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On the Logic and Spirit of the Cheng Brothers’ Life Ethics
Zhang Shunqing and Zhang Yimeng

Abstract: The Cheng brother’s ethical thinking regarding life is highlighted by their understanding of the value of
life and the interconnectedness of all living things in the field of “Ren Ti”. They perceive the universe as a “living”
organism, suggesting that all entities are “in one” , exhibiting an integrated symbiosis that collectively influence the
change and growth of the universe. The construction of “li” is also based on the understanding of the life force and
principle manifested by all living beings as a unified whole. Li spontaneously generates life by its intrinsic nature, and
this “perpetual growth and change” (sheng sheng) serves as the foundational premise of the Cheng Brother’s discourse
on li—indeed, it constitutes the very substance and reality of li. For the Cheng brothers, sheng sheng is the
ontological ground, as well as the basis and origin of goodness. Moreover, sheng sheng is the substance of ren. For
the Cheng brothers, ren and li are one, both rooted in the generative force of life. Both ren and li not only refer to
abstract nature of sheng, but also to the entire living being as a singular entity. All things have the nature of li, and
all are born with the nature of ren. Based on this understanding, the Cheng brothers established a perspective of life
equality, asserting that all things are inherently good, while also articulating the ultimate life realm of a benevolent
life, that is, the pursuit of unity with heaven and earth. This philosophy offers significant insights for contemporary
humanity in understanding the integrity of life, building a community of life, and advancing ecological civilization.

Key words: the Cheng brothers; life ethics; sheng—sheng; ren—ti; all things being one with heaven and earth
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