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Abstract

In his Essay on Returning to Nature (Fu Xing Shu), Li Ao constructs the ontology of mind-nature
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through the concept of cheng (sincerity), thereby initiating a metaphysical turn in the Confucian
learning of inner sageliness. Wang Yangming’s doctrine of liangzhi (innate knowledge), in turn, rep-
resents the culmination of the Song-Ming discourse on mind-nature. This paper first examines the
theoretical construction and internal difficulties of Li Ao’s theory of cheng as substance, pointing
out that his premises of “nature is good, emotions are evil” and the path of “extinguishing emotions
to restore nature” result in a dichotomy between substance and practice. It then traces the meta-
physical evolution of cheng from Zhou Dunyi to Lu Jiuyuan, revealing the inherent logical tensions
within the Neo-Confucian ontology. Finally, it demonstrates that Wang Yangming, by unifying mind
and nature through liangzhi, achieves three integrations: on the ontological level, he merges tran-
scendence and immanence into one; on the level of nature and emotions, he subsumes the seven
emotions under awareness (jue); and on the level of practice, he replaces “restoration” (fu) with
“extension” (zhi), thus completing a paradigm shift from “restoring nature” to “extending innate
knowledge” (zhi liangzhi). This evolutionary trajectory reveals a turn in Confucian doctrine of
mind-nature from a transcendent substance to immanent function, and its intellectual resource of
“substance and function as one” still holds relevance for the development of contemporary Confu-
cianism.
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