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7. Dai Zhen
Dai Zhen (1723-1777 C.E.) is the best known and most respected thinker 
of China's last imperial dynasty, the Qing (1644^1911 C.E.)」His 
intellectual contributions are remarkable in their breadth alone; he 
produced significant works on mathematics, astronomy, geography, 
philology, phonetics, and philosophy. He is best known for his 
philological studies and for his contributions to the Imperial Library 
Compilation known as the Sikuquanshu 吗庫殳書 “Complete 
Collection of Ihe Four Treasuries.^21 will focus on an aspect of his work 
for which he was neither well known nor particularly respected, at least in 
his own li佗Eime; his ethical philosophy】 In particular, in keeping wilh 
our slated(hemct I will explore his view of moral self cukivation.

Dai's ethical philosophy is extremely original and distinctive among 
Confucian thinkers. This is probably why his contemporaries were a bit 
perplexed by this aspect of his thought and why he remains little 
underssed or appreciated even in our own time, Unlike other Neo- 
Confucians, Dai did not espouse the assiduous practice of rites; he did 
not practice or advocate a life of constant inner scrutiny, nor did he 
engage in quiet sitting. His method of self cu hi vat ion was much more 
cerebml or academic in character. He saw moral improvement exclusively 
as an inteltectuah scholarly endeavor. Dai was never a moral teacher, in 
the sty le of Zhu Xi; much less was he a kind of spiritual guru in the 
manner of Wang Yangming. He was a rather withdrawn and bookish 
person, but one who had a genuine mtcllcctual passion for moral 
knowledge. And if he was right in believing Ihai a proper understanding 
of the classics was the key to moral improvement, there would be little 
need or room for spiritual guides or gurus.4

Some interpreters of Dai's thought see a deep tension, if not an 
outright conflict^ between his dual inlcrests in ethical philosophy and 
philological studies,5 I will argue that such an understanding of Dai*s 
thought misses the essence of his philosophy. For Dai there was no 
genuine philosophy outside of philology^ and true philology was always 
philosophical in nature. Philology was the very melhod of philosophy. 
The introduciion to one of Dai’s two main philosophical essays, the 
Yuan Shan 原耳"On the Good;* shows that such a view was the 
motivation and guiding assumption of this important work.6
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I first composed Iht Yuan Shan in three chapters [buij I feared 
that students would be misted by their individual interests, 
and $o [ drew 5叩pQ「ting passages from (he classics and used 
these to explain and verify my work. I separated the three 
chapters and made each of them an opening [section] and 
Ihen supplemented each of these [with supporting passages 
from the classics] to form three bouksr grouping together 
material that agreed in kind and meaning so each point and 
every detail was clearly displayed.

The Ways 口f Heaven and human beings are revealed 
completely in the great lessons of the ctassics. But since the 
present age is so far removed from the wisdom of the sages of 
Nd, among those who study the classics, none is able to 
gain a comprehensive and thorough understanding of them. 
HabiiuaiEd by wha( ihey see and hear, they accumuUte 
falsehoods and turn them into “tnnhsl ,…

Dai explains how he had originally written a rather speculative 
philosophical essay in three parts, concerning the central terms of art in 
Confucian thought. But he realized that in order to carry forth his 
argument, he needed to present evidence for the positions he described by 
quoting from the classics. Consequentlyhe divided up the original essay 
into three parts and used each of these to introduce extended examples 
drawn from various classical texts. It is possible to interpret Dai as 
saying that he used the classics to verify truths that he had arrived at 
through a process of philosophical reflection, but a careful reading of this 
preface and his other work shows ihat Dai believed that the process that 
led him to a true understanding of the Way worked in very much the 
opposite direction, it was derived 户o用 a proper understanding of the 
truths inscribed in the classics. For him, the projects of philosophy and 
philology were coextensive; one found the truth by getting the classics 
right and one got the classics right by doing careful textual work.

Il is precisely because sheer speculation cannot lead one t。ihu 
philosophical ideas of ihe sages of antiquity that on后 has to 
seek them from the ancient classics. Since messages contained 
in the surviving records have gradually fallen Hito oblivion 
due to the expanse of limu between the past and the present, 
one therefore has to seek them through philological studies 
(of the classics]. Thus only if philology i$ clear, can ihc ancient 
classics be understood; and only if the cissies arc understood, can 
the sages' philosophical ideas Ihen be grasped.7

This paragraph, as well as many other things that Dai said, can be 
understood as his particular interpretation of Kongzi1s teaching that.
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"Study without reflection is a waste. Reflection without study is a 
danger.M« According to Dai, learning requires that one reflect on a specific 
corpus of texts in a specific way. One needs io reflect upon ihu classics in 
the sense of submitting them to careful, critical, and comprehensive 
philological analysis. Only in this way could one be sure of arriving at a 
proper understanding- “Reflection” in ihe sense of "$hee「speculation** 
could only lead one astray. Once one appreciates thi* aspect of Dai 
Zhen'g vision, one can see why he wrote ihe kinds of philosophical 
books he did and why he focused on the kinds of problems he chose to 
explore. Both the Yuan Shan and his magnum opus, the ziyi 
shuzheng 孟子字義疏謬"The Meaning of Terms in the Merisi 
Explained and Verified/'9 arc philological explorations of classical 
Confucian philosophy. These works were organized around two guiding 
aims: a refutation of contemporary misundersianding3 of the classics and 
an exposition of the true meaning of these cherished texts. Dai was greatly 
concerned with disabusing the people of his age of Iheir mistaken 
interpretations of the classics. He fervently believed ihat the views current 
in his age were deeply stained by Daoist and Buddhist influences, and he 
sought B expurgate these and return I。the original meaning of ihe 
classier These points are elegantly and powerfully made in the preface co 
die Mengzi 2iyi shuzheng.

Mengzi disputed [the doctrines of] Yang and Mo. |Bui] later 
people arc accustomed to hearing ih« doctrines of Yang, Mo, 
Laowi, Zhuangzi, and the Buddha. Moreover, they have used 
these doctrines【0 disrupt and confuse the doccnnes of Mcngzi. This 
is why those who tome afier Mengzi again cannol retrain [from 
engaging in debate].10 Were I unable to understand this, then that 
would be the end of ii_ Bui io understand and not speak out—Ihat 
would be disloyallyF I would be mining my back on the learning of 
the sages and worthies of old and distancing myself from the 
benevolence of (he good people of my own age and 口f taler
generations. Apprehensive about this. I composed the Mengzt ztyi 
shuzheng. Han YQ 11 said. wTo follow ihe teachings of Yang. Mo. 
La。Zhuang,当虱曲匕 Buddha with the hope of reaching Ihe Way of 
ihe age, 】ik£ navigating a closed off harbor or cul off lake with 
the hope of reaching ihe $ea_ And so, those whu seek to gaze upon 
the Way of the sage mg begin with Mengzi.**

Dai was a strong ethical realise and he believed (hat one approached 
moral truth by getting clear about the facts of the matter. The knowledge 
one gains through study leads to moral understanding. For him, self 
cultivation consisted in a systematic, critical comprehensive, careful, and 
thorough study of the classics; in his own terms, study nourishes one's 
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mind just as food nourishes Qnu 飞 body J 2 Dai expressed no interest in 
developing some nascent moral capacity, nor did he emphasize the need 
for shaping the self through ritual practice. He did not advocate 
cultivating and maintaining a state of constant inner vigilance+ nor did he 
engage in practices such as quiet silting. He is unique among the thinkers 
we have discussed thus tar in that he believed that proper intellectual 
understanding was the only way to fully grasp the Dao.

In part, Dai's position was a reaction to the overly subjective 
approach of NeoConfucianism, but it is also very much a manifestation 
of his own personality. As was mentioned, Dai was a rather bookish 
person who was constantly striving to perfect his own understanding of 
the many disciplines he practiced. One can see this tendency to 
constantly refine and enlarge his understanding in his philosophical work 
as well; he produced no less than four separate versions of his magnum 
opus, the Mengzi ziyi shmheng, and would probably have produced more 
had he not died about a year after the last version was completed.

It is tempting io speculate about the effect that Dai's various 
intellectual pursuits had on his view Qf self cultivation. He was engaged 
in numerous disciplines that required sophisticated mathematical 
expertise and careful empirical method. It seems reasonable to see these as 
informing his methodology in both philology and philosophy. One 
perceives an almost scientific tendency in buih his ethical philosophy and 
textual studio In one's individual moral decisions, he argued that one 
must avoid taking one's 口内 意見 ^opinion*' as the truth. Instead, one 
must research and reason one*s way to buyi shi 工名 不易之和I 
^unchanging standards?* One employs the same method in textual 
studies: moving from one's initial impression of a text to a proper 
interpreiation by Gontinually revising one's idea about what it means in 
light of careful and comprehensive philological and historical study. 
Dai's approach to moral self cultivation can be understood as an ethical 
expression of the henneneutical circle.

In regard to moral issues, one moves from opinion to truth by 
discovering those things that everyone would agree to do in a given 
situahon, and one accomplishes this by employing the Confucian golden 
rule.13

(Someonel ask«d, ^Whai did the ancicnls mean by Heavenly 
p尸丽

[Dai] responded, l*Principle is feelings that do not err. One 
can never be wilhoul the proper feelings and still grasp principle. 
Whenever ync does something to another, one should turn wkhin 
oneself and calmly consider, If another liad done (hh to me would I 
be witling to accept it" Whenever one requests somclhing of 
another, one should turn within oneself and calmly consider^ If 
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another re^ueste4 ibis of me would I be willing tu de it? If one 
measures Jone^s treatment of] others with oneself, then principle 
will be

It is very important to grasp this aspect of Dai s thought, for it shows 
that while emphasizing the role of reason in moral self cultivation, he was 
by no means antagonistic toward desires or emotions. Quite the contrary, 
he saw, correctly, that certain Qf our shared desires serve 欽与 the very basts 
of Mungzi's moral philosophy, and that, on this view, there is no 
fundamental lens tan between our desires and morality. Our true desires, 
those which we possess when fijlly aware of what we are as creatures and 
how the world works* lead us IQ be moral. One of Dai's central 
complaints about Neo-Confucian thinkers was 出既ir failure to appreciate 
the role of desires.

When ihc ancients talked aboul principle* they sought for 
it in human feelings and dcsircs, they took following 
principle 2 be a mailer of causing feelings and desires 
to be without Raw, When pevpk today talk about principle, 
they seek for it apart from human feelings and desires; 
Ihey take following principle to be a matter of causing oneself 
to endure yet t)e indiffurcni to feelings and desires. This 
distinction between principle and desire is just the thing 
Chat will turn the people of iht world into deceivers and 
hypocrites.

Dai's intelkctual method of self cultivation is original and unique. He 
describes its trajectory by saying that we all start cut with natural desires 
(what is ziran 自然"naturaJ**), and that the moral task is to transform 
the" into moral desires (what is biran 必然 **nccessary,' or 
"imperative”)- This is (he process of moving from yijtan "mere opinionM 
to buyi 工ze “an unchanging standard."' Mere opinions will be culled 
by passing one% “natural desires1' Ihruugh the winnowing standard of the 
Confucian golden rule. In this way, only biran fclnccessaryF* desires will 
be allowed to manifest themselves in actions. If my natural desires fully 
accord with what the golden rule commands, then they are not jusi 
opinions, they are necessities, things that 1 must do.

Dai's model of moral self cultivation strongly emphasizes the role of 
the intellect to realize the Way—both in the sense of recognizing what is 
right and directing the self to follow what is right. These two aspects of 
moral self cultivation appear to occur simultaneously in his view of 
things. And so it seems appropriate t。refer co Dai's method as a 
realization model of moral self cullivation.
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Though he criticizes them relentlessly, Dai is actually closer to Zhu 
Xi and Wang Yangming than he is to the early Confucians he claimed to 
defend and sought to emulate. First, like Zhu and Wang, Dai believes 
that we already possess appropriate moral feelings. The problem is that 
we also have many inappropriate feelings thaE obscure and interfere with 
tho$£ that are correct. In contrast, Mungzi believed that appropriate 
feelings need to be cultivated; our nascent sprouts must be strengthened, 
expanded^ and extended in order to fulfill the demands of morality. Xunzi 
believed that appropriate feelings need to be acquired; we have some 
desires and feelings thal can be conscripted into the moral cause but even 
Ihcsu arc like raw day, in need of shape and texture, Second, for Dai our 
central problem is (hat we have too many feelings and need to weed out 
ihe inappropriate ones—those that arc llmere opinion." For him, the 
process of self cultivation is a filtcring-out of erroneous innuences, 
namely, any thought, inclination, or desire that is si 私 “selfish,” This is 
much closer to Zhu's or Wang飞 view than it is to any early Confucian. 
In general, Nco-Confucians saw moral self cultivation more as a 
paring-away of (he bad rather than a building up of the good—however 
Ehe later is conceived. What is distinctive about Dai is the degree to 
which he relies upon the inteHect and specifically upon scholarly 
endeavor to achieve this end,

Given this picture of Dai's ethical philosophy, il would seem that he 
is rot altogether clear about an issue that is central to Mengz^s theory of 
moral self cultivation. Recall that for Mengzi+ morality is satisfying in 
the same way that good food and pleasant sights and sounds are 
satisfying For him, a special kind of joy marks the moral act as moral. 
This joy also makes moral self cultivation possible, by providing 
positive reinforcement for the good actions one performs. Dai clearly 
endorses the idea that any moral action one does produces a feeling of 
joy* i「only one reflects upon it.

When Mengwi said, "Principle and righteousness please my 
mind just as the flesh of 卽and grain ted animals pleases 
my palate.^ th讨 was not a metaphor. Whenever one does 
someching ihal accords with principle and righteousness, 
one's heart and spirit will always be joyful and contented.16

However, as we have seen, Dai believes that in order to recognize 
something as a case of principle or righteousness, one must already have 
passed ic through the gulden rule's universalizability lest, h would seem 
that one can experience the joy of moral action only after one has 
discovered what is necessary and understands the unchanging standard 
behind one's action.门
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And so Dai seems to require a second-order knowledge of the 
necessary moral standard in order to experience the joy of moral action. 
While Mengzi does believe that in order to appreciate the joy of moral 
action we must be aware of the fact thac we are motivated by our moral 
sense, he does not seem io require the kind of abstract understanding Dai 
insists upon, as a prerequisite to experiencing the joy uf moral action.1* 
Perhaps the way to relieve this apparent tension within Dai's thought is 
tQ understand him as saying that we will enjoy every truly moral action 
that wc perform, but we will only experience the full joy of such actions 
when we understand their underlying principles completely. Such a 
position, chough not explicitly held by Mengzi, would seem to be 
consistent with his general picture of moral self cultivation.

Much of Dai's philosophical project involved a refutation of the 
views of thinkers like Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming, He believed that 
such thinkers had unknowingly incorporated Daoist and Buddhist ideas 
into the Confucian school and perverted it£ message. Dai relied upon 
rather straight-forward philological arguments in order to make his case 
against【he Neo-Confucians. For example, he repudiated the notion that 
the mind contained // "principle" or that it is principle19 by deploying 
careful philological arguments supported by extensive classical 
references,20 lie argued decisively and convincingly, that in the classical 
texts of Confucianism, the tenn // never had the kinds of senses that Neo・ 
Confucians later ascribed to il According to Dai, Zhu and Wang had lost 
sight of the fact that // simply meant "good order」It is the orderly 
pattern of the universe which we can come to understand ihrough careful 
examination and study, h is not within wj already; il is something we 
come to realize through acquiring certain kinds of knowledge and 
augmenting this wilh a systematic application of the Confucian golden 
rule.

In ihe Six Classics, the Anaiecis and Mengzi and even in the 
various biographies and other records [from ancient times], 
one does not often sec ihc cha 加W「h upnnciple.T, But no w a day s 
even Ihc most ignorant people, matter how pen-erse or dissolute, 
will quickly invoke the notion of principle whenever ihuy decide 
an affair or upbraid anoiher. Ever since ihc Song dynasty, it has 
become the common practice and established custom to regard 
principle as if it were a ching received from Heaven and lodged in 
the heart and mind, and 附 take the opinions of Che heart and mind 艷 

according wilh principle.21

Dai Zhen had begun with a faith in the classics and the sages, and his 
careful, objective study of the language and history of these convinced 
him ihat the true meaning of the classics had been lost He believed that 
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he had arrived at their truth by relying on careful research and reasoning, 
and ibis in turn convinced him that the truth of the classics itself is 
rational and demonstrable. The truth of the classics must itself be an 
unchanging standard, something that is necessary. But if the classics 
themselves arc simply a manifestation Qf this unchanging standard and 
one can arrive at this standard through the careful application of the 
Confucian golden rule, it would seem as if one should be able to realize 
the standard simply by appeal(o the rule. Why would one need to 
proceed by way of the classics?

It seems as if Dai has climbed the ladder of the classics and coud at 
this point, very well have kicked it away. He did not, and it is clear why 
he did not; he never considered doing philosophy in any way other than 
through the classics. In this he remained true tQ some of the oldest 
promptings within the Confucian tradition. He saw his quest lo discern 
the teachings of the sages as a task of finding not making, more a matter 
ofxwe “study" than 51 llreflectmg.1，n For him, providing an account of 
why one docs what one does is a task one can only approach after one 
has mastered the classics. It is only through such a course of study that 
one can become the kind of person who will make the right choices; this 
in turn provides one with the understand mg necessary for discerning the 
pattern behind one's actions. In this respect> moral understanding is 
regarded as like the knowledge Qf a craft. For Dai, as for many 
Confucians* rules, such as the golden rule, were never regarded as free 
standing justifications for action.21

Because Dai relied on intellect over moral intuition, many scholars 
have likened him to Xunzi, and the comparison i写 neither unwarranted 
nor unhelpful. Yet we must recognize that, in respect to the classics and 
the sages, their philosophies are very different. Xunwi had faith that a calm 
and careful analysis of trciditional rituals and norms would eventually 
convince anyone that they are the unique solution to life. But he insisted 
lha【one could only come tc such an understanding by diligently 
practicing these traditional forms for many years under the strict 
discipline and guidance of 貧 pro|>er teacher. Those who are just beginning 
to learn the Way arc largely unaware of the reasons that justify the things 
Ihuy practice. They are simply to obey their teachers and apply 
themselves diligenily until they have enough experience and information 
to begin to see how the whole thing fits together. For Xunzi, Qne's 
practice of the Dao runs tar ahead of one's understanding of it For this 
reason] there was never any danger of dispensing with the lessons of the 
classics and the examples of the sages. Xunzi saw individual moral 
intuiiion as a threat to tradition. In particular, he worried that Mengzi 
was advocating a form of intuition ism IhM left no clear role for either the 
classics pr the sages.24
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I口 principle^ it would seem that Dai Zhen is open (o a similar 
charge, since he appears to have believed that one could reason one* 
way to moral truth through the carefijl application of the Confucian 
golden rule. Had he taken jus【one more step and regarded the rule as a 
decision procedure for generating only and al! proper actions, he would 
have been open to such criticism; he might well have ended up following 
one influential $team of contemporary1 western ethical philosophy, a 
stream which has little interest in appeals to traditional wisdom. Rut Dai 
did not see things this way. He was very much a traditionalist and 
dedicated his life to discovering and making clear the genuine truths of 
the Confucian tradition and distinguishing these from (he dro$s of 
Dao ism and Buddhism. He never separated his ethical philosophical 
principle (universalizabiiity) from his philology (the study of the 
classics). Had he done so, he might have seen some of the notorious 
problems that arise when one takes this final step, but had he taken it, he 
would HQ longer have been a traditional Confucian self cukivationist.
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