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Praxis and Knowledge:

An Analysis of Zhu Xi’s Learning in His Early Years

Abstract:

Why did Zhu Xi come to put so much emphasis on knowledge? What is the
relationship between his emphasis on knowledge and the traditional Neo-Confucian
(lixue) emphasis on praxis? Which comes first in Zhu Xi’s scholarship, praxis or
knowledge? What is their priority in real life? These questions have always been
crucial in the study of Zhu Xi, Neo-Confucianism, and Sung intellectual history. This
paper tries to clarify these issues by a thorough analysis of Zhu Xi’s learning in his
early years. My study reveals that Zhu Xi longed to become a sage since he was very
young and that he made it the goal of his life to achieve the highest possibility of
humanity. His mind had a natural propensity for knowledge, but his learning was
never limited to books. Under the influence of his family and teachers, he received a
Confucian education that emphasized on moral praxis and unconditional sacrifice for
one’s integrity. At the age of about fifteen or sixteen, Zhu Xi began to practice Chan
(Zen) because he was informed that it could help him to attain sagehood. What Zhu
Xi learned as a young man was “Kanhua Chan” which only emphasized practice and
took knowledge as nothing but obstacles to real enlightenment. However, if we read
Zhu Xi’s writings of this period closely, we will find that his study of Chan still relied
very much on words and thoughts. In the meantime, he also devoted himself to the
study of Confucianism. However, under the influence of Chan, his study aimed
mainly on searching for the highest Dao from inside himself. After the age of
twenty-four, Zhu Xi, under the influence of a Neo-Confucian scholar Li Tong and the
practical experience as a government official, began to return to Confucianism. He
eventually found out that one has to study the words and deeds of the sage thoroughly
and follow the example of the sage to deal properly with everything, in order to
achieve the highest possibility of humanity. By setting the highest standard on both
praxis and knowledge, he finally overcame the conflicts that were often found
between the two.

Zhu Xi had a strong tendency to acquire knowledge throughout his early years;
nonetheless, his methodology always emphasized praxis, and his final goal of learning
was to become a sage. Therefore, we must say praxis was the first priority of his
learning. The knowledge that he learned from the Neo-Confucian and Chan traditions
was “how to be a man and to deal with all sorts of things.” This kind of knowledge
originated from praxis and must result in praxis. However, young Zhu Xi’s

adventure’s in real life also made him feel that knowledge is indispensible in learning
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to be a sage. If we do not grasp the objective or “heavenly” principles of all things, it
is very easy for us to take what we believe as the truth. Therefore, it is extremely
important to obtain the sagely knowledge in order to avoid human limitations and
problems. To Zhu Xi, sagely knowledge originates from the intelligent and righteous
human nature that everyone possesses. Once fully cultivated and crystal clear, the
mind can reflect reality objectively. In this sense, knowledge and praxis are not
separated from one another. They penetrate into the core of each other's existence and
ask for the highest unification.

Keywords: Praxis; Knowledge; Zhu Xi; Scholarship; Neo-Confucianism; Chan; Sage;
Dao; Zhu Song; Li Tong
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Department of History, National Taiwan University

Why did Zhu Xi 2&£& (1130-1200) come to put so much emphasis on knowledge?
What is the relationship between his emphasis on knowledge and the traditional
Neo-Confucian emphasis on praxis? Which comes first in Zhu’s scholarship, praxis or
knowledge? What is their priority in real life? These questions have always been
crucial in the study of Zhu Xi, Neo-Confucianism, and Song intellectual history. In
this paper the author tries to clarify these issues by a thorough analysis of Zhu’s early
studies. Zhu longed to become a sage from a very young age, and the goal of his life
was the achievement of the highest possible degree of humanity. His Confucian
education emphasized moral praxis and unconditional commitment. At the age of
about fifteen, he began to practice Kanhua Chan (Zen) ZE:&fh& Buddhism to attain
sagehood. Chan emphasized practice and described knowledge as nothing but an
obstacle to true enlightenment—clearly a belief at odds with the studies of a devoted
Confucian. After a dalliance with Cha, Zhu met a Neo-Confucian scholar named Li
Tong Z&{E (1093-1163) and began to return to Confucianism. He eventually found
out that one had to study the words and deeds of the sage thoroughly and follow his
example to achieve the highest degree of humanity. By setting the highest standard for
both praxis and knowledge, he finally overcame the conflicts often found between the
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two. To Zhu Xi, sagely knowledge originates from the intelligent and righteous
human nature that everyone possesses. Once fully cultivated and crystal clear, the
mind can reflect reality objectively. In this sense, knowledge and praxis are not
separated from one another. They penetrate into each other’s core in search of the
most exalted unity.

Keywords: Zhu Xi, Li Tong, praxis, knowledge, Neo-Confucianism, Chan Buddhism,
Tao
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