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Here is my 
reading of the 

Eastern 
inscription. 

Whatever is somehow describable (even as 
indescribable) is Being [implied: even the Daoist 

no�on of Nonbeing & the Buddhist no�on of sunyata 
(emp�ness) are kinds of Being]. 

To the extent that these types 
are described as something, 
they are presented as mental 

concep�ons [images]. 

Mental concep�ons (like everything else, 
really—Zhang is a monist, a�er all) are a 

subcategory of qi in some condensed 
form. 

Qi is inherently polarized and contains both a tendency to 
veer to voidness (the lack of images) and the tendency to 

generate spirit and substance [Nature], crea�ng a con�nuous 
alterna�on between dispersal and aggrega�on. 

Especially in the so-called 
Eastern inscription (Bian Yu), 
Zhang Zai sets forth his own 
metaphysical views and his 
rejec�on of Buddhist and 

Daoist world views. 

1) The ONE is modeled on a par�cular: qi, which is capable of providing an intui�ve sense in which 
harmony and voidness can be thought of as aspects of one and the same thing: Being-qi is the predicate of 

something more basic: the Great Harmony. Open ques�on: what (if anything) is ontologically prior? Qi? 
Harmony? Voidness? And how are we to tell? 

2) The one is not modeled on a metaphor, but on something concretely before us: qi. 
3) The polar structure of harmonizing extremes is imported into the absolute monis�c unity; the real 

voidness itself is Harmony of voidness and non-voidness. 
4) All concrete things are voidness/qi/Harmony, they express it like the ice cube is and expresses water, 

though if viewed as the par�cular only, i.e., without viewing it also as voidness/qi/Harmony, the expression 
of its nature is obstructed. 

5) Ordinary experience is a smaller, limited example of Harmony, of transcending the border between 
inside and outside. True knowledge is a more expansive version of the overcoming of such boundaries. 

 

Ques�on:  
Assuming that Zhang Zai 
is a monist, how does he 

respond to these five 
problems? 

1) How is one to characterize the ONE—is it to be modeled 
on some finite experien�al or conceptual item or nega�vely 

as that which defies all finite differen�a�ons? 
2) If the former, does the modeling create a metaphor or 

something else? 
3) How does the allegedly unified ONE produce the finite 

en��es of experience? [Problem of the One and the Many] 
4) How do the many things both express and distort the One? 

5) How is the ordinary (mistaken?) experience of the many 
grounded in or otherwise related to the monis�c truth? 

Conciliatory 
Sugges�on: 
drop talk of 
substance 
altogether 

If that’s the way to go, then 
Zhang and those he refers to 

may not actually be 
ontological founda�onalists, 

but something else. Brook Ziporyn 

Chinese philosophy 
yields weird-seeming, 
but (thus) especially 
interes�ng kinds of 

monism. 

example: Zhang Zai’s 
harmony-centered 

monism. 

All things, for Zhang, instan�ate 
harmony, the fundamental 

principle of his monism. 

 

Since ‘harmony’ refers to a way 
things can be related to one 

another (in harmony), it doesn’t 
qualify as a substance (which is 

never of anything). 

That harmony could be 
a (let alone the one) 

substance sounds 
absurd! 

S�ll, Zhang 
Zai’s view is a 

monism of 
harmony! 

That we find this absurd should 
make us wonder whether this is s�ll 
metaphysics or something else (but 

what?)… 

Reason: It doesn’t fit Chinese 
metaphysics, in which rela�onship is 

given a kind of priority that self-
standing substances can’t possibly have. 

Nothing can 
stand alone, so 
there can’t be 

substances. 

This is a great 
line! 

It is a form of 
existence 
monism: 

harmony is all 
there is. 

I will keep taking about harmony 
as a founda�onal substance and 
suggest that we need to rewrite 

the concept of ‘substance’. 

This will be a 
useful 

reflec�on on 
what 

substances 
are. 

Substance monists, in 
denying substan�ality to all 
lesser things, anyway drop 

the original no�on of a 
substance: i.e., of something 

that interacts with other 
substances. 

Claim: This really is almost 
the same as doing substance-

less metaphysics and 
embracing some sort of 
interdependent holism. 

Monism, as I understand it 
(and what I think Zhang 

holds), is the view that only 
one en�ty really exists. 

Argument pro Monism: 
P1: Suppose mul�ple noniden�cal 

en��es exist. 
P2: Noniden�cal en��es must 

relate as noniden�cal. 
P3: Such a rela�on requires a 
unified, all-pervasive factor or 
medium in virtue of which the 

en��es relate—the kind of ONE 
that monists posit must exist. 
C: The existence of mul�ple 

noniden�cal en��es entails the 
existence of an all-pervasive factor  

or medium, a ONE. 

 

Ques�ons: 
How to characterize 
this factor, this ONE? 

How can there be 
alterna�ve answers 
as to what this ONE 
is like, whence do 
they derive, and 
what are their 
consequences?  

 

Sugges�on: Monists take some term from 
experience as the primal metaphor for the 
ONE & the character of this metaphor does 
a lot of the work in addressing the typical 

problems monists must address. 

Zhang’s aim: reinterpret the heterodox no�on of 
voidness so as to make it serve to jus�fy  

a) the cardinal importance (in Confucianism) of human 
rela�onships and  

b) the alterna�on of life and death as an expression of 
the absolute. 

A problem for Zhang:  
What kind of ONE is qi 
that it can integrate in 

it these opposing 
tendencies? What is 

its nature? 

Zhang Zai 

To understand this 
double-sided nature 

of qi is the key to 
understanding the 

nature of all 
opposites in human 
life, such as, e.g., … 

day & night life & death 

lord & minister man & woman 

The coagula�on and dispersal of material force is 
like the freezing and mel�ng of ice in water.  

Some�mes ice—with determinate form & 
shape—is there, some�mes it is not. Either way, 

it is always the same: water. 
Likewise: material force (water) and the presence 

(ice) and absence (no ice) of images. 

This polarized doubleness (yin & yang) is Nature. 

Side remark: Some scholars (e.g., Kasoff) hold that Zhang thinks that 
there are two dis�nct natures: qi-constitution Nature & Heaven-and-
Earth-Nature. I don’t think this is necessary. Nature, for Zhang, is one, 
describable in many ways, always a unifica�on of opposed polari�es.  

Zhu Xi 

I interpret Zhang Zai in a more dualis�c way (the 
two things being principle & material force), but I 
agree with this side remark. Nature is one but can 

be thought of more abstractly or less so. That’s what 
the dis�nc�on between these two no�ons captures. 

Nature is also good, the 
great harmony, a quality 

that it never loses, not 
even in its individual forms. 

Humans can be more or less good at 
expressing this original harmony, 

though, which is a mater of realizing 
that Nature transcends all opposites and 

one-sidedness.  

The exemplary human will not mistake 
their being cons�tuted in some specific 
way as their whole nature. Those who 
make such a mistake have a distorted 

understanding of their nature. 

Exemplary humans can 
learn to return to the 
nature of the totality 
through inves�ga�ng 

their own one-
sidedness.  

It is, a�er all, 
characteris�c of all 

nature that it is 
dynamic and flows 

back & forth between 
opposing poles.  

Ordinary perception is a way to overcome 
one-sidedness as it joins the inner and the 

outer. As such, it is a (narrow) manifesta�on 
of the Great Harmony. 

Sensual percep�on, if overrated, can be a fetter [chain, 
obstacle] to fully realizing one’s Nature.  

It can also be the starting point of becoming a sage, 
who has gained a full comprehension of Nature as a 
joining and harmoniza�on of alterna�ng opposites. 

Against the Buddhists: 
The Buddhists desire to be free of samsāra 
(the cycle of life & death), i.e. to have the 

void without the concrete par�cularize 
forms, is based on a misunderstanding of 

nature as being polarized, dynamic, & 
rela�onal. Life & death are part of it. 

The sage’s knowledge, a.k.a. the knowing of Heaven, is 
fully atuned to the true nature of being, i.e., the true 
unity of things as the ongoing joining of opposites, in 

which all beings take part. The absolute nature of things 
is interac�on. 

Note: Buddhism is not one monolithic 
block. We, too, have come across a 

few schools only (Abhidharma, 
Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka, Yogācāra, 
Hua yan), but there are many more. 

Whether Zhang Zai’s objec�on 
to the Buddhists is fair may 

turn on what they think 
mokṣa (libera�on) is, exactly. 

Ques�on: Is Zhang Zai 
correct to claim that 

(all?) Buddhists have the 
wrong view of nature? 

Suspicion: Garfield might 
insist that Nāgārjuna’s 

emphasis on interdepend-
dence fits Zhang Zai’s view 
beter than he may think. 

Zhang Zai integrates two ideas:  
Idea 1: voidness is the dispersed 

formlessness of qi. 
Idea 2: qi is the concre�on of voidness. 

The nature of the ONE is a necessary and 
harmonious ebb and flow between these 

opposite poles.  

Final evalua�on: 
What about Zhang Zai’s view makes it 

special &  interes�ngly dis�nct? 

Consequently:  
The ONE must self-diversify as that’s its nature, 

which avoids the Problem of the One and the Many.  
The dis�nctness of the one and the many is necessarily intrinsic to 

the One.  
Harmony, I think, is the ruling category here and is granted a kind of 

ontological priority which qualifies Zhang Zai’s metaphysics as a 
metaphysics of Harmony as a substance. 

 Zhang Zai used his concep�on to jus�fy the (Confucian) importance 
(& ines-capability) of social-role rela�onships in the human realm, 

opposed to the no�ons of emp�ness (Buddhism) & Nonbeing 
(Daoism). 

 Western monisms (priority & 
existence) priori�ze 

independence & transcendence, 
ground Harmony of things on 

them. Zhang Zai’s monism seems 
to reverse these rela�ons. 


