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On Wang Bi’ s Theory of Essence—Function (ti-yong) and His Thought of Non Action
Chen Hui

Abstract: The theory of Essence—Function (ti—yong) served as a foundational framework for comprehending Wang Bi’ s philoso-
phy, particularly the relationship between the Dao (essence) and things ( phenomena) , as well as the notions of non—action (wuwei)
and the cultivation of mind and nature. In the realm of political philosophy, Wang Bi, while adhering to the Daoist non—action principle
as a foundational premise, integrated Confucian thought of governing the country through benevolence, righteousness, propriety and
music. Therefore, Wang Bi’ s so—called “non action” had two meanings: one referred to the pure emulation of the Tao by the ruler,
maintaining a “mind of nothingness” and “functioning through nothingness” , abandoning all active actions, which was called “chong
ben xi mo” ; The second referred to the use of the principle of “existence arising from nothingness” by the rulers, who adopted the Tao-
ist method of non—action( wuwei) to absorb and unify the Confucian methods of action(you wei) , known as “revering the fundamental
and preserving the incidental” (chong ben jumo) , also described as “holding fast to the mother and preserving the child” (shou mu
cunzi) . Corresponding to non—action, Wang Bi articulated a theory of personal cultivation centered on “discarding the self” (she ji).
This cultivation emphasized “desirelessness” (wuyu) as its core, aiming to return to the original state of emptiness and tranquility in-
herent in the mind (xin). Regarding the concept of “human nature functioning as emotions” (xing qi qing) , Wang Bi employed it to
underscore the inherent harmony between human nature (xing) and the emotions (qing) it generated, rather than treat it as an inde-
pendent method of cultivation.

Key words:; Wang Bi; the theory of essence—function (ti—yong) ; non—action( wuwei) ; the cultivation based on discarding the
self(she ji) ; human nature functions as emotions( xing qi qing)
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