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Beyond Moral Cultivation: Zhu Xi's Investigating
Things and Pursuing Principles as a Path to Sagehood

Kai-chiu Ng*

Abstract

This paper clarifies the significance of Zhu Xi’s investigating things and pursuing principles
as the cultivation of sagehood (or the learning of “inner sageliness,” neisheng NEE), and on this
basis reconsiders the relative weight of moral cultivation in Confucian practices of inner
sageliness. Zhu Xi’s program encompasses three dimensions: moral cultivation (the good), the
pursuit of knowledge (the true), and aesthetic refinement (the beautiful). The acquisition of
knowledge through “broad learning in wen 3. and the cultivation of cultural and aesthetic
sensibility expressed in “harmonizing substance and refinement” are, ideally, indispensable
within this learning. Yet from another perspective, while moral cultivation is not the entirety of
inner sagely practice, it may nonetheless remain the most crucial or primary component. The
theoretical possibility opened up by Zhu Xi’s program not only helps us assess the place of moral
cultivation in the overall process of self-completion, but also prompts us to revisit the Confucian
inner sagely learning inaugurated by Confucius, in order to examine the strengths and limitations

of subsequent developments in Confucian thought.

Keywords: Zhu Xi, investigating things, pursuing principles, inner sageliness, cultivation

* Kai-chiu Ng, Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, National Chengchi University.
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