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Searching for Unity and Accommodating
Diversity: A Comparison Between the Qi
Philosophy of Zhang Zai and Wang Tingxiang

Chang Woei Ong *

Abstract

Both Zhang Zai 7% of the Northern Song and Wang Tingxiang T EfH
of the mid-Ming have displayed the tendency to construct a monist philosophy
based on the concept of gi 5. This has led many scholars to consider Wang as
the Ming successor of Zhang. The purpose of this paper is to point out that the
philosophies of these two philosophers are actually fundamentally quite differ-
ent. The gi in Zhang Zai’s thought is both an ontological source of value and a
tangible matter that produces all physical objects. In articulating this concept
of gi, Zhang Zai is able to acknowledge the diversity of all things in the world,
and yet at the same time, put forth the belief that all things can achieve unity
at a higher level. The basic orientation of Zhang’s philosophy is therefore to
search for unity. On the other hand, Wang Tingxiang’s gi philosophy refuses
to acknowledge that there is an ontological source of value. He instead insists
that all concrete objects produced by gi are different and he is constantly look-
ing for ways to accommodate this diversity. The author argues that compared
with the philosophy of Wang Yangming, that of Wang Tingxiang could better

reflect the shift from “searching for unity” to “accommodating diversity” in

* Chang Woei Ong is an assistant professor in the Department of Chinese Studies at the National

University of Singapore.




TEE / KFAISEFR - RakETEMRGR 2 L 159

the intellectual world from the mid-Ming onwards.

Keywords: Zhang Zaiik #{, Wang Tingxiang T £ fH, ¢i % , Neo-

Confucianism, searching for unity, accommodating diversity




