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How Xu Jing’an Conceptually Built His
Notion of "The Investigation of Things"

Hou, Ei-Hih®
[Abstract]

The transformations that occurred within Xu Jingan’s thinking were inextricably
linked with his changing interpretation of the Great Learning. His intellectual trajectory
moved from his initial emphasis on the teaching of intuitive knowledge to his later
distinguishing between mind and nature, to later the argument he engaged in regarding
the problem of “an absence of good and an absence of evil.” The new understanding of
the concept of “Investigation of Things” that he generated out of thirty years of study
not only served as a summation of his intellectual life, but one of his most
representative lessons. His explanation regarding the “Investigation of Things” was
done in order to correct two major problems he saw with the Wang School: “adhering to
ethics and discarding achievements" and the "breakage of noumenon and effort.” He
takes "knowing perfection" as the main point of Great Learning and interprets
"perfection" as "a return to a perfected nature," using the "Investigation of Things"
understood as a kind of mental labor to chart the path of such a return. Since his
interpretative system in relation to the Great Learning relies for its theoretical basis on
the notions of "the mind is not one or two" and "the dual meaning of goodness,"the
"Investigation of Things" is thus positioned as the key to cherishing the mind and
returning to nature, opening up two pathways to do so, one for “removing evil and
returning to perfection” and the other for “knowing perfection and nourish goodness.”

Xu takes the concept of the "Investigation of Things" and unites it with the notions
of “sincerity” and "singular caution." On the one hand, he commands the noumenal
efforts required to extend knowledge and achieve sincerity and rectification in mind and
thought. While on the other hand, he opens up practices for self-cultivation, family
regulation, state governance, and the illustrations of virtues throughout the world,

emphasizing that the both essence and function is geared towards the realization of the

* Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.



194 ~CEIHT - BE=1AHH

“supreme good.” Though his notion of the "Investigation of Things" is still within the
approach to the mind pioneered by Wang Yangming, Xu introduces Master Zhu’s
teachings as the principle method of the “Investigation of Things,” namely the notion of
cultivating the mind when at repose and examining the emotions when in action, which
makes mental labor possess two distinct dimensions divided across application and
essence: one of “mind cultivation” and “evil eradication.” Xu does this in order to
prevent against the repetition of a particular deviation: an emphasis on only internal
ethics at the expense of neglecting the outer world. From this point of view, the
reconciliation of the relationship of mind and nature not only represents the
transposition of an ontological horizon of thought, but also dialectically integrates the
workings of mind and essence, doing so from the perspective of work, revealing the
intrinsic connection between ontology and work. This expansion in the meaning of the
"Investigation of Things," and the understanding of rectification and salvation implied
within it, has influenced such scholars as the important Confucian Feng Congwu and
the defender of Neo-confucianism Liu Zongzhou, playing a positive role in the history

of the development of ideas.

Keywords: Xu Jing’an, Investigation of Things, Great Learning, nine essences, return to

nature
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