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On Cheng Yi’s Theory of Quan

Yue Tianlei and Yue Yangyang

Abstract: In an effort to remove the difference between the Han notion that “deviation from constancy (jing) is a
return to the Dao” and the Song notion that “flexibility (quan) essentially equals constancy,” Cheng Yi proposed a new
theory by claiming that, within the Confucian framework, “constancy is flexibility that has been accepted,and flexibility
is constancy that has yet to be established.” Flexibility was subjected not only to a thorough exploration regarding its
inter—relationship with the Dao; it was also given an ontological examination in matters pertinent to principles and
regularities. The two notions of the Mean and righteousness were also integrated into this framework of discussion,
characterizing how actions can be both appropriate and effective. Cheng Yi’s theory was innovative, comprehensive, and
systematic; it was also successful in opening up new grounds for further investigation of the notion of flexibility. And,
yet, due to his ultimate insistency that “flexibility bows to constancy,” Cheng Yi’s theory became rigidly dogmatic and
suffered a subsequent decline.

Key words: Cheng Yi; Quan and Jing; Quan and Dao; Quan and the Mean; Confucian dogmaticism
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