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The Literary Ontology and the Concept of Literature and Tao of Wu Cheng under
Neo-Confucianism

Yang Wanli

Abstract: There has been a lot of discussion about Wu Cheng’s literary ontology in the academic circle, but the
current mainstream view still seems to be worthy of discussion. In view of his theoretical achievements in literary and
artistic criticism, most scholars regard him as the advocate of the theory that Qi (vital energy) is the primordial
substance of literary. In fact, we should understand his literary thoughts with his Neo—Confucianism thoughts. From the
perspective of the constitution of all creature, “Li is immanent in Qi” is the general expression of his philosophical
ontology, so Qi is the origin and Li is the noumenon. It is based on this theory proposition that he put forward the
famous view of “Li is main and Qi is auxiliary”, in which Li as the master is a more important category than Qi.
Only in this way, writers can change his temperament through accumulating knowledge and understanding Li, so as to
break through the limitations of innate talent and the invasion of the bad atmosphere of the outside world, which also
provides the academic basis for his literary and artistic retro ideals. “Li is main and Qi is auxiliary” contains the idea
that literature and Tao should be consistent with each other, so he advocated that Confucianism, Buddhism, and
Taoism all should learn Tao before writing. Compared with the predecessors of Neo—Confucianism, Wu Cheng’ s
derivation logic and interpretation boundary of the concept of literature and Taoism have his own unique characteristics.
The discussion enlightens us that the study of Chinese literary theory should follow the Chinese Tao.

Key words: Wu Cheng; Li is main and Qi is auxiliary ; Li is immanent in Qi; ontology ; the concept of literature and Tao
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