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Between Wei-Jin Metaphysics and Neo-Confucianism:
The Transitional Nature of Su Shi’s Philosophy

Du Sifan
(Center for Zhouyi & Ancient Chinese Philosophy, Shandong University, Jinan, Shandong 250100)

Abstract: As a representative of the “discussing the Dao” schools in the early-to-middle period of the
Northern Song, Su Shi’s philosophy reflects the transitional character of his time. In terms of ontology and the
theory of Xing-Qing as its core theoretical foundation, Su Shi’s philosophy resonates with Wei-Jin Metaphysics,
but diverges from Neo-Confucianism. It develops the Wei-Jin ideas by elevating the personality to an
ontological status and emphasizing Qing, thus laying a solid foundation for the flourishing and diverse
possibilities of individuals in a new historical context. Conversely, in its theoretical orientation—especially
regarding the theory of realms and the methods of practice—as well as in the structure and internal logic of his
system, Su Shi’s thought aligns more closely with Neo-Confucianism than with Wei-Jin metaphysics. By
sublating elements of Buddhism and Daoism while re-focusing philosophy on the worldly society, Su Shi
addresses the tension between engagement with the world and withdrawal from it. He explores how individuals,
with their infinite potential, can navigate and thrive in the changing social and historical landscape. Despite this
transitional nature that opens Su Shi’s philosophy to criticism in both form and content, the alternative
philosophical and ideological possibilities it reveals at the intersection of historical stages may hold enduring
significance.

Keywords: Su Shi’s philosophy; transition; Wei-Jin Metaphysics; Neo-Confucianism
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