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The Conceptual Transformation of “Self-so” and the Theoretical Restructuring of
Neo-Confucianism

Shan Hongze

Abstract: Neo—Confucianism inherits and develops the concept of Self-so(ziran) from Buddhist and Daoist thought,
elevating it to an ontological foundation that reconciles the way of heaven with the way of man. In its holistic sense,
the Neo—Confucian conception of Self-so emphasizes the spontaneity, autonomy and consciousness inherent in all things.
It inherently opposes both external coercion and unnecessary human actions. The Neo—Confucian usage of Self—so was
systematically established as a core concept across several domains: noumenon, self—cultivation, human nature, spiritual
attainment, desire, modes of being and political-religious order. It signifies the immanent transcendence of noumenon,
the effortless harmony in self-cultivation, the non-deliberative nature of cognitive activities, the spontaneous
manifestation of ethical conduct, the adaptive responsiveness of religious acts, the unobstructed freedom of spiritual
realization, the intrinsic unity of emotionality and reason and the innate perfection of moral personality. The distinct
ways in which Neo—Confucianists emphasized these conceptual dimensions of Self-so provide critical insights into the
intellectual development of Neo—Confucianism. By examining the evolving interpretations of Self-so, we could further
explore creativity and syncretism within this philosophical tradition, thereby injecting new vitality into contemporary
Neo—Confucianism research.

Key words: Self—so; self; ingenerate; Neo—Confucianism
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