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An Interpretation on Wang Fuzhi’s
Differentiation between
Li (Principle) and Qi (Material Force)

Yun Chen”
Abstract

The differentiation between li O (principle) and gi O (ether) is an impor-
tant thesis by which Wang Fuzhi 0 0O O (i.e. Wang Chuanshan 0 00 [O0)
argued that reality is the unity of being-in-itself and being-for-itself.
According to Wang Fuzhi, gi, whose essence is the interaction between xian [
(the visible) and yin O (the invisible), isinvisible and beyond our knowledge
and ability and makes reality in itself, meanwhile, it is the root of the Heavenly
Way. That meansthereality isindependant of human beings and exists by itself,
and we cannot construct it by speculation. Therefore, Wang Fuzhi based all his
ontological categories on the concept gi and reduced the authenticity of being-
and-existence to that of gi. Wang Fuzhi distinguished the verbal “li,” which
means to make something orderly, from the nounal “li,” which means the order,
and based the latter on the former. “Li” became the order which inheresin the
process of the movement of gi. The function of qi is creating, while the func-
tion of li isfulfilling. Thus, when li becomes the foundation of ontological cate-
gories, it can guarantee the creativeness of the existence, which is the active
manifestation of the being-for-itself of the existence.

*  Yun Chenisalecturer at the Research Institute for Modern Chinese Thought and Culture in East
China Normal University, Shanghai.
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