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On Huang Tsung-hsi’s Concept
of Literature

Chang Heng

Huang Tsung-hsi (1610-1695) was an eminent scholar of the Ming
and Ch’ing Dynasties. Best known for his accomplishment in Confucian
thought and history, he also achieved greatly in literature. This paper
will examine how his views on poetry and prose writing, as well as
his concept of literature, grew out of his philosophical thinking.

1. Huang Tsung-hsi, unlike most Confucian scholars who viewed
literature as a vehicle to convey the Way (tao), considered the Word
(wen) and the Way to be one. So conceived, literature has a higher
position, and is no longer just a vehicle; the meaning and scope of
literature is expanded to include classics, histories, and philosophical
writings. Literature is no longer restricted to imaginative texts.

2. Huang Tsung-hsi’s philosophical thinking was mostly drawn from
his teacher Liu Ch’i-shan (1578-1645). Huang, as Liu, placed special
emphasis on the inseparability of Principle (li) and material force
(ch’i). To Huang Tsung-hsi, Principle and material force form a
significant unity, in which the self and the myriad of things are one.
For human beings, nature (hsing) can only become manifest through
feelings (ch’ing), for the two are inseparable.

3.In Huang Tsung-hsi’s comments on poetry, he particularly stresses
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that nature (hsing)and feelings (ch’ing) are the essence of poetry. But
he lays an emphasis upon a constant feeling of commiseration that
dwells in one’s nature. It is through the poet’s nature and feelings
that the universe becomes beautiful, and its truth is disclosed. This
truth of the universe is therefore both aesthetic and moral. The ultimate
meaning of literature is identical with this truth,

4.Since Huang Tsung-hsi lived through the collapse of the Ming
Dynasty, he was deeply sensitive to human vicissitudes. Therefore, his
concept of literature arose from his views of human nature and
feelings, and seemed to be a spontaneous overflowing from his inner-
most heart. This suggests that he was not a follower of conventions
and traditions. He insisted on the unity of the Word and the Way,
and saw the study of the classics, the Principle, literature, and self-
cultivation as an inseparable whole, all being derived from the Way.
Therefore, Huang Tsung-hsi’s concept of literature is the most profound
and open-minded of all those Confucian scholars who pondered the

meaning of literature.
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