi-
lologist and that of a Confucian philosopher. During his own time, it was
Tai the philologist who received universal recognition in the scholarly
world. On the other hand, Tai the philosopher was largely ignored or even
denounced by his contemporaries. Chang Hsueh-ch'eng’s &8 (1738~
1801} great appreciation of Tai’s philosophical writings was not shared at
all by such common friends as Chu Yiin %% (1y29—1781) and Shao
Chin-han BF B (1743—1796). In modern times, it is largely owing to the
efforts of such scholars as Chang Ping-lin E 8588 { 1869—1935), Wang Kuo-
wei ‘EE## (1877~1927), Liu Shih-p'ei BI#iZ (1884—1919), Liang Ch'i-
ch’ao IZME (1873—1929), and Hu Shih #8§ (1Bg1—1962) that Tai the
philosopher has become the focus ofintellectual attention. By contrast, Tai’s
philological accomplishments are more often praised than seriously studied,
with the notable exception of his collated text of the Shui-ching chu A Eit
{Commentary to the Classic of Waterways).?

In the present study, I propose to examine philosophy and philology

!This modern interest in Tai’s collated text of the Shuf-ching chu has been sustained by the
famous controversy concerning whether or not Tai’s work was purlained from Chao [-ch’ing’s
#H#—1F (1701-1764) Shui-ching chu shik 7§ ¥ B prior to its publication. Starting in 1943, Hu
Shih spent almost two decades in a special investigation of this cause c#{éfre. He brought to light
numerous pieces ol evidence that convincingly demonstrate that all the major discoveries about
this text had aiready been made by Tai belore he could have had access to Chao's manuscripts.
Moreover, contrary to the charge that Taj made false references to the Yung-fo ta-teen 7 58 4 o
text to cover up his plagiarism, Hu Shih was able to show that on a number of oceasions Tai
lollowed the Tung-lo text even to a fault. Although the whole matter is too complicated to be
dealt with adequately here, it is nevertheless clear that the case usually lined up against Tai is
based only on some misinterpreted circumstantial evidence. It is also interesting to note that
modern scholars such as Meng Sen f # and Wang Kuo-wei T @ #f, who charged Tai with
plagiarism, were invariably unsympathetic toward Tai's anti-Neo-Confucian philosophical
point of view. It 13 only fair thar any responsible scholar who still wishes to press thesame charge
against Tai must of necessity take full account of Hu Shih’s findings. See Hu Shih, “A Note
on Ch'ian Tsu-wang, Chae [-Ch’ing and Tai Chen: A Study of Independent Convergence in
Research as Ulustrated in Their Works on the Shui-ching chu,” in Arthur W. Hummel, ed.,
Eminent Chinese of the Ch'ing Period (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Printing Office, 1944) 2,
pp. 970-82; and Hu Shit shou-kae 43 # F 55, series 1-6 (Taipei: Hu Shih chi-nien kuan,
1966—1g6g).
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as the two basic constituent elements in Tai’s system of Conlucian learnip
By “philosophy” and “philology™ T refer to what Ck’ing scholars callcg.
respectively, “moral principles” (i- £ M) and “evidential investigation’:
(Kao-cheng ¥ .5 or K'ao-chil Ehg).

The emphasis of this study is placed on the development of Tai's
thought during the last two decades of his life when he was, by general
sufirage of the scholurly world, the foremost ieader of the philologi;ai mave-
Tnent. Tai’s involvement in this learned movement Is an event of singular
tmportance not only in his own intellectual life, but in the development of
thE‘ movement as well. While the movement provided Tai with a solid
phflolc.)gical foundation upon which his philosophical edifice was eventually
built, in turn he also helped shape the character of the movement in its
mature .stage by supplying it with a much needed philosophical justification.

Tai ﬁ.rst came to Peking in 1754. He had no sooner made his initial
contact with the academic circles in the capital than he was hailed as the
archphilologist of the day. A first-hand account of Tai’s sudden rise to fame

15 given in Ch’ien Ta-hsin's B KB Chronological Autobrography as follows:

Nineteenth year {chia-hsii; 1754) of Ch’ien-lung, aged twenty-seven sui.
His Excellency Ch’in Hui-t'ien ZE ¥ M (canonized as Wen-kung =7 #5)
of Wusih invited me 1o participate in his Wu-li ‘ung-k'ao Enﬁiﬁg%
(Ccfmpre&emz've Study of the Five Rites) project. Tai Tung-yian &3 & of
Hsm-n‘ing Pk % came to the capital for the first time. He visited me at
my residence and we talked all day. I was greatly impressed by the
dtepth and breadth of his learning. The following day I recommended
him to His Excellency, wheo cordially agreed to take a ride with me to
pay Tai a personal visit. His Excellency then praised him on all occa-
sions. Henceforth Tai’s name was known throughout China.t

I\Tecdlcas to say, what made both Ch'ien Ta-hsin and Ch’in Hui-t'ien
s0 excited about their discovery of Tai was not the latter’s sophistication in
Confucian thinking, but his many-sided accomplishments in the broad field
of Ch’ing phiiology, including machematics, astronomy, historical geog-
raphy, etymology, and phonology. So when Tai finally accepted Ch’in

*Chien Ta-hsin, Chu-ting cha-shit izu-ting wien-p'u 5 F1F;
Chung-wcn' shu-tien, 1474), p. 12. Deceived in nlcf ag:(;? h}igg ici?wfﬁﬁua:p\;}]i?;gé{%n}i
wr?ngly assigned Tai's first visit to Peking to 1755 in Tai Tung-ytian ksim::.ﬁeng neen-p'u i 5 B %
’_“}t]- :ﬁ.?g- {hereafter THPY, included in Tai Chen wen-chi W B sy M (Hong Kong: Chung-llua
(sh &u-ch;, fgm;)h:rc:aﬁer TWC), p. 220. For details see Yii Ying-shih £ 554%, Lun Tai Chen yii
-ang Hsiieh-ch'eng 25 3 98 o0 % 58 3% (Hong Koag: Lung-men shu-tien, 1976}, pp. 152—53.J
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Hui-t'ien’s invitation to work on the Wu-{i t'ung-k’'ao project, he was put in
charge of the section on “‘astronomical calculations.”®

Tai’s early public image as an archphilologist remained unchanged tll
the end of his life; it only continued to grow as his influence in the scholarly
world increased with time. In 1779 he was appeinted a compiler of the
Syu-k'u ch’ian-shu PUME 4 3t project withoul a chin-siih it + degree, u fact
that fully testifies to his stature as a leading classical philologist. During the
period 1773-1777, when he was working on this project, accerding to Tuan
Yi-ts'al B E &, works assigned to him for editing fell mainly into the
following categories: astronomy, mathematics, historical geography, ety-
mology, and linguistics.* In 1755 Tal wrote 10 a friend that the fao i# of the
sage is to be found in the texts of the Six Classics, which must be subjected
w both philosophical and philological analyses. The Han Confucianists
were philclogically correct but philosophically unsound, whereas the Sung
Confucianists were philosophucally sound but philologically incorrect.® The
implication is, of course, that it 15 ideal to be in possession of the virtues of
both and the vices of neither. But it is clear thatin 1777, as in 1754, he was
respected in the academic circles in Peking only as a classical philologist.
Tai, much to his dismay, was never taken seriously by his colleagues as a
Confucian philosopher.

Yet during the same period that Tai was philologically active and
productive, he was also philosophically creative. His ¥dan shan [ # was first
drafted sometime before 1763 and then expanded and revised in 1766;
Hisii-yen 82 was written in 1769 when he was working on a local history
project in Shansi; and Meng-tzu tzu-t shu-cheng & F FFEiE, his crowning
achievement in Confucian philosophy, was completed only a few months
before his death. Moreover, it has recently come to light that sometime
between 1769 and 1777 he also revised the Hsi-yen text and changed its title
to Meng-tzu ssu-shu lu & F ¥ 41 #k, which was later incorporated into the
final version of Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng.” Although Tal was working simul-
taneously in the fields of philology and philosephy, his philological studies
were always enthusiastically received, while his philosophical adventures
failed to evoke a positive response from his feilow scholars. Chang Hsiieh-

*TNP, p. 221, 41bid., pp. 236—38. sTWE, p. 144

*Ch'ien Mu 3§ B, Chung-kuo chin san-pai nien hsiish-shu shih cR B JT = 15 & 2 ki # (Shanghai:
Shang-wu yin-shu kuan, 1937), vel. 1, p. 332.

*See Ch'ien Mu, “Chi ch'an-pen Tai Tung-yian Meng-tzu ssu-shu-lu™ 3254 8% &
& - &, included in YU, Tai yd Chang, pp. 283~8g. For a different view of the textual

evolution of Tai's philosophical writings, see Yamanoi Y | # i, Min Shin shisgsht no kenkyu
R 1% BB 4 b ) G138 (Tokyo: Tokyd Daigaku shuppan-kai, 1980), pp. 412-31.
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cl"z'cng gives a vivid description of the situation in 1766 when he was staying
wuh. Chu Yin in Peking. In “A Letter in Reply 10 Shao Erh-yin #f —=
{Chin-han % &), he recalls: -

At that time, it may be remembered, both Mr. Chu [¥in) of Ta-hsing
‘k # and Mr. Ch'ien [Ta-hsin] of Chia-ting %;'i* were the two tower-
ing figures of highest academic reputation among scholar-officials in
the capital. They both admired Tai, but only to the extent of Taj's
penetrating and refined studies in textual criticism, philology, etymol-
0gy, and mathematics. When it came to Tai's [philosophical] treatises,
such as Yiian shan B 3%, they regretted to see [Tai] applying his good
self to a field of futility. I argued forcefully in front of Master Chu
contending that [Tai’s philosophical] theories were indeed the mostj
rewarding part of his textual investigations. Unfortunately, my position
was humble and my words carried little weight. None of the esteemed
scholars was listening to me.?

We have reason to believe that afier this initial setback, Tai kept his
p’hilosophical writings to himself and rarely, if ever, permitted them to be
curculated among his unsympathetic colleagues. This is clearly shown in his
preface to the final version of Zian shan, in which he says that he will hide
the manuscriptin his family library in the hope that some day an able person
will come along to appreciate and promote the truth contained therein.
Tuan Yii-ts’ai, Tai’s leading disciple, who had copied the first draft of Yian
skan in 1763, does not seem to have known about Tai's other two major
philosophical works — Hsi-yen and Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng — during his
master’s lifetime.?

Inaletter to Wang Nien-sun T 4 #% (1744-1832), Tuan confessed that
he did notstudy the Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng and grasp its central significance
until as late as 1810.2 The obscurity of Tai as philosopher in the late
eighteenth century can further be seen from the fact that Chang Hsiieh-
ch’eng, who was a great admirer of Tai’s philosophy, never had access to
Tai’s later philosophical writings, For, as late as 1790 when Chang wrote
his postscript to the essay “Chu and Lu,” he still took Yian shan (most likely
the first draft) and two other short pieces on the concept of “nature” to be

*From Chang Hsiieh-ch'eng, Chang-shik j-shu 1-5'1en & FC - P
included in Y, Tat i Ghang, p. g0q I A (hereaficr CSISIP); letier
*Chien, Hsieh-shu shit, vol. 1, pp- 32428,
W Liu P'an-hsii TUED 38 . ed.. Ching-yi b : 5 ; . A
ko, r936) Asia, p. 248 cd.. Ching-yin low wen-ch pucpien FEERIE 3448 (Peking: Lai-hsiin
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representative of Tai's thought.'! We have evidence that Tai only showed
Hsti-yen to his old schoolmate Ch'eng Yao-tien BB (1725-1814) in 1776
and Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng to the Buddhist philosopher P'eng Shao-sheng
T (1740-1796) in 1777, at their request.'* Both Ch'eng and P'eng, it
may be noted, were genuinely interested in Neo-Confucian philosophy,
although they differed from Tai, each in his own way, in philosophical
outlook. Al this point {et us pause for a moment and consider two intriguing
questions: First, was Tai’s philology related to his philosophy, and, if so,
how were they related to each other? Second, were philology and philosophy
of equal importance to Tai, or, in terms of Tar’s own ultimate concern, was
one of them more fundamental than the other?

The answer to our first question is quite clear, Oun many occasions Tai
Chen explicitly stated that his philology and his philosophy were insepara-
ble. In his letter to Tuan Yii-is’ai, dated February 21, 1777, Ta: wrote:

Since I wasseventeen years old, I have set the quest of tao as my life goal.
I was convinced that {20 can be found only in the Six Classics and the
works of Confucius and Mencius. But unless we study the meanings of
the words, institutions, and terminologtes [in these classical texts] we
will not be able to understand the language of the texts.!

Earlier in 1765 he also said:

Alas, if the so-called philosophical ideas [of the sages] can be obtained
by sheer speculation apart from the classics, then anyone is able to grasp
them out of emptiness. If that is the case, what do we need classical
learning for? It is precisely because sheer speculation cannot lead one
to the philosophical ideas of the sages of antiquity that one has to seek
them from the ancient classics. Since messages contained in the sur-
viving records have gradually fallen into oblivion due to the expanse
of time between the past and the present, one therefore has to seek them
through philological studies [of the classics]. Thus only if philology is

U Chang Hsiich-ch’eng, Wem-shih r'ung-i % @& (Peking: Ku-chi c¢b’u-pan she, 1956;
hereafter WSTT), p. 57.

12 According to TAP, p. 223, Ch'eng Yao-t'ien copied Hsi-yer in 1776, and according
P’eng Shao-sheng'’s letter to Tai Chen {in Erh-itn chii chi - Pk /& 8 [18871 edn; rpt. Taipei:
Shih-men t'u-shu kung-ssu, 1976], ch. 9, p. 16b), Tai showed both the Yian shan % and
Meng-tzu tzu-1 shu-cheng 5 F 5 ¥ 5% (Peking: Chung-hua, 1961; hereafter cited as M T TI5C)
to Peng in 1777. {See also TAP, p. 240.) From Tai's reply, we know that Peng at first only
asked to see Tai’s Yian shan, probably without any knowledge of the M7 TISC. Tai, however,
sent him both manuscripts. See Tai's letrer to Preng included in M T TISC, p. 161.

13 This lerter is included in Y@, Tai yi Chang, pp. 291-93.
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clear, can the ancient classics be understood; and only if the classicg
are understood, can the sages’ philosophical ideas then be grasped.14

So for Tai, philology was the foundation and philosophy the super.
structure. But Tai's conception of philology was different from that of his
contemporaries. While most mid-Ch’ing scholars were doing philology on
piecemeal basis, Tai was promoting what must he called a systematic

philology.
As early as 1749 Tai wrote:

[Tt is necessary that we] bring the Erh-ya Dictionary to bear on the
interpretation of [such classical texts as] the Classic of Poetry and the
Classic of History and, conversely, also use Poetry and History to authent.
cate the Erk-ya Dictionary. We should then apply [the philological
methods of explication] to all the extant ancient texts of pre-Ch’in
times. Only by systematization through synthesis and analysis, always
on the basis of the Six Graphic Principles and phonerics, can we then
hope 1o establish philology on a solid ground.1s

Also around this time, in his much-quoted “Letter to Shih Chung-ming
& {#83,” he further defined his systematic philology:
single character [in a classical text] can be conside
established only when it is uniformly applicable to all th
based on the Six Graphical Principles, 16

It is true that already in the seventeenth century Wan Ssu-ta 3 # %
{1633-1683) had expressed the view that Confucian classical scholarship
is of such a unified nature that no single text can be fully understood

in isolation from the rest. The entire corpus of Confucian classics must
therefore be treated as a closely interrelat

“The meaning of a
red as conclusively
€ classics and firmly

ed system.!? But, obviously, here
Wan is only advocating a systematic study of the classics. Ch’ing philology
did not come to full maturity unti! the middle of the eighteenth century. In
Wan’s time, the kind of systematic philology Tai Chen was
century later couid hardly have been conceived.

Central to Tai’s conceptions of s
tion that the language in which the
is uniform throughout the pre-Ch’i

to promote a

ystematic philology is the basic assump-
sages’ philosophical ideas are expressed
n texts. To what extent this assumption

YTWC, p. 168, ¥1bid., p. 44. *1bid., p. 140.

* According to Huang Tsung-hsi's M= # summary of Wan's views. See Hugng Li-chou
wen-chi T B Y = {Peking: Chung-hua, 1959), p. 199.
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be regarded as valid is a question that does not concern us hcre.‘ The
C‘”" [ Eh to stress is that it is precisely this assumption that gives an inner
pm‘m' WLhilos; hy and philology in Tai's scheme of things. Like Isaiah
- ’[thd ehop ‘Tai also rc]aécd “everything 10 a single central vision,
Bff“‘"’s :1 liss of’more coherent or articulate,” although in his particular
- ‘"’5':8“%““&[ vision™ or the “one system” involved him in two different
o :intcllcclual work — philology and philosophy. True to his hcc!gchog
WPCSE however, Tai sought not only to make philosophy and philology
nas{t:n’atic withi;l their réspective domains, but also to rclatf:Atht,:‘sc l:\:o
:;‘anches of Confucian learning systematically te the “central vision ?[‘t e
Confucian fze. This leads directly to our second question, namelyt,l'\p‘vhlcl:rzlf
the two fields, philosophy or philology, was more fundamental ta his cen
1 cern.
lmcufc»tvl;::l cttt))n begin by saying that in spite of his pu!)lic image as ar;
archphilelogist, deep in his heart Tai Chen alwa'ys.aspued to b;c?:t:he
Confucian philosopher. The best evidence for this is to be fogn e
profound gratification he expressed each time ,hi was engaged lm ::imhi '
philosophical work. He once rold Tuan Yii-ts'ai, * .W]?en I comp ;te ;fogd
ter one of Ydan shan my pleasure was beyond description. [ even vou;l o
particularly delicious.”*® It is understandable w‘hy he was 50 EFICCIt; a c;luis
Yiian shan, his first systematic treatment o.fa phliosop'hlcal topu; ro::i'l "
early years to the very end of his life, Tai devored himself to the S;l; znd
philology and yet, at the same time, he T'nade every effort to dg.o 0}; nd
philology in order to reach a genuine philosophical und.crstan 1r1l§‘l !
Confucian way. Time and time again, he siressed the pmth t‘l"lzt philo iy
was not an end in itself but a means to “hearing the tao 5. .It is t[:ro -
ably in the writing of Yiian shan that he experienced ﬁ?r the'ﬁrst time the su-
pre;ne delight of being philesophically enlightened via phnlcflogy. _

There is also an extremely revealing piece of 1nf0rma‘t10n concerning

Tai’s state of mind when he was working on.Hsﬁ-}e:n, his seco,rxd mbajo:
philosophical treatise. In 1772 he reminisced with Ch’eng Yao-t'ien abou
his start at writing it in Shansi in 1769:

When I was staying with Governor [Chu Kuei %E] in his Dﬂ:lchI
residence, for some ten odd days I pretended to be sick. Afterw_ar: I
came out and confessed to the Governor that [ was not really sick.

18 TNP, p. 226. .
e ;{ ::‘ e;:Zmz;fle, see TWC, p. 146; “Letter to Someone,” in MTTISC, p. 173.
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wasonly in a frenzy while tryin ; i
g tosmash the Supreme Ultimate Chs
ol the Sung Confucianisrs.2¢ "

‘ A word of explanation is in order. The last phrase, “smash the Supr
Ultimate Chart of the Sung Confucianists,” is a refercnce to his compc[):i‘[:i?c
H.s‘fi"-jﬂi. For although his Yian stan marks a significant departure f'ror‘n thn
phll.osophical position of orthodox Sung Confucianism, Tai nevertheless di;
not pus.h there his differences with Sung Confucianists 1o a breaking point.2t
As Ch'ien Mu 34 rightly points out, it was in the Hsii-yen that }16 be a
to attack his Sung predecessors openly.®? However, what par[icularlyginl-]
tcr.es.ts us here is the fact that he experienced a frenzied state of mind while
}pvrltlng the Hsii-yen. This seems to be a clear indication that he was totall
immersed in thought during the period of “some ten odd days” of hiZ
pretended illness. The actual writing of Hsii~yen may have taken much
Ion'gt.sr, for evidence shows that three years later, in 1772, Tai was still
revising th.is work.2 But we can safely assume that it was during these “ten
odd days” in 176q that his central ideas for it crystallized — ideas that would
eventli.lally take form in Meng-tzu tzu-t shu-cheng. So, as far as the develo ment
of ".['_at’s philosophical thought is concerned, the tmportance of thif brief
period in 176g can hardly be exaggerated.

. .Moreover, Tat’s reminiscence also suggests something psychologically
_mgmﬁcant. The “pretended iliness,” the “frenzy,” and the artempt to
“smas:h the Supreme Ultimate Chare” all point to a powerful psychological
experience. When Tai said that he “smashed the Supreme Ultimate Chart,”
.he was actually saying that he had finally declared war on Sung Conf‘ucial;-
sm. In fact, Tai’s change into a critic of the Ch’eng-Chu tradition is
traceable to his first meeting with Hui Tung # # in Yang-chou back in
1757. But his first piece critical of Sung Confucianism was not written until
t765. Even then his criticism was still mild, indirect, and implicit.® [t took

M Tuan Yii-ts5'ai, Ching-yi {o hi B2 38 i { i
sh:,;‘[:hﬁ' T e 5::3:; i wen-chi B2 B8 i@ %7 4 (Ching-yiin lou edn.; rpr. Taipei: Ta-hua
remaic'gal (illhung-ll'g m:bjj[ {son of Tai Chen) letter to Tuan Yi-tz"ai dated 1778, he
ok d:g: :.erg;}; J;L; *TL u;a éka[n_l,_ “a refutation of Sung Confucianisis™ {in Tar ijg-)‘rﬂ'an
- 2 F aipel: Chung-hua 1s'ung-shu, 1 B; unpagi j
E:f: that this remark indicates Tzi Chen's self-evaiuation of his Tt mgifmn giil::-t]?dj;:;;:gls-
y reff)rded »Yhat he heard from his father during the lacter’s lifetime P !
o ‘o Halch-shu shit, vol. 1, p. 339, ®Ibid,, pp. 328-2g.
ce Tai’s “T"i Hui Ting-yij hsien-sheng shou ching Fu” B
- ; ching tu” B & = (“Colo-
fhl':::hon thf: Painting of M_astgr Hui Tung Teaching the Clas?is")ﬁin:f}?ﬁ’% }f:’“ 11?;(—6%01111
hort piece of 1765, Taj said: “Irt has often been said chat there is Han Co,nfuéian class'ical
thelateer philosophical. T am i :
| . greatly puzzled by this statement. Alas, ifthe so-called phjl i
cal ideas [of the sages] can be obrained by sheer speculation apart from the classic:, dl:cr]: :::5)!:1:
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him another four years to declare war openly. In view of his early intellec-
rual background, especially his spiritual adherence to the Ch'eng-Chu tradi-
tion through the influence of Chiang Yung, Tai’s decision to “smash the
Supreme Ultimate Chart” at long last must have been an event of the first
magnitude in his life.?

Tai’s last philosophical work — Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng — was com-
pleted sometime early in 1777, and, unfortunately, he did net live long
enough to leave us a similar staternent that would reveal his innermost
feelings about this masterpiece. Nevertheless, from his letters 1o friends we
know that he was prouder of it than of any of his other writings. In a letter
to Tuan Yu-ts'al dated May 30, 1777, he spoke of this work thus:

Of all the works I have written [ must take Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng 1o
be my magnum opus. 1t contains essentials for rectifying the minds of the
people. Nowadays everybody, righteous or wicked, mistakenly takes
his personal opinion to be what is called ## B (principle, or reason) and
has thus brought calamity to the populace. I therefore felt compelled

to write my Shu-cheng.®®

As we know, Tai's latest discovery in his Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng was
a redefinition of &/ B in terms of both ch'ing §§ (“feelings”) and yii £k
(“*desires”); this was diametrically opposed to the Ch’eng-Chu dichotomy
between /i on the one hand and ¢#’ing and y& on the other. He was so excited
about his new formulation that during the four months prior to his death
on July 1, 1777, he wrote no less than five letters to his friends explaining the
central significance of his major breakthrough in Confucian philosophy.??
There can be no doubt that the completion of his magrum opus gave him an
intellectual sausfaction of the highest degree.

is able to grasp them out of emptiness. If that is the case, what do we need classical le;}rning
for?™ Clearly, this is a subtle way of saying that Sung Cenfucianism is sheer spcc_ulauon without
textual basis in the classics. This passage contrasts sharply with the text of his 1755 letter to
Fang Chii 7740, in which he wrote: “The tze of the sages is contained in the Six Cla‘sstcs.
[In understanding the classics,] the Han Confucianists are philologically correct b.m ph}loso-
phically unsound, whercas the Sung Confucianists are philosephically sound buc philologically
incorrect”™ (TWC, p. 144). ’ L

[t may be pointed out that Tai’s attitude toward Chiang Yung {I % also changed
significantly around the time he decided to “smash the Supreme Ultimate Chart.” :_\lthough
it is not clear whether he was a *registered” student of Chiang, Tai did wear Chiang as a
“teacher” in his carly years. During the last decade of his life, however, Tai rcspecthl Chiang
only as an ordinary senior scholar. This psychological change on the part of Tai may be
explained by the fact that he no longer shared Chiang's faith in Ch'eng-Chu Confucianism.
For details see YU, Tai yi Chang, pp. 164—-78.

3 1n Tai, Chen-chi. Also quoted in TP, p. 241.

3 Ch'ien, Hsieh-shu shih, vol. 1, pp. 330—31.
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The abave analysis shows clearly that philosophy not only occupied
Tai’s mind consistently but also engaged his heart. By contrast, philology
does not seem to have ever gratified his ego with comparable intensity. 2
of course, that philolegy was nat important to him. [ have
already pointed out that philology was the very foundation on which hijg
philosophical structure was built. I must also add that Tai wasa professional
philologist in the sense that most of the time he made his livelihood from
philological work. However, the fact remains that throughout the last twe
decades of his life he never aliowed his

distract him from his central philosophi

This is not to say,

professional interest in philology to
cal vision, the Confucian #g0. Inan

carlier letter to Tuan Yi-ts’aj dated February 21, 1777, he talked about hjs
future plans:

It seems that I shall be able to finish my part of the editing work [in the
Ssu-ku ch’iian-shy project] in the coming summer. T have decided to take
a leave and return to the south in the seventh or eighth moon so thar
I may obtain the care of a physician. I wish to find a teaching position
in an academy to support myself and will not come our again. [ shall
devote several years of my life to writing a book elucidating the fas of
Confucius and Mencius. If T sl have some energy left, T will then edit
my previous studies in etymology and the classics.2®

Obviously, had Tai lived a few years longer, he would have done
something more ambitious in the realm of philosophy than the Meng-tzu
tzu-i shu-cheng, covering not only Mencius but Confucius as well, Philology
on the other hand, as the last sentence unmistakably indicates, became only
peripheral to his intellectual concern. Here Tai made his final choice be-
tween philosophy and philology.®

We have seen that Tai’s public image as an archphilologist was directly
contradicted by his self-identity as a2 Confucian philesopher. It was a con-
inner world and an intellectual environment that not
» but of which he was also a part. The importance of
Tai’s life cannot be oversiressed. As is shown below,

only surrounded him
this contradiction in

*Yang Hsiang-kuei B8 2, Chung-kus ku-tai she-hui i ku-tai ssu-hsiang yen-chin b [ e
R & R # {5 B e e (Shanghai: Jen-min, t96g), vol. 2, p. 92¢. Tt must be painted out that
cccasionally Tai zlso derived some delight from his philological discoveri

#In Yii, Tai yi Chang, p. 2gz.

% (On this point see Chizo Hsiin's E {% discussion in “Shen Tai 28, Tizo-Ku chi 3§ 4
{Kuo-hsiieh chi-pen ts'ung-shu edn.}, vol. 1, P- 5.
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the pressures of this intellectual environment of‘the ”,lid-ﬂig:_[ee:thlcenLT;;
had generated in Tai a tension of such an enduring nature tharr }:’s -mgﬁec'
to accommodate it unti his death. It seer‘ns t? me that muc. 0 l1:,‘mrtc: :

tual development after his arrival in Peking in 1754, e:sch;lally t 1L‘(\ivflys I;n
which his philosophic ideas were expressed, r?teds 10 he rcmt%‘rpre‘[t..“ in t 1(:
light of this tension. For rwo centuries this daTk cot:nr:r in Tai s l['lI.'lt,cli‘
consciousness has remained obscured from th.e \flevTJ of those who :,tucllcd
him. No one has ever suspected that during hls. llfeu‘me the most prg.fou:md
psychological pressures to which Tai the arl:hprulologlst w‘as bemg s;‘uhjct,tis
came from none other than the group of phl]o!o.gl‘sts with which re}:v }
most intimately associared. Let us begin by examining the nature of these

ressures. ) , '
’ In his “Postscript to Chu and Lu,” Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng wrote:

Mr. Tai's scholarship was profound in etymology and excelled in
technical terms and institutions [in the classical texts]. Moreover', ht;
also grasped the very significance of these matters and, on the basis o
his scholarship, he was to expound the fz0. But contemporary.’schol’z[irs
only valued erudition and philology. Since they saw that Tai’s Ph{f 0-
logical achievernent fitted in well with the current fac.i, they tf.lere ore
considered this to be Tai’s greatest strength. When Tai wrote his essays
“Human Nature” and “Goodness,” in which he trul.y displayed grear
originality in the treatment of such philosophical topics as Hcaven}zlmd
Man, i {principle, or reason} and cA4’{ {vital force, or r.natter), tklese
same contemporary scholars then turned to accuse him of tal mg
emptily about philosophy. In their opinion, he c‘ould well have save
the trouble of writing such essays. They certainly show no undet-
standing of Tai’s scholarship at all.3

From Chang’s “Letter in Reply to Shao Erh-yin,” q_l_xoted carlfr:r, we k]?c‘)w
that*‘contemporary schelars™ is a reference to Chu Yun and ‘Ch l(‘;:r‘l Ta-TsT,
Elsewhere, Chang specifically singled out Chu Yiinasa hOSEl‘lC critic of Tat’s
adventures in philosophical ideas.? Since both Chu and Ch ien were amor}llg
the most influential leaders in the learned movement of philologism o]ft 5
day, and since they made this attack emphauca[‘ly as weq as r?p}eatcd ¥, 1}:
isinconceivable that Tai could have been insensiqv.c to their criticism, m:c

less ignorant of it. In fact, Tai was not only sensn'twe, he also resporlide ittz
it actively. However, his response was conveyed in such a subtle and quie

B WSTL p. 57 1 Chang, Chang-shik i-shu pu-i 7 ;& (Chia-yeh t'ang edn.}, p. 2ga.
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way that it has eluded detection. In what immediately follows, I try 1o prove
my point Lhrough a discussion of his Yian shan and Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng,

In his preface to the revised and expanded version of Fian shan, Ta;
wrote:

Originally, I wrote my treatise Yian shar in three sections (chang &),
Being afraid that scholars might be biased by a point of view whally
different from mine, I therefore quoted from the Confucian classics to
explain and suppert my argument. In the volume to follow, 1 place my
original three sections, respectively, at the beginning of each of the three
chapters (chian %) into which this volume is divided; these are followed
by my quotations from, and comments on, the classics. Since I have
compared and combined the meanings of terms in the classics, it should
be very clear where the beginning and the end of my reasoning and
my purpose lie: an examination of the Way of Heaven and the Way of
Man; they present the most fundamental teachings of the classics. Now
that we are separated from the ancient sages by such a long period of
time, it is no surprise that students of the classics in our time cannot
maintain a systematic view of the teachings or the insights of the ancient
sages and that they accept what they usually hear and learn about
without discriminating the true from the false. Fearing that my words
are not strong enough to retrieve the teachings of the classics from
decline, T therefore hide my treatise in my {family library in the hope
that some able person will discover it and that he will some day promote
the truth contained therein.®

The preface contains several important messages that reveal the delicately
strained relations between Tai and other leading philologists. First, it tells
the reader what motivated its author to revise and enlarge his original
version of Yian shan: he did so in response to scholars “biased by a point of
view wholly different” from his. Who were the “scholars™ that Tai is talking
about in this context? In view of the fact that between 1763 and 1766 the
original manuscript of Yian shan circulated only in an extremely limited
circle of Tai’s scholarly friends,* and that the earliest known criticism of the

9 Tai Chen's Inquiry into Goodness, trans. Chung-ying Cheng (Honolulu: East-West Center
Press, 1971), p. 65; quoted with minor alterations,

MFor instance, when Tuan Yii-ts"ai asked to see his Yian shan in 1766, Tai wrote him saying
that it was borrowed by a friend named Wang Ming F 88, (See Tai’s letter to Tuan, dated

1766, in Chen-chi.) This letter shows that the Yign shar manuscript existed only in a single
original copy.
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rk came from none other than Chu Yin and Ch'ien Ta-hsin, we can
wci: lv assume that Tai’s “scholars” were, in all probability, not very different
sf?o‘:nyw.l;at Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng referred to in the **Postscript to Chu and
Lu’ as “contemporary scholars.” In other words, Tai must also have had
both Chu Yiin and Ch’ien Ta-hsin in mind when he wrote [er preface. ‘
Second, the manner in which he revised and expanded his early d"raft

of Yiian shan further shows that the rewriting was prompttfd by Ch:; Y}un 5
and Ch’ien Ta-hsin’s criticizing it as an “empty talk on Phllosophy (k.ung-
shue -0t 73 B # B, For the rewriting, as Tai himself pointed out? con‘s.lslted
mainly of quoting extensively from the classics to support hls. or:g}rﬁtl
argument, Liang Ch'i-ch’ao, who carefully compa.n?d the thici versions, fully
confirmed this point.3 Thus we see that Tai’s revision of Yian shan was not
necessitated by philosophical reasons. He did it with the express purpose.of
establishing his philosophical argument on a firm textual basis. .In a f::met
but persistent manner, he refuted the philologists’ charge that his philoso-

i ise was merely “empty talk.” .
phlczi[l“}tu:jg,t in the latter )I;art o?the preface, Tai turned from the d‘efen.swe
to the offensive by pointing out the philologists’ inability- to malintain ,a
systernatic view of the teachings of the sages. This is a typical hedgch?gf
c{enunciation of the fox’s habit of mind. The term “student.s of the clasm.cls
in the preface leaves little doubt thar, here, T.ai was ?Eeaklng of tht;lphl. o-
logists. Later, in 1769, he made the same point }n a pos‘ntlve wa?r by‘r ex Zrtmg
the philologists to rise above philology in their classical studies in order to
nfucian {q0.%* .
leamI?ll?a(ij::rewriting of Yiian shan was done under the pressures of .phll(_:rlf)g-
ism, the same pressures can also be shown to have b?en at work in his t.vnu}rig
of Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng. It is all the more revealing that once again C ti
Yiin was directly involved. The following story was told by t}?e {nteliectua
historian Chiang Fan iT# (1761-1831), one of Chu Yin’s disciples:

Hung Pang #t#E {1745—1779) ... throughour his_ life admired Tai’s
scholarship. At the time when Tai’s Meng-tzu tzu-t shu-cheng was pro-
Iduced readers could not comprehend its meaning, and only Par?g
consid,cred its contribution as great as Yi's (founder of the Hsia

B U .. -chiag shu-mu k'ao" ¥ ¥ 53 KN
B Ch'i-ch’ao, “Tai Tung-yian chu-shu tsuan cl\'uao\ shu-mu 2 ¥
Btilﬁa:g, in his Ghin-tai Chung-kuo hsiich-shu lun-teung 3 fC-p B B %M (Hong Kong:
Ch'ung-wen shu-tien, 1973}, p. 234. _ , - :
3'uSr::?:: the last seatence of his “Ku ching-chieh kou ch'en hsis” & R HILF, i TWE,

p. 146,
g1
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dynastyv) achievement [in regulating the waterways]. He wrote a Asing-
chuang tr ik {career biography) of Tai which included [Tai’s] letter ;0
Peng Ch'ih-mu g ) K> When my teacher Ssu-ho il (Chu Yiin)
s:‘iw this, he said, *This [item| need not be included. This 15 not the
kind of work of Tai that s worthy to be handed down.” Pung then
wrote [Chu] aletter of protest. The fact thar now this letter is no{‘-found
i the fsing-chuang is because Tai's son, Chung-li, finally excluded ir. It
was not [Pang's| decision, o

To get to the heart of the matter, it is necessary (o take a close look at
Hung’s letter to Chu, which reads, in part:

In our last conversation, you instructed me, “[Tai’s] reply to Pleng
Ch’ih-muin the ksing-chuang need not be included. [Philosophical topics
such as] Human Nature and the Way of Heaven cannot be heard [from
Confucius].® Why should there be further discussions in addition to
those of the Ch’eng brothers and Chu Hsi? This is not the kind of work
of Tai that is worthy to be handed down.” During the conversation 1
only listened to your instruction. Out of respect, I didn’t dare to say a
word. Now as I look back, since you are a well-respected leader of the
scholarly world, you wouldn’t possibly say anything without gaod
}"easons. I can think of three possible reasons for your objection [to the
inclusion of Tai’s letter]. First, the Ch’eng brothers and Chu Hsi are
all eminent worthies with moral perfection. It is therefore undesirable
to contradict their established doctrines. . . . Second, it is important for
a student of the classics to follow the methodology of his own field. Han
L..earning has its own methodology, and so does Sung Learning. Now
since Tai specialized in textual technicalities and excelled in etymology,
1t would be better for him to stay away from [philosophical discussions
of ] the meanings of [Human) Nature and [Heavenly] Decree (ming &)
so that his weakness may not be exposed and strength obscured. Third,
it may be argued that one can ooly exert oneself to become a Confucian

::zh‘is is P"eng Shfm-shcng’s hag. For this leteer see M T TISC, pp. 161-70.
h(l;n_g l'anl flgi. Han-hstieh shif-ch’eng chi BN A& i (Wan-vu wen-k'u edn.}, vol. 2,
E, 74. Citing t]’?_ls instance fro_m memory, Liang Ch'i-ch’ao mistock Chu Kuei $ 5 lor his
pn_;theilf(]llhu Yin in Ching-tai hsiieh-shy kai-tun WA 3 (Taiwan: Chung-hua tg76)
- 31 Lhis error s also carried over in Emmanuel €. Y, Hsii's transiation, L7 C:‘;" Ha0:
Ine::{;\r;:fm‘_ Trends in the Ch'ing Period { Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U_P |95nq,} :ﬂé,; ek
15 Is a reference to a passage in the dnafects (Bk. V. sect. 19 The implication is ths
Confucius never engaged in “empty talks.” r %) The tmplication i tha
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scholar, but ane cannot attain sagehood through learning. Oue can
hardiy avoid exaggeration when one tries to characteriee an ant-
quarian scholiar in terms of the moral qualities of a sage. As far as | can
see, your objection probably arises from these three contradictions.

[t must be pointed out that when Chu Yiin raised his objection to Hung
Pang, he did not give any specific reasens. The abave three reasons, there-
fore, were all conjectures on the part of Hung. In my judgment, the maost
likely explanation is that Chu's objection was based on something very close
to the second reason listed in Hung’s letter, namely, a Han Learning
philologist should never meddle with philosophical speculation typical of
Sung Learning.

Tai’s letter to P'eng Shao-sheng, writtenin 1777, is actually a summary
of his major philosophical arguments in both Yian shan and Meng-tzu tzu-i
shu-cheng. We already know, thanks to Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng, that Chu had
from the very beginning disapproved of Tai’s adventures in philosophy and
had contemptuously called Tai's Yiian shan and his other philasophical pieces
“empry talk.” Obviously, Chu didn’t change his view after Tai’s death and
he honestly believed that by asking Hung Pang to exclude the letter from
the Asing-chuang he was rendering his beloved friend a last important service.
From his strictly philological point of view, he just couldn’t bear to see the
image of Tai as a great classical scholar marred by a proclivity for philo-
saphical nonsense. To allow Tai’s “empty talks on philosophy” to be handed
down to posterity was only to subject him to ridicule in history. For his
admiration for Tai’s classical scholarship had reached such an emotional
height that he seized every opportunity to quarrel heatedly with Ch'ien Tsai
£ 8 (1708-1793) when the latter denounced Tai's philology.*®

There can be no doubt that Hung Pang was fully aware of Chu’s radical
philologism. So, toward the end of his letter, he defended Tai's Meng-tzu

tzu-t shu-cheng in the following way:

‘Among Tai’s writings on Human Nature and Heavenly Decree, none is
more comprehensive than his study of the Book of Mencius. Nevertheless,
he titled this study Meng-tzu tou-i shu-cheng (Evidential Explications
of the Meanings of Terms in the Book gf Mencius). Then it is not a

“Sce Li Tz'u-ming F3E 54, Yieh-man t'ang jth-chi pu (5B A 37 [Laipei: Wen-hai
ch'u-pan she, 1663}, vol. 13 {jen chi T %), p. 592. For more details, see Weng Faug-kang
B, Fu-ch'u chai wen-chi 7 ¥ 78 = %6 (Taipei: Wen-hai, 1966}, vol. 1, pp. 423—24.
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work talking about Human Nature and Heavenly Decree. [tis rather a
work dealing exclusively with etymology and textual technicalities.

By arguing that the title of the Meng-izu tzu-i shu-cheng suggests philology
rather than philesophy, Hung unwittingly revealed, at the same time, an
important psychological secret of Tai’s — an inner tension created by
psychological pressures of philologism. Actually, Tai’s final adoption of a
philological title as well as philological form of presentation for his major
philosophical work makes sense only when it is understood as an indirect
reply to the philologists’ charge that in doing philosophy he was engaged in
“empty talk.”! He was merely trying to say that his philosophy was an
inevitable outgrowth of his philology. This is typical of Tai's response to the
challenge of the philologists, which we have already observed in his revisions
of the Yian shan.

But, unfortunately, Hung’s letter has given rise to a serious modern
misunderstanding of the destiny of Tai’s philosophy vis-a-vis the intellectual
climate of mid-Ch’ing China. Commeating on Tai’s adoption of a philologi-
cal title, Hu Shih indicated that Tai did this because he had o vield to the
authority of the Ch’eng-Chu school. “It turned out, however,” Hu de-
plored, “‘that in the end opposition of the followers of the Ch’eng-Chu school
Just proved to be unavoidable.”t* Here, Hu misread the situation com-
pletely. As has been shown above, if Tai ever yielded to an authority, it
could only have been the authority of Han Learning. Furthermore, speak-
ing of the opposition of the Ch’eng-Chu school in this context, Hu has prac-
tically identified Chu Yiin as a Ch’eng-Chu follower, which is an impossible
thing to do.

Chu Yiin, a leader of the philological movement, contributed greatly
to the rise of the so-called Han Learning in eighteenth-century China.®
According to Sun Hsing-yen B £ 17 (1753-1818), he was extremely critical
of classical studies since the Southern Sung, when, in his opinion, they were
marked by emptiness and Buddhist influence. To him, true classical scholar-

" There is a brief discussion of why Tai changed the title of his philosophical work [rom
Hsii-yen to Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng in Hu Shih's Tai Tung-yian i che-hsiieh LFEEaOR
{Shanghai: Shang-wu, rga7), pp. 86-87. As is shown below, Hu Shih’s interpretation is based
on a serious misunderstanding of Hung Pang's letter. (See Yii, Tai  yii Chang, pp. 100—102.) The
Japanese scholar Aoki Kaizd % A g & suspected that Tai's philological title may have been
inspired by I3 Jinsai's (B B = ¥ (1627-r705) Vi Meng tzu-i 3B & F 4. (See Aoki Kaizd, “Ttd
Jinsai to Dai Togen" 7% % & ¥ 8, in Shibun B3 8.1 [1926], pp. 27-28.) However,
thus far there has been no evidence that Tai ever had access (0 [t3's works.

¥ Hu, Tai Tung-yian, p. 86.

"¥ao Ming-ta gk &g, Chu Yin nien-p'u %35 F#& (Shanghai: Shang-wu, 1g932), pref.,
pp. 2-4.
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ship could only be founded on sound philology.** Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng, a
disciple of Chu, characterized his mentor as a scholar wha followed strictly
the interpretations of Han exegetes in everything from etymology, mathe-
matics, and textual technicalities, to the meanings ol the classics.* The
imperial compilation project (Ssu-ku ¢f’lian-shu) was initiated in 1773 largely
on his suggestion.™ It is true that, unlike Chi Yin $ (1724-1805), he
did not attack the Ch’eng-Chu schoo! openly. It seems, nevertheless, toa
far-fetched to suggest that a scholar with his kind of philological orientation
would have been opposed to Tai's philosophy in defense of the Ch’eng-Chu
school. Hu Shih was apparently misled by Chu’s remark, “*Why should there
be further discussions in addition to those of the Ch’eng brothers and Chu
Hsi?” By this remark, as far as [ can judge, Chu meant to say that even
Ch’eng-Chu philosophy was “empty talk.” Why should Tai want to add
still more? As a radical philologist, Chu was equally contemptuous of Tai
and the Ch’eng-Chu school on this score, In a word, he was, like many other
leading philologists of the day, an antiphilosopher.

In this connection, we must also say something about the Ch'eng-Chu
school as we find it during the lifetime of Tai Chen. The Ch’eng-Chu
teachings, of course, remained orthodox in the sense that they continued to
be tested in the examinations, but we obviously cannot identify everybody
who studied the Ch’eng-Chu texts for examination purposes as a follower
of the Ch’eng-Chu school. There must also have been many moralists who
still lived, thought, and talked quite comfortably within the confines of the
Ch'eng-Chu Weltanschauung, but these people were no more Ch’eng-Chu
Confucians than all churchgoers are Christians. What was conspicucusly
lacking in the Ch’eng-Chu school during the reign of Ch’ien-lung (1736
1795) was, therefore, an intellectual spokesman who could defend the
Ch’eng-Chu philosophical position ably and intelligently. Both Chu Tse-
yun REE (1666-1732) and Wang Mou-hung T #i (1668~1741), the
two fine Chu Hsi scholars of the Ch’ing period, were long dead when Tai
began to write philosophicaily in the early sixties. Even if we take the
Ch’eng-Chu school as state ideology, the Ch’iea-lung period did not pro-

“8un Hsing-yen, “Ssu-ho hsien-sheng hsing-chuang’™ 27 % 4: FT#E (“Career Biography
of Chu Yiin"), in Ssu-Ae wen-chi %] 3 #& (Chi-fu ts'ung-shu edn.; rpt. Taipei: [-wen yin-shu
kuan, 1966), chian-shou % B, pp. 21b—22a.

¥ Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng, “Chu hsien-sheng mu-chih ming” % 4 4 B 3%, in Chang-shik
t-shu ;i #® (Shanghai: Shang-wu, 1936}, vol. 3, p. 2q.

“Kuo Po-kung (A%, Swu-&'v chiian-shu lsuan-ksin Koo PGB S FEIEE {Shanghai:
Commercial Press, 1937), pp. 7-13. For an excellent account of Chu Yiin's role in the Ssu-k'u

project, see R. Kent Guy, The Emperor's Four Treasurizs: Scholars and the State in the Late Ch'ien-fung
£Ere (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U, Council on E. Asian Studies, 1987), chap. 3.
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duce a political spokesman comparable 1o Lu Lung-ch’i pERg L (1630-
1693}, Hstung I'z’u-li AEWM I {1635—1709), Li Kuang-ti 7 ¥t (1642~
17181, or Chang Po-hsing #: {177 {1652-1725).%7 So, by Tai's time, the
Ch’eng-Chu school had become philosophically impoverished.

On the other hand, the tide of Han Learning, in which Tai partici-
pated, was very much on the rise. According to the contemporary account
of Yian Mei & # (17:16—1797}, scholars of the day all competed with cach
other in promoting Han Learning and attacking Sung Learning. This
intellectual fashion almost carried the whole empire, the south as well as the
north.*® Hu Ch'ien $i5g (chi-jen, 1796}, a friend of Chang Hsiich-ch’eng,
also made a similar observation. In praising Hsi Shen #F{i, the Han
lexicographer, and dencuncing Chu Hsi, Hu wrote that “ten thousand
mouths almost utter with one voice.”3 With the so-called Sung Learning
weakened beyond repair, it could not possibly have threatened Tai Chen
so much as to require him to present his philosophical ideas under the veil
of philology. Moreover, as we have seen, Tai's criticism of Sung Learning,
from Yian shan to Hsi-yen, and finally in Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng, clearly
reveals a process of escalation that defies all disguises, no matter how clever
and skillful. In fact, it is doubtful that he ever had any intention of con-
cealing his philosophical differences with Sung Confucianists. In his “Reply
to P’eng Shao-sheng” he said:

The central ideas in my Yian shan, together with the various arguments
I set forth in my Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng, are all sharply dissimilar with
the t20 you espouse. It was in deference to your wishes that I showed
them to you. Now in your letter, you say that we have differences
as well as similarities. On my part, however, I think we are totally
different and there is not even the slightest similarity between us.%

This is a perfect example showing that he had no scruples about driving
his philosophical differences with the so-called School of Sung Learning
beyond the breaking point.

Tai’s debate with P’eng Shaa-sheng rook place in 1777, only a month
before his death, P’eng, according to the evidence, was the only scholar who

*"On this point consult Chang Ping-lin & {584, Chien lun & % (Chang-shih s’ung-shu edn.}
4, Pp. 24b—23a. . .

#One anly needs to read Chiang Fan's Kuo-ch’ac Sung-hsiieh yiian-yien chi 5505 4 154 i1 42
(Yieh-ya Uang $'ung-shu edn.; rpt. Taipei: [-wen, 1965) to confirm this observation.

% See Yiian Mei B, Suf-yian shifi-hue FEE 5% 2E (Peking: Jen-min wen-hsiieh ch’u-pan
she, 1960, vol. 1, p. 49.

*®Hu Ch'ien, “Kuang hsiieh p'ien” % &, quoted in Ch'ien, Hsieh-shu shik, vol. 2, p. 517.

HMTTISC, p. 161,
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had the privilege of reading the Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng while Tai was still
alive. Ifitis at all justifiable to say that during Tai’s lifetime his philosophy
had been seriously challenged by the Ch'eng-Chu school, then this probably
was 1t, although P’eng’s credentials for membership in that school are not
entirely unproblematic.?? Other contemporary scholars who had criticized
Tai's philosophical ideas from the Ch’eng-Chu point of view included Yuo
Nai B4l (1732-1815), Weng Fang-kang %575 § (1733-1818), and Ch'eng
Chin-lang £ # % (1718-1784). But a close scrutiny reveals that all their
serious critical pieces were written only after Tai’s death, largely because
neither Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-chong nor Yian shan was published until 1777
1779.>* Of the three probably only Yao had actually exchanged views with
Tai on problems concerning Sung philosophy when both were in Peking 3
However, since Yao had been a great admirer of Tai and even asked to
become his disciple in (753, it is rather unlikely that their philosophical
discussions could have been very heated .5

In the above I have briefly reviewed the general state of affairs in which
the adherents of Sung Learning found themselves in the second half of the
eighteenth century. The aggregate evidence shows rather conclusively that
this school, in sharp contrast to that of Han Learning, lacked not only
leadership but also vitality. It was in no position to put up any effective or
organized resistance to the dynamic intellectualism of Tai Chen. The re-
vitalization of the Ch’eng-Chu orthodoxy and its counterattack against Han
Learning in general and Tai Chen in particular did not take place until
abouthalfa century after Tai’s death. Under the influence of Yao Nai, Fang
Tung-shu % U (1772— 1851} wrote a powerful systematic critique of Han
Learning, the Han-hsiich shang-tui T8 & ¢¥ in 1824 — a year that may be
taken as the beginning of the decline of Ch’ing philologism. Writing on
January 23, 1861, Li Tz'u-ming, with the exaggeration and sentimentality
typical of a Chinese diarist, held Yao Nai responsible for having transformed
China, within a short span of less than forty years, from a world of profound
learning to one of complete illiteracy. So, if the Ch’eng-Chu school as a
formidable philosophical enemy of Tai Chen during the latter’s lifetime

2 TNP, p. 240. [t must be pointed out, however, that at the time P'eng was debating with
Tai, insiead of taking the Buddhist point of view, he was defending the philosophical position
of the orthodox Ch'eng-Chu school. See Peng’s letter in his collected writings, Erk-lin chi chi
3. pp. !6b—r0a.

MY, Tai yi Chang, pp. rog—10, and p. 130, n. 70.

*3¢e Yao Nai, “A Letter in Reply to Chiang Sung-ju” BB ME, in Hi-pao hsian
ch'ian-chi i 1 &F & % (SPPY eda.), wen-chi 6, p- 10b.

¥ See Tai's letter to Yao in TWC, p. 142.

¥ Li, Yieh-man T ang, vol. 10 {keng chi mo BE# %), p. 53a.

97



YU YING-SHIH

was imaginary, existing only in the mind of modern historians, it was, how-
ever, a real one in the middle of the nineteenth century.

With the development of his philasaphical ideas, Tai’s attitude toward
Ch’eng-Chu orthedoxy grew increasingly antagonistic and uncompromising.
But his relationship with philology was an entirely different story, Through-
out his life, but especially in his later vears, he displayed a deep-rooted
ambivalence toward philology. On the one hand, his faith in the fruitfulness
of various new methods and techniques as they were firmly developed in the
broad realm of classical philology was almost uniimited. He believed, with
other leading scholars of the day, that philology was the only key to open
the arsenal of classical texts in which the sages’ tao was hidden, On the other
hand, however, he refused to stress the importance of philology beyond its
methodological significance. In his view, there was a natural connection
leading classical philology to Confucian philosophy. To rest content with
philological probing itself was to mistake the means as the end. Interestingly
enough we find him, at times when he was not fully on guard, even speaking
in contempt of philology. Te penetrate the depth of his ambivalence toward
philology, it is necessary to examine some of his oral remarks, which, in
my judgment, are psychologically much more revealing than his formal
writings.

Tai once told Tuan Yii-ts’ai,

Matters pertaining to such fields as etymology and mathematics may be
compared to sedan-chair bearers, whose function is to carry the sedan-
chair rider. To identify me as a person good only at such matters as
etymology and mathematics is to mistake a sedan-chair rider for a
sedan-chair bearer.%7

A slightly different version of this remark is also given by Chang Hsiieh-
ch'eng as foilows:

I take etymology, phouetics, astronomy, and geography to be my four
sedan-chair bearers; the a0 | am trying to make clear is the mandarin
who rides in the sedan-chair. What a pity the so-called outstanding
scholars of our time are qualified only to communicate with my sedan-
chair bearers.®

_ The analogy in both versions is the same, but the emphasis is somewhat
different. In Tuan’s version, Tai was mainly concerned with his own in-

*73ee Tuan Yii-ts'ai’s preface 10 Tai Tung-yian cki % ¥ 5 % (SPTK so-pen edn ), p. 1.
® WSTI p. 57. Since this sedan-chair analogy is confirmed by Tuan Yii-1s'ai, we can be sure
that Tai’s oral remarks preserved in Chang Hsieh-ch'eng’s writings are gencrally relizble.
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tellectual identity; he did not want to be taken as a philologist, even an
archphilologist. In Chang’s version, he used the same sedan-chair analogy
to achieve a different purpese, namely, to express his disdain for thase
philologists who, because of inability or lack el interest, or both, refused 1o
rise from the grasp of the minute and disconnected to the grasp of the
whole.”* The difference between these two versions is no cause for suspicion.
The sedan-chair analogy was probably a favorite of Tai's, which he must
bave used on many occasions. In both cases, however, it is unmistakable
that the corumon theme was to disparage philology and promote philo-
sophy. Psychologically, there is still something deeper than just that, |
strongly suspect that by making remarks like these he was consciously
responding to the challenge of both Chu Yitn and Ch’ien Ta-hsin. The
reference t “‘the so-called outstanding scholars of our time” in Chang’s
version makes this identification almost inevitable. Conceivably, Tai may
have been greatly annoyed by the repeated criticism of these two esteemed
friends that he simply wasted time in “applying his good self to a field of
futility,” that is, to “empty talk on philosophy.”” The philologists of the day
just could not bring themselves to recognize, as he did, the existence of a
natural connection between classical philology and Confucian philosophy.
[n frustration and anger, he therefore issued his stinging retort that they
were qualified only to make friends with his sedan-chair bearers.

That Tai’s above remarks were aimed at philologists like Chu Yiin and
Ch'ien Ta-hsin can be confirmed by another oral remark of his preserved
in Chiang Fan's Kuo-ch’ae Han-hsiieh shik-ch’eng chi. Chiang related, “Tai
Chen once told people, ‘Among contemporary scholars I consider Ch'ien
Ta-hsin to be number two.’ For Tai implied that he himself was by far the
number-one scholar.”®® Here, we must pause and ask, Precisely on what
ground could Tai claim his superiority over Ch’ien in learning? Needless to
say, the claim could not possibly have been made on the ground of erudition,
which was, by and large, a commonly accepted standard among Ch’ing
philologists. As Paul Demiéville has rightly pointed out, **As far as erudition
goes, Ch'ien Ta-hsin (1728—1804) seems to have been the greatest scholar of
his time, greater than both Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng and Tai Chen.”® We must,
therefore, look elsewhere for a sensible answer. Fortunately, a valuable clue
to the problem is furnished by the following autobiographical statement Tai
once made to Tuan Yii-ts’ai: “Learning consists primarily in mastery of

*As E. Harris Harbison speaks of John Colet, in The Christian Scholar in the Age of the
Reformation {New York: Charles Scribner’s, 1956), p. 6o.

* Chiang, Han-hsiseh shik-ck’mg chi, vol. 1, p. 40.

1 P. Demiéville, “*Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng and His Histariography,” in W. G. Beasley and
E. G. Pulleyblank, eds., Historians ¢f China and Fapan (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1961}, p. 170, n. 7.
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cssence {ching §%), not pursuit of erudition. In my own case, I have never
pursued erudition ( pe ). "5

What Tai called “mastery of essence” {ching) is very close in meaning
to what Chang Hsizeh-ch’eng called “essentialism™ {_piieh #9) or “*specializa-
tion™ {chuan-chia %), which, in the context of their discussions, must be
understood as characteristic more of philosophy than of philology. [ believe
1t was by resorting to a criterion more philosophical than philological that
Tai, in this mid-Ch’ing context of Confucian learning, pronounced Ch'ien
Ta-hsin to be the first runner-up, and reserved the number-one place for
himself. Revealingly enough, it was also on the very same ground that
Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng, quite independently of Tai, came to the conclusion
that Tai ““‘was actually the number-one scholar of the Ch'ien-lung period.”s3
Even a late Ch’ing critic of Han Learning like Chu I-hsin % % {1846—
t894) said, when making a comparison between Tai and Ch’ien, “Among
the scholars of the Ch’ien-lung and Chia-ch’ing periods, [Tai} Tung-yiian
and [Ch'ien] Chu-ting #7JT were two giants, one excelling in the classics
{Tai) and the other in history (Ch’ien). Chu-ting surpassed Tung-ydan in
terms of erudition, but was inferior to the latter in profundity.”s Tt is
interesting that in his first judgment Chu followed precisely Ch'ien’s own
criterion of erudition, which, as we have seen above, is also the one adopted
by Demiéville.® In the second Jjudgment, however, Chu apparently shifted
to Tai’s emphasis on ‘“mastery of essence,” which he characrerized as
“profundity.” Tai’s message contained in this remark, therefore, can be fully
understood only in the light of his sedan-chair analogy. In Tai’s eyes, since
Ch’ien, with all his erudition, never rose “from the grasp of the minute and
disconnected to the grasp of the whole,” he was a sedan-chair bearer. On
the other hand, Tai did not hesitate to assign to himself the number-one

place in the scholarly world of the day because, in his self-definition, he was

always a Confucian philosopher, riding comfortably in the sedan chair. In
a still deeper sense, however, this remark of his may not have been intended

8 TNP, p. 248. Tai ofien expressed the view that the most difficult things to acquire in
learning are erudition, insight, and precision. {See THC, p. 14t, and his Ching-k’as & &
{An-hui s'ung-shu edn.] 3, p. 252.) Obviously, he took erudition ta be the least difficult to
acquire of the three.

H CSISIP, cited in Ya, Tai yii Chang, p. 300.

“Chu I-hsin, Wu-hsieh t'ang ta-wen 8 F 4 %Y (Kuang-ya shu-chii edn.; rpt. Taipei:
Shih-chich shu-chii, 1g63) 1, p. 3b.

“For Ch'ien Ta-hsin's view of erudition as the most important thing in learning, see his
“Pac-ching lou chi” 3@ 23, in Chien-yen {ang wen-chi B85 88 (SPTK so-pen edn.) 21,
pPp. 195-96. See also Ch'ien Mo, “*Ch'ien Chu-ting hsiteh shu” BT8R, in Ku-kung
wen-hsten chi-k'an B F 7 @ A 2.2 (March 1971), PP !-tL.
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simply as a personal criticism of Ch'ien Ta-hsin. What he really meant to
say was that philology can never claim to be Confucian learning of the
highest order. By virtue of its being immediate to tas, only philosophy can
make such a claim in Tai’s scheme of things. Once again, Tai responded to
the challenge of the philologists in his typically subtle and indirect way.

There is another aspect of Tai’s oral remarks that illustrates his strained
relationship with the philologists. By this I refer particularly to his open
attacks on the Ch'eng-Chu school. Let me first quote a systematic classifica-
tion of Tai’s oral remarks by Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng:

Generally speaking, Tai’s oral remarks may be classified into three
types. Speaking to prominent court officials of high scholastic standing,
he tended to be more or less agreeable. Only occasionally did he express
his own ideas, but only 1o the extent to which he considered that such
ideas were acceptable to them. He never wanted to elaborate on his
ideas. In conversations with his disciples, however, he was truly help-
ful by always giving them enlightening instructions. Talking with his
admirers who were not learued enough to follow his teachings, his style
was extremely elusive. He was often enigmatically abstruse and there-
fore beyond grasp.%e

All three categories of people can be identified. The “prominent court
officials of high scholastic standing™ referred to, among others, Chu Yin,
Ch’ten Ta-hsin, Lu Wen-ch’ao & 548 (1717-1796), Ch’in Hui-t’ien, and
Wang Ming-sheng FRE B, (1722—1798). The ““disciples” were Tuan Yu-
ts"ai and Wang Nien-sun. Tai's “admirers’ were numerous, but here Chang
must have had Feng T"ing-ch’eng £ % and Wu Ying-fang 8 § % specifi-
cally in mind.*” People in the first category were all leading philologists of
the day, whose support and sympathy could mean a great deal to the cause
of the reconstruction of Confucian philosophy that Tai was championing.
I strongly suspect that some of Tai’s anti~Ch’eng-Chu remarks were in-
tended to arouse feelings of comradeship among his fellow philologists. Take
the following two remarks, recorded by Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng, for example:
“Now, with my appearance on the scene, the time probably has arrived for
Chu Hsi to run out of his luck. Anyway, he has been fortunate enough to
dominate the intellectual world for over five hundred years.”®® “T have

“WSTL p. 0.

*"See Wu Hsiao-lin 2 £ 8k, Chang Shib-char mien-p'u pu-cheng H WKL W T, in Chang
Shih-chai hsien-sheng nien-p'u hui-pien % 4 iF S04 &5 (Hong Kong: Ch’ung-wen shu-tien, 1973,

pp. 263-64, and Y&, Tai yi Chang, p. 105.
& WSTI p. 57.
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written my Yian shan in the hope that [ shall eventually find my niche in
the Confucian temple.””® It is quite understandable that Chang found such
remarks repugnant. But the question is, What sott of psychological force
had driven him to say things like this? To say that Tai had a “devious™ or
“tmpure” mind (Asin-shu wei-ch’un 23 42 §L or hsin-shu pu-cheng 1 12 9F ),
as Chang persistently did, is probably right, but does not explain much.?®
It only gives us a different gquestion: Why did Tai happen to have a
“devious” or “impure” mind? [ suggest that in making such remarks, Tai
was also responding to the psychological pressures of philologists, but from
a different direction. If, by way of his sedan-chair analogy, he was to show
the nonfinality of philology in Confucian learning, his avowed candidacy
for a place in the Confucian pantheon occupied by Chu Hsi was to tie his
new philosophy to the philological movement. He was trying to make his
fellow philologists see that his dedication to philosophical work, on the solid
foundation of Ch’ing philology, was by no means an expression of personal
idiosyncracy. On the contrary, he would like to think that in doing phi-
lesophy he was serving the common cause of the Ch’ing philological move-
ment. For, after all, his philosophy was the synthesis of Ch’ing philological
findings, and, moreover, the school of Han Learning could not expect to
prevail over that of Sung Learning in its bid for Confucian orthodoxy
without a final, decisive victory on the philosophical battleground. Tai's
remarks, as quoted above, seem to suggest that his aspiration to replace Chu
Hsi in the Confucian temple, if it ever came true, would symbolize the
establishment of a new Confucian orthodoxy rather than just a personal
triumph for Tai. His special reference to his Yiian shan is also significant. Esn't
itclear that he was taking this opportunity to answer the charge of Chu Yiin
and Ch'ien Ta-hsin that Yian shan “was an empty talk on philosophy and
should not have been written’’?

Itis abvious that these oral remarks by Tai appealed to emotion rather
than to reason. But, probably, this is precisely why Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng
had found Tati agreeable to leading scholars of the day. It may be noted
that the mid-Ch’ing philological movement was from the beginning a highly
emotionally charged one, with several of its leaders harboring, to varying
degrees, strong anti-Sung {or, more precisely, anti-Ch’eng-Chu) feelings.
Before Tai came into contact with this mevement in 1754, he had no quarrel
with Sung Confucianism. On the contrary, under the influence of Chiang
Yung, he sometimes even defended the Ch’eng-Chu philosophical tradi-

CSISIP, cited in Yi, Tai yi Chang, p. 300.
" WSTI, p. 57; CSISIP, cited in Yi, Taf yi Chang, P. 307.
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tion.”t However, his attitude toward Sung Conlucianism took a drastic
iconoclastic change after his meeting with Hui Tung in Yang-Chou in
1757- More than anybody else Hui was respensible for giving the Ch'ing
philological movement the name of Han Learning. From a strictly philolog-
ical point of view, he accused Sung Confucianists of philological illiteracy.??
His iconoclasm reached its emotional peak when he said, ““Sung Confucianism
was even more disastrous than the burning of books by the Ch’in.”*** Chi
Yiin, a chiel editor of the Ssu-k'u ch’ian-shu, was another scholar whe had
apparently pushed Tai deeper into the anti-Sung campaign. Chi’s tactics
against the Ch’eng-Chu school were unique in that he launched, at the same
time, a frontal attack and a flanking attack. As a chief editor of Ssu-k’u
cf’iian-shu, he made biting criticisms of Sung Confucianism in a systematic
and organized way throughout the massive Imperial Catalogue (Ssu-k’u ch’iian-
shu tsung-mu Ui-yao [N 2 B8 5 11 5 ).7 As a popular writer, he composed
numerous fables and anecdotes 10 expose the hypocrisy of Ch’eng-Chu
moralists.” He was indeed the only scholar in traditional China who ever
attemmpted to undermine the influence of Sung Confucianism not only in
high culture but in popular culture as well. It is conceivable that some
of Tal’s anti~Ch’eng-Chu remarks may have been but echoes of Chi’s
utterances.

[ must hasten to add, however, that I am not suggesting that Tai’s
philosophical writings are all products of a deliberate need to satisfy the
anti-Sung feelings of his fellow philologists.?® His philosophical differences
with Chu Hsi are genuine differences, which even the critical Chang Hsiieh-
ch’eng found little room to doubt. What disturbed Chang was rather the
inconsistency between the pen and the tongue. Chang was particularly
worried abour the disintegrating influence of Tai’s oral remarks. For, not
long after Tai's death, he already heard many prominent scholars saying,
“When the day comes that Tai’s learning reigns supreme, it will be as easy
to demolish Chu Hsi as to break down a decayed stump.”"”* This last quote
is extremely revealing. It tells us that Tai’s strategy of appealing to the

"Yii, Taiyi Chang, pp. 155-57.

** Hui Tung, Sung-yai pi-chs £ 4 § 32 (Taipei: Hsiich-sheng shu-chi, 1971}, p- 37

2 Li Chi ZE %, Ho-cheng lu ¥8 8% #% {Yang-hsia Lao-wu edn.) 3, p. 12b,

“Yi Chia-hsi % $§, Su-k'u t'i-yan pien-cheng T9EE 42 3 fe 33 (Hong Kong: Chung-hua,
1974), vob. 1 (Asii-fu FE§%), p. 54

*Hummel, ed., Eminent Chinese 1, p. 123.

" Ch'ien Mu, however, is inclined to think that Tai's an ti—-Ch’eng-Chu works, especially
MTTISC, were intended 1o please Chi Yiin; see Ch’ien, Hsiieh-shu shif, vol. 1, p. 322. This
seems (o0 harsh a judgment of Tai.

TCSISIP in Y0, Tai pi Chang, p. 310.
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philologists” longing for Gonfucian orthodoxy was, after all, not without
effect. Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng was very observant in detecting the inconsisten-
cies between Tai as a writer and Tai as a conversationalist, But with all his
profundity in psychological observation, he failed to fathom the depth of
Tai's inner tension arising from 1he latter’s sel-identity as a Contucian
philosopher vis-a-vis the antiphilosophical temper inherent in Ch’ing philo-
logism. [t is in terms of this inner tension that Tai’s tnconsistencies must be
understood.

Finally, T conclude this study with a brief review of Tai’s intellecrual
development, focusing on his changing views of Confucian learning. Hereto-
fore, historians have generally discerned in Tai’s life two stages of develop-
ment, with his visit to Yang-chou in 1757 as the dividing line.”™ In what
follows, however, I try to establish that Tai’s thought underwent altogether
three stages of development, reaching full marturity only in the last decade
of his life. This development is nowhere more clearly shown than in his
discussions of the structure of Confucian learning, to which I now turn,

In aletter to Fang Chi 5 4, dated t755, Tai wrote, “From antiquity
to the present, there have been altogether three different approaches to
learning: some take the philosophical approach, others take the philological
approach, and still others take the literary approach. Of the three, however,
the literary approach must be regarded as the last in importance.”™ As far
as I know, this is the earliest clear formulation of the well-known triptych
of Confucian learning — philosophy, philology, and literary art — although
scholars had long pursued the three types of intellectual activity before Tati
Chen. What is particularly noteworthy in this statement is the fact that Tai
did not treat the three branches of Confucian learning as of equal value.
This point becomes more readily recognizable when we turn to his letter to
Cheng Yung-mu 8 F %, written probably in 1750, in which he further
stated, ““Today there are many learned men who excel in literary art and
philology, but none of them seems interested in secking to know the tge.""%0
Here his partiality for philosophy is too obvious to be ignored. Taking these
two letters together, it is clear that during this early stage philosophy was
placed far above philology and literary art in his intellectual system. Phi.
lology fared better than literary art, but paled noticeably beside philosophy.
This explains why, in the same letter to Fang Chii, he did not hesitate to

™ Hu Shih, Tai Tung-piian, Pp. 24-26; Chien, Huich-shu shik, vol. 1, pp. 316-24; and Yang,
She-hut yi ssu-hsiang, vol. 2, p. g23.
BTWC p.o1g3. % Ibid.
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praise Sung Confucianists as philosophically sound in spite ot all their
philological imperfections.

His second stage, in which philology figured centrally in his conceptions
of learning, lasted roughly from 1757 to 1766. I't was during this period that
he told Tuan Yii-t'sai, *Philosophy, philology, and literary art each has its
own fountainhead. I'should like to think that T have found all three fountain-
heads.””® Two points may be observed in this connection, First, to say that
philosophy, philology, and literary art come from separate “fountainheads”
implies, logically, that they are not interrelated. This is decidedly different
from his earlier view, as his letter 10 Fang Chi makes clear: literary art was
first linked to what he called “root,”” which is largely identifiable with
philosophy, and then eventually to the “ultimate root,” which was none
other than (ae itsell. Second, his whole conception of Confucian learning
took on a fundamental structural change. The earlier hierarchical structure
was replaced by a more or less egalitarian one, in which philosophy could
no longer claim its priority over either philology or literary art. Bur Tai’s
egalitanianism 15 much more apparent than real. In fact, through this
structured readjustment, he elevated philology to a place that was almost
immediate to the teo. Thus we find him saying, in 17635, that “only if
philology is clear, can the ancient classics be understood; and only if the
classics are understood, can the sages’ philosophical ideas then be grasped.”
Betrween philology and “‘the sages’ philosophical ideas” (ta6}, there is little
room left for philosophy as a legitimate branch of inquiry in Confucian
learning.

Tai’s radical philological point of view in the second stage should
probably occasion little surprise, since it was during this period that the
impact of the philological movement on him was the strongest. In fact, the
view to which he subscribed was widely shared by many other philologists
of the time. Chang Hsiieh-ch’eng has told us

The so-called learning as conceived by scholars of our time consists only
“of [studies of ] terminology in the classical dictionary Er#-yg and etymol-
ogy [based on} the liu-shu, or Six Graphic Principles,3? which are, in
their opinion, all that matters to our world. As for the philosophical
warks of Chou [Tun-i] and the Ch’engs {Ch’eng Hao and Ch’eng I},

M TANP, p. 246. o )
#1 have followed James J. Y. Liu in rendering the fiu-shu as *Six Graphic Principles.” See
Liw's The Art of Chinese Poelry (Chicago: U. of Chicago P., 1962), p. 4.
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or the literary writings of Han [Y i) and Ou-yang [Hsiu], they simply
cast them aside with a sniff. Even the open-minded ones among them
do no more than divide learning into three branches of philosophy,
philology, and literary art, and take each on its own merit.??

In this passage, it may be noted, Chang prescnted two current views of
Confucian learning. The first view was apparently too narrow to be em-
braced by Tai, but the second one was almost surely Tai's. Tt not only ft
well with Tai’s “fountainhead’ theory just quoted, but alse echoes Chang’s
formulation as given in his letter to Chang Ju-nan 5 7% i right after his first
encounter with Tai in 1766.% It may be recalied that although Tai's
philosophical career was well underway toward the end of this stage, his
declaration of philosophical independence from the Ch’eng-Chu school was
not officially proclaimed until he “smashed the Supreme Ultimate Chart of
the Sung Confucianists” in his traumatic experience of 1769. So, throughout
this stage his criticism of Sung Confucianism was mainly confined to the
realm of classical philology. In this stage — unlike the first ane — he could
no longer accept Ch'eng-Chu philosophy as basically sound, but — unlike
the final stage — his own systematic philosophy was not yet fully established.
[t was probably because of this interregnum that philosophy became tem-
porarily out of focus in his view of Confucian learning.

In the last decade of his life Tai concluded his long intellectual develop-
ment with a final, definitive view of Confucian learning. According to Tuan
Yii-ts'ai, Tai had retracted the “fountainhead’ theory and had told Tuan,
“Philosophy is the fountainhead of philology and literary art. How could
there be a fountainhead of philosophy? What T said before is an overstate-
ment.”% In another context Tuan further quoted his master’s wards as
follows: “‘Only after one becomes thoroughly familiar with philosophy can

he then engage in philology and literary art.”®® This last statement explains’

what Tai meant by “philosophy is the fountainhead of philology and literary
art.” Clearly, he now returned to his early position by stressing the im-
mediacy of philesophy to the Confucian tee. He seems to say that to engage
in philology and literary art without the “‘central vision” provided by
philosophy can lead only to blindness. At any rate he appears to have fully
regained his confidence in philosophy.

BWST p. qu1. M See Chang-Shik i-shu, vol. 3, p. 314. 8 TNP, p. 246
% Tuan Yi-ts'ai's pref. to Tai Tung-yiian chi, p. 1. For further discussions of this statement
see Yii, Tai yi Chang, pp. 114-17.
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But why should he now deny philosophy its ““fountainhead™? Tuan
Yi-ts'ai explained that this is because the first “philosophy” as preserved
in the 5ix Classics is the creation of the sages, and is itself the *fountainhead’
of our political, social, and moral order.¥? This explanation is in basic
agreement with Tai's own theory of tzu-jer F1 R (“natural”) and pi-jan
2% (“necessary”), according to which sagehood cousists primarily in
creatively transforming the natural to the necessary, which is synonymous
with {i or “principle.”® It was, in the final analysis, Tai’s emphasis on the
creativity of the human mind that eventually led to his realization of the
absurdity of speaking of “fountainhead"” in the case of philosophy.

Tai’s final view of Confucian learning is further expressed in his “Letter
to Someone,” written in 1777, which reads, in part,

In the study of the classics, elucidation of the meaning of words comes
first. The next step is to understand the grammar of the text. However,
if one’s final goal is to search for the Confucian tae, then he must purge
himself completely of all his dependence. Although the erymology
of the Han scholars was based on an orthodox line of transmission,
at times it suffered from forced interpretations, The Chin exegetes
had even more far-fetched interpretations and groundless speculations.
Those of the Sung judged by introspection; thus they often accepted
many errors, renouncing precisely what was not wrong. ... Scholars
since the Sung have wrenched their own ideas into identity with what
the ancient sages and wise men intended to say, without really under-
standing their spoken and written language.®®

Basically, the structure of Tai’s final view bears a remarkable resem-
blance to that of his early one. Nevertheless, it also shows marks of his
struggles with both Sung philosophy and Clk'ing philology during the
middle stage. The structure is again hierarchical, with philosophy as the
lord and philology and literary art, in that order, as maids. But no longer
would he be so compromising as to maintain that Han Confucianists were
philologically correct but philesophically unsound, while Sung Confucian-

¥ Tuan, *Preface,” p. 1.

#8ec MTTISC, pp. 12-13 and 64. For English translations, see Wing-tsit Chan, A Source
Baok of Chinese Phifosophy (Princeton: Princeton U.P., 1953), pp. 716-17; Cheng, trans., faguiry
into Goodness, p. 77. For further clarifications, see Yii Ying-shih, “Tai Chen and the Chu Hsi
Tradition,” in Chan Ping-leung et al., eds., £ssays in Commemaration of the Goldm Jubilee of the
Fung Ping Shan Library {1923-i982) (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 1582), pp. 377-92.

* MTTISC, p. 173; English translation adapted from Had, fnteliectual Trends, p. 36.
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ists were just the opposite. On the contrary, he was now as much critical of
the Han philologically as he was of the Sung philosophically. F'reedom from
all dependence in the search for truth was thus both the starting point and
the terminal point of Tai's intellectual life. Quite symbolically, his was a life
that began with a minor philolegical question at the age of ten,* but that
ended with a major philosophical answer five years past the age at which
Confucius knew the Decree of Heaven. !

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

CSISipP Chang-stah i-shu t-plien BB Z2 8

MTTISC Meng-tzu tzu-i shu-cheng T F T HE R

TNP Tai Tung-yign hsten-sheng nien-p'n W 41 8 54 2E 78
TWeC Tai Chen wen-chi g v £

WsTi Wen-shih 'ung-t <7 s @ $

#%hen Tai was studying The Great Learning with a teacher at the age of ten, he asked the
question, “How do we know that this is what Confucius said, as transmitted by Tseng-tzu, and
how do we know that the commentary represents the views of Tseng-tzu as recorded by his
disciples?” See TAP, p. 216; Liang {trans, Hsil], /nteliectual Trends, p. 53.

" According to Chiac Hsiin, shortly before death Tai was concerned only with his philo-
sophy, not his philology. Sec Chiao's Tras-ku chi, vol. 1, p. 95. For a detailed analysis of this
complicated problem, sec Yii, Tai yi Chang, pp. 118~23.
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