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Abstract 

This is a stucJy of Wang Yang-ming's philosophy, 

consicered as a "Way" of acquiring wisdom and sage
hood, based on his central insight into the nature 
of ~ (mina-ana-heart), the fundamental principle 
of all human activity which is capable of deter
mining ana of perfecting itself through its 
intuitive knowledge of the good, at once inborn 
ana acquired. The "Introduction" indicates the 
broac problem of the quest for wisdom, ana of the 
question of "correctness" of approach and "ortho
doxy" of thought which arises, in the context of 
traditional Chinese philosophy. The first chapter 
defines the so-called "Confucian Way" as a quest 

for wisdom, with the latter consisting of the 
attainment of consciousness of the unity of man· 

wi th all .. things. and of. the realisation of a high 
moral character. . It speaks. of Han Yu' s ettort to 

"restore" Confucian learning, and especially.of 

the Neo-Confucian.synthesisaccomplished by Chu 
Hsi. A brief description of Wang Yang-ming as man 
and philosopher follows. ~.;rith speCial emphasis on 
his interior evolution. His philosophy is then 
presented in its gradual development, through an 
analysis ot his tGachings ot hsin, leading up, 
after e,.:changes with certain of his contemporary 

thinkers, to the discovery of his method of acquir
ing Wisdom through the "extension of liang-chih 

Omowledge of the good)". The aeeper imp.lications 
of his thought and method are then discussed, 

expecially his teaching of the "unity of all things". 
His expressed attitudes concerning Taoism and 

Buddhism are also studied, revealing his readiness 
to accept truth and goodness or "orthodoxy". The 
concluding chapter offers a critique of his philo

sophy, evaluating his attempt to solve the basic 
problem of the acquisition of wisdom, and indicating 

certain unresolved ambiguities which he has left 
behind. 
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PREFACE 

There are enough books 
of the life and thought of 

[Wang Yang-ming :1 ~7 \~ 

published on the subject 

Wang Shou- jen :L 1'1:::-
1472-1529] to fill a 

library, hut these are written in Japanese or Chinese. 
The situation is quite different for European lan

guages. There are only three English translations of 
Yang-ming's selected wri ti:1gs. ThE) first, l'iy 
FrederiCk Henke (1916) gives an abriclged trans'tation 

of Ch'uan-hsi Lu 1t?A ~ , thirty-six letters and 
twelve short essays. I However, it contains many mis
takes and gives very few references. The second is 
Wing-tsit Chan's Instructions for Practical Living 
and Other Neo-Confucian Writings n 963) which includes 
a complete translation of the Ch'uan-hsi lu together 

with certain docmnents on social and political affairs 
issued by Yang-ming, 2 The third is my work, The Philo

sophical Letters of Wang Yanq-ming, a translation of 

aLL of Yang-ming's letters with sufficient philoso
phical content to justify the effort, with critical an
notations and references. It is now being prepared for 

publication by the AUstralian National University Press. 

Where personal research on the thought of Wang yang
ming is concerned, the field has been almost entirely 

unexPloited in English, thE., only doctoral thesis being 
Tu Wei-ming's The Quest for Self-realization: A Study 
of Wang Yang-ming's Formative Years, (1472-1509) (Harvard, 
1968). As the title shows, this is a study of the 
philosopher's early life, with speCial emphasis on the 
formative. influences which had acted upon him, but with

out treating his philosophy as a Whole. There is another 

wor!e, published in French, La Philosoohie Morale de 
Wang Yang-ming. by Wang Tchang-tche (1936)also a doctoral 

vii 
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thesis. 3 It presents a clear exposition of Yang-ming's 

practical teachings. without saying much of ~is aoctrine 

of the "Unity of All Things" (wan-wu yi-tli fiIJ !ftrJ -/tf ). 
which I consider to be the core of his teaching. Prompted. 

therefore, by the need of making the philosophy of this 

thinker better known to the world of English scholarship, 

I have allowea my reading of Ch'uan-hsi lu, of Yang-ming's 

letters, essays ana poems to leaa me to unaertake this 

study. entitleal "To Acquire Wisdoml the 'Way' of Wang 

Yang-ming". My assumption is that. interest in Chinese 

philosophy has always been centrea. to a greater or lesser 

extent depending on times and circumstances, on the prac

tical aspect of whether and how wisaom may be acquirea, 
with the goal being unaerstood as the attainment of 'high 

moral character and a certain consciousness of man's fun

damental unity with all things. which -- in the ConfUCian 

school -- overflows into a strong sense of social respon

sibility. 

In order to see Yang-ming's philosophy of life in the 

context of the development of "Confucian thought" itself, 

for the purpose of determining the "correctness" or "or

thodoxy" of his position, I have written the first chapter 

on the so-called "Confucian quest for Wisdom". giving 

special attention to the meanings of such words as ~ 

(the Way). Tao-hs6eh ii,' (school of the Way),and ~-
}< " 

t'ungBii,~ru (Orthodox Transmission of the way). I shall 
speak of tho centra 1 Confucian virtue of jen 1:::' (humani ty ). 

with its underlying, optimistic estimate of human nature. I 

sha'll speak of the notion of T' ien- jen ho-yi <'.. ".;-

(Unity of Heaven ane .\I'""n). crystallised especially during 
the lian (202BC-220 AD) dynasty, I shall go on to the '~ 

;t;f ;!;;" 4' tlJ" 
heralds of Tao-hs6eh. lian Ytl-'r'f~' (786-824) and "i Ao <)']Fd 

(fl. 798), and their effort to revive Confucianism after 

400 years of Taoist-Buddhist dominance. I shall then dis-
± 

cuss Chu Hsi's tjt" (1130-1200) synthesis of Sung philosophy 
through his interpretation of the ideas of his predecessors, 

Chou Tun-yil~1trtb~ (1017-1073). Chleng HaO~tu!' Q032-

1085). Ch'eng Yi ;ncr~ (1033-1107) and Chang Tsai ~R i\ 
(1020-1077). as well as through the debates he had with his 
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contemporaries, in part.>.icular Lu Chiu-yuan i~ R ':Jfr! (1139-
92) and Ch'en Liangrt,~ (1143-94), A certain legacy 
of this synthesis was the transformation of the earlier 
idea of the "Unity of Heaven and Man" into the newer one 
of "the Uhity of l"an with All Things". 

The subject-matter of this first chapter makes it the 
most complex, 
of the study. 

It set:s the scene, as it were, for the rest 
The second chapter focuses t,he attention on 

Wang Yang-ming himself, as man and philosopher, presenting 
an analysis of his inteJ.J.ectual and spiritual evolution, 
and introducing the key-words in his philosophical vocabu
lary and the main lines of his thought. 4 The tmee chapters 
which follow from there give a more detailed examination 
of his teachings. analysing his words and presenting the 
gradual evolution of his thought within the framework of 
his life-history. Extending from his basic insight, hsin 
Ie (mind-and-heart). which he understOOd as the source 

and agent of all virtue and goodness. through the contro
versies which he had with his contemporaries over the 

meaning of ko-wu l~~ (investigation of things). involv
ing different ideas regarding the role of intellectual 

inquiry or personaL insight in the quest for wisdom,S to 

his discovery of a universal "way". chih liang-chih ~ ~ "12 
(extension of one's knowledge of the good). these chapters 

seek to explain Yang-ming's interpretation of what was the 
"sacred legacy" of the sages, transmitted to posterity 

not through Chu Hsi, but Lu Chiu-yuan. The sixth chapter 
then discusses the inner meaning of Yang-ming's discovery, 

with speCial attention to his own teaching on the "Unity 
of Man with A 11 Things". while the seventh represents an 
attempt to review the comprehensive nature of his approach 
to wisdom. which transcends the conventional divisions of 
"orthodox" and "heterodox" schools. The final chapter is 
a critique, based on personal judgement, of Yang-ming's 

whote philosophy, commenting upon its similar:i.ties and 
dissimilarities with that of Chu Hsi, his manner of d,eaUng 
with the inherent conflicts and polarities of the "Confucian 

Way", between the "inner-outer" realms of interest, between 
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"knowledge" and "action", "enlightenment" and "cuLtivation", 

"self" and "authority",th", "metaphysical." ·and the "moraL", 

Certain unrssolveddlfiiculties related to his philosophy 
~rl'iich ent.'ci Led serious consequences In the inte L lectua 'I. 

development of late Mingtim8s, art' also discussed. 6 

I have desisted deliberatel.y from giving too much of 
my own judgement of his ioeas until the final, concluding 
chapter, in order that the critique itseLf may be based 
on impartial analysis of Yang-ming's own words, as examined 

in the light of their historical context. 

I have incluoed an Epilogue which gives a brief dis
cussion of t.he study of Yang-ming' s philosophy in Japan, 

past and present. Given a different situation--arising, 
among other factors, from deeper "Zen" inf}.uences--Japanese 
writers have not been as much affected by the criteria 
of doctrinal orthodoxy which have been imposed on the 

Chinese themselves. 

I have also included, for the reader's reference, a 

short resume of the thesis and its contents, an outline 
chronology of Yang-ming's life, a few pages on the inter

pretation of certain selected terms of his philosophical 
vocabulary and certain selected translated texts. There 

is also a selected bibliography.7 

In writing this thesis. I have incurred a debt of 
gratitude to many persons and institutions. I wish in 

partiCUlar to thank Prof. Liu Ts'un-yan ana Dr. K.H.J. 
Gardiner for their kind direction, to Prof, A.L. Basham 

for his constant encouragement, and to Dr, A. Ruhan for 
giving important suggestions regarding the methods of 

philosophical analysis and inquiry. 
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Notes to Preface 

1 
The Philosophy of Wang Yang-mingo New York. Paragon 

reprint, 1964. . 

2 Published in New York by the CoLumbia University Press. 

3 ' ' Varietes sinologiques, No, 63; published in Shanghai, 
1936. 

4 This chapter has appeared, in a slightly different form, 
in Papers on Far Eastern History III (March, 1971), 85-130. 

5 Since Yang-ming's critics, both the earlier ones and 
our'conternporaries. have usually attacked his doctrine of 
the "investigation 0;E things" and ot the ,,-o-called "absence 
of good and evil" (wu-shan wu-o .~ ~ ~:[, ) of man IS 

mind-and-heart, to present him as'a Ch'an Buddhist or a 
metaphysical.idealist, Chiipters IV and VI have a special 
relevance, and I wish to indicate it here. 

6 Although I have chosen to make an independent study of 
Yang-ming's thought, based on analysis of his own words, 
1 have sought to indicate, by footnote references, the 
many important works that have been written on him. 

7 The presence of the bibliography makes it unnecessary 
to give. in every footnote reference, the names of authors 
and titles in Chinese characters. 
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INTRODUCTION 

One single man can change [th~ destiny of] the 

world [by his thought]. and leave 1811ind an 

influence that is felt for over one hundred 

years. [we know of] men who clio so in the past: 

Wang Yi-fu:t_ * ~ [wang Y€m ± 13 t 
256-311J 'by his "Pure 'Talk",l and wang Chieh-fu 

:t I;j- Tfi [wang An-shih j:,~ h 
1021-86] by his "N'3W Laws ",2 In recent times, 

Wang Po-an .;: {f~ [wang Yang-ming] d iel 

the same through his [teaChing of] liang-chih. 3 

Looking back upon the many things which have been 

said by Yang-mingls admirers and critics, during a 

period of nearly 500 years, one can see the gradual 

shifts of focus in thfJ "yang-ming controversy". During 

and after his life-time, lasting until the earlv nine

teenth century, thee issue was over his "orthodoxy": 

whether his philosophy should be called "Confucian" or 
~ Ill; 

"Cb I an" . f.!f [Japanese: zen] • Debates regarded 

particularly his interpretations of the "investigation of 

things II (ko-wu it- 'fir ) and of tbe so-ca 11"d _ 
, 'U , '" \>:", 'l:f 

"abs"mce of good-and-evil" (wu-shan wu-o ~-t-~ ~ 
In the 19th and 20th centuries, with the introduction of 

Western philosophical ideas, Chinese thinkers are being 

re-examined in the light of Western abstract categories. 

The entire hsing-U ~l:t vI. movement of the sung 

and Ming dynasties, with its two branches--the school of 

Ch'eng Yi [Ch 1 Gl1g Yi-ch'uan ~i. 11' II] 1033-1107] 

and Chu Hsi (Chu HUi-an ~ ~ ~ 1130-1200J. usually 

) . 

known to the Chinese as ;V-hsueh '=!iT,~ , and the 

school of Lu Chiu-yUan [1.11. Hsiang-shan r1b~" J..I 1139-93J 

and Wang Shou-jen [wang Yan~-ming], usually known to the 

Chinese as tlsin~hsueh I~'~ --is being represented 

as a'INeo-Confuc:',an" philosophy, divided into the so-

ca ned "rationa list II ChI eng-Chu and "idea list" Lu-Wang 

branches. 4 And so, although the "Confucian versus eh'an" 

xv 
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issue has not yet disappeared, the tendency today is to 

praise or dismiss Yang-ming's thought as a system of 
"idealist" metaphysics. 

"Confucian" 'or "Ch'an Buddhist"" 

Yang-mingls contemporaries, including Lo Ch' in-shun 

.~i4:.Ii~ \I\~ [LO Cheng-an.~ ¥k 1465-1547J. had reproached 
him for departing from the accepted lines of the Ch'eng

Chu school of thought, and for the simil,";l.rity of his teach

ings to those of Buddhism. Ch I en Chien rt ~ [Ch' en Ch' ing

lan rif ~] Srt\ 1497-1567]. Feng K'o ~~ ~i~ [Feng Chun -

po <~ ~ \':l fl. 1562]. Lu Lung-ch' i f~ iiR~, [LU Chia-shu 

rl}. t~ l 1639-1692] and Chang Lieh 5~)j, [Chang Wu-

Chi eng 3~ ~ ~ 1622-16~5] continued thesEi' c:i~ticisms in a 
much stronger language.' T'ang Chien's If: 4£ (1778-

1861.) history of Ch'ing (1644-1912) philosophy gave special 

prominence to the critics of Yang-ming's school of thought, 

which he accused of having caused men to "lose heart" by 

empty, irresponsible talk, "destroying the morality of 

the times, and leading to the final annihilation of the 
Ming (1368-1644) dynasty. ,,6 

Among the most famous critics of Yang-ming's philosophy 

were the leading schol~rs of the Tung-lin if IT--- Academy, 

Ku Hsj_en-ch'eng/~~ ~. h\ [KU Ching-yang /~~;~ r~ ').550-1612] 

and Kao plan-lung .$.]il-~l [Kao Ching-Yi'~{l!1562-1626]. 
Both regarded Chi eng Yi and Chu Hsi as the "orthodox" heirs 

of the Confucian tradition and attacked Yang-ming for re

belling against the authority of the Classics and their 

"correct" commentaries, and for strong Buddhist-Taoist 

sympathies. 7 Rao said: "Not satisfied with remaining as 

an adherent of Buddhism and Taoism, Yang-ming was determined 

to usurp a position in the orthodox Confucian line. That 

was why he tool.;: great trouble to match his own discoveries 

wi th the teachings of extension of knowledge' (chih-chih qi[ '1:>2) 
anc 'investigation of things', moving left and right, back 

and front [in his arguments]. One need merely give [his 

thought] a calm look, to find all his inconsistencies. 1I8 
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Tho Opinions of Huang WOIn (1477-1551) 

l1hether dur:Lng or aft~2r his life-time, Yang-ming's 

cri t.ics usna lTy took for granted the "Confucian orthodoxy" 

of the Ch'eng-Chu school j.tself, to which the "un-orthodox" 

were poLarised, The criticisms 
.Jt: "" iliA [Huang tsung-hsien ~ -;f. 'J5l, 1477-

1551], however, were an exception, 

Huang Wan ha<'1 been an arcent 0isciple of the Ch'eng

Chu school befon~ his meeting "'ith wang Yang-ming (1501), 

whose close friend and disciple he became. .After yang

ming's deRth (1529), he assumed the roLe of guardian to 

Yang-ming's infant son, who >vas 

daughter, Still later in life, 

another intc' 11ectua L evolution, 

tho Ming-tao p'ien I:v'] ~ .~ 
Way], stiL l ttostify, 9 

also engaged to his own 

however, Huang underwent 

as his published notes, 

[Elucidations of the 

Huang' s main target of a ttac.k werQ thOS8 c;isciples of 

the Yang-wing school -""ho tenc'ud to negl€,ct compLetely thb 

discip line of .inte llectui'\ 1 inquiry and .the estab Lished 

stan~ards of moral behaviour. He referred to them as "the 

gent_lemen of tcdayll or H[our] friends todayll. But he 

also criticised Yang-:ning himself, although he die so 

wi thout ment.ioning the name. He took issue especia 1 Ly 

with Yang-mj.ng' s teaching of ~~. which he regarded as 

more Ch'an-Buddhist than Confucian, and also with the 

doctrine that "thE" man of ien (humanity) is one wi th 

Hea.ven-and-Earth an(" all t"hings", 10 ',hich he said was 

contralY to t.he Confucian idea of "graded Love", ant~ could 

easi ly degenerat:e into d. complete d isrdgard of basic mOl.-a 1 
relationships, II 

Huangts criticisms ~rE~ all the more significant 

because he openly poinb:ld out the deep 'Taoist-Buddhist 

influences which b.ac nenetrated into the entire 11sing-11 

movement ever sj.nce the· sung dynasty;i. m('~'1tioning by 

name Chou Tun-yi [Chou Lien -hs i rifj -;J~ * ] Chang Tsai 

[Chang Heng-ch I u ~t ~ ~ J, Ch' eng Eao [eh' eng Hing-
_\1 ~:.-

t -t- iJ -1'1 ] h h ~. . . b d " . Ch I ao 'S-t ._ J...I:L.. ,w .. ome '-'f~SCr1. e. as super1.or an 

Bur'ldhists" anr: Chi eng Yi and Chu Rsi whom he ca 1 L(-}d 

"inferior Ch'an Buddhists ". 12 
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Although it. is [usuallY] said that the School of 

Sages became dominant in the Sung dynasty, [this 

;,.]as not really so] ••• That is why Ch' an teachings 

have become even more wide-spread today. True 

doctrine has been lost, but people are still 
unrepentent. 13 

Nevertheless, Huang's indictment reY;:lainec an exception 

in an age when the basic assumptions of the state-approved 

Ch' eng-Chu school were little questioned, Other yang

ming critics of his time and after continued to adhere to 

the simt;:>list "Confucian ~~ Ch'an" argument, writing 

polerrics which tended to become diatribes,14 It was only 

in the Ch'ing dynasty. with the gradual revival of classical 

exegesis according to re-discovered Han (202 fl.C, -

220 l~.D.) techniques, that criticisms of both the Ch'eng

Chu and Lu-Wang schools were again heard. 15 

Strangely enough, however, this restoration of "Han 

lElarning" led later on to a renewal of the ancient "New 

Text"!"Old-Text" controversy which was occasioned by the 

intrusion of western influence in 19th century China, 

; $.'. 13 1&_ But t.he extraordinary K'ang Yu-wei -'(_ //1 t-'j (1858-

1927}16 and his disciples I"an Ssu-t'ung ~ nv~ I~ (1865_98)17 

and Liang Ch' i-ch' ao 1¥ 1;)L,ti (1873_1929)1 expressed 

a certain predilection for Yang-ruing and considered his 

philosophy as capable of inspixing new hope in the minds 

of a peop}.e then facing the serious political. technological 

an8 intellectual challenges of the West. Anxious to 

promote a synthesis of Confucian, Buddhist, and Taoist 

ideas with the religious and political thinking of western 

Europe, j( lang and his disciples p.ra5.sed Yang-ming' s 

openness of mind. For them, there _8 no question of 

"Confucian versus Ch'an" controversy, 

K'ang's political misfortunes prevented him from 

carrying out prOjected institutional reforms. In our own 

times, however, feelings for or against Yang-ming's 

phi losophy continue today to be co loured "po 11 tiea tly". 
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"JVletaphysical 1r1ea lism"~' 

Yang-ming's metaphysics has been described as "idea list" 

by both Chinc"se and Europeans. A. Forke said so in 

1939,19 J. Needham in 1956,20 Carsun Chang in 1962. 21 

'1'he assertion, that Yang-ming denied the existence of 

an external world, was made by these, writers e·ither as a 

criticism of his philosophy or as an appreciation-in this 

second case, by comparing him with European philosophers 

such as Berk.eley (1685-1753) and Eegf'j 1 (1770-1831). 

It represents the tendency to re-eva luatf; Chinese thinkers 

in terms of European philosophical categories. In Yang

ming's case, this judgement might appear especialLy 

relevant, on account of the stror:g Ch'an Buddhist influence 

on his thought. 22 

But the expression "metaphysical idealism" has 

assumed special m'Olaning in the writings of Chinese intel-

1 ectuals in the mainland, where the criterion of 

orthodoxy has become Marx-Lenin-Naoism. 'I'he whole range 

of the history of Chinese thought is being re-examined in 

terms of a "llla terialist" versus "idealist" struggle, with 

idea lism represented as the vi ll~.{n of philosophy. 

Both th" Ch'eng-Chu and the Lu-Wang schools are classified 

as "Idealist". with the former, named as "Objective 

Idealism" and the latter, "Subjective Idealism", Yang

ming's role as a commancHng officer against "peasant 

rebels" has also contributed to the attacks rnad~, against 

his philosophy. Thus, Hou Waj.-lu I~ .9l--)~ summarised 

Yang-rning's thought in a sentenc8 taken from one of his 

letters: "It is easier to defeat the bandits in the 

mountains than to defeat those in one's mind-and-heart", 

and judged him accord ing}.y. 23 

Hou and others of his persuasion, however, have also 

chosen to praise the so-called "leftist" branch of Yang

ming's scho~l. in particular Wang Ken 3: ~ [wang Esin

chai 1. 1-:'; ~1' 1483-1541] and hisT' ai-chou ~ 1tj 
followers, including Yen Chun ~~ 41.J rYen Shan-nung * . ~ ~ )i~ it JR ], Ho Hsin-yin F'f (':::.; r;g: [pseudonym 
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The Problem of OrthodoX}: 

I wish to point out, first of all. the ambiguity of 

this proh).em. By definition, the word "or'chodoxy" rE?,fers 

to a "right way of thin):ing". But, as we shall see, the 

debate in China has beell. over the "right way of Living", 

that is, about the corn,ctl'h?lSS of ideas regarding the 

good ).ife, the life which can lead man to the highest 

attainments of sagehood" 'I'he issue, therefore, is less 

one of "truth" J or thE, "correctness" of certain inte 1.1ectua 1 

propositions. than of ""Jisdom", which concerns insights 

into the whole of life, of man ar>d his place in the universe, 

the know).edge of which must be accompanied by virtuous 

action cu).minat.ing in the completion of a sublime mora 1 

charact()r and an inspiring, transcendent persona 1i ty. 

It is also my opinion that a distinction is to he made 

between the "content" of the teaching concerning the good 

life, and the "way" by which it has been transmitted. 

The human mind attains i:rut.h by meil.ns of confronting pro

blems. If, at one time, men conceived that the right way 

of thinking-,in our case, of thinking of the "good Ufe"-

to be contained in certain formulae, they were later obliged, 

with the rise of new situations and of new problems, to 

devise new ways of thinking to keep the formulae right. 

The problem of orthodoxy. therefore, involves both continu

ities of terms used, as well as discontinuities of 

meanings. bringing about eventually modifications in the 

thought-content itself. 

I propose therefore to regard Wang Yang-ming's philO

sophy mainly as a "way" of acquiring wisdom, and do so 

against the background of the entire Confucian quest itself, 

especially as it was pn,sented by the philosophers of 

hsing and li. My intention is to discuss the shifts of 

emphases made by Yang-ming, first by moving away from the 

state-supported "Confucian orthodoxy" of Ch'eng Yi and Chu 

Hsi, and then, within his .. own system. I shall attempt to 

do so by a careful analysis of certain key-words he used, 

indicating, wherever possible, the nuances of meaning

both within his own system of thought and in comparison 



with those developed by ('arlier philosophers--and, 

failing that, th,,, amb:Lguity involved. 26 

It should be p)int:2d out that this is a study of 

nuances of mC,lan:Lng in a man I s thought, nuances which 
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can on ly be un'.Jc'rstoo(j :,hcm seBn against t.he practica 1 

end to which his v,ho Ll lifo-goa). is directed: the 

attainment of sc,gehoo<l. Growth and Cleve,lopment took 

plaCE) more 1.11 r'lept.h of unc(corstanding than in Qxtent of 

interest. 'this work proceeds, t.hsrefore, in a "spiral" 

fashion, as a seri'3s of concentric cire Les, following 

"tang-ming as hE' ta lked a hlays about trK, same l:hing-,.rao, 

or ultimate rec<l.it:y and ho';] it can be acquired--but'in 

different words, 

On account of '1::11e l:'.2thod which I haw;, choson, I have 

dc;liberately avoids,: using th,,-, more commonplace terms, 

including that of "Neo-Confucianism" itseLf, which may 

be susceptible of misunderstanding. I refer, however, to 

the conventionB.l divisions of Chinese thought into "Thre,,, 

WaysH or lfiJfhree r:::oachings ll , without discussing in detail 

t.he extent of Buddhist and Taoist influences on Yang-

ming's philosopr,y. Instead of implying t:hat these have 

:been minimal, hcwever, it is my belief that they are toe 

deep and oxtensi.ve to permit sufficient examination within 

the scope oj' thj.s stuny. It is rather my aim to shOW that 

Yang-ming's concern for personal insight was such that he 

cou 10 not confir,e h1.mse If to the so-ca lIed "orthodox" 

boundaries of thought. 
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Notes to Introduction 

1 For Wang Yen's life, see Chin-shu [Chin Dynastic History], 
Erh-shih-wu shih ['1Wenty-five Histories] ;Ee::.j-es, l<' ai-ming 
ed., 43: 127. "Pure Ta Lk" (ch I ing-t' an : ~ ;;}2:.... ) refers to 
metaphysical discussions, particularly regarding the nature 
of :rao or ultimate reality. It was very popular during the 
Wei~20-65) and Chin (265-420) times. See Donald Holzman, 
"The Conversation Tradition in Chinese Philosophy", Philosophy 
EaSE ano West VI, (1956). 223-30. 

2 Reference to the attempted reforms of Wang An-shih in 
classical education, polltical administration and finance. 
See H. R. Williamson, Wang An-shih, Chinese Stat.esman and 
Educationalist of the Sung Dynasty (London, 1935-37), 2 vol
umes; and James T.C. T~iu. Reform in Sung China: wang An
shih (1021-86) and His New Policies (Cambridge. Nass. I 1959). 

3 Ku Yen-wu /~~ ti\ [RU T' ing-lin ~ t 1t- 1613-82], 
Jih-chih lu chi-sh!h [Collected commentary on the Record of 
Daily Learning]. ed. by Huang Ju-ch'Eng.SPPY ed •• 18: 28a. 
Ku preferred Chu Hsi's philosophy to that of Wang yang-mingo 

4 ,.For ir1J. definitions o~ Hsing-li hsueh f:t 1ft., ' 1d:: 
hsueh :vW,.~ and llsin-hsueh '(; '<'¥ ,see AppendJ.x I. 

5 See Ch'en Chien's Hsueh-pu t'ung-pien [A General Critique 
of Obscure Learning]. (Preface 1548), bk. 4, 3; Feng K'o's 
Ch'iu-shih p'ien [In Quest of Correct Learning]. ch. 4; Lu 
Lung-ch' j., Lu Chia-shu chi [Collected writings of Lu Lung
ch'i]. ch. 2; and Chang Lieh, Wang-hsueh chlh-yi [Questions 
on Nang Yang-ming's Philosophy]. (Preface 1681). 

6 Ch'ing Hsueh-an hsiao-shih [A Few Notes on Philosophical 
Records of the Ch'ing Dynasty]; (Preface 1845, Taipei re
print, 1969), "Introduction", 5. T'ang's focus on Yang-ming 
critics in his history of philo~o~y stands in strong~on~ . 
trast to Huang Tsung-hsi' s .-t ~i, ~\- [Huang Li-chou ~ M ;-)j1 
1610-95] Ming- iu hsueh-an [Pl1ilosopbical Recorcs of the 'f1ing 
Dynasty J, which centred !"Jing phi losophy around the Schoo 1 . 
of Wang Yang-mlng. Yet T'ang sought clearly to model the 
structure of his book on that of Huang's. 

The critlcism that Yang-ming's philosophy contributed 
to the fall of Ming had been voiced earlier by many others, 
especially during the change of dynasties. These included 
Nang Fu-chih 3: ~ Z-. [wang Ch' uan-shan :E~ ~ 1619-
92], Ku Yen-wu and others. See wang's own preface to his 
Ch,mg-meno chu [commentary on Chang Tsai' s Correctlon of 
Ignorance] in Chang-tzu Cheng-meng chu, (Reprinted in Peking: 
1956), 8-91 Ku's Jih-chih Iu chi-shih, 7:6a. See also 
Liang Chli-ch'ao, Chung-kuo chin San-pai-nien hsueh-shu shih 
[The History of Thought and Scholarship in China During the 
Past Three Hundred Years]. in the Yin-ping-shih ho-chi, Chuan
Chi], [Combined Writlngs of Liang Ch'i-ch'ao. Special Wrlt
ings]. (Shanghai I 1936), 751 6-7, 79-80; Hsu Shih-ch'ang 
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(1858.-1939). Ch' inj- ju l":!§ueh-an [Phi "1osophica 1. Records of 
tho Ch'ing Dynasty, (Taipei: 1967), 8: 1-2; Ch'ien 1'1u, 
Chung-kuo chin-san-Dai-!1ien hsueh-shu shih [The History of 
'I'hought ane1 Scholarship in China During the Past Three 
HUl1drec years] (Shanghai: 1937), 18-21. 

7 See f1inq=.ju hsu0)h-an [abbrev. as jlfi,Jal1] SPP:( ed., ch. 58. 
Jung Chao-tsu, lVling-t.ai ssu-hsianq shih [History 0.[ lVling 
Thought], (1st pubh s her': , 1941; Taipei reprint, 1962), 284-
314; Okada Takehiko, sLr.§mei to l:<lj.n-matsu no Jugaku [wang 
Yang-rr.ing and late Hing Confucianism J, (ro]<yo: 1970), 399-
438, passim. Ku had studied under a {Jiscip"1e of the yang-
ming school~ B'e .::\cl<nov.,rle{Jge.ci Yang-mi.ng·s merits, especially 
his inc2fH:'-enoence of minei, and SOUGht, in a sense, to rec
oncile Yang-ming's teachings with'Chu Bsi's which he cLearly 
prefern~d for its more stabi 1ising influence on sOCia 1 
morality. Kao voiced stronger criticisms of Yang-mingo 
But even his polemics were tess harsh than those of Feng 
K"o, Lu I,ung-ch"i and Chang Lieh. See beLow, n. 8. 

8 ~ 58:32a. 

9 For Huang's life, SEoe ~ 13, 'ib-6b 211",1 his own 1ilinq-
t3.0 p'ien (1st publishe(1, 1547; n,printod in Peking, 1959), 
especially Fou Wai-lu's IDtroduction. 

10 
This camE, from Ch I eng Bao. See Erh-Ch I eng ch' uan-shu 

[ Comp"1 ete Works of the: T'\.,ro eh I engs ]. [ abbrev. as BCeS J ' 
Yi-shu itt [surviving works]. SPPY ed., 2I~ i 3a-b. 

11 Huang Wan, f1inq-tao p'ien, 1, 11-13. 

12 Ibid., 1: 12-14. He ori ticised, in turn, Chou Tun-yi' s 
T'ung::Sriu [PeDetrating the Book of Ch3.nqesJ, Ch'eng Hao's 
letter on "Calming Nature" [see Ch. I, n. 57J, a~' the 
teachings>l0:t Ch' eng Yi. Chu Hsi, yang Chien 1~ ~,;' [yang 
Tz'u-hu :t~::tt ,1?~ 1141-1226J. 

13 Ning-tao pi ian, 1:12. 

14 It. is my opinion, howavsr, that those who argue from 
iceology frequently know the inadequacies of their pre
assumptions, but do so for specific airns, such 2tS to correct 
practical abuses, and often refrain from questioning their 
own pre-assumptions. for fear of shaking the foundations of 
belief accepted by the masses who cannot clearly discern 
between truth and ideology. I believe this was the case in 
the "Confucian versus Ch'an Buddhist" controversy over Yang
ming's thought, 

15 C'h' in~~ex~etcs like Yen Yuan li~ Tc.J (1635-1704) and 
Tai Chen :';It\, J'I'< (1723-:-1777) criticised both J,4-hsueh and 
i1sin-hsueh. };for Yen Yuan, see F.uo Ai-ch 'un. Yen Hsi-chai 
hsueh-p'u [Intellectual Biography of Yen Yuan]. (Shanghai: 
1957). 20-3Ei; Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, op.cit •• 105-32; Ch'inq
.lY.. hsueh-an, 11 t 1-13. For Tai Chen, see his JVJeng-tzu tzu-
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yi su-cheng [A Documented Investigation into the Me<>;nings 
of Words in Mencius], given in Bu Shih's Tai Tung-yuan te 
che-hsueh rThe Philosophy of Tai Chen]. (1st published, 
Shanghai, 1927, reprintod in Taipei, 1963), 61-72. 77-79, 
143-56. As a young st:udont at the a

1
e of ten, whi 1e study-

ing the ~.J:...];&arninq (Ta-hsu.£b f'-.,· ), Tai had questioned 
his preceptor by what authority Chu 8i could decide the 
"line" of "orthodox transmission", since he was separated 
from Confucius by t.WO thousand years. See "Tai Tung-yuan 
hsien-sheng chuan" [Life of Tai Chen], in Liang Ch'i-ch'ao's 
Yin-pin',-shih ho-chi ,wen-chi, 40 i 41. Sce also Ch' eng 
Chung-ying,Tai Chen's Inquiry into Goodness, (New Haven, 
1969), 18-34. 

16 Por K'ang Yu-woi, see his biography, "Nan-hai K'ang 
hsien-sheng chuan", in Liang Ch'i-ch'ao's Yin-ping-shih ho
chi, Won-chi, 6: 58-64. K'ang also sought to promote a new 
image of Confucius as a reformer of ancient institutions, 
throucrh his revival of the "New 'Text" classical scholarship, 
taught a "progTossive" view of historx, and oxpressed bo ld 
ioeas for the construction of an ickal society of the future 
which cillle(~ for the aboUtion of aU social-political 
cistinctions inc 1 ud ing governments and feu;:.i lios, 

17 T'an, '1 disciple of K'ang, and one, of the reformer
martvrs in 1898, nccommonded th,~ rea;1inq of Chou Tun-yi, 
Chang 'I\sai, ~u Chiu-yLian, Wang Yt3.nq-ming anr4 Hua.ng Tsung
hsi, but not Qf Ch'eng Yi an(J Chu Hsi, His philosophy, 
centred on jen (Humanity), which he i(!entifieC with t.ha t 
whj.ch is indestructible in the elements of existencG 
(0harm~), nmllnns one of Yang-~inq' s v;~sion of the unity 
of a II things, See his "Jen-hsueh" ~.::>"'f [Phi.losophy of 
jon], j.n T'an Ssn-t'ung ch'uan-chi, [Complote Works of T'an 
Ssu-t'ung], (R8printed in Fekin'j' 195,,), v. 1, pt. 1, 6-9. 

18 Liang wrote appreciatively of !(ang-ming in Wang Yang-
mine; chiil-hslnq ho-yl chih-chiao.[wang Yang-ming's Doctrine 
of Unity of Knowledge and Action J (1926), S·;."J Yin-ping-shUl 
ho··chi, Wen-chi 43, 22-67. 

19 Geschichte d8r neuer,m chines ischen Phi L'::lsophie, 
(Hamburg, 1938), 380-99. Forke sain of Yang-ming, that his 
"things" were "spiritual", that is, "functions of thought", 
ann not "physical", and that he considered the world to be 
a "mental construction of the Worl<'! Spirit, to which the 
human spirit is ldentified." (p.399). 

20 Science and Civilisation in China, (Cambridge University 
Press! 1956), v. 2, 506-10, Needham gave little space to 
Lu Chiu-yuan and Nang Yang-ruing, saying that "subjective 
ano metaphysical idea 11sm was no more helpful to the natura 1 
sciences in China than in any other civi llsation. " (p. 507). 
He especially cited Yang-ming's account of his attempt to 
"investigate Ii" in the bamboos to show that he was unabLe 
"to graep tho most. elementary concE.~ptions of scientific 
method." (P. 510). 
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21 Chan,,' s book was 0mo-.itled Wang Yana-minq: Idealist 
R:!::J.losopher of S ixtc"enth Century China (New York, 1962). 
Professor ,vin<;r-tsit Chan, while praising Yang-ming's practi
cal cioC'trine, also expressed disapproval of him for having 
confused "realityll w1th "value ll • See Instructions for 
Practical Living, IntroDuction, xxxiii. 

22 Tho Ch1nese 8Y;:>ressioJ;l for the English term "metaphys
ica 1 ic'ealism" ~1-hsin "f:!. 10 (l',infl-only J is C!erived from 
a technical tern; in Bucl('hist ph2 Losophy, ('1 tta-matra. 1 t 
is alGo translated as 1I~Hn0 itsoltll, and can rE';fer to a 
c(-:l1.'tain ultimate an(:: transcendent reality, of which the 
objective ~lorld is the man1festation. Th1s occurs even 
whon t.h1s ult.iIT.ate reality is presElnter'] in negative terms, 
such as 8unvata. 
'1'his iC'c0l permeates the Lal'lldiva tara-sutra (Lenq-chia ching 
11- 1b·''',~1fi. ), [TSD No. 670, XVI, 480-514J. See also the 
Enqlish translation by Daisetz T. Suzuki, The "Lankavatara 
Sutra, II, Nahayana Text, (t,on(~on, 1959), Int.roduot1on, xxi
}Lxiii, pp. 36, 44. S'.)e also Chang Chung-yuan, Original 
Teachings of Oh I an Bud(]hism. Selecter] from the Transmiss10n 
"Ci"fthe t,amp, IntrodUction, 4-14. Thus th1s torm should not 
Eo equatec] to that of IImetaphysi.cal i.(Jea limn" ,,,hioh refers 
usually to t.hat philosophical att.itude which regards aLL 
reality as the mere projection of the mind. In the case of 
the "Naxxist" critics of the weJ-hsin approach, however, 
it must also be ar3ded that their rejection of an ontological 
interpretation of reel. Lit.y--of the One behim'i the }lany-- Leads 
also to an .2 priori reje,ction of both Chi an Bucc1hist and 
Sung-Minq Confucian teachings. 

23 Chun -kuo ssu-hsianq t'ung-shih [A General History of 
Chinose Thouqht , ed. bv Hon Wai-lu, (pek:i,l2q!_1960), v. 4, 
pt, 2, 875, In this bODk, Liang Su-ming .iJ;' ;1)\;~ is 
crit1cised for "inventing history. sa:lj.ng that. there was 
no class struggle in the medieva L Chines(' society, "Vlh1ch 
.las a world of "reason" ana "peacoful harmony II , , •• For 
him, "reason ll ." can mean "without contradiction", ·that is, 
a kino of all-embracing IIhuman fee liner" ,,,hich transcends 
exploitation and resistance, which is also what Wang yang
ming ca 118'.4 liang-chih. (p. 908). Chiang Kai-shek is a LSD 
attacked for IIpropagating a fetKlaL, :C'ascist philosophy to 
fool t.he peopLE" by saying that Wung Yanc;-ming I s "extension 
of lianG-chih II gave him lIa foundation for study and '.ork". 
(p,9C9), 

ThE' concludinq judgement was that "Marxist truth has 
ciscarcle .• ' Wang Yang-ming' s teaeh1ng of "non-contrad1ction II, 
and Chiang Kai-shek ' s feudal·Pascist ••• deceptions a:3 well 
as his foolish talk about how he continues the orthodox 
transmission of Wang Yang-ming' s philosophy, II (p. 909). 

24 See Hou ",ai-lu, op.cit" v. 4, pt. 2, eh, 22, 23, 24 
(PP. 958-1095). 



xxvii 

25 Ibid. p.9S8. Fung Yu-lan, however, has sought to be 
more impartial in his judgements of both the <;:hleng-Chu 
and Lu-1tlang schoo 1s, In his Chunq-kuc che-hsueh shih lun
wen chlu-chi [Collect:ed Essays on Chinese Thought 1st 
Series]. (Shanghai: 1957) pp. 90-93, 122-123, he tried to 
point outche "m(~rits" of the Lu-vvang school. in propagating 
a philosophy of protest anc1 "opposition" against the estab
liahod authority of the time, through their liberating 
teaching on~. He die this while makinq use of t.he 
"orthodox i'landst" framEwork of thE conflict of thought 
botween "matE)rialism" am1 "ideaLism", In anothdr publica
t.ion of his col18cted essays, Chuncr-kuo ChE-hsueh shih lun
wen chi rCoLlected Essays on the History of Chinese Thought], 
(Shanghai: 1958), he repeated the samfo message, and also 
mwJe the claim that, by denying a prior, transcemhng li 
(principl'~ of being), Yang-ming hEllpec to "bring the Ch' eng
Chu abstract world back into the concrete world," He also 
prais8~ Yang-ming's doctrine of l!ang-chih. as the discovery 
of a criterion of moral judgement which is independent of 
thE, trac:itiona 1 teachings and o.f the state authoritY'. 

26 On this account, I have sought, as much as possible, to 
give my own translations of the passag6s from the philo
sophers' writings cited in this work, while referring to 
the available published translations. 



Chapter I 

THE CONFUCIAN 'tIAY (.TAO) AND ITS ,!'RANSl>'IISSICN (Tl\O-T' UNG) 

"l'.y Way (Tao) is that of an all-pervading unity" • 

. . . ,. 
"'fhc" Master's ;,ay is chung 0fai thfulness to the 

principles of human nature) am" shut-(generosity 

ane bcn8volence with regard to otheJ:s). " 

- Analects 4: 15 

Th8 word Tao is at once the simplest and most complex of 

words in the Chinese philosophical vocabulary.l It has been 

especially associateo ~lith the philosophy, Tao-chia i!-fr--
ane th8 religion, Tao-chiao i!)'il , both of which are known in 

English as "Taoism". It is a word, however, which is also used 

by Confucian philosophers, including Confucius and l',encius them

selves. 2 In philosophical or religious Taoism, the word 

referred to a metaphysical notion, that of ultimate reality, 

oescribed in negative terms, of to the possession of special and 

"mysterious" knowledge, such as that of the art of acquiring 

physica.l immortality or of prolonging physical life. In the 

Confucian traoition, on the oth8r hand, the word carried always 

a moral connotation, referring both to ultimate truth and to th", 

moral and virtuous way of life. The meaning of this word 

becamE:. all t,he more ambiguous after th8 introduction of Buddhism 

into China, when the Buddhists also starteo to speak of their 

doctrines and their manner of life as "the Way", Tao. The 

confu.sion of meaning b<dcame an important issue especially as 

"the Way" impUcs the only, correct Way, bringing thus into 

focus a problem of orthodoxy, both regarding doctrine and manner 
3 of lifo. 

It is th~, aim of this chapter to study the origins ano 

crystallisation of that movement of thought which ca.Ued itseLf 

in the beginning, Tao-hsiieh, but which came to called, in the 

later course of its development, Hsing-li hsueh. For this 

reason, we shall ment.ion Confucius (551-479 BC) and his pre

Ch'in (before 221BC) fO.Howers only for the sake of defining the 

1. 



2. 

central message of his school of thought, We shaLL speak 
briefly of Han Confucianism and its elaboration of this 

"message". Our attention will be especially focused on the 

T'ang (618-906) and Sung (960-1278) dynasties, as we hearken 
to the voices of the first heralds of a new confucianism, 

and watch the process of rationalisation which sought to 

explain the transmission of doctrine believed to have been 

lost and re-discovered, as W(~l.l as the doctrinE' itself. We 

shall th0n conclude with a fEM words on the meaning of the 

precious spiritual legacy, as it is formulated by the six

teen word cr0)do taken from the "Counsels of the Great ytl" 

(Ta-Ytl mu j)i") t»-') of the Book of Documents (Shu-Chinq:f;J~ )~ 
The Confucian Way 

As far as it is possible for us to know, Confucius had 

consciously rclfrained from spnculations tOllching the super

natural. and had said very little about the nature of man 

and his relationship to the universe. His main teaching was 

of jen (humanity) ..... the old virtue of kindness which he trans

formed into the universal. all-embracing virtue, that which 
made a man human. He failed in his endeavours to find a 

rUl6r who would be willing to put into practice his ideas 

of moral renovation of society. but became famous as a 

teacher of the good life. It is important to our discussion 

of "Confucian orthodoxy" to note that the school of Confucius 

was only one of the many schools of thou.ght which competed 

for state support during the late Chou period (lJ.Ll?-249BC)~ 
The philosophers Mencius (372-289 BC?)ana HstlnJfzu 1e}.:y (tl.2EDbC) 
made important contributions to "Confucian" thought by their 

divergent ideas on the nature of "Beaven" (T' icm),of Man,and 

of sagehood. But they both showed the same optimism in human 

perfectibility. t$ be accomplished through education, as Con

fucius did before them. 6 "Confucian" humanism came to mean 

that man --wheth8r originally good or evil in his nature -

had tho ability to "save" himself. by learning to live vir

tuously. and could even reach the highest goal of moral sag8-

hood, should he choose to strive after it. 

The Ch' in dynasty (:221-206 BC )put an end to the "Flower

ing" of thf" "hundred schools", Confucianism emerged as the 

dominant philosophy of the land only under Han. with the help 

of state power, after being t.ransformed into an "ideology",7 
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The official patronage given to the study of the Five Clas
sics, together with their "accretions", and the seLective 
interpretation of these texts, accomplished with the help 

of prevalent "non-Confucian" ideas .• resulted in the great 
Han synthesis with its yin-yaug world-view, its exaltation 
of the Han state, its emphasis on submission to hierarchi
cal authority. But ideas of human dignity and of man's spe
cial relationshop with the universe received further elabo-

~. 

ration. The scholar 'rung chung-shu;\f>\'t4fJ<c.179-l.04 Be) pro-
pounded a theory of correspondence bet1f7een .. h,aven and han, 
describing man as the microcosm of the macrocosm, that is, 

the universe. Based more on artificial symbolisms, such as 
numbers, and. 

the ultimate 
not spiritual onen8SS, haJ.eft unexplained 
meaning of man's life,8 Busides. the growing 

reverence accorded to Confucius as the greatest sage almost 
transformed him into a god and made sagehood generalLy in

accessible to the common man. 9 

The development of a "Confucian orthodoxy" during Han 

times revealed a certain pattern which would be repeated, 

with modifications. in T'ang and Sung times. Once again, 
the need of having a state ideology, the selection and use 
of Classical texts regarded as containing the deposit of 
ancient wisdom. the elaboration of a method of resolving in

herent contradictions between the aims envisaged and the 
texts themselves, would lead to the formation of an ecLec
tic teaching which came to be regarded as the embodiment 
of orthodoxy. Such a second reconstruction of "Confucian 

doctrine" had become necessary after many intEOlrvening years 
of political chaos and intellectual f~,rment between the faLL 
of Han and the rise of T'ang. Six centuries of Taoist and 

Buddhist dominance impressed upon all the relative neglect 

which Confucianism had up to now manifested with regard to 
the deeper problems of man and his life in the universe -
problems to which Han scholars only provided a few super

ficial and artificial answers, incapable of satisfying the 

minds of those who had been exposed to the subtl.e arguments 
of Buddhist thought. With their interest in metaphysiCS and 

psychology, Taoist and Buddhist thinkers had at least grap
pled with these problems at much deeper l.evels of human 
consciousness and dialectic.lOThe Ch'an sect had focused 

attention on the creative depths of the human personality 
and continued to fascinate many Confucian scholars. who 
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objected to the "Two Teachings".!l Thus, when tir;;c C:)J'Tk for 

the Confucians to strike back, they were obliged to forge 

new weaj:Ons --- to present a new cosmology, a new meta

physics, a new psychology, anc a new method at at·taining 

sagehood, all based uj:On a new evaluntion of the ancient 

sources of inspiration. In this way, they enriched the 

content of Confucian thought and opGned new horizons tor 

the practice of thei.r i<3ea 1s. Thus .n,inforced, they hop,':d 

t.O combat the "unorthocox" teachings, to restorE- social 

resj:Onsibility anc social order, anc1 teo jus·tify the Confucian 

claim to superiority. 

The first effort towarc the restoration ot Confucian 

learning was maoe by th8 T' ang govcornmbnt which once again 

ruled over a unifiecj China, and wished to put order in th8" 

intellectual lifE. of the country as "wll as in its admini

stcCl.tion. A new ecit.ion O( th8 G"iv8 Classics,l2 the texts 

which "lllegedly contaim:.c' the: Confucian deposit of wisdom, 

was published. togeth",r wi t.b what was consiCien.,d to bc the 

best available commentaries, (chu;i ) as well as explanations 

of these, called "su:b-commentaries" {(llJ. Jifu). calle~ 
"Ccrrect Meaning of the Five Classics" ("'u-ching cheng-Vi 

lo 
1: 1rJi( T- ~~ 
J2. .. , 1: l-'--'C\:. ), this work represented the "orthodox" 

version of the wisaom of the ancients. but, when made into 

th(. rEquired s:'llabus for examination candiclates, who were 

Eorbioc1en to deviate from the given intcrpr8tations, the 

books became a hin(;rance as ",Jell as a help.l3 Besides, 

t.hey could not command the attention of men's mines, with 

thuix thirst for wisdom rather than Em' information. This 

failure on the part of state authority to promote a real 

inquiry into t.hc meaning of man, of life and of the uni

verse, accompanied by continu(-lc toleration of Taoist and 

Buc1dhist teachings ana practices, left the way option for a 

"revival" of Con.fucianism under the leadership of individual 

thinkers and men of lettsrs rather than of the government 

as such. 



5. 

Tao-hsUeh: School of tho Way 

The man who raised most forcefully the ]:dnner ot 

"orthodox" Confucianism against the onslaught of Taoism 

and Buddhism was Han Yi.! (786-824), known also as the herald 

of a new, fut.ure, Confucian orthocoxy. .For him, howev8r, 

"the Way" lay in a return to the "sources" of Confucian 

inspiration, incluCling among thecse t.h" book of JViencius, 

the record of the sayings of that philosopher who had first 

given expression tc the idea of' the orthoc3ox, Contucian 

"Way", ano of its correct transmission,14 but whose teaching 

har) been largely forgotten j.n thE wake of China's first 

"state orthodoxy", Han Confucianism. It was largely due to 

Han Vii that thc Nflo-Confucian movem,mt became known as Ta,2-

hsuflh, - School of the Way". As Ban said, 

Dnivorsal lovfl is callc"c humanity (jiSn); "ppLying 

this in a proper mannE,r is call",c righteousness (Y1 
"'-n ). Acting in accordance with th"m is called 

the Way (Tao). Fineing them a6equate for oneself 

without neee of anything from tJ-w outside, is to 

be in possession of .its inner power o.r virtue (t€; 
-,of- .. .~ -

tt ) . Lao-tzu •. , unc1erst.ooCl humanity anc righteous-

nGSS in only a very_limited sense, and so it is 

natural for him to belittle them.· What he caUed 

the Way was onJy -I::he Way as hb saw it, and not what 

I calJ the Way. What he cal Jed innGr powur was only 

power as he saw it, and not what: I caJJ inner pow~:r, 15 

To Han YU's mind, there was no doubt that. Taoist and 

Bucohist teachings which laid false claims to the won) Tao, 

were cestructive of Confucian morality, in the same way 

as those of Yang Chu anC' Mo Ti had been much earliex'. He 

proposed the radical suppression of Taoism and BudC'hism 

as a necessary first step leading to the restoration of a 

lost tradition, that of Confucius and Mancius. His cry 

was: 

~ake these people [Taoists and Buddhists] human 

again; burn their books, and convert their temples 

into ordinary homes. Direct them with explanations 

of the Way of the ancient kings •.. Then will all be 

weU. 16 
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These were) streng 
.:;),..' 0 

:Ernpel:or Wu- tsung ~\ -,;J: 

words, to be literally 

(r. 841-846).1 7 But 

eXElcu·tea under 

these ","ere 

also m~s18a<\in,! words, making no c'istinctj.on between ·raois·ts 

ani" nu(1dhj.sts, ne·twecm their clergy, or hermits and their 

layl'olk. Confucians and the followers of Taoism an,; Budd

ht;;!!! we"re p:.llarised. placex'! in opposing camps. Han Yu 
s.;)er:lC':c~, i.nc(,;eC:~, bJ regarc himself as thG lone Confucian,. 

inbmt upon th~, d,~struction of the enemies of the human 

rac(;) , 1'he rceality, however, was quit2 different. rZeither 

Han nor his 0isciples were free from Buddhist associations 
jnf'luenc~:>c:' 18 _ '._ _ Co.;; • 

Han Iu was, a:E i:er all, a man of l()"t ter s rather than '" 

syst",matic t,hinker. He set in .Eocus the importance of 

Confucian lIc;rthocoxy" and thE; questi.on of taking up again 

an l.ntorruptsdtransmissi.on of the <lWayil. He pointed out 

the llenemies II ,,)t Confncianism~ the 'Taoists and BudChists, 

Ee also brought back to the :fore the problem 01: goodness 

am' evil in human naturE;, But it was .h;ft to his friend 

ant': (JiscipL(), Li Ao (flo 798), a more conscientious thinker, 

to Dxplore, in gn,at depth, the probleMs relating to 

hU:1t?D nature anr:i hUI!~an ~~motions. In a trE=jat.is~ he ~/rrot.e 

on t.~1,;:2 sl)bjGct cf t.h2' llrE;covery" of the original qoodness 

1.n human nOltur,~, Li. indicate" thOlt thE 'Way' Lav inside 

man, 

!rhdt. wh~x eby a man may become ,::1 sagE.:; is his natu7'C 

(hsing). 'rhat whersny a man may' bGt.ra,r nlS 

the. omotions (ch' ing i~) ... When thG "motions caUS0 

hin6,ancc, natuI'G is obscunso ... [just as] wh8n 

WOlter is murk\' its t low 'will not be clear ... But 

tl'is is not. thEe J:ault of thEe watE;r in its [inherent] 
'L 't 1 q C ttr 1 .y. .. -

IIi Ac!s notion. ot l1inner caLmli and Ilinnor fasting u20 

pOlved the way tc 1'l .fr,;er mE,tho(' ot: 8xegcsis, giving less 

att,Gntion to philology ::>r to allegorical. correlations. 

and lJors to ~Y.:.;,rs()nal J.nsi.ght., to a mors) g~nEJral:tsed ane 

spiritual il1tsrprEc'tation ot the Classi.cs, with the 

specjfic aim of d0J~-"pt::;ning the underst.anding Df human 

nature anI.: of: finCiin9 trk right way of c;'""v010ping its 

tenac:ncy toware1 gooonE;;3s. 
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Tao-t'ung: Orthodox Transmission 

The Sung government continued the T'ang policy of of
ficial encouragement of Confucian learning. Under imperial 

patronage, the stone-engraving of the classical texts was 
completed, the T'ang edition of the Wu-ching cheng-vi was 

again pUblished, and a visit tp Confucius' birthplace was 
f,; l~ 

made by Emperor Chen-tsung ~ t, (r. 998-1022), who awarded 

the sage with a long posthumous title. 21 However, such of
ficial gestures did not meet with the enthusiastic support 

of the leading sCholars of the time, who objected to the 

rigid adherence to traditional comrn.entaries required by 

civil examinations and criticised the government for extend

ing patronage to Taoists and Buddhists as we n as to 

Confucians. It would be these men. rather than the govern

ment, who eventually set up new standards of scholarship, 

leading to the creation of a "new" Confucianism. 22 

During the Sung dynasty and after, a merging process 

was also taking place between the more speculative Buddhist 
1t~ 

sects, like T' ien-tO ai 1, t and Hua-yen "'ffffL on the one 
side, and Ch'an,on the other, to continue until the three 

became almost indistinguishable. 23 It was thus no accident 

that Sung and Ming philosophers should usually refer to 

Buddhism as Ch'an. Moreover, the penetration of Taoist 

philosophical ideas into Buddhism contributed also its 

share in the shaping of a final form of "Chinese" Buddhism, 

which, in its turn, especially through Ch'an and the Pure 

Land sect, also enriched the teachings of religious Taoism. 24 

Hence, Neo-Confucian thinkers habitually referred to 

Buddhism and Taoism in conjunction as the two "heterodox" 

teachings. 

However, the depth of the level of inter-penetration 

of ideas bet,~een a 11 three teachings--Confucian. Buddhist 

and Taoist--remains obscure. It seems that. in spite of 

their negative tendencies, the two "heterodox" teachings 

acknowledged a certain underlying reality in the world. 25 

A certain continuum between the self and the other, between 

man and the universe, so very central to the ConfUCian 

message, was thus affirmed, Certain Buddhist ideas, re

garding the universal capacity for attaining salvation, 
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an0 the mE-thod 0:1" doing so by tht: recov,,:ry of onE." s 

origina 1 "Buc}:lha-nature" from the contamination of passion 

or selfish cksires (kiesa), act8d also as a stimuLus to a 

reintc'rpretat.ion of Confucian thought. 26 

The notion that th(o' Confucian -rao haCl not been tX'ans

mitted after hmcius, ano thE) appeal for a rE:new8d line of 

"orthoc;ox transmission I;, voicet:5 by Han YU and Li Ao, 

found echoes in the writings of thE'S" men and early Sung 

scho lars. They envisaged thE: true "'\flav" under three 
,""-:in 

aspects. Its content or "substance" (t' iff) is made up 

of unchanging moral ic'eals. its application or "function" 

(vung If]) is the pur sui t of th8se i;)ea Is by right action, 

while its "literary expression" (wEm Z) includes the 

whole range of Confucian Classics. 27 To understand well 

the content an'" put it into practice (yung), however, on,,: 

must first acquirE; inSights in the mind-and-heart, before 

expressing them in words. Both Ch'eng Hao ana C.h'eng Yi 

emphasised thj_:3 personal charactf:Jr of th" knOwledge of the 

"'Way". Ch'eng Hao affirmed that, "Although I haVE: learnt 

certain things from others, I have Cliscovered for mYSelf, 

thE; truth of thEe words, T' ien-1 i 1-'ill{ 
Heaven,)".28 

(' principle of 

This 00ES not nGcessari Iy pHwlude a serious knowh"jge 

of ·the texts of the Classics or the he,lp of teachers. But 

the work of teachers was less the transmission of exegetical 

ski 11s - '3.S was that of the great "New Text" and "Old Text ,

Han scholars29 - than that of provoking thought and in

spiring insight. There was no question of the passing on of 

a static truth, but the transmission of taith ane, understand·

ing in an eternal message, unchanging, and yet to be disco

verer: anew by overy qenE'ra.tion. 

The Transmission Determined 

Chu Hsi was thc: first Sung phi 10sopher to make expli

cit use of the term, Tao-t'ung (Transmission of the wayJ,30 

As the oiscip18 of Li T' ung .~ 11~ (1093-1163), the diSCiple 
fP- ,~t :;!,. 

of Lo Ts'ung-yen _11: l,,-/~ (1072-1135), the oisciple, in 
j') 

turn, of Yang Shih .~ a:y (1053-1135). Chu himself could 

claim to be heir to a distinguished intellectual lineage 



which traced back to Yang's teacher, Ch I eng Yi, 31 He 

considered t.ha.t the "Way" of the sages. lost to post"rity 

with the death of Mencius, was rediscovered by the two 

Ch'dngs. He also honoured Chou fun-yi as the teach"r of 

the Ch' eng brothers, He spoke" a Iso of Chang Tsai' s ro le 

in the "Transmission", but plac8d him aftE-r the ('h'engs, 

who were his n~phcws.32 

9, 

Besi(l"s determining the "line" of orthodox transmission, 

Chu Hsi was also chL::fly rGsponsibb: for the choicc.: of the 

"Four BoOks,,33 as the final, authoritative" stor8house of 

ConfuCian wisdom, taking prc-c8oonce over ths "five Classics". 

Chu wrote voluminous comm<:ntaries to many classical tbxtS. 

to the Historica LAnna Is (Shih-chi ~jc.., ) OJ: Ssu-rna Chi ien 

I'iJ .. ~ ill (145~1-86BC), and also to somi;O Taoist manuals. 

But his most important works were his cOInlD0ntarics on thE: 

Four Books, 34 which wcr~~ later mace into stanCiarc texts Lor 

civil examinations. Chu punctuate", annotated, ar!o divi<3ed 

into chapters, the texts of the Four Books. He divi6e6 the 

Great Learning into eleven chapters. changing til", wore 

Chlingt~ (love) of the first part of the first chapter 
"-

into the word hsin ~lf (renovatEd, ani" providing also 

material for a "miSSing" chapter, by giving his own com

mentary on the meaning of the "investigation of things" 

(ko-wu) and the "extension of knowh,dge" (chih-chih). 

The problem. however. aris8S frenn the contradiction 

inherent in a "lineal" transmission of "insights" into a 

(1ynamic truth: a problc.eID of critsria. How can it be 

cecic'ed that a certain man has attained any real insight at 

all, and what is the nature of such insight, and of truth 

itself:? Chu Hsi's c1etermination of the "line" of "orthodox 

transmission" eid not provide any external critflria. It 

merely sot up the authority of Chu hims,~lf. as the crj.terion 

')f judgement regarding the orthodoxy of the insights of 

those thinkers whose names had been included among the 

transmitters of the~. This consideration is to be kept 

in mind in our analysis of Chu's philosophical synthE-sis, 

anc of the responses he maCE' to the challenges presentee! to 

him, in the metaphy.sical and ethical realms, 'by his chief 
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rival, Lu Chiu-yuan, ana, in the realUl of historical and 

political thinking, by his other contemporary, Ch'en Liang. 

It was, indeea, a problem which had deep consequences in 

the later cevE)lopment of Confucian thought. 

An interesting phenomenon which accompanied the develop

ment'of a new, "orthoeox" Confucianism was the emphasis on 

oral transmission, Whereas. beforE, scholars either spent 

their time annotating the Classics or writing their own 

treatises, basec always on thE appeal to the authority of 

the Classics, another literary genrE cam" into vogue during 

the Sung dynasty. Probably following the examples of Ch' an 

monks who publishec record(~d conversations (yu-lu) of their 

great 1'.asters, ane: also going back to the Confucian models 

in th? Ana lects and !<'encius, students of famous phi losophers 

began to note down for later publication the conversations 
they hac with their ii,asters. 35 These yu.::lti made up the 

largest repository of Neo-Confucian philosophy. As a genre, 

it expressed the atti,tude of the men who considered them

selves primarily as teachers of cisciples, living with them 

in an intimate circle, and communicating to them the ineffa

ble teaching of the Sages, which could be easily distortec' 

when given too ornate a form. Such a lack of organi~ation 

in written expression (~) stancs in strong contrast to the 

truly organic system of philosophy which was constructed, 

embracing within itself a synthetic view of the world and 

of man I s role in it, of the deeper recesses of the hurnan 

spirit ana its longing for self-transcendance, goals of 

personal cultivation and of sagehood. 36 

The Four Masters 

Chu Hsi's greatness consists less in originality of 

thought than in his remarkable ability to adapt and fuse 

together in one system of thought the individual contribu

tions of the thinkers who preceded him.37 These includeci 

especia lly four of the so-called "E'ivE: Masters" of the 

Northern Sung perioe: Chou Tun-yi, Chang Tsai, Ch'eng Hao 

and Ch I eng Y i. 38 F'or this reason, their names have been 

associated with that of chu I s as the chief moulders of 

lao-hstieh. which became known, more and more from then on 

as 1i-hsueh or Msing-li hsUeh. 
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'I"ai-chi, ~i-ho and T'ai-hsu 

'l'he first of the "Four Masters" was Chou Tun-yi. Accord

ing to Chu, he was the first philosopher after l"lencius to 

discover anew the lost Confucian 12.2 and to transmit it on 

to others. From Chou, Chu derived his understanding of the 

world, both of things and of men, as the spontaneous pro

duction of the interaction between the five agents and the 

pri.nciples of :1212 and ~, which, in their turn, came from 

the transcEmdent T'ai-chl f:., ~ ,a notion derived from 

the Book of Changes where it refers to the "Ground of Being", 

that which holds the universe together. 39 But Chou also 

described it as Wu-chi ~;t~ (literally. "Limitless" or 

"Non-Ultimate"), thereby giving rise to later debates about 

his intended meanings. 40 But his effort was generally di-

rected toward the construction a world-vie,...r .,hich ex-

plains the countless phenomena of existence as having come 

from an original pcurce, pure and undifferentiated, the to

tality of reality.41 In this way. he affirmed the idea that 

reality is both "one" and "many", an idea which became ba

sic to the Sung philosophical synthesis. 42 

Also from Chou, Chu derived his belief that man parti

pates in the excellence of T'ai-chi, possessing a "moral" 

nature which came to him through the cosmic transformations. 

Contact 't-ri th externa 1 things provides the occasion for evi 1, 

as a deflection from the good rather than as a positive pre-
43 

sence. The perfect man, the sage, is compLetely sincere 

(ch' eng ~h\. ). His mind-and-heart is like a mirror, quiet 

when passive, upright when active or moved by emotions. 44 

Chou asserted unequivocally, however, that sagehoad can be 

acquired by effort or learning(hs~eh I~ ). This is done 

by keeping inner tranquillity 

desires (wu-ytl ~:tY- ).45 
"*' (ching R~ ) or freedom from 

For Chu Hsi -- as for the later Wang Yang-ming -- Chang 

Tsai, uncle of the two Ch'engs, had a special importance as 

a thinker. Chang ca lled Chou's T' ai-Chi, liT' ai-ho" t:- fX>' 
(Great Harmony), and described it as the 12.2. the undifferen

tiated First Principle, source of all activity as welt as 
r 

tranquillity. He also gave it the name of T'ai-hs~ t'fi 
(Great Void),describing it, in another regard as the totality 

i; 
of formless ~ R (ether or vital force),of which yin and 



~ are two rHodes. The gathe,ring of ch'i gives rise to 

all things, including man, who participates thereby in the 

T'ai-hQ. Ch'i is the basic "stuff" of evelything. It is 

characte~ised by constant flux, a process which man should 

seek to comprehen6, in order that he may "harmonise" his 

action with it. 46 Por ma,n is, C'lfter all, part of the cosmos, 

and so the truer is his unity with it, both morally and 

phYSically, the better he becomes in his human nature. In 

a very famous passage, which exerted a t.remenc]ous int luence 

on the whole hsing-Li movement, Chang enunciated his 

doctrine ot the unity of man with alL things, which cxtc'!D()S 

not only to the cosmic rQaim, but also to the social realm. 

H<_'aven is my f'atner, and Earth is my x/Lother. Even 

such a small creature as I :finc an intimate place 

in their micst. Thcn:,fors that which fills the 

Universe I nogarc; as my bod", and that which dir(cc:ts 

t.ne Universe I consicer as my nature. All people 

are mv brothers an" sisters, and all things are my 

companions. 

The great ruler [the EmpE'ror] is thE) eldEst son ot 

my parsnts ~ the gr82.t minis"tt".-:rs arE:; his stewards. 

By showing resp8C:t tor the agc(J, [IJ treat the 

elders as elders. By E,vincing atfection for the 

lonely ani; the weak, [lJ treat the young as young. 

The sage is one who merges his virtue with Heaven and 

Eart.h, ane t,ne '..,ort~hy is one who is outstanding. 

A 11 persons in the wor Ld who ar(' wi.thou·t brot.hers, 

in 

distrr:ss "'flho hctve no one to turn 

mC ? broth8rs 

to .... 47 

Ch<3.ng ITsa i. gav0~ great 

heart) . Accorc .ing to hi.m 

in"IDortal1cc to hsin ,. ---
Heaven (T'isn) has 

(mind-and-

no mino-and-

heart of its own,48 but. melD a lone has a mind-an,j-hc,art. 

Be can, hoy.!E"v(~r 'I 119 i V~::. II a mind~~an<j -- hE::'::'LCt to Hcaven-and-

ECtrt,h. 49 i"or hEl can "enl;'1rg(,'" his own ~in, unti 1 it 

mnbraces all things within itseli',50 This is accomplishe') 

both by knOWledge ant:: by love, th(:) knowl~·dg0 which arises 

f:::om sincerity (ch'eng) anc enUghtonlT',cnt (miQg aJ] ) 
being ",,,scribed as T'iGn-tc :l1~, (Heavenly virtue) or 

tra t which is enclow8ci by Heaven, ;;.nd liang-ehi.h ~-K" 
(knowle<:'ig8 of the good). This is tar superior to knowle,'lge 

gf'line:4 through II s8e::.ing ll Gn{~ IIhE:aring ll • 51 
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The two Ch'engs were closely related to their contem
porary thinkers, having had Chou Tun-yi as their teacher 
and Chang Tsai as their uncle. Chu Hsi tended to regard 
the doctrines of Ch' eng Hao and Chi eng Yi as forming a 

single school. although it was later recognised that the 
divergences in the ideas of the two brothers contained the 
seeds of that difference which was to divid€Bsinq-li 

hsiieh into two major branches: the so-called J,.i.-hsiieh or 
Ch'eng-Chu school named after Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi and 

~sin-hsueh or Lu-Wang school, named after Lu Chiu-yuan 
and Wang Yang_ming. 52 

Both brothers treated the same problems: of the nature 
of things and of man and of a method of recapturing man's 
original goodness, Ch'eng Hao remained closer to the pro
nouncedly monistic assumption of Chou Tun-yi, that all 

things are one, having emerged from a common source, which 
is imperceptible and yet continuous with them}3 In his 

famous essay, Shih- jen 1~\ 1:- ["on Understand ing jen"], 
Chi eng Hao explained how man is united to the universe by 

a vital, creative and mysterious power universally active 

within the operations of Heaven-ana-Earth. This power is 
jen, the old Confucian virtue which receives a new dimension. 

He said that since the jen of Heaven-ana_Earth is life

giving, man partakes of this virtue in so far as he is one 
with all things, through a kind of vital "sympathy" for 
all life and growth,54 Human nature, as received from 

Heaven, is originally good, and in a state of harmony with 
the universe, Once actualised, however, gooa and evil may 
be both present, on account of the "ether" in which nature 

is embedded. 55 The work of spiritual cUltivation is the 

transformation of our physical endowment. This is done by 
uniting man's inner and outer existence through the practice 

of reverence (ching t!it ) towards one's self and righteous-
)<. 

ness (ti f\ ) towards the world outside. 56 In a famous 

letter written to Chang Tsai, he discussed these ideas, 
showing an undeniable affinity with the mystical doctrine 
of Chuang-tzu and of Buddhisml 

The oonstant princip~e (Ii) of Hea~en-and-Earth is 

that their ~ is in all things. yet of themselves 

they have no~. The constant principle of the 



sage is that his feelings are in accord with all 

creation, yet of himself he has no feelings. 

Therefore. nothing that the gentleman learns is 

14. 

more important than to be completely disinterested 

toward everything, responding spontaneously to things 

[or events] as they arise. 57 

Ch'eng Yi elucidated the distinction between the realm 
of li (principle of being and goodness), which is "abOVe 

shapes" (hsing-erh-shang 1lj (f;; ) and the rea 1m of 

ch'i (ether, matter-energy) which is "within shapes" 

(hsinq.-erh-hsia1I'fiJ r; ). Using a vocabulary derivE.d 
from the Appendix of the Book of Changes, he sought to 

explain that li. the transcendent principle, is what gives 
form ant: identity to ch'i, the basic stuff which makes up 

a 11 things. This provi\;;ed a basis for his explanation 0;;: 

human nature and its capacities for good and evil. 58 

Ch' eng yi affirmed JVtencius' doctrine of human nat1J.re as being 
originally good, ascribing the capacit'l for evil to the 

"quality" of .£!!:i or physical endowment. His theory of 

human nature is much clearer than that of Chang Tsai or of 
Ch'eng Hao, He said: 

Nature (hsing) comes from Heaven, whereas capacity 

(ts' ai If ) comes from ~ (ether), When the 
ether is clear, the capacity is wholesome. ~hen 

the ether is turbid, the capacity is also affecte-3. 

Take, for instance, wood, Its straightness or croOKai-

~eSS is OU8 to its nature. But whether it can 

be used as a beam or as a truss is determined by 

its capacity. Capacity may be good or eVil, but 

nature is always good. 59 

Ch' eng Hao had spoken of inner reverence (ching) ana 

outer righteousness (y!) in the cultivation of moral charac

ter. Ch' eng Yi advocated the add itiona 1 practice of 

"investigating things" through assiduous study.60 This 

was Chang Tsai's proposition. But Ch'eng Yi expressed it 

with greater vigour, giving moral cultivation a strongly 

intellectual dimension. He is known to have emphasised. 
that 11 (beinq and gOoCness) is present in everything, and 

should be '1nvestigated" to the utmost. "There are many 
ways of doing this. One way is to read books and under-
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stano moral principles (li). Another way is to discuss 
people and events of the past and present, and to clistin
guish the right and the wrong. Still another way is to 
handle affairs and settle them properly." He also added 
significantly, "Every blade of grass and every tree has 
its li (being and goodness) which shoul<" be examine6. ,,61 

Criticism of Heterodox Teachings 

Of the "Four Masters", all but Chou Tun-yi criticised 
Taoist and cBuddhist thought, Chang Tsai said that the doc

trinec of transmigration represents merely a desire to escape 
from suffering, that the attitude of regarding life to be 

a delusion prevents true understanding, not only of man him-

se If, but also of Heaven, since "Heaven and man form a unity". 62 

Ch'eng Hao's criticisms were more practical. He attacked 

the Budchists for their "selfishness", their abandonment of 
social responsibilities for the sake of seeking mere inner 

tranqui lli ty. "The Buddhists advocate reverence for the sake 
of straightening one's inner life, but they do not require 

righteousness [which is necessary] for the sake of making 
one's outer lif e correct ••• Buddhism is narrow, Cur Way 

is different. [we simply] follow [the goodness of] our 
nature".63 Ch'eng Yi attacked both Buddhism and Taoism with 

greater vehemence than did his brother, Without, however, 

saying anything new. 64 ror him, as for Chang, Ch'eng Hao, 

and Chu Hsi, there was no doubt that Buddhism and Taoism, 

and in particular Buddhism, was the great enemy to the res

toration of the true Confucian Way, The expression of 

militant opposition to "unorthodox teachings" became charac

teristic of the hsing-li movement. 

The Synthesis of Chu Rsi 
Chu Hsi's synthesis of hsing-li philosophy is left to 

posterity in his numerous writings, letters, essays, poems 
and commentaries, as well as in the recorded conversations 

noted "lown by his disciples. It is best given in the 

Chin-sou iu 65. Thus, through such works, 'he greatly 
expanded the content of "Confucian" thought, enlarging it to 

embrace a more speculative world-view, while taking care to 
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k.eep thE) emphasis on moral and spiritual issues. He 

recognised Chou's T'ai-chi as the source and fullness of 

all being and perfection, and identified it with the Ch'engs' 

Tlien-1i, the embodiment of all truth, wisdom and virtue. 66 

Bv so doing, he also interna lis€C')' this 'r 'ai-chi, oeser ibing 

it as that which is not onlv immanent in the whole of the 

cosmos, but also in each in,Sividual person. 

Chu sought also to bring more clarity to the quest.ion 

of goodness and evil in human nature incorporating the 

teachings of' Chang Tsai and the eh' el'lgs and distinguishing 

bet.ween hsinsr (nature) as it is endowed by Heaven, full of 

li (bGinq, goodness), and its physical endowrnent, which is 

cone i tioned by ch' i (ether j .67 He conf irmed the assertion 

of r"encius, repeatE)(l by Chou, Chang and the C;h' engs, that 

all men are capable of attaining sageho06 by their own 

cfforts,68 anf1 cefined this goal in terms of the possession 

by man in himself of perfect virtue and goodness, T'ien-li. 

Such a possession WOuld also enable man to realise the 

conscious unity which exists between himself and all things. 

As a method of self-perfection, Chu proposed the cultiva

tion of reverence (ching) through quiet-sitting (ching-tso 
job tJh 
Kf 1:. ) and the permeation of the spirit of tranquillity 

into life, and the 'investigation of things' through assiduous 

stU0v, for th(, sake of acquiring as much 1i as possible. 69 

The final goal of such a dual activity, however, is less the 

acquisition of comprehensive knowledge and solid virtues, 

but the attainment of inner enlightenment in one's mind

an":'-heart, which occurs at the moment of the "recapturing" 

oE the original goocness of his nature. 70 The constant 

maintenance of this state of min(-and-heart constitutES 

wisdom or sagehood. Seen in this light, the apparently 

"dua lis·t II nature of the phi losophy of Chu Rsi becomes mani

fes1:1y unitary. 'rhErG is only one Tao: one wisdom and one 

way of attaining it. 

Nevert.holess, cortain problems of nuances of ;aeanings 

concerning tho: nature of thj.s wisdom, the "correct way" of 

its acqUisition and the criteria of this "correctness" re

main unresolved. The exchanges which took place between 

C;hu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan would espeCially bring them to the 

fore. 
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The Controversiesl Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan 

Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan shared similar ideals of sage

hood, and believed these to be attainable by human nature. 

Both har a high regard for man's hsin, the mind-ana-heart, 

ane. considered self-knowledge, or knowledge of one's mind 

and heart, as very important in the quest for sagehood. 

However, they cisagreed in their understanding of the mean

ing of T'ai-chi,of thG distinction between human nature 

(hsinq) and the human mind-ana-heart (hsin), anc of the best 

possil'le met,ho0 for the attainment of sagehood ahd perfec

tion. Chu held to Chou 'fun-yi' s description of T' ai-chi 

as also Wu-chi!explainingthat the totality of 11. the 

source am? fullness of all being anc goodness, the One 

bGhind the Nany, is not subj~)ct to determinations of time 

and place, of shape and appear'ancel 

gaster Chou refers to [T'ai-s,;h~J as wu-clJi precisE'LV 

because it occupies no position, has no shape or 

appearance, and because he considers it to be prio'r 

to physical things, and yet has never ceased to be, 

after these things came to be. He considers that 

it is outside yin and yang and yet operates within 

them, that it permeates all form and is everywhere 

contained, and yet did not have in the beginning 

any sound, smell, shadow or resonance that could 

have been ascribed to it.71 

Lu Chiu-yUan preferred tiOthink t.hat the term, Wu-chi re

presents either a later interpolation, or an earlier and 

immature s~age in Chou's inte~lectual development, since 

his later work, T' ung-shu iHL ~ ,contains no mention of 

it. 'rhe issue in question, however, was much deeper than a 

disagreement concerning textual problslTlG. Lu opposed Chu 

Hsi's explanation of T'ai-chi as also .\'Iu-chi on account at 

a "dualist" approach he c'etected in it, of regarding the 

realm of the Way, to whj.ch the T'ai-chi belonged, as "abOVe; 

shape", and distinct from the realm of "usefulness", to 

which belonged yin and ~ and the five agents, and of the 

dichotomy between the "principle of Heaven" (T' ien-li) and 

"selfish desire" (jen-yu ~'l;)z ), which Chu used to explain 

thE' inhq~ goodness in human nature and its strange tendencl' 
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toward eviL Lu claimed that this proposition divides the 

man's unitv and bears the impt'int of Taoist. influence. 72 

For Chu Hsi, what is called li (being) in things, is 

called .hsing (nature) in man. ~ (mind-and-heart), however, 

is something different. It consists ot both li and ch'i 

(ether) . It is not purely good, and prevents the full mani-

festation of T I ai=chi or .T' ion-li--in each Hnd eW:;ry person 

a.nd thing. 73 He thus a.ttempted to s"feguard the transcender.t 

as well as immanent naturG of T'ai-chi--thG totality of 11--

while explaining at the same time the origin of evil. for 

Lu Chiu-vuan, however. hsilJ liko hsiE.9:. is full of 1i,74 ane 

so constitutes a single, undifferentiated continuum with the 

whole of reality. ~or t.his reason he said, "The universe 

is my bsin, ano mv hsin is thc universe. ,,75 In other words, 

while l.:hu envisaged an ..:!:.!gper.fect unity of Heaven and han with 

t.hE! dual presence of T'ien-li and ch'i in persons and things, 

resulting in a certain tension betw0:en heavenly and earthly 

attractions, Lu Chiu-yuan conceived of Beaven ane Man as 

belonging to a continuum, without tensj.on, without cont 1iet. 

Evi 1, he sai0, aris€)S from "material desires" (wu-yu ~ ~Z ),76 

the origin of which he did not clearly explain. 

The debate between Chu and Lu expressed itself in terltB 

of ideology more than of truth. Lu criticisea Chu for show

ing Taoist attachments by maintaining that T'ai-chi is also 

l<1u-chi, while Chu attackec' Lu for showing Ch'an Buddhist 

influence in icentiiying hs:i:!.! and hsing. Cn cloSGr 2xamina-

tioD, however, it appears that Lu was indicating to (hu th2 

('anger of divicHng reality int.o t.wo realms, thus making the 

transcendent less ill'.manent, Chu, Oil the other hand. fea:c~'(' 

that LUiS i.dentification of hsing and hsin represented a 

misinterpretation of "nature" in terms of its conscious C\et·

ivity, thus rEy:ucing that which belongs properly to the 

realm of H, to that of ch'i. He criticised Lu indirectly 

for admitting of nothing transcendent in his philosophy. 

The dH'ficulty probably lay with the different understan<"

ings of the nature and function of hsin. For Chu, it was 

the d. ireeti ve agent of hot.h "nature" and the "emotions ", 

but, on that account also, not entirG 11' g000. For Lu, how-

ever, it was much more. As he said, "Sages arise in th6 

Eastern Seas; thE,y have the same hsin, the eame 11. Sages 

arise in the Western Seas; they have the same hsin, the 

same li, ,,77 Thus, the human h§.in. especially as exemplifiE/' 
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in the sages' hsin, becomes universalise:) as a norm of truth 

and goodness. It remains interior, but takes on objective, 

even absolute qualities. He did not deny the transcendent. 

Hc merely said that it is somehow immanent ill men's minds

and-hearts as well as in the universe. 

Follm.;ing the suggestion of Lu Tsu-ch'ien, their common 

fd.eno, Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yUan--accompanied by his brother 
\.. "' -c. 

Lu Chiu··Ung til- ~:Jk- {l132-80l-held a famous debate in 

the Goose Lake Temph'. in 1175. It was supposed to cover the 

whole field of their differences in philosophy. We mGr81\' 

i,now, however, that they were unable to agree, especially or 

the subject of the method of cultivation. Chu insisted on 

the need of extensive learning, while the Lu brothers main

tained '-]eveloping hsin was the only thing necessary.78 On 

that occasion, Lu Chiu-yuan wrote a :famous poem to character

ise the difference betwe()Jl his approach to sageho06 and Chu 

Hsi's. It concluded with these lines' 

Effort easy and simple is in the end lasting and 

great; 

Work..involved and compU.cated···will remain aimless 

and inconclusive. 79 

These verses reveal the essentia lly p~-actical nature 

of Lu's thought. He was less interested in expounding his 

own teaching on hsin as such and mo.re concerned with its 

moral application. :,'or this reason, his school of philosophy 

is said to give greater emphasis to the "respect of one's 

virtuous nature 11 whi le Chu I s school insisted on ths nscessit'l 

of "fo 1 lowing the way of inquiry and learning 11 • 80 

NE)ed less to say, however, Lu' s verses CI io not ph,ase (;hu. 

But all threE) parted as friends. Six years later, (;hu in

vite8 Lu to the White Deer Grotto Academy in Kiangsi to 

speak to Chu' s own stu~]ents. Lu gave a discourse on the 

text of AnalE)cts. 4;16s "The gentleman's hsin is conversant 

with righteousness (y!); the mean man's hsin is conversant 

with profit (li 1'\ )11. Lu spoke so earnestly that he moved 

the audiE:oDCC to tears. Chu himself was most impr",sseo, and 

had the text of the discourse engraved in stone to honour 

the occasion. S1 

Chu's main criticism of Buddhism regards its basic 

nihi lism. When asked once t:he difference between the 
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<-
"nothingness" (~ ~ ) spoken by the Taoists and the 

,'-
'emptiness' (k'UQg IJ:. ) spoken by the Buddhists. he 

answen'd that thE Taoists use the ~lOrd ~ to describe the 

mysterv of being, ane so allow room for reality, while 

the Buddhists consider Heaven-and-Earth and the elements as 

mere illusions. HE claimed that even thE', Hua-yen school, 

which maintains an identity between thE, noumena 1 and pheno

menal realms, describes thE phenomena as having no permanunc€, 

an'" so impli<)s that the noumenal realm, even the Absolute, 

is itself "empty" or unreal. 82 

Lu Chiu-yuan clio not refrain from criticiSing Buddhism 

either, but his criticisms were based on practical, not 

speculative, reasons. He used the words "righteousness" and 

"profit" to distinguitlh between Confucianism and Buddhism, 

attacking the latter for its negative attitude towarci human 

life. "(The BUddhists] consider [life] to be extremel:,r pain

ful. ano seek to escape from it .••• Even when they strive 

to ferry [all beings across the sea of suffering) to a 

future realm, they always base 

withorawal from the world".83 

themselves on the idea of 

Political Philosophy 

Just as, in e.thics and spiritual cultivation, man is 

directed to return to the source of his own being, to re

cover the "original goodness of his nature" or his mind an(~ 

heart, so too, in the philosophy of history, inseparabl,. 

allie(~ to that of politics, a return to the moral idealism 

of the Go16en Age of remote antiquity is advocated by the 

Sung phi losophex s . Chu Hs i ,~escr ibed the age of remote 

antiquity as the age of the dominance 01' the "principle of 

Heaven", a time when men live(~ according to the natural 

virtues of humanity, righteousness, propriety and wisdom, 

bestowed on them by Heaven. He also attributed the "success" 

of the Golden Past to the moral education which flourishEf 

then, which taught all to develop the goodness inherent in 

their nature. l'his was the vision of a "moral ut.opia'·, 

situated in an imaginary point of time rather than of place, 

composed of men educated in the practice of virtue, and 

ruled by beneVolent sage-kings and scholars, who foxmed a 

class of intellectual and moral aristocrac·,r.84 It impU.ed 
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This was taken, not from the E'()ur BoOks, but from the Book 

of Documents, . considerea to be one of the ear liest C lassi<.:s. 

J',oreover , it was taken out of a chapter all<Jged 1y transmi t-

wd to posterity in the old, pre-Ch'in script. the "Counsels 

of Grr~at Yti". It is interesting to note that the authenti

city of this chapter was subject to Count b-f Chu Rsi himself,94 

Nevertheless, he (Hd not hesitate to adopt those lines, for 

which the philosophers at early Sung had shown a great fond

ness, as containing the "or igina 1 message" of th;:; sages. 95 

All complete in sixteen Chinese characters, this cryptic 

formula rnav be translateeo as. 

l'ian's mind-and-heart (jen-hsin "- It,,' ) is prone to 

error, 

(While] the mind-and-heart of the Way 

is sUbtle96 

Remain discerning and single-minded. 

Keepsteacfastly to the Mean [or Equilibrium] (chung t )?7 

This f.ormula was generally accepted by all Neo-Confucian 

philosophers, both of the Ch'eng-Chu, hsing-li school and of 

the school of hsin begun by Lu Chiu-Ylian and jeveloped later 

on by Wang '\i'ang-ming. 98 An examination of these lines, how.

ever, shows us very little doctrinal content, As commonly 

agreed, the "central message" was essentially a warning and 

an exhortation, presented through the statement of a certain 

dualitv between the fallibility otthe human mind-and-heart. 

an(lthe subtlety and evasiveness of the "Way", for the sake 

of encouraging a constant cliscESrnment anj the maintenance of 

psychic equi Ubrium. Represented as the sacred legacy ot 

the earliest sages, t.hese lines express the Confucian message 

as a call to unity between man's hS.in and the Tao, (ultimate 

truth, wis()om). 99 Instea.;j, however, of using the earlier 

expression, T' ien- jen ho-yi, (Unity of Heaven and r-.an) the 

Sung philosophers had preferred to speak of Wan-wu yi-t'i 

(Unity of 1\11 Things).lOO But the core of the Confucian 

transmission is clearll presented as the attainment of sage

hoof', visualised as the union of Heaven and han, be Heaven a 

supreme deity, as it probably was for Confucius, or that 

which is immanent in the cosmos and holds it together, the 

fullness of being and goodness, T'ien-li. In either case, 



it expresses a vision which is simple but ambiguous, which 
hices within it.self, the c:epth of spiritual richness. It 

indicates, quite unequivocally, the goal of the entire Tao

hsiieh movement: the acquisition of ultimate truth ana wisc~om, 

through a "Way" of life recognised as correct and efficient. 
And this Tao, this Way of life, aims especially at the acqui

sition of a state of mind-and-heart, the mind-ana-heart of 

the sages (1'ao-hg!in) charactel'ised always bv emotional equi

librium. Thus, "orthodox transmission" (Tao-t'u!l.S!) emerges 

finally as the t.:cansmission of "the sagEls' hSin".101 

Conclusion 

And so, with Han YU and LiAo as heralds, Chou, Chang, 
the Ch'engs and Chu Hsi as "constructors", the "School of 

the Way", 't'ao-hsueh, became systematised during Sung, to be
come officially approvea as state doctrine by the Nongol 
(,1 y nastv of Yuan (1271-1368) which succeecee it. The Commen

taries of Ch' eng Yi and of Chu Rsi on the ,"our Books and on 

ot.her classical text.s became incorporated into the officia 1 

examination syllabus in 1313, to remain there until 1904. 102 

The iCiea ot "correctness" or "orthodoxy", inherent in the 

doctrine of :l'ao-t'ung or "orthodox transmission", and in the 

interpretation of the sacr'ed formula of truth allegedly ce

rived from the Book of Documents, became enshrined in the 

Sung Dvnastic History which presentee a novel. ~ouble classi

fication of Sung scholars and thinkers as belonging to Ju-ll!: 

1;t 1t.. (literati) or Tao-hsueh. 103 It is thus an irony 

of history that the system of thought, which had grown up 

without state support and even in spite of state opposition, 

shoul,' eventually come to be regarde<'i by posterity as a 

great product of "Sung genius", and given official sanction 

by an alien dynastv. 
It is, besides, an additional irony that the same histo

rica 1 pattern which had produced the Sung hsing-Ii philosophy, 

should repeat itseU in the 11.ing dynast/" to bring about a 

powerful philosophical challenge to the Sung synthesis. The 

early l'iling government woulc' show its approval of Chu Hsi's 

thought by ordering the compilation of three monumental 

collections! the Wu-ching ta-ch'uan 1. ,~.~ t J:;i- [Great, 

] 
.' "",'Sl'.,..b-

Compendium of the Five Classics, the Ssu-shu ta-ch'uan I,V 9 "I. 

[Great Compendium of the i"our BOOks], both of which incorporated 

the new commentaries of Sung and yuan scholars, and the 
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. . !l1-1 -Ii> ;- ,,, 
Rsing-li ta-ch'ualf '/""1. 11:1: ,,::L [Great Compendium of the Hsing-

li phi losophy], which presented the best of the teaching of 

the Sung-Yuan thinkers themselves. 104 As works of exegesis, 

the classical comrnentarj.8S now officia lly approved did not 

on the whole equal in quality those of the T'ang and Sung 

"Correct Meaning" series. 105 In receiving government endorse

ment, however, the l:leo-Confucian synthesis, based onl"{ part-

1"1 on ths Confucian Classics but very much more on the syn

cretic backgrounc1s of its makers! was transformed from the 

charism that it hac" :teen to the orthodox tradition that it 

bocame. 'rhe inhen,nt contrad iotion of Confucian orthodoxy 

again cocame manifest: as a doctrine, Confucianism had 

a lwavs been eclectic unt.i 1 ot ficia lly approved and made then!

by to stagnatE. The price oj; government support, and of 

official promulgation in thE whole country, would always be 

the loss of its inner vita li·ty. Certain).y, Ch' eng Iri anrj 

Chu Rsi ha<'! never desired t.hat their opinions shoulo become 

the only ones allo~led circulation, to the excl.usion of all 

others, but this was what official ox·thodoxy effecter]. It 

should th(~re::ore come as no surprise that the Ch'eng-Chu 

branch of Neo-Confucianism, after receiving the ambiguous 

benefit oe imperial patronage, should proc1uce no more great 

thinkers in the wake of suer. support, an(~ become merely an 

ideology to which lip service was pail'! by countless students 

eager to achieve an eminent position in government service. 

Instea r ', ot being a stimulus t.O thought. the officially approve"; 

commentaries only pI'oduceo scholars with goo';. memory and 

accurate expression. Successive generations of time-servers, 

of men anxio'.ls to climb the offiCial larcder of success and 

to J<eep their oolitical gains were thus prodncmJ, At the 

same time, many persons of real scholarship ano tried virtue 

refused to serVE; in a government which deman0ec~ the compromiSE: 

of t:heir convictions anc characters. The tension between the: 

"inner" or contemplative anI? "outer" or active pulls of Con

fucian teaching became more evident than ever beforE;, and 

as the ChinGse phi losophica 1 genius ,.;ent unclerground again, 

to express i tse 1:[ in those st.uoents of Chi eng-Chu orthodoxy 

who revolted bot_h against theSE", orthol~ox phi losophers and 

the system of intellectu.al tyrannl which supporteci them. This 

time, thEe polarisation of "orthodox{" and of UheresyU can be 
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made more accurately. since we no longer deal with the con

flict betvTeen Confucianism on the one side ane Taoism and 

Buddhism on the other, but with that between official Con

fucianism and 3 dissident school. This was no other than 

that of Lu Chiu·-yuan, reviver! and strengtheneCi in the [':ing 

dynasty lov the appearance oE s("veral great thinkers.nourjshe~, 

and e'Jucated within the orthoaox tr3.d ition, who reacteo 

against its rigidity and stagnation. Of these, the greatest 

was Wang Yang-mingo It is to an analysis of his philosophv, 

of his understal',Cing of the Confucian ~, of the relevance 

of his position to the question of "ortho6oxy" anti of "ortho-

_ . dox transmission ", that the bulk of this thesis is oevot,ed. 
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Notes to Chapter I 
~ 

1 According to Hsii Shen's'~1f'l! (c.30-124AD) lE,xicon, the 
literal meaning of tao is the "way" by which one walks or tra
vels, while its extenoea meaning is" "reason" (tao-li. ~ i~ ). 
See Shuo-wen chieh-tzu Tuan-chu [Hsu Shen' s lex.i.con, Wfth the 
annotations of l'uan ¥u-ts'ai](Taipei: 1964), 76, In his 
book Universismus r'ler Grundlaqe <;ler Religion und Ethik, des 
Staatswesans und oar Wissenschafteo: Chinas, (Berlin: 1918) 
5-7, ,J,J,t-i. de Groot emphasised the Way (Tao) as the ideal 
looked for in Chj.nese phi losophy, re ligion, arts ancl sciences, 
ana natural organisation. He described it as the basis of 
the universe, the manifestation of existence and life, the 
ultimate icleal behind the natural, moral and social order, 

2 .' :0.1" ~ See Analects (Lun-yu ;~;o ) 1,2, 4,5, 4:15, 5.6, 6,15, 
14,38, 15:28. Menciu6 111:3, 2A:2, 213:1, 3A:4, 

3 See J.J .M. de Groot, Sectarianism and Religious Persecu
tionin China, (Amsterdam: 1903), v.1, pp. 8-16. 'This 
book was written by a Christian with the aim of demonstra
ting th~, intransigent position of official Confucian ortho
coxy with regard to the Taoist and Buddhist religions, in 
particular the latter. Emphasis is especially made on the 
Ming and Ch'ing (1644-1912) persecutions of Buddhism. 

4 See below, pp. 22-24, 

5 For early Confucianism in general,. seeeung iu-lan, Chun..9,:: 
kuo che-hsueh shih [abbrev. as che-hsueh Shih], (Shanghai: 
1935) pt. I, 66-104. Eng.tr.by Derk Bodde, A History of 
Chinese Philos2EhY. [abbrev. as History], (princet.on, 1952), 
v.:t. 43-75~ Eu Shih (1891-1962)~ Chung-kuo ku-tai che
hsueh shih, [History of Ancient Chinese Philosophy],. (3rd 
ed., Taipeil 1968); 64-138, H.G. Creel. Confucius, the. han 
and the Myth, (New York: 1949), 109-141, 

6 For general studies of Mencius and Hsun-tzu, see Fung, 
che-hsueh shih, 139-166; 349-382 [History, v.1, 106-127, 
279-311]. The best book in English on Hsun-tzu is Bomer 
Dubs' Hsuntzu, the Moulder of Ant:isnt Confucianism, (London: 
1927). For special studies of thE, crit.icisrns directed 
against Mencius' teachings by him, see Horner Dubs, "l'iencius 
ano Siindz on Human Nature, If Phi losophy East and West [abbrev. 
as PEW] VI (1956) 213-222. r.\encius regarded human nature 
as being originally good, Hsun-tzu as originally evil. 
Nencius revered Heaven as the source of moral goodness, 
Hsun-tzu tended to see it in naturalist terms, identifying 
it to the physical uniVerse. Dubs suggests that Hsun-tzu, 
more than Mencius, inspirec1 much of Chu Hsi's philosophy, 
",speCially his reliance on authority. I should 1i1<8 to mo
dify this proposition, by pointing out that Chu Hsi' s "autho·
rity" was very much himself and the phi losophers of his 
choice. Certainly. the "authoritat,ive lf position he gave 
himself was not accepted during his lifetime by the Sung 
government. However, I should also like to point out that 
Hsun-tzu's influence on the llsing-li philosophy can be dis
cerned in the importance given to the task of freeing ~ 
from pre-occupations and obscurity, which is an important 



28. 

theme of the. chapter on Chieh-Di I~ ~ (Dispelling obses
sion), in Esun-tzu 21, SPFY ed., 'is! 4a--5b, Eng. tr. by 
Burton Watson, Hstl!l::!zu,._ B3.sj,S: viri tings, (New York, 1963), 
126-138. See also 'rai Chen's Menq-tzu tzu-vi su-cheng, .2l2. 
cit .• 71-72. Tai asserted that Ch'eng Vi and Chu Hsi in
terpreted the Confuc:ian classics in the spirit of Hsun··tzu, 
Lao-tzu, Chuang-tzu and of Buddhist philosophy. 

7 Creel, C2nfucius the j\I,an ane! the l1yth, 222-242, explains 
how the school of Confucius attracted the interest,. anci sup
port of the Han rulers, especially l!.mperor Wu iJ\ 'if (r.140-
87BC), on acoount of itB active outlook on life and govern
ment and because of the wieSe popular adherence it had al
ready gained. The hi.storical process is describe:i in .!:.ian
shu [Han.HistoryJ, Er.h=§hih w'U shih [Twenty-five Histories 
sertes], [abbrev. as ES!?.§),{Z'ai-ming e<'!., 6, 15-18 [Se() 
Homer H. Dubs, trans., A History of the Former Han Dynasty 
(Baltimore' 1955); v.2. "1nt.roCiuction", 20-25 for an analy·-
5ts of the eventsJ.!'or the deveJoprnellt or exegetical tra
dition, see F'i Hsi-jui, Ching-hsueh !i-shih LA History of 
Classical StuciesJ, annotated by Chou Yu-t'ung (Shanghai: 
1929) . 

8 ~or Tung's correlation of Heaven and Man, see his Ch'un
c1Tiu-fan-lu [Luxuriant Gems of the Spring-Autumn llnnals], 
SPI?Y ed., Sect. 56, 13, 1b-2a. English translation frOI.1 
Wing-tsit Chan's Source Book, ~it" 280-1. E'or Tung, 
the word T'ien refers sometimes to the natural universe, 
and sometimesto a power possessing cognition and conscious
ness. See Fung, che~hsueh shiQ, p.503 [Eng.tr., Badde, 
Hhtory, v.2, p,lgy:--

For an una ex st;:md ing of Han Confucianism, see also J:"ung' s 
che-hsueh shih, 497-600, [Eng.tr.by Bodde, History, v.2, 
7-167J, Tjan Tjoe Sam, Po Hu T'ung, the Comprehensive Dis
cussions in the White Ti~f-Hall, (Leiden, 1949), v.1 In
tro-iuction, 95-99, 137-145, 166-175. Creel, Confucius the 
M.an ana the .t<.yth; 24L-253. A Ithou.gh Hsun-.tzu is usually 
consi:lerec as havtng exerted more influenc:e on Han Confu
cianism than Menctus, eung Yu-lan points out in his A Short 
History of Chinese Philosophy (New York, 1948), 208-210, 
Tung Chung-shu's closeness to l'";encius, especially in his 
discussion of human nature. He suggests that the "New 
Text" school of classical exegesis, of which Tung was the 
best known scholar, be considered as continuing in a certain 
sense the work of J0encius, by the emphasis on mo.ra 1 idealism, 
while the "Old Text" School, \.;hich rejected excesstvely 
metaphorical interpretations of classtcal texts, preferring 
a more str ict ly pht 10 logioa 1 appr·oach, as being c loser to 
the spirit of Esun-tzu. However, as .Fung certainly knows, 
an "Cld Text" scholar,:{ang HsiUf19~frj!'(53BC-18l\D) ha.s always 
been singled out as thq Han schOlar who regarded himself 
as a sf?ecial follower of Nencius.. ~ee Fung~ che J:sueh shih, 
p.S87 LHistory, v.2, 150J Chou Yu-t ung, Ch~ng ch~n-ku wen 
rCl" and New Text Classi.cal Scholarship], (Shanghat, 1926), 
14-22. 

9 Fung. cl}e-hsueh shih, 571-572; Eng.tr •• History, v.2, 
128-130. Tjan,.Fo Flu T'ung, v.1, Introduction, 100-128. 
Tjan sp'eaks in particular about the attempt to ,'!ivinise 
Confucius. 
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10 There is a comprehensive history ot Buddhism uuring 
the intervening centur ies: a Chinese worK. by 'r' ang Yung
t'ung) Han-Wei liang-Chin Nan-pei ch'ao fo-chiao shih 
[The Historv of Bud.~Jhism "<uring Han, Wei and the Northern 
and Southern Dynasties], (Changsha, 1938). See especially 
18-34, 87-120. The best general stlli'lv in English is 
Kennet.h K.S. Ch' en's Buej-'ihism in China, (Prj.nceton, 1964). 
See especiallv 147-151, 187-271, 610-672. The clevelopment 
of Taoi st phi losophy after Han is best presente(j by Bung 
(u-lan. See ehe-hsueh shih, 602-b60, Eng. tr. Histou, 
v.2, 168-175, ane his A Short _History of Chinese Phi loso·
ph'l, 217-210, [This work is not a summar\, of the longer 
Histor'l, but contains new materials. It gives an excellent: 
discussion of the phi losophy called Neo-TaoJsm. J As fo:, 
religious 'raoism, besidE's Fung's che-hslieh shih, 813-819, 
(Historv, v.2, 424-433), there is Henri Paspero's Les 
Religions chinoises: Jlielanges posthumes sur IGS reugions 
at l'histoire ~e la chine. Ie Taoisme (ParisI 1950), 
25-36, 43-57, 85-116, 179-189, and Holmes Welch's The 
Parting of the Wav, l,ao-tzu and the 'raoist Novement
(Loncon, 1957) 88-97, 105-122, 141-151. On interactions 
botween Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism, see Tokiwa 
Daij6, Shina ni okeru Bukkvo to JUk'f0 D6ky6 fBuddhism, 
Confucianism and Taoism in China ] ,Tokyo, 1930), 45-120; 
627-664. 

11 For Ch'an, see Fung's che-hsueh shih, 772-799, [Eng. 
tr. Histor", v.2, 386-406], Heinrich Dumoulin, SJ, ~ 
Histor'\! of Zen Buddhism (London, 1963), 67-105, Daisetz 
T. SUZuki's treatment of its teachings in his Essays in 
Zen Bu(klhism, publisher" in 3 series, (London: 1926, 1950, 
1953), See also Hu Shih, "<;:'h' an Buddhism in China: Its 
HistOJ;:Y an(j Nethod", PEW, 3-:i24'i:Suzuki:'Zen,AReply to Hu 
Shih"lz.,,·-4b}1bre debate was over the historical versus 
transcencent nature of Ch'an Buddhism. 

12 P'i Hsi-jui, Qp.cit' L 1974 211, The Five Classics 
refer tp, tl}e Yi-ching ,Jh ,f...'t (Book of Changes), Shih-
chi ng :1 ,~~' (U1 es ), Shu-ch.ing 'it ,~(~ (Book of Docu
.!:!!§!nts) , he Cb'.qn-ch'i]d ~'fZ {Spring-Autumn .Annals), 
and the ritual texts. Since .the "Correct ?leaning" series 
inc luc1 ecl the tl1ree commentaries of the Spring-Autumn Annals 
(Tso-chuan 1£ i~ or Annals of Tso, an(~ the Kung-yang It.~,tal1d 
Ku-liang 'i:. 3f. ) anc three distinct ritual texts, 
there were really "Nine Classics". Later, these wer~ a,ll 
engraved in stone together with the Hsiao-Ching ~ ,#~ 
(Classic of Filial Piet~, . the Lun-yu (Analects Of. Confu
cius), and the Erh-ya ~ an ancient glossary, to 
make up a tota 1 of "Twe 1 e Classics".. The commentar ies 
incorporated incluaed Wang Pi's 3:.3'J;f< (226-24.9). co~mmen-. J '( 1_ C\: 
tary on the Book of Changes. K' ung An-kuo' s -3 L 'i;r' /:f! 
(fl. 2nd cent, B.C.) on the Book of Documents, Tu Yu s 

1:!: tfil (222-2~4) 011 t~ Annals of Tso, and the ol';Jer 
works, of Cheng Bsuan .!Ji:r ~'.. (127-200). o~ the Coes and 
the r~tual texts. These maoe up the off~c~al syllabus. 
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13 _The", work was done under the supervision of K lung 'i"in-ta 
1t Ul itL (574-648) .. See Chiu T'ang-shu rTang Dynastic 
Historv. oloor version], K'ai-ming ed .• ESWS series. 73-
270. 

14 Mencius hac1 regardec; 1'.0 Ti !~, t (flo 5th cent.Bc) anC 
Yang Ch'J 1'\ Jf--- (440-360BC,~) as teachers of "parverse doc
trine". See Mencius 38.9, Eng.tr. in Jaroes Legge, Th§ 
Chineso Classjcs~brev. as Classicsl. (Oxford, Clarendon 
1893, reprintoc1 in Hongkong 1960), v.f, 284. 

- '" 15 "Yuan-tao" Jfj! ~ (Inquiry into the Way), in Han Ch'ans= 
11 ch'llan-chi rComplete ,{Iorks of HanYu], [abbrev. as HCLf], 
Sppy e~., 11, la-b. The English trans lation is ad apt eel 
from Wro Theof:ore '~e Bary, et a 1., ed .• Sources of Chinese 
TrailitJon; [abbrev. as sour.££§.] (New York: 1%4); p.376. 
Note that Han is making use of the concept of universal 
lov", w'hich had been characterist.ic of the teaching of },o Ti. 
Han's worJ< served thus to expand the Confucian concept of 
jen [See Wing-tsit Chan, "The Evolution of the Confucian 
Concept Jen," PEW IV (1955) 295-319, which describee the 
deepeningof meaning in this J<eyword, Han wrot€ several 
other treatises which had bearing on later development ot 
phi losophy. These inc luded, "{\.ian- jen" ff, l-- (Inquiry 
into IVan) [HCLC 11, CJa-.b], which maintains that roan IS Il'ora 1 
nature is what distingl~ishes him from the beasts, and 
"Yuan-hsing", n f~ (Inquiry into Human Nature), which 
cHsc1J.sses the question of g000 and evi 1 in human nature, 
[HeLC 11. 9a-b, 5a-7b], and "Shih-shuo" tr'i;"7J (Cn Teachers) 
which a:lvocates a new type of teachers, mo(Jelled on the 
ancient masters who corr~unicatc~ to their disciples their 
intimate knowle r'ge 01' and faith in the Way [HCLC 12. Ib-
2b]. l·n English translation of the last treatise can be 
founj in de Bary, Sources, v.l, 3"/4-5. 

16 "Yuan-tao", HCLC 11, 4b-5a, Eng. tr. in de Bar." ed •• 
Sources, v.l, 37g:--Han attacks Buddhists anG Taoists 
jOintly here. For his vehement attack against Buddhism 
alone, see, the memoriaJ? tj;O the throne, in which he opp<:,se(; 
Emperor HSlen-tsung' s i%',~, (r. 805-820) proposed r~'ceptlon. 
of "the finger-bone ot""'the Buddha" with the aim of ":ispla{·
ing a suppose'] Buddhist relic in the palace. See .HCLC 39, 
2b-4b [Eng.tr. jn de Bar'l, e6., Sources, v.l, 372-~ for 
this 1010 action, Han was exi hoc to SOll thern China. See 
ChiLl T'anq-shu, 160, 440·-441. 

17 Chiu T'ang-shu, 18~, 72. 

18 See Chu Hsi's remarJ<s on Ban Yu'e friendship with Buo
"hists in Chu-t:::u v~-18i [G,,~s-,-'i:LE,ied Conversiit~ons of Chu. 
HSJ.] camp. by L~ Chlng-te J'f-. "'1'1 it- (fl. 1263), (1473 eo .• 
reprinte'" in Taipei, 1962), [abbrev. as CTl1,J 137, 19b-21a, 
This reprint contains many roistakes. Ca,re is taken to see 
that references cited are correct," See also Tokiwa Daijo, 
on.cit., 120-138. 
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19 "Fu-hsing shu", ~l +1 t [Treatise on the Restoration 
of Gool~ness in Hum.an Nature], Li Wen-kung wen-ch! [col
lecte':' Writ.ings of Li AO], SPT!< ed., 2, 5a.0'ung tu-lan 
says that what Li calls hsing (nature) approaches what . 
the Buddhists--especially Ch'~--call pen-hsin t~l~ [cittEj, 
while what 'Li calls ch'ing(emotions} resembles''What the 
Bur},hists call :ld:i ~'Jz (klesa). See che-hsueh shih, 805-80E. 
[Eng.tr. History, v.2, 4141. 

20 "Fu-hsing shu", Li Wen-i<ung wen-chi, 1, 8a-· 9b. Li 
speaJ<s of: "inner fasting", of hsin "having no thought", 
attaining t.ranquj.llity ani': a state of sincerity (ch'eng) 
which is preparation of inner enlightenment. Such tran
quillity .'In<'i sincerity would also eliminate passions or 
evil ":esires. His teaching shows closeness to the Ch'an 
proposition, "No-thought is not to think even when one is 
i_nvOlvec( inf:\thgught",;;;,(wu-nien che yu nien erh wu-nien 
~. 1I, Ja 1/2 j:;' ,J;y ~ J"" ), Liu-tsu fa-shih fa-pao t I an-: 
ching TS~ No. 2007, XLVIII, 338; Eng.tr. is taken from 
Philip B. 'lampclskv, 'J'he Platfor!:, Sut..ra of the Sixth 
Patriarch, (New York, 1967); 1381 see also wing-tsit Cnan, 
1h.§LPlatform Scripture (New York, 1963), 51. The notion 
of "inner fasting" can also be traced to the GZ'eat Appen
(1ix of the Book oE Change/§, see Chou-vi cheng-yi [correct: 
Meaning of Yi-ching]. SPPY ed., 7, 16a-bl Eng.tr., Legge. 
Vi-King (from SBE series, v.lE), (1st pub. 1882, reprinted 
in Delhi, 1966), p.372, and to Chuang-tzu, 4, SPPY ed., 
2,7,70a as well as to Wang Pi who saiovthat the sage is. 
in a sense, "without hsin", (wU-hsin ~ I..:;" ) since he is 
empty of unruly c1esire, and can therefore respon·; to affairs 
without becoming entangled by them through excessive emo
tional involvement. I consi~er this an important tenet 
on account of its continuity in the later hsing-li tradi
tion. See also Fung, che-hsueh shih, 607; Eng.tr., His
tory, v.2, 171; Tokiwa Daijo, QE.cit., 128-138. 

21 See Sung-shih [sung Dynastic History] [abbrev. as SS]. 
ESWS seT ies. K' ai-ming eel., 6, 28 Ch lien I'ill, Kuo-shih ta
kang [outline History o.f China], (Changsha, 1940), 388-
391. FUITloto Yas1.1taka,Hol1uso ni okeru jugaku no tenkai [In
troduction to the (:evelonment of Confucianism in the 
Northern Sung Period of China]. (Tckyo, 1967), p.3. 

22 These scholars included Hu Yuan tA ~ (993-1059). a 
:famous teacher who j~ransmitte(' to thousands of students an 
inten~elY personal faith in Confucianism, thus answerj~ng 
Han Yu' s appeal .for a new type of teacher, Sun Fu ~~,rH.. 
(992-1057). ,.rho undertook an independent study of the 
Sprinq-~utumn Annals without confor..!Uing to traCi itiona t me
thods of exegesis, an'\ Shih Chieh ,<:-z.-:lf (1005-1045), an 
inCl';,t'endent exegete of the Book of Changes. Ch'en Hsiang 
rt,f"",- (1017-1080). who was par·ticularly interestea in 

the philosophy of hsing (nature) ana li (organj.sing prin
ciple in things. moral virtue or prinCiples). See Huang 
Tsung-hs i anI" Ch I uan 'fsu-wang. Tseng-pu Sung-Yuan hsueh-a!"! 

f
Phil.OSOPhical Records ,of_the Sung analuan Dynasties1 
abbrev. as SYHl"], SPP\ eel •• 1, la-2b. 2, la-2a, 21a .. :b, 
, la-3b. 
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23 For Sung Buddhism, see Ch'en, Eud<~hism in China, 398-
399; Tokiwa Daiji5, op. cit., 139-146; Durnoulin, A Eistor,.' 
of zen Bucchis~. 124-132; Galen Eugene Sargent, "Les De
bats personnels "e Tchou Esi en I'fati€xe de t-'Iethodologie", 
Journal Asiatigue, t.243, (1955), 215--225, where Chu Esi's 
anti-Buf!dhistic attiture was discussed in the light of the 
Aevelopment of Buddhism during his time. See Paul Demie
vi lle, "La penetration au boudhhisme dans la tradition 
phi losophique chinoise", Cahiers 6' Histoire I'lendi", le, I 
(1956), 19-38, which discusses the interpenetration of 
Buddhist. ane Taoist ideas particularly with regard to the 
acquisition of wisdom by inner enlightenment. See also, 
Araki Kengo, BukkYO' to Juk·"O-.chugoku shisa no Keisei [BUc'
<"lhism and Confucianism: the formatir:m of Chinese Thought] 
(Kyoto, .1963), Kamata Shigeo, ChiigokU Kegon_shisoshi no 
'<enkyu [The Study at' Chinese Hua-yen Buddhist Thought], 
(Tokyo, 1965); 253-288. Araki's book gives especially the 
influence of Buc3dhislTl on the formation of Neo-Confucian 
thought. 

24 l<usumoto r<tasatsugu pOinted out that even in medicine, 
from Sung onward, the practice was to attack the disease 
from within. eh" Hsi would also interpret the Taoist 
"external pill" in terms of the "internal pill". See 
"Conflicts between the Thoughts of the Sung Dynasty and 
t.he Ming Dynasty," Philosophical Studies of Japan V (1964) 
52-53. For Sung Taoism, see also Maspero, 43-47; Welch, 
130-140, Sun K'o-k'uan, Sung-Yuan Tao-chiao chih fa-chan. 
[The Development of Taoism during the Sung and Yuan Dyna~
ties], \ Taichung , 1965): v.1, 29-36, 43-116; 'l'okiwa Daijo, 
op.cit., 665-686. 

See also Kamata Shigeo for the mutual influence of 
Hua-yen Buc4hism ano philosophical Taoism, (op.cit., pp.253-
288,] ane of thnt b~tween Hua-yen Buddhism ana religious 
TaOism, [pp.289-522]. The general amalgamation is given 
in Kenneth K.S. Ch'en, Buddhism in China, 398-9. 

25 See Ta-ch'eng chih-kuan fa-men [Nethod of Concentration 
ana Insight in the Mahaylma], 1m? No. 1924 XLVI, 642-661 
[de BalY, 2£urces, 314-317]. The ultimate re~lity is here 
describe<'l as "Mind" (hsin), sanskrit'ti citta matra and 
equateCl to "True Thusnflss" (chen-ju ~jt'"' ; Sanskrit, 
Tathata); "Buddha-nature" (fo-hsing '(<If tt ; Sanskrit: 
Buddha~, or Bucdhatva) - "Tathagata-store" (ju-lai tsang 
-!Jv, 't;JlfX ; Sanskrit' Tathagatha-garhba). As for 'raoist 
philosophy, the concept tao itself had always representer', 
ultimate reality. 

26 See f"o]eusen IV!.iyuki., An Analysis of Buddhist Influence 
on the Formation of the Sung Confucian Concept of Li-ch'i, 
(Claremont Graduate school an(" University Center Thesis, 
1965), Xeroxed copy, p.105. 

27 SH~A 1: 17. The words tli and fung came from Wang Pi's 
commentary on Lao-tzu, ch. 4:'""" See ao-t.zu, SPPY" eo., 3a. 
They refer to twocosmic st.ates' thEJiilatent" (t'i) and 
the "manifest" (yung). The process of moving frOiilone to 
the other was conceived of as that of Cecay by Lao-tzu, 
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who advocated a "ret.urn to the origin". Wang Pi re-inter
preted it as development or the passing from "original non
being" (pen-wu ~~. ) t.C the appearance of the manifold 
things which con1t.itute the 'World" ~ 

The Buoc'hist monk Seng-chao \'f , (384-414) des-
cribeo the cosmos in terms of the ";inj" (hsin ro(:,' ) which 
refers to t.'i, the "Within" (nei rf:) ) and its "manifesta-. 
tion, .Y2:!.!29: Or tho "Without" (woi, lr\--). 0Ee can unite wH,h 
the "Iiin(l" t.hroughmed i tative tr3.nce (sama<::hi.) al"d so ac
quire wisdom (E£.ajna). See Walt.er Liebenth&l. Chao-
~ " (Peipingr 1948, reprinte<' in Hongkong, 1968),II'tro
duction, 17-25. 'I'his t' i-vung pattern was turther Clc;:ve
loped in T' ien-t I ai Buddhism, where the Absolute, Bhuta
ta.tllata (chen- ju) or Tathaqata-qarbh3. was t' i an(3 its 
rr,anifestations anG functionings W€r8 yunq. See T'a-ch'ens: 
chih-kuan fa-men. TSD No.1924, XLVI, 642, 647. Fung, 
che-hstioh shih, 759-762; Eng.tr. History, v.2, 361-364. 
J'or the "restorers" of the Confucian t,raaition, t I i-vung 
sometimes retains i +:s meaning of "Within" - "Without", 
an'~ somet.imes takGs on a less metaphysica 1 meaning, simp 1{ 
as the "essentia 1" the "basis" or the "t:heory" (t' i) an') 
thE) "function", "application", or "practice" (yunq). 

28 See Wai-shu yr -t [Cther Works], In Erh-<:h I eng ch' uan-
shu, [complete Works of the two Ch'engs,] [abbn;v. as E¢CSJ, 
sppy e,l., 12, 4a. 

29 Official T'ang and Sung exegesis favourej a philolo
qicalapproach, closer to the Hew Text. than to the eta 
Text scholars. 

30 HG (lie' it in his preface to the Commentary on the 
Doctrine of thE) !eean (Chung-yung chang-chil), dated 1189. 

31 See Wang !,10u-hung, e0" Chu-tzu nien-p' u r Chronolo
gi'::al Bio<,?Taphy of Chu HSi], TSCC ed" 1: 13-).5. 

32 See Ssu-shu chi-chu [Collectecl Commentaries on the 
Four FOOkS], [abbrev, as SSCC], SPP{ 8<1.:, la-3a, and also 
referred there to the two Ch'engs as having discovered the 
lost, Way of Confucius anO' 14encius. Chu established the 
"Une" ,lefinitively GspecialV. be .... 12.reparing, with the helF 
of his frione Lu Tsu-ch 'ien \? ~A;f, (1132-1181), the 
work which is known as Chin-ssu lu ilL~· * an anthology 
of quotations from Chou, the Ch'engs, an": Chang. He (,is
missec the pre-Sung exegetes from the "line", giving as 
reason their fai lur:e to (liscover t l1c iptende'1* m~an!fJg of 
the 81\(1eS. See "Yu-JV,eng chi-Vi hsu", ;;~.l.- -'if. -tV.. !J . 
[preface to the Collect.,eo Commentaries of the" lmalects 
anf" MElnciusJ, in Chu Wen-kunq wen·-chi [Collected Writings 
of Chu lls i. ], [abbr ev. as CWW9. j, SPTi( e(., 75, 2 2a. He 
<'Ilso iqnoruJ Han 'iu, whom he regarded as a man of letters 
rather than a follower of the Way. CT'lL 137r 13a-18a. 

33 These were t:.he Analects, Fencius, the Great Learning 
ane1 the Doctrine of the l'.ean (Chung·-yung 1 ~ ), the 
two later books being chapters taken from the .~ of 
Ri tes. See the stu<'1y by Ch I en Tieh-fan, "Ssu·-shu ;:hang
chU chi-chu k'ao-yuan," [Investigation into the Origins of 
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the Collected Commentaries of the Four BOOkS], in K'ung
!feng hsueh-pao (Journal of Confucius ··!'·.encius Society), IV 
(Taipei: 1962), 206-253. Accorcing to Ch'en, Chu's com
mentaries citea fiftY-six scholars, of whom forty-one were 
Sung phi losophers ano writers, an": fifteen ware earlier 
exegetes. 

34 See also Jih-chih lu chi-shih, SPP( ed., 18, 2b-3a, 
for Ku's appreciation of these commentaries. 

35 Dona 10 Ho~zman has tracer.; the Sung anej !'!ing phi 10so,
phers' 'lu-lu ];~~tz thr\i1~lgJ! the Ch'an !';asters' <"ialogues 
anr' t.iu Yi-ch'ing"s -*1 $\ tfi... (403·-444), Shih-shuo hsin-
vii ~ ~t, ~if t~~ r Contemporary Recore's cf New Discourses], 
to Confucius' Analects pointing out the qua liti.es of this 
genrE" which is concret,,,, immediate anc! vitaL H8 also 
compares this genre to Plato's dialogues. noting that the 
Platonic "conversations" are, unlike the Chines'a counter
part, a living embodiment of the dialectic method, by 
wMch, for example in the §ymposium, t.he philosopher di·
rects the participants in the dialogue from the under'stan,)
ing of particular beauty to the contemplation of the Form 
of Beaut.y. ThEl Chinese yu-lu, on ·their paI·t, consist most
ly of short question-ensl,'ers linked together in an a tmost 
random f"lshion in which truth is perceived through commu
nic"ltion of insight rather than dialectical arguments. 
See "The Conversational Tr"ldition in Chinese Philosophy," 
PEW VI (1956) 223-230. To this; it may be a(kleeJ that Chou 
TUn.-yi I S exho:ctation that literature (.!:!£!! ~) shoul": on1\' 
be a vehicle for the ~ certainly contributed to the Sung
l-:.ing philosophers I ciis'caste, not onl" for embellishing th,C! 
written expression of their thought, but also for giving 
an" more than the minimum of structure to it. In the t.u
Wang Bchool, this ten0ency led almost to the abimdonment 
of all writing, See Chou-tzu 'r'ung-shu [Penetrating the 
Book of Changes] [abbrev. as T'ung-shu), SPP,{ Elcl., 28, Sa. 
Thus, the YU-lu st.and in great contrast to the coherent 
ano organic n~ture of the philosophy which they seek to 
reve"ll--but only to those who look beneath the surface, 

36 See Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, 
v.2. History of Sciem:itic ThOught (CaffibfiUge University 
Press, 1956) 496-505, in which he discusses Chu Hsi's Neo
Confucianism as the "philosophy of organism", the "organic" 
quality of which allegedly influenced European philosophi
cal thought through the intermediation of G.W. Leibniz 
(1646-1716). He claims that such an influence might have 
contributeI'! much to the theoret.ical founcations of modern 
European natural science. 

37 for this reason, Chu has been compare" by Zenker, Forke, 
J.'ranl<.e, Bruce and others to Thomas of Aquinas. See es
pecia Ilv, A. ,"'orke, who judger: Chu as the greatest Chines," 
philosopher, Geschichte der neueren chinesisischen Philo
sophie, 198; and Claf Gr"lf, Tao unCi Jen. Sein una So11en 
in Sung chinesischen M~nismus, (Wiesbaden. 1970), 313-4, 
an'" t.o G.W. Leibni.z, who might indeed have be",n influencec: 
by the hsing-li philosophy which he came to know an.::: appre
ciate through Jesuit writings. In Science and Civilisation, 
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v. 2. 496-50~:, Needham proposes the possible inf luence ot Chu 
lisi's synthetic philosophy on the development of a more "or
ganic" phi losophy in 17th cf.mtury Europe and after, which 
saw the t.riumphs of Darwin (1809-1882) Freud (1856-1939), 
Einstein (1879-1955) and others. See also Henri Bernard, 
IIChu Hsi's Philosophy and Its Interpretation by Leibniz," 
T'icn-hsia, V (1937) 9-17. 

~ 

38 The fifth was Shao 'tung <;J> Jit (1011-1077)' whom Chu Hsi 
omi t.te<" from the line of "orthodox transmission". Ho is in
clu(l~lC in our c'1:iscussion of the Sung philosophical synthesis, 
because the Sung-shih later liste:1 him' too as a teacher of 
1~o-hsueh. See SS 427, 1098-9. 

39 Science anc Civilisation, v.2, 460-463. "T'ai-chi-t'u 
shuo", t t~ lil DC [Explanation of the Diagram of T'ai-
chi], SYHlI 121 1a-b; English translation in (le Bary, Sources, 
458-459. The notion 'r' ai-chi can be traced to the Great 
;:\ppen'~ix of the Book of Changes. see Chou-?i cb<,mq-yi, "/, 17a, 
Legge, Yi King, 373, where it refers to the First principle 
and Source of all things, and the "Ground of Being". [Legge; 
trans lates it as the "Grand 'I'erminus" J . Joseph Needham 
transla.tes T' ai-chi as "Supreme Pole". a kind of "organisa
tion-contre" for the en·t.ire universe, viewec: as a single 
organism. 

40 The term, Wu-chi, literally conIes from Lao-tzu, ch,28, 
ani) connotes "that which is without limj.t". Chou mentioned 
in the same treatise that T' ai-chi is f~nd1l.mellta lly ,liu-ohi. 

Chou spoke of Wu-chi erh T' ai-chi ~ tB ,'Tp 15 t9 , a 
sentence which occasioned much controversy in later times, 
inclu<ling the famous l'iebate between Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan. 
See also Fung, che-hsueh shih, 942-3 [Eng.tr. History, 437-8]. 

Nee0ham also asserts that the identity of T'ai··chi ana 
Wu-chi means this "organisation-centre" cannot be localised 
at any particular point in space or time. It is regard eel 
as co-extensive with the organislTl itself. Besides, he a:;ds 
that Chou's "ascription of cosmic transformations thro~gh 
vin-vang forces which experience alternate periods of "mo·· 
tion" an'~ "rest", express a legitimat8 scientific abstrac
tion, that. Nature .functions in a "wave-like" manner. See 
ScIence and Civilisation, v.2, 463-467. It may be a('!,)eo 
that the cosmic process moving from T' ai-chi to the ",'ive 
Elements and culminating in the emergence of man suggests 
a perception of progressive scientifi.c evolution. 

41 The treatise is a commentary on the "Diagram" i tse if ,. 
whi.ch purports to show, in a series of oi.rcles, the whole 
cosmiC process beginning from T'ai-chi and resulting in the 
pro,4uction of all things. See SfHA 12. la. The origin of 
this Diagram has been much lliscusseC', It bears ..remar:}'::abLe 
similarities t.o the T'ai-chi HSien-T'ien-t'u is f'01 :t A.. t® 
[Diagram of the T'ai-chj. which Antedates Heaven], whjch the 
Ta~ist Ch'en T'.:.!an,J't 4'~ (c. 906-989), all:gedly transmittee] ,I<, ~ 
to Ch'ung I.'·angl'i''b''--. ,(1.1014), who pass8Ci ~t on t~NU Hs~ul>l 
(979-1032) who in turn passec it to Li Chih-ts'ai ~ ~~ . 
("".1045) who transmitteCi it to Shao yung. See SS 427, 1098. 
See also Fung. che-hsueh shih, 822-4 [Eng,tr. HIStory, v.2, 
438-442.J This is espeeia lly interesting since it refers to 
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a Taoist "line of transmission". See also i-\. Forke, 
Geschichte e'er neueren chinesisehen Philos0chie, (Hamburg. 
1938), p.21, Chow Yi-ching, ];,a Philosophie Norale dans 1e 
Neo-Confucianism (Teheau Tauen-yi), (paris, 1953), 47-52. 

42 The inter-relationship between the "one" anc; the 
"many" probably tndicates a ("eeper BUt3c~hist in£luence, 
coming from T'ien .. t'ai an'" Hua-yen concepts which pene
trat.eC Chi an also. See also Chow Yj-chinq, 9£ ... s;:.it., 53-
54. 

43 SlBA 12, la-b; SPP( e". ch. 22, p.5a. SGO a 1so Chm<1 
Yi-ching, 2l2...£.it., 112-122. 

44 T1ung-shu, ch.l, p~la~ cho4, p~lb; chalO, p.5a, i:"Gr 
the "mirror image", so often usee": by hsinq-li Thinkers, 
see Demieville, "Le miroir spirituel", Sinologica 1, 
(1948) 112-137. Chou's description of the sage alludes 
again to the Great Appendix of the Book of Changes 7 (SeE, 
Chou-Vi cheng-vi, 7,14a, Legge, Yi Kinq, 370,) am1 also 
reminr'ls one of Wang Pi, as c:id 1:.i Aols. See above, note 
20. 

It was espeCially through Chou, that t.he more mota
physica 1 cme' moral sections of the Book of Changes entered 
jnto the sung synthesis. The other three great predecessors 
of Chu rIsi ann he hil"seH were all fonG. of thElse, but 
gave more consideration to the Four Books. See ~ung, che
hsueh shih, 824. Eng.tr., History, v.2. 444, Chow Yi·· 
ching, op.cit., 80-111. 

45 T'ung··shu, ch.l0, 20; Chan, Source Book, 470,473. 
Tranqui.lli tv was recommenr'lec' as a preparation for enlighten
ment. This method of cultivation had a great influence on 
the Chi eng Yi-Chu Hsi synthesis. See Fung, che-hsueh shih, 
828-829. Enq.tr., History, v,2. 448, Chow Vi-ching, QP....£i.!<., 
123-126. See also Tokiwa Daijo, QP.cit., 202-218 for 
Bue' 0hist inf luences on Chou I s thought. 

46 - ,;1; • 
Sec "Cheng-meng", J:. 'iJf- [Correcting the Ignorant], 

Chi'mq-tzu ch I Uan-shu r Complete Works of Chang TsaiJ, 
[abbrev. as CTCS), 211b-3b1 .8nglish tr. in de Bary, Sources, 
466-9. 

See also T'ang Chi.in-.i) "Chang Tsai's Theory of Nina 
ane Its JV.etaphysical Basis", PEW VI (1956) 113-136; Huang 
Sui-chi, "Chang Tsai's Concept of ch'i", PEW VIIl (1968), 
247-260. l\lthoJgh Chang spoke of 'r'ai-hsii. as that which 
is full of ch'i, I dO not conclude thereby, that he was a 
"materialist". Eor while I accept that "matter-energy" is 
one meaning of ch' i, I t.hink 1. t has otj}er meanings also. 
l'.s "ether", it. suggests the Greek 1i v<i;V!"i''>i.. (spirit), as 
T'ang Chun-i. haC' also remin6ed the readers. Certainly, 
ch'i is present in man as a vital principle, This explains 
in part why Chilng's aescription of the cosmos and of man's 
hsin, in terms of ch~ does not make of him a pure "materia
list". To (:0 so woul<J be to juc:ge the case strict 1y in 
Western philosophical c'1tegories which have been aerive'~, 
in the case of spirit-matter, from Aristotelian metaphysics. 
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47 "Hsi-ming", iii! 41 [Western Inscription], CTCS 1: 1a-3b. 
See the Eng. tr. in Wing-tsit Chan, Reflectiol"l,!L£!! '1'hings at 
Hand, (New York: 1967), 76-77. 

-,,:t.. ·ct 
48 "Shih-Shu" ~ i 13 [on the Book of Oces ane) the Book of 
Documents] CTCS 4: 7b. 

49 In another famous passage, Chang c:es.fribes the work of 
the sage thus: "To give heart (Ii-hsin l!- I~' ) to Heaven 
ano Earth, to give life to living peoples, to continue the 
inh,rruptc(' teaching of the former sag<."s, and to open a new 
era of pea_ce,*,for~ comin~'Jenerations". See "Chin-ssu-iu 
shih-yilt, ilL%- ~ r% \L. [Other Sayi.ngs taken from Chin": 
ssu lu], CTCS, 14: 3b. This had come 60wn to us from Chu 
Hsi"s Chin-ssu lu. See also Chiang Yung (1681-1762) ec1., 
Chin-ssu lu chi-chu fCollected Commentaries on the .Chin-sau 
Iu], SPPY ec •• 2, 22t. Wing-tsit Chan, trans., Reflections 
on Things At Hand~ (New Yg[kJ. 1967); 83,C1">4n r:eb.teg th5t tte 
exp lanation of Yeh Ts I ai :;f ~ (f 1. 1248) is that the sage 
"gives heart" to Heaven an(l Earth by participating in its 
creative processes, [through the practice of life-giving 
jenJ; he "gives the Way" to the people by trlE: maintenance 
of moral ord er l he "continues the interrupted learnir,g' by 
resuming the "orthocox transmission" (tao-t'ung); "gives 
peace" to thn coming generations because his virtue should 
prepare the way for a true and irieal "king" (wang -=t ). 

50 "Ta-hsin p'iEm" i..::.; f~ [en Enlarging hsin] Cheng-mong, 
ch.7, CTCS 21a-22b. The i(iea of "giving ~" to Heaven
anc-Eart'i1 is c1escribed elsewhere as the work of the sage. 
See above, n.49. 

"'",-,g Fi,' 
51 "Ch"eng-ming p"ien" ~h" wE. /l1fJ [on Sincerity an~: En-
lightenme:mt]. Chenq-meng, ch.6. eTCS 2: 17a-b. Chang"s 
reference to liang-chih [See t"encius 7E: 15] is important, 
because of its repercussions on Lu Chiu-yuan's anc especial
lv \'lang Yang-ming's thought. Chang was also t.he first phi
losopher to make a clear distinction between Tlian-li ("Prin
Ciple of Heaven" or perfect virtue) and jen-yii . .A..$~ (sel
fish dEsires) ["Ch"eng-ming p'ien", CTCS 2, 18a], a chstinc
tion ''''hich assumec so much importance in the thought of the 
Ch I 8ngs ane of Chu Hsi. Wang Yang-ming .wou Id a lso mak(~ use 
of this ,'istinct.ion, although Lu Chiu-yu.an objecte<'i to thE, 
excessive cichotomy made by the Chlengs and Chu, See i'ung, 
che-hsiieh shih, 861-866, Eng. tr .. History, v. 2, 488-494, 
see also Tokiwa Daijo, oR,cit., 219-244 for Buddhist in
fluences on Chang Tsai. 

S2 I shoulc1 like to poin·t out that the "lOrds l1·-hsueh or 
hsin-hsueh are somet5mes US8<" generally also, to refer t.O 
the whole hsing-li movement, since both the Ch"eng-Chu and 
t,u-Wang schools speak of ~ an':' li. 

53 A,C. Graham, op.cit .. , "General Introduction", p.xvii, 

54 EeeS, 'ii-shu. 24, 3a.-b; Eng.tr. in ,.:e Bary, Sources, 
v.1, 504-5. Ch'cng refers in this essay to Chang Tsai"s 
"Western Inscription", and also to 1,'encius 7A.15. with the 



mention of liang-chih t< .xl"> 
cepts which were to become 
of Wang Yang-mingo 

55 ~, '{i-shu. 1 ~ 7b-8al 
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tiJ "';" 
an') liang-neng l< ~t: , can-

so important in the philosophy 

Sources, v.l, 507-8. 

56 EeCS, '{i-shu, 2];, 5b-6a. The formula itself came from 
the i300k of Changes, "Appended Remarks". See Chou-vi cheng-: 
::L.:!" 1, 16al Eng.tr. by James Legge. ii l<1ng. Appendix IV, 
1:'.420. 

57 The letter is known as "Ting-hsing shu" i 41 t (On' 
Ca l'1\ing Human Nature). See ~dnq-tao wen-chi, [Co llecte6 
I'lritings of Ch/eng Hao l , ~, 3, la--bl Eng.tr. in de Bnry, _ 
S()ur~, v.1, 506. Ch eng Hao went on to say that one shoule 
forget (:l istinctions between "inner··outer" rea Ims which se
parate contemplation from action, This would have an im-
portant influence on Wang yang-ming, who praised this letter 
very much. See also Tokiwa Daijo, op.cit., 274-298 for 
Buddhist influences on Ch I eng Hao. 

58 EeCS. ,'i-shu, 15, 14b-15a. }or the expressions. Hsinq
G,rh-"Shaii.g an" hsinq-erh-hsia a Iso come from the Great Appen
c"ix of the Book of Changes. See Chou-vi cheng-vi, 7, 18b; 
Eng.tr. in Legge. Yi King, 377, 

outside the Four Books, the appendices to the Book of 
Changes gave most inspiration to the Sung philosophers, 
contd.buting espeCially to Chou 'run-yi' s T'ai-chi and Chang 
Tsai's T'ai-ho theories, the Ch'engs' idea of a life-giving 
jen anC' their rnethoc of self-cultivation. 

In Science and CiVilisation, v.2. 458-485, passim., 
Needham translates 11 as "principle of organisation" and 
ch I i as "matter-energy". He clairns that Ch' eng )~i anc] chu 
Hsi attained true ins'ight into an organic. natura, list uni
verse, where they detected a universal pattern interwoven 
by 1i anc ch.:!. He compares Chu Hsi' s world view to that 
of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and of A,N, Whitehead (1861-
1947) pointing out that this was reached without the Chinese 
thinkers having accumulatec the experimental and observa
tional knowledge of Nature and of the theoretical disco
veries of Galileo (1564-1642). and Newton (1642-1727). Al-
though I agree with him that "principle of organisation" is 
one meaning of li anA "matter-energy" one meaning of ch'i, 
:r shoulO say also that 11 refers in Chuls ethics to moral 
principles or virtues, having definitely a transcendent, 
normative significance. As for ~, see above, note 46. 

59 
~. Yi-shu, 19, 4b; Eng.tr. in oe Bary, Sources. v.l, 

473. Chu Hsi praised highly thE! Ch'engs ' explanation of 
goo(:ness anr; evil in human nature, declaring that it settle,' 
once for all the long-standing debate in the ConfUCian 
school on this subject. See CTYL 4, 12b-16b. See also 
l'ung. che-hsueh shih, 861. Eng. tr .• History, v. 2, 

60 ECCS, Yi-shu, 18. 5b; de Bary, Sources. v.1, 476. See 
also-wIng-tsit Chan, "Neo--Confucian Solution of t.hE' Problem 
of Evil," first pl.lblishe(9 in gtudies presented to Hu Shib 
on his Sixtv-fifth Birthday (The Bulletin of the Institute 
of History ann Philology, Academia Sinica, v;28, 1957), 

. ? . 
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reprintE/' in Neo-Confucianism etc .• Essay by Wing-tsit Chan, 
compiled by Charles K.B. Chen, (New Haven: 1969), 99-112. 

61 ~, Yi-shu, 18: 8b-9a; de Bary, Sources, v,l, 477. 
See Tokiwa Daijo, op.cit., 298-320 for Buddhist influences 
on Ch' eng Yi. 

62 "Cheng-meng", CTCS 2.22bl 26a 3: 22a-b; Eng.tr. in Wing-
tsit Chan, Source Book, 516-7. 'rokiwa Daijo, op. cit., 146-
180 for Buddhist influences on the Neo-Confucian thinkers, 
and 180-182 for Chang Tsai's criticisms of Buddhism. 

63 ECCS, Yi-shu, 14: 1b-2a; 
Daij6, op.cit., 182-184. 

Chan, Source Book, 542; Tokiwa 

64 Eces, Yi-shu, 15: 5bl?h1 18: lOb; de Bary, Sources, 
477-8; Tokiwa Daij6, op.cit., 184-187. 

65 The Chin-ssu lu is the basic text for the study of sung 
philosophy. It is a forerunner of the Hsin - i ta-ch'uan 
rThe Great Corn~ndium of the hsing-l.i Philosophy , compiled 
ty Hu Kuang "f;AJ;'i (1370-1418) and others under imperial 
command during early Ming, which gives an expanded form of 
Chu's anthology. See Chi Yun et al., Ssu-k'u ch'uan-shu 
tsunq-mu t'i-yao [Essentials of the Four Libraries], [abbrev. 
as §.!5TI), (Shanghail 1933 ed.), 18:29-30. 

The Chin-ssu lu has had many editions, including those 
of Chiang Yung, Yeh Ts'ai and Chang Po-hsing. Besides the 
Engl.ish translation by Wing-tait Chan, Reflections on 'rhinqs 
at Han~. there is a German translation by Olaf Graf, Djin
si lUI (Tokyo: 1953), a 3 volume, mimeographed version, 
based on Yah Ts'ai's edition. 

66 See CTYL.1: la-b, 94: 4a-6b, 12a, 20b, 35a-b. 
Chu ~interpreted Chou's T'ai-chi in terms of his 

other bool<, T'ung-shu, emphasising thereby the ethical di
mensions of this "Ultimate". He said that it was present 
entirely in every person and thing, as well as in the whole 
human and physical universe. He identified it to T'ien-li, 
the fullness of goodness, the inner principle in man. the 
full realisation of which is sagehood. He therefore gave 
more irrunanence to the transcendent First PrinCiple, making 
it something which resembles Plato's idea of the Good, which, 
in Republic, Book VII, was described as that which is source 
of light, responsible for all that is good and :right, the 
contemplation of which is an innate ability of the mind, 

I therefore quite disagree with the interpretation of 
Stanis las 1e Gall, see Tchou Hi, sa Doctrine, son Influence, 
{Shanghai: 1925), [preface, i, also pp. 32-36). who adhered 
to the opinion of so many Jesuits since the t~me of Matteo 
RiCCi, in understanding T'ai-chi as a materialist principle. 

I realise that. this poSition, even earlier, was only 
one of many, that J.P. Bruce, for example, interpreted T'ai
chi in a strongly theistic sense, [see Chu Hsi and His Mas
ters (London: 1923) p, 281] while Father Olaf Graf has spo
ken of li [the fullness of which is T'ai-chi 1 as the heavenly 
'Tao, the realisation of which within the self is sagehood. 
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[Tao und Jen: Sein und Sol len im sun chinesischen honismus, 
26-2 • 
T'ai-chi 

It was in this sense that Chu also identified 
to "nature II (hsing). 

67 £m 4: Sa-19b. 

68 SSCC, heng-tzu chi-chu, [Collected Corr.mentary on 1'1enciusJ, 
3: la-b; 2: lla-12a. 6, 4b-5bl 7, la-2a. 

69 §.§.£f, 'ra-hsu8h chang-chu, 4b-5a. This represents Chu's 
effort to supply a "missing chapter" to the text of the 
Great Learning. See CTYL 15: la-14b. See also Wi lliam E. 
Hocking, nChu Hsi's Theory of Knol-lledge", Harvard Journal 
of Asiatic Studies [abbrev. as ~J I (1936) 109-127. 

70 Chu speaks about restoring the brightness of man's na
ture, bestowed by Heaven, and originally full of goodness, 
but later obscured by passions. See !lTa-hsuGh chang-chu", 
SSCC, 1a-b; CTYL 4: 10a-15b. See also his first letter 
to friends in Hunan, written in 1169, on the subject. of 
chung-ho '1 ;t,,> (equilibrium and harmony) of the Doctrine of 
the f.\oan in ~, SPPY eo., 64: 30b-31b, [Chan, Source Book, 
600-602]. This was considered by Liu Tsung-chou Y'l'J ;r I~ 
(1578-1645) as the embodiment of Chu's final doctrine on 
moral cultivation. See his comment in SYHA 48, 8b-9b. It 
emphasises the importance of keeping pea.ce-in one's mind· 
ano"heart. 'rhis can be achieved through the practice of 
quiet-sitting,as recommended in CTYL 12: 15a-18b. See also 
G.E. Sargent, "Les D~bats personnels de Tchou Hi", op.cit., 
222; P.C. HSu, Ethical Realism in Neo-Confucian Thought, 
(Ph.D. Thesis, Columbia University, 1933, microfilm copy 
of 1969 typescript), 136-8; Araki Kengo, Bukky6 to Jukyo. 
op,cit., 359-367. 

71 See Chu's letter to Lu in CWWC 36: lOa-b. 

72 See Lu's first letter to Chu, as well as his answer to 
Chu's letter cited above in Hsiang-shan ch'uan-chi [complete 
Works of Lu Chiu-yuan], SPJ?Y ed., 2: 5b-l1b. This work will 
be abbreviated as HSCC. 

73 This was really a teaching of Ch'eng Yi's. See Yi-shu. 
22All1a. Chu made frequent r<"ferences to it. See CTYL 65: 
9b. Ch'l objects to Ch'eng Yi's explanation of Kao-tzu's 
contention that. "what is born is called nature" [Mencius 
6A:3J, saying that it is not clear enough and does not ex
p lain why nature is tota lly good. 

., , 
74 173 t;'. ' See LU'S letter to Tseng Chai-chih ~ ~ Z-
1! 3h. 

, in ~ 

75 SE,E' Lu's "Nien-p'u", [Chronological Biography] in HSCC 
36:3b. Lu said this at the age of twelve. Like Chu Hsi, 
he manifested very early an interest in philosophy. The 
saying is also given in ~ 22,5a. 
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7& 
~ 32:4a. See also Huang Siu-chi, ~ Hsiang-shan, A 

Twelfth Century Chinese Idealist Philosopher, (New Haven: 
1944), 51-74. Unlike the Ch'engs and Chu Hsi, Lu lacks an 
interest in the metaphysical concept of ~, by which they 
had explained the rise of evi 1. 

77 See LUiS "Nien-p'u", HSCC 36:3b. and HSC(; 22:5a. See 
also Fung. ,che-hsue}, shih. 939-941; Eng. tr:-;-History, v. 2, 
585-589.11h11e both Chu and Lu started out speaking of the 
"mind-ano-heart", Lu finished by giving it an absolute qua
lity, seeing in it something greater than itself. Chu fail
ed to agree. His view-poj.nt was better expt;~ssed'iY his 
disciple Chien Ch'un r't)~ [Chien Pei-hsi r,r JJ()-1<; 1153-
1217], in Pei-hsi tzu-yi,a lexicon of some thirty words 
and expressions which form the core of Hsing-li philOSO
phical vocabulary. Appearing at the time of continuing 
conflict between the two schools of Chu and Lu, as did the 
lexicon of Hsu Shen at the time of the New Text-OIl) Text 
controversy, this work, of a much smaller scale and quite 
polemic in. character, clarified to a certain extent the 
meanings of the words used by Chu's school. It referred to 
the Chu-Lu debate without mentioning their names, but com
paree Luis notion of hsin to the Buddhist idea of conscious
ness. See Pei-hsi tzu:yI, TSCC ed •• 1: 9-10. In Hsueh-pu 
t'ung pien. Chien Chien also discussed at length the Bud
dhist influence displayed by LU's philosophy. See 4: 1a-
6-l4b. He also quoted from Chen Ch'un in his criticism 
of Yang-mi.ng. See 7, lOa-b. 

78 HSCC 34,24b. This was their first meeting. Lu made 
the remark: "Before the time of Yao and Shun, were there 
any books that people must study;:" to emphasise that the 
oevelopment of ~ alone is sufficient for the attainment 
of sagehood. See his "Nien-p'u", ~ 3619b. 
79 HSCC 34124b. 

80 Doctrine of the Mean, ch.27; Legge, Classics, v.l, 422. 
See also LUiS admission of this difference between himself 
and Chu, in HSCC 34: 4b-5a. For more discussion of LuIs 
method of cultivation, see Huang Siu-chi, Lu Hsiang-shan, 
A Twelfth Century Chinese Idealist Philosopher, 59-67. 

81 See t,u's "Nien-plu", in HSCC 361l0b. The text of the 
discourse is given in HSCC 23: 1a-2a. This appeared to be 
the two menls second meeting. 

82 CTYL 126: 5b-17a. See Tokiwa Daijo, op.cit •• 185-189, 
367-384. Chuls chief concern was that the Buddhist teach
ing made nature (hsing) empty, whereas he considered it to 
be "full" of li. His criticism of fiua-yen philosophy shows 
that Buddhist influence on his thougnt is more superficial 
than real. 

83 See Lu's two letters to a friend, HSCC 2: lb-4b; Fung, 
che-hsueh shih, 932-933; Eng.tr •• History; v.2, 577-8. In 
his second letter, Lu attacks Buddhism for not subscribing 
to the Confucian teaching that Heaven and Earth and ~an 



42. 

form "Three Ultimates", in other words, that .Bl,IQdhism is 
not a humanism. However, the monk Tsung-mi ~ ~\ (d. 841) 
had spoken explicitly of the "Three Ultimates". Lu was 
probably all7are of this. He could mean either that Tsung
mi's teaching was not tho~~ugh-g9ing e~ough!~or that he"was 
an exception. [see his "¥uan- jen lun" It J.... 1;~ , or "Inqui
ry into Man", Preface, 1§12 No.1886, XLV, 707. Besides, it 
appears to me that in criticising Buddhism, sing-}i phi
losophers usually attacked those aspects of it which were 
most uncongenial to the positive, "Confucian"mind, whether 
the issue concerned was speculative, as regarding an "il
lusory" view of the world, or practical, as regarding their 
tendency to minimise the importance of social responsibili
ty. See also Tokiwa Daijo, op,cit., 385-397. 

84 See Chu's preface to ~-hsueh chang-chu, in SSCC, 1a-2b. 

85 
. .The famous chapter on the "Evolution of Rites" (Li-yun 
~ ~ ) in the Book of Rites, describes the two ages of 
"Great Unity" (ta:t'ung) and "Lesser Tranquillity" (hsiao
k'ang). See Li-chi cheng-vi [correct Meaning of the ~ 
of Rites) sppy ed., 21: 1a-4b. See also English transla
tion in de Bary, Sources, v.1, 175-6. 
86 CWWC 36122b. The Three Dynasties refer to Bsia. Shang 
(c.175r:1112EC) and Chou (1111-249BC). 

87 .!.Ei2. 
88 Chu Hsi "J-I.ad learnt from his father Chu Sung ~ i~ (1097-
1143) a strong aversion to the policy of a~peasing the Jur
chens. See Chu Sung IS "Bsing-chuang." ft ;rt:' r Biography] 
written by Chu Hsi himself, in CWWC 97: 18b-2~b. 

For Ch'en Liang and his ideas, see SYHA 56! 1C!.-2b; 
Lung-ch'uan wen-chi [Collected Writings~Ch'en Liang]. 
sppy ed •• 20:6bl Carsun Chang, The Development of Neo
Confucian Thought. (New Haven: 1957), v.l, 309-331; Hell
mut Wilhelm, "The Heresies of Ch'en Liang (1143-1194)", 
Asiatische Studien XI, 3/4 (1958), 102-111. 

89 Chu's debate with Ch'en was carried out in a series of 
letters. For Chu's answer to Ch'en, see especially CWWC 
36: 22b, 24b-28b. 
90 
~ 36:22b. According to Chu, the sovereign's ~ 

or mind-and-heart was the Ilfoundat.ion of the state". Hence 
the emperor had the strict duty of making sure that his 
~ was upright. However, Chu did not neglect practical 
statecraft. !:lis memorials contained also practica 1 propo
sals related to the reform of taxation, the employment of 
civil personnel and other such issues. 

91 See Mencius lE,9; 2B.21 513.9; Legge, Classics. v.l, 167, 
210-215, 392-393, for the sage's independent manners toward 
the ruler. and his teachings regarding regicide and the 
right of rebellion. 
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92 See Ssu-rna Kuang' s criticisms of JIi!encius for disrespect 
to authority. in Wen -kuo wen-chen Ssu-rna Run wen-chi 
rCollected Writings of Ssu-ma Kuang • SPTK ed •• 73: 10b-lla. 
!2a-b, and Lin-ch'uan chi [Collectea Writings of vlang An
shih] SPTK ed., 671 6a-7a. 

93 WangMou-~ung. ed., Chu-tzu nien-p'u, 164; Li Hsin-
ch'uan ~ i~ {:.r (l126-1243),"Bui-an hsien-sheng fei su-yin" 
[Haster Chu was not a Recluse], in Chien-yen yi-lai ch'ao
yeh tea-chi [Miscellan&ous Accounts of Court and Country 
sj.ncc: 11271. TSCC ed., pt.2, pp.445 f. and Conrad L Shiro
kauer, "Chu Hei's Political Career: A Study in Ambivalence," 
in Arthur .F. ",right and Denis Twitchett, ed., Confucian 
Personalities, (Stanford: 1962), pp. 162-188. Chu Hsi of
fencee' the government by his direct criticisms and J::y his 
preference for a life of semi-retirement, chosen as a pro
test <l.gainst policies of which he did not approve. 

% CTYL 78: 2a-3a. In the early Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1912), 
the scholar Bsien Jo-chu (1636-1704) definitively proved 
that this chapter, together with twenty-four others, "pre_ 
served" in the old text or script, were all forgeries. See 
Bs ien IS Ku-wen Shang-shu su-cheng [Documented Commentary on 
the Old Text version of the Book of Documents] in Huanq
ch'ing ching-chieh h~u-p'ie~ [Supplement to the Collection 
of Classical Commentaries of the Ch'ing Dynasty] compo by 
Wang Hsien-ch'ien (1842-1918), contracted lithograph ed" 
Preface 1889, 13: la, 10a-b, 

95 Book. of Documents, "Ta_Yu rou ", See Legge, Classics, 
v.3, p.61. The first three sentences from this chapter come 
from Hsun-t,zu, 21, where the philosopher cites a lost classic 
Hsun-tzu, Basic Writings, 131. "Chieh-p'i", SPPY ed., 15:7a 
(English translation 1 Watson, and the last from Analects 
20,1 which cites a counsel given allegedly by Yao to Shun. 
See pli Hsi-hui, Ching-hsueh t'ung-lun, 51a-52a. P'i 
points out the contradiction displayed by Sung thinkers who 
cited from a forged book to find support for their teach
ings, while suspecting it to be forged, 

96 "The nlind-and_heart of the Way" refers to the "heart" 
of the ConfUCian, moral Way, which, as we shall see later, 
refers also to the sages' hsin, or their "state of mind", 
See below, n. 98. -

97 The "Mean" (chung « ) refers to the state of equili
brium which characterises the mind-and-heart before it j,s 
aroused by feelings or emotions. See Doctrine of the Jlliean, 
ch.l; Legge, Classics, v.I. 381 and f1X1 62: Ib-2b, 

98 !!§.££ 34:1b. Lu Chiu-yuan challenged Ch'eng Yi's expla
nation of jen-hsin and Jao-hsin in terms of jen-yii (pas
sions, selfish dE-sires) and T'ien-li ("principle of Heaven" 
or perfect '7ir'tue) 1 saying that such an interpretation, 
separates Man from Heaven; and is basically Taoist in its 
inspiration. 

Chu Hsi explained that jen-hsin is man's mind-and-heart 
(~n). considered as consciousness of instinctive needs. 
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while Tao-hsin is the same mind-and-heart, considered as 
awareness of moral principles. He thus modified Ch'eng Yi's 
explanation of jen-hsin as that which is affected by jen-yU 
(passions. selfish desires) and T.ao-hsin as that which is 
full of T'ien-H. See £ffi 78: 26b-34a. 

99 Tao is called Shang-ti J::'f (Emperor-on-High) or T'ien 
(Heaven) in other parts of the Book of Documents. as for 
example in "Tang-shih" ~ ~ [Speech of King T' ang]. where 
both words are used. See Legge, Cla,ssics, v.3, 174-5. 

100 This teaching permeates Chang Tsai's "Western Inscrip
tion" and Ch'eng Hao's essay "On Understanding jen", and 
Lu Chiu-yuan's insistence on the identity of ~ and ).i. 
Chu Hsi referred to it frequc,ntly, especially in his "Shuo
ism" i70~;:' [Treatise on jen] CWWC 67; 21b-23a, Eng. tr. , 
Chan, Source Book, 593-596. 

101 Admlttedly, this vision comes out more clearly in Lu 
Chiu-yuan's explanation than in Ch'eng Yi's or Chu Hsi's. 
I wish to add here, that the notion that hsin can be trans
mittecl from one Master to another was especially prominent 
in Ch'an Buddhism, with its scorn for the written word and 
its-eimphasis of direct intuition into the mind-and-heart 
and human nature. This idea underlies the entire ~t
form Sutra of Hui-neng as well as the Transmission of' the 
Lamp. the title of which connotes it13elf the notion of 
the transmission of an ninnefi, l~ht". See Chinq-te ch'uan
teng-lu. Preface by yang Yi t/l;) 1~- (974-1030), .!§12 No.2076, 
t,I, 196, also 312191 91273-274. The last reference is 
from Hsi-ytin's Ch'uan-hsin fa-yao [Transmission of the 
MindJ.-- However. in defence of the adoption by Sung 
Confucian thinkers of this Buddhist idea, it may be said 
that the earlier Confucian exegetes also had similar ideas 
of "transmission"-- if only of techniques of exegesi.s and 
of methods of interpretations-- although they did not 
soe~k of hain. Besides. here as well as elsewhere. the 
confucianS"'a'Ctually made use of BuC:dhist ideas to combat 
wha t they cons ieered to be the "fundamenta 1 errors II of 
Buddhist toachj.ngs, those considered to be most dangerous 
to Confucian morality. Thus, a Confucian line of "orthodox 
transmission" of hsin was established as an alternative to 
the Buddhist transmISsion, with explanation of the differ
ence between the Confucian sages' ~ and what the Buddhist 
considereCi to be hsin. In aeneral. the Buddhist hsin was 
often described ii)"negative terms, as the "Un-differentiated 
emptiness(sunyata)", while the Ch'eng-Chu school preferred 
to speak of ~ in association with hsinq(nature), and in 
terms of sthical goodness. Wang Yang-ming .Jould be strong
ly criticised for his "Four ¥.axims" on account of his 
teaching that ~-in-itself is beyond ethical. categories. 
See Chapter VI, 221-225, where I discuss the problem es
pecially from the vantage-point of its practical impli
cations regarding "enlightcmment" and "cultivation ". 
102y tlan_shih[Ytlan Djrnasi':ic History],ESWS seri,,,s, 81:206. 
103See .§.2 427: }.096. 

104?<Iing-shih[ Ning DynastiC History].~ series, [abbrev. 
as lVlS],70Il55. 
l05Jih-chih Iu chi-shih 18:10b-Hb. 



Chapter II 

WANG Y.1\NG-NING (1472-1529) I THE NAN AND THE PHILOSOPHER 

In Analects 13;21, we find this passage: 

The Jl1aster said: 'Since I cannot get men who act 
according to the />'lean, to whom may my teaching be 
transmitted~? I must look for the "ardent" (k'uang 

di ) and the cautious (chuan ~~ ). The ardent 
will advance to lay hold of [the truth]. The cau
tious will desist from doing wrong. 1 

Three classes of men are mentioned here: those who act 

according to the />'lean, the ardent or eccentric, and the 

very cautious. Elsewhere, in the Analects a fourth class 

is mentioned; the hsiang-yuan ~r 1;- --"village respect
able" or "Pharisaic. ,,2 Confucius considers the first kind 

unobtainable and decLares himself content to have the 

second and third kind among his diSCiples. The fourth kind, 

the "respectable" man of the village, who seeks to please 

everyone, and has no firm principles of his own. he de

pises. 

Referring to this passage, Mencius had described the 

k'uanq as men who spoke eloquently and extravagantly of 

the ancients--whom they purported to imitate--but whose 

actions did not correspond to their words. He had aLso 
i 1 f k ' T T . \~ \ill; h' . g ven, as _.examp es 0 uang. seng l.en f.l ~'L _ , C l.n-

chang ~3R and Mu-p' i ~ Jt .3 Chu Hsi followed this 

interpretation in his textual commentary on the passage in 

question. He added, according to the recorded conversations, 

that Confucius desired to "restrain" the k'uanq, and heLp 

them to become "men who act according to the !'lean." In so 

doing. he was already making reference to still another 

passage of the Ana lects. also cited by Mencius. HElre, 

Confuc.ius. during his sojourn in the state of Ch' en , 

expresses his desir~to return to his disciples in his 
native state of Lu --a- : 

"Let me return! Let me return! The li tt 1e chi ldren 

of my school are k'uanq 

• ambi tious'] anc chietl 

45. 

[translated by Legge here as 

[translated here as 'hasty']. 
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Although quite accomplished, they do not know how 

to restrict themselves. 114 

Chu Hsi defines the meaning of k'uang-chien as "having 

great ambitions while being careless of one's actions. uS 

Be pn)sents Confucius as having first desired to exercise 
his "Way" in the world, but had, by the time of his sojourn 

in Ch'en, 2:ealis<l!o that it was impossible for him to fino 
a ruler who would make use of his talents. He decided 

~ 

therefore to concentrate his attention on training disciples 

who would transmit his teaching to later generations. Not 
finding, howover, t,he most desirable kind of oisciples--men 

who acted always according to the JViean--he turned to the 

k'uang, to those highly ambitious men who were capable of 

promoting the true !flay, but might also "fall into heresy" 

by their excesses. He wished, therefore, to return home to 

teach them restraint. 6 

When applied to human conduct, the Chinese word k'uanq, 

contains unmistakable overtones of "madness" and "eccentri

city." The Analects itself distinguished bet,.,een the 

"k'uang of the ancients," who paid scant attention to little 

things, and the "k I uang of the moderns, 11 who fell easi ly 

into licentiousness. 7 It also gave the example of the 

"madman of Ch I u t,,, C]c ieh-yu ct~ *- ' who sang- ane mocJ<ed 
Confucius for his "vain pursuit," presumably of looking for 
a ruler who would use him.8 Throughout Chinese history, 

scholars who preferred a life of retirement to one of 

government service, and manifesteo a cert,ain disdain of 

socia 1 conventions, were described as k 'uang. 'rh."se includ"d 

tb,e "Seven ~.'~;j.s>ters of the Barnbco Grove II. at the v-/~i-(;hin 

period, (220-420), known for their poetry as well as their 

shocking eccf)n'tricity,9 and the lat"lr "Immortal Poet" 

(shih-hsien ~1/1.4 ), Li Po t)3 (c.70l-762) of the T'ang 
dynasty, who <'lid not rGstrain himself from excessive drink

ing at Court" but offended the powerful eunuch, Kao Li-shih 
-" > 

t%] j; -r , by once obliging him to do in public the menial 

task of removing Li's shoes for him. In one of his poems, 
Li even compared himself to the madman of Ch' u,lO 

Neo-Confucian philosophers were not interested in lite-

rary genius, and SOm9times considered it an obstacle to the 
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pursuit of sagehood. But their disdain of convent,ional me

diocrity, as well as their conception of the high goals of 

sagehood, led therr" back to the Confucian notion of k'uang, 

as explained especially by Mencius, and giving it an addi

tional meaning of th-:l experience of harmony between man ano 

the universe. But th," connotation of madness and eccen

tricity remained, as we have SE!en, in the interpretations 

of Chu Rsi. It is therefore significant that this word, 

representing both the quality of the Clisciple Confucius 

wished to choose as transmitter of his teaching. and the 

tendency to excess am'] heresy which Chu Hsi underlined, 

should have been used by Wang Yang-ming himself, as well 

as by his opponents, in describing his personality. It was 

also the word which t,he later critics of the popular T'ai

chou .t 1+j branch of the Yang-ming school used to condemn 

the movement. They ca lled its adherents th~, K' uang-Ch' a!1 

fi;l:f --mad Ch'an Buddhists. 11 

Wang Yang-ming is the name by which Wang Shou-jen is 

popularly known. Born on October 31, 1472. in Yueh-ch'eng 

M. tJ;\( , near YU-Yi'tO ~: 1fjL of thE-o modern Cheldang pro

vince, thE) E-lldest chi 1d of a distinguished literati family, 

Yang-mingls entire life was to become an expression of mad 

ardour. His was thE) daring of a magnanimous man, dri.ven 

by a restless energy, to fulfil limitless ambitions, not 

for worldly success, but for the attainment of absolute 

values. The quality appeared in him from a very early age, 

as when he doubt()d the words of his prE)c:eptor, that "the 

greatest thing to do in life" was to "study anc pass exami

nations," anc offeree his own alternative, "to learn how 

to become a sage. ,,12 Richly endowed with a quicJ< nature 

an(: a remarkable versati li ty, he ;'laS intereste(1 in every

thing: reading, pOf'try, horsemanship, archery, as well as 

re 15.gion and phi losophy, and h.) was r<'Jar1Y to pursue, and 

capable ot developing, all these interests to a high degree 

of achievement. Fascinated with the profound meaning of 

life, he sought to probe its mystery. He believed in res

poncing fully to t'he challenges of gn,atness, and would not 
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stop at half-measures. His multi-dimensional achievements 

in life, as a writer, statesman, soldier, philosopher and 
teacher, provided material for both the conventional anna
li~lt and thE) historical novelist. There is a story which 

tells us how the young boy handled his callous step-mother 
aft.er the early death of his ovm mother. Although difficult 

to confirm, the account describes for us the early manifes

tation of an unconstxained character, which fits in well 

with the brief lines of his conventional biographers. 13 

l\ccording to this story, the boy of twelve placed an Owl 

in his step-mothf)r's bed. She was frightened to discover 

it t.here. especially as the bird was, to the Chinese, an 

unlucky omen, and made strange noises. The boy offered to 
search for a sorceress, a woman who performed exorcisms 

and prayed for blessings on the house. He fetched home an 
accomplice. She pretended to have received a communication 

from Yang-ming's deceased mother, complaining of the step

mother's ill treatment of her son, and threatening dire 

consequences un less this was s'toppe6. The trick proved 
quite effective. 14 

In Ming China, the ambition that all gentry families 

entertainee for their scions was naturally the attainment 

of high office through success in civil examinations de

signe~ ;:;ainly to ,jud~e iitera:r;r sldL t. Yang-ming I s father, Wang 
Hua ~ "f (1446-1523) had distinguished himself as optimus 

at the examinations of 1481, and had tak8n great care to 

provide an orthodox Confucian education for his sons. 15 But 

books alone could not occupy the entire attention of the boy 

Yang-mingo At the age of fourteen. he learned to ride a 

horse, t.o use a bow and arrow, and to acquaint himself with 

military strategy. All his life, he was to show himself 

contemptuous of scholars who were skilled in verbal dialec

tic, but quite powerless in a time of military crisis. At 

the age of fifteen, Yang-ming spent a month at the strategic 
<:. ~ 

Chu-yung fb I~ Passes of the Great Wall in the company of 
his father. He observed the movements of the 'rartar horse

mEm, as we 11 as the physica 1 features of these frontier re

gions, This experience left a deep impression on him. Af

ter his return to Peking, he was said to have offered his 
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services to the emperor for the suppression of bandits, and 

was only stopped by his father who told him that he was 
crazy (k'uang}.16 

In 1488, at the age of sixteen, Yang-ming travelled 

from Peking to Nanchang \t ~ . Kiangsi. to fetch his 

bride, the daughter of the Assistant l,dministration Com

missioner. On the day of his wedding, the absent-minded 

bridegroom walked into a Taoist monastery. met an interest

ing priest, and spent the night in the monastery. in an ab

sorbed conversation on the art of cultivating life, and in 

the practice of Taoist meditation. 
not find him until the next day.17 

The bride's family did 

During the rest of his 

sojourn with his in-laws, he also showed an absorbing in

terest in practising calligraphy. using up the paper stored 
18 

in his father-in-law's official residE-mee for his exercises. 

The next year, he took his wi,fe back to his home town, Yu
yao, stopping at Kuang-hsill ~ i~ , Kiangsi, to visit the 

philosopher Lou Liang * t~, (1422-91), and discussed with 
him the theory of "investigation of things. 1119 His father 

also returned soon to Yu-yao, to mourn the death of his 

grand-father. Yang-ming was ordered to study the Classics 

in the company of four relatives. He threw himself into 

this work, often reading ti 11 late at night. In dealing 

with others, however, he remained casual and amiable. 20 

Also following upon the passing visit to Lou Liang, 

Yang-ming's ardour for the investigation of things led him 

to search for all the extant writings of Chu Hsi, which he 

read. It. was this ardour, rather than a real understanding 

of the intended meaning of Chu Hsi, that made him put into 

application Chu's advice about a thorough "investigation 

of things," of every plant and every blade of grass, as a 

means towards attaining their inherent prinCiple, and with 

the vie", of acquiring final enlightenment concerning man's 
life in the universe. Yang-ming tells his own story as 

follows! 

People merely say that in the 'investigation of 

things'we must follow Chu Hsi, but when have they 

carried it out in practiced I have attempted this 
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earnestly. In earlier years [at the age of twenty] 

I discussed the question of becoming a sage with my 

friend Ch'ien, wondGring how a person can have such 

tremendous energy to investigate all things under 

Heaven, So I pointed to the bambOOS in front of the 

p;;tvilion, and a'sked him to investigate these. Ch'ien 

spent three days trying to investigate thoroughly 

the meaning of bamboos, working han] day and night 

and using up his mental energy, until he fell i 11 .. . 

So I myself proceeded to this investigation, workinq 

day and night without reaching the principle, until 

I also fell ill through mental exhaustion on the 

. seventh day. So we lamented together that sagehooc 

is unattainable. 21 

A series of minor official appointments fcllowed his 

success in the chin-shih examinations of 1499 first in the 

};inistry of Public Works, and then in that of Justice. 

Yang-mjng did his work conscientiously, and also took time 

"" to visit Buddhist and Taoist monasteries in Chiu-hua 1;., T 
Mountain, Anh\'lei, seeking out and speaking with TaOist re

cluses. Experiencing a strong desire to retire from active 

life, Yang-ming pleaded ill health and was granted permis

sion to return to his home town to rest. 22 

Disagreement exists concerning where Yang-ming resided 

during his convalescence. The older accounts speaJe of his 

living in the so-ca lled ~ang-ming Cave" (Yang-ming tung 

~ ~ ~I~ ) from which he got his name. 23 ",hi le the exact 

location of this hermitage is not clearly known 24 it is 

usually accepted that he spent his time thsre practising 

Taoist methods of th(, cultivation of self. Supposedly, he 

acquired para-psychic powers. knowing in advance an un coxP'cc.'C'':' 

vlslt from certain friends, as well as circumstances 

surrounding their journey. This knowledge astonished the 

friends, but caused disillusionment to Yang-ming himself, 

becoming for him the occasion for an inner query which 

ended with a decision to return to SOCiety and active life,25 

a decision made also on the basis of his attachment to his 

father and grand-mother, which, he thought, was something 

so deeply rooted in his human nature that to expunge it 
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would involve cutting himself from his very humanity.26 

He returned to his official career, demonstrated his 

"conversion" to the school of sages by open criticisms of 
Buddhism an:'! Taoism, ana also began to teach students 

interes~ed in Confucianism. 

Just wh::m Yang-ming was settUng down intellectually 
and spiritu''illy. however. a change of fortune occurred, 

leading him into exile in Kweichow. This crisis was pro

vOked b:l hi3 OW-rJ decision to intervene in favour of 

several off.icia~s imprisoned unjustly by the eunuch Liu 

Chin)£1 ~ (a.1510) the power behind the throne. 27 The 
mernor~.al which he wrote in 1506 probably nElver reached 

Emperor wu-tsung~ '* (1505-1521) but led to the impri
sonment, public flogging till loss of consciousness, and 

banishment ·to the frontier region of Lung-ch I ang·~t ~ Kwi!dchow. 

to live among the JlPiaOli.'iaborigines. 28 I'. period of great 

trials hegan) during which Heaven was to prepare hiffi for 

even greater trials, as well as for the maturation of his 

personality and his philosophical ideas, 

After an arduous journey by a devious route, during 

which he pretended to have committed suicide by drowning 

if'. the river, to divert the attention of the agents of 

Liu Chin sent to follow and assassinate him, Yang-ming 

finally reached his cestination i.n exile,29 He found him

self in the midst of the "bush". The place was infested 
with serpen1:s and insects. The climate was quite different 

from that of I'e}:.ing or yu-yao. In the beginning, he had 

to live in a cave. The Miaos did not speak Chinese, and 

he did not know their dialects. The few Chinese living 

there were rough men, often outlaws fleeing from justice. 

Some of them worked as couriers and coolies, despatching 

messages anc" official documents, and transporting supplies 

for the region. Yang-ming's responsibility was to care 

for the horses which they used. 30 

There W,'lre other trials too, and worries and anxiety. 

Yang·-ming knew that Liu Chin I s anger had not yet abated. 

What. ,'Iould Li.u do, once he found that the bold, young 
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scholClx had not perished on the way, but had arrived 

in Kweichow~ Would he not send further assassins, to 

pursue and put htm to death!? Yang-ming had been able to 

remaj.n above consi.oerations of honour or disgrace, success 

or failure. But. he was still very much preoccupied with 

the question of life or death. He knew that he was not 

yet a sage. But then, what would a sage, a truly great 

man, do in such circumstances!? 

He knew that it was essential for him to rise above 

all earthly concerns. He made a coffin for himself out 

of stone and spent much time, day and night, in front of 

it, sitting in silent meditation and seeking for spiritual 

liberation. This brought him a certain interior peace and 

joy. ~Jhen his servants fell sick with fever, yang-ming 

personally attended to their needs, gathering fuel and 

water ane doing their COOking. He even entertained them 

wi th songs and prosody and. when these fai led to please 

them, told them amusing tales to help them forget their 

misery. 31 It was in these circumstances that he suddenly 

received ,mlightenment one night. probably, he was deep 

in meditation. But it seen1ed as though someone was talk

ing to him. j~ 11 of a sudden, the meaning of "investiga

tion of things" and "extension of knowledge" was revealed 

to him. Almost mad with joy, he leapt up from place, 

awaking all those with him. He could only say to them: 

"I have finally understood that my human nature is quite 

adequate for the task of achieving sagehood. My mistake 

in the past was seeking prinCiple in events ana things 

[external to my na.ture].,,32 He was then thirty-six years 

ol(~ • 

In :510 Yang-ming completed the term of his exile, and 

",as promoteJ to be Magistrate of "Lu-ling pi F~ in Kiangsi. 

After seven months of remarkable service, he was summoned 

to Peking, had an audience with the Emperor, and was trans

ferred t.o serve in various minor posts in Nanking and in 

Peking, 33 Bis fame as a teacher of philosophy was rapidly 

spreading. Through the recommendat.ion of the J'liinister of 

War, Wang Ch'iung l-f;~ (1459-1532), he was promoted in 



53, 

1517 to be Senior Censor and Governor of the border regions 

of Kiangsi, Kwangtung and Fukien, with the task of pacify

ir:c' the bandits there, 34 His military career had finally 

begun, 

Yang-ming distinguished himself as an able administra

tor and a good soldier, In seven months, he completed 

Victoriously his campaigns against those rebels who had 

troubled the Kiangsi region for years, and put into effect 

many measures of rehabilitation, erecting new counties, 

establishing village schools, and reforming taxation. 35 

Am' th~m, in 1519, while on his way to suppress a rebellion 

in Fukien, he received news of the revolt of the imperial 
,:;:;t ~ 

prince Ch' en-hao JK--'Jf<- , in Kiangsi.The prince had a 

large army and intended to capture Nanking and decl.are 

himself emperor, Yang-ming turned his attention swiftly 

to Kiangsi, and was able to capture t.he prince. But his 

success also initiated the worst trial of his life,36 

The reason for this was the jealousy of the Emperor, 

Wu-tsung haC! been delighted at t.he news of Ch'en-hao's 

rebellion, ,.1hich, he thought, provided him with an occasion 

for going south at the head of an expedition which would 

bring him military glory. Yang-ming was urged to release 

Prin~e Ch'en-hao and his men in the Plo_yang Lake, 

so that the emperor might himself "defeat" his forces,37 

Yang-ming found himself in a terribl.e preclicament, Either 

he had to violat8 his conscience for the sake of pleasing 

the emperor, in which case there would also be needless 

bloodshed, or he must resist pressure and run the riSk of 

becoming the object of intrigue, Be chose t.he latter 

course of action. His enemies, the Emperor's favourites, 

did their best to injure his reputation, accusing him even 

of having been the rebel Prince's accomplice, To this end, 

they imprisoned one of his students who had earlier visitec 

the Prince. Although no evidence was ever produced of the 

involvement of either Yang-ming or the student, the latter 

was to die in prison. 38 

The following poem, written about that time, expresses 

well the sentiment of frustration and of disgust with 



political life that he surely experienced: 

Not the least contribution have I made in the 

service of the august Dynasty, 

As I watch in vain, the gro"lth of [white] hai.r 

on my temples, 
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Han Hsin39 was surely never a true credit to his 

country, 

Whi h; Shao Yung40 cert.ainly was a hero among men, 

Thc' times are Clifficult, and offer no sbcurity, 

No longer able t.O improve the state of affairs, 

I wish to keep my knife intact. 41 

I go to seek my former place of retirement east of 

the Vueh waters, 

In a thatcheCl hut, high above the mountains, in 

the company of clouds. 42 

The death of Emperor Wu-tsung, and the accession of 

his cousin, Emperor Shih-tsung, brought Yang-ming a certain 

change of fortune. His military merits were finally re

cognised, and he was awarded the title of Earl of Hsin-chien 

~lT ~ ,43 The death of his father in 1522, however, 

obliged him to spend the next three years in mourning in 

his home town. He "laS there during the so-ca lIed "Rites" 

controversy, concerning the awarding of posthumous titles 

to Emperor Shih-tsung I s deceased fa.ther. Be expressed no 

opinion in public on this issue, although the general 

trend of his teaching, as well as conversations he had 

with disciples, seem to indicate his approval in prinCiple 

of the Emperor's filial desires. 44 In 1524, when the 

period of his mourning was over, Yang-ming IS ta Lents were 

recommended to the Emperor by the Minister of Rites, Hsi 

Shufi{; t (1461-1527). But tho jealousy of high~fficials 
-r8 ,-

at Court, including that of Yang Yi-ch'ing 'f.1f' - ) ~ [Yang l4 '" ".,. /'(/ fj 

Sui-an 1~ ~~ 1454-1530], who was made Grand Secretary, 

prevented him from being summoned to serve at the highest 

level of government. 45 Be continued to live in virtual , 
retirement until 1527, Most of his important letters were 
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written during this time when he finally developed the 

doctrine of "extending lianq-chih." Ironically. his phi

losophy was officially regarded as a "hetf;rodox teaching," 

and as the reason why he should be banned from high 
office. 46 

In 1527, after nearly six years of life in retirement, 

Yang-ming was called upon to undertake another military 

campaign against rebels, this time in Kwangsi. 47 on his 

way. he passe" by Nan-chang, in Kiangsi, where hs was 

formerly stationed. 

The village elders, soldiers and common people all 

came tD welcome him, holding incense in their hands, 

and lining the streets. They fi lled the roads and 

the streets. so that it became impossible for him 

to move. The elders, therefore, hel,': up [Yang

ming's] sedan, pass,~d it along over the heads of 

the crowds until they reached his quarters in the 

city. Yang-ming invited the elders, soldiers and 

the common people to come in to see him. They came 

in through the east gate and carne out through the 

west gab:l. Some could not hear to leave him •••• lt. 

went on from seven in the morning until four in the 
afternoon. 48 

Surely this was a sign of sincere gratitude on the part 

of thOse people for whom he had toilec and suffered in the 

past. It was also a very timely expression. For this was 

to be Yang~ming's last visit in life to Nan-chang. He was, 

indeed, on his last military expedition. For he was already 

sick when he began the journey. He rr.anagEld to pacify Ssu

en ~~, and T' i en-chou 'Ii t11 by early 1528, after which 

he orc~ereo the Grection of village schools and put into 

effect other measures of rehabilitating the people. 49 As 

his health steac:ily deteriorated, he begged for leave, and 

started, eventually, on his homeward journey, without having 

received official permission. He died on his way, on .,. , 

January 9, 1529, near Nan-an'1'l-':it- in Kiangsi. He was then 
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fifty-se"EJn years old. His last words were; "Ny heart is 

full of brightne<lSl what more can I say?,,50 

The trials and opposition that had constantly beset 

Yang-minglslife did not leave hi;n even at deilth. His 

bitter enemy, Ruei 6 1t ~ ... (flo 1510) then l'linister of 

Rites, accused him of havirkj left his post without permis

sion, and of t.eaching heretical doctrines. 51 In spite of 

the protests of his friends, Yang-ming"s infant son was 

,revented from inheri ti!}g his father's title, The b.ereaved 

family, indeed, was reduce.d to dire straits, and had to , 
seek the protection of his friend Huang Wan, then il"L,.~an-

kina. 52 It was not until 1567, thirty-eight years afte. 

Yang-ming's death, and after the accession of a new emperor, 

l'lu-tsung *' * (1567-72), that his case was finally vindi
cated. Yang-ming's son was given the title of Harquis of 

Hsin-chien. He himself received another POSthUIUOUS dedica

tion, that of Wen-ch'e":lg t t:;.:;, (Accomplished Culture:).53 

seventeen years la~:er, in 1584, Yang-ming was given sacri

fice in the Temple of Confucius,54 It was the highest 

honour any scholar could expect. It was also a sign that 

his teaching WcrS regarded officially as part of Confucian 

·orthodoxy. ,. His name was fina lly associated, with the 

nameE' of a.l.l the other cistinguished philosophers of the 

Neo-Confucian movement of both the Sung and the Ming dynas

ties. 

The best eulogy of Wang Yang-ming that was evec deli

'Tered W&S probably that of his friend and disCiple Huang 

Wan, who describes him in these words: 

By nature, he was endowed with an extraordinary 

intelligence, and could retain by memory whatever 

he had once read. In youth, he was fond of knightly 

ventures; in adulthood, of prose and prosody, and of 

Taoism ahd Buddhism. After taking upon himself the 

mission of (restoring] the true Way [of Confucius]. 

and with the belief that sagehood is at"c.:ainable, 

h~~ changed his ways and co:o:-rected his faults. He 

responded courageously to the difficulties and 

chaUenges of the times, assisting, with his learn-
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ing, t:le sovereign above, and serving the people 

below. Earnest and untiring, he counselled others 

to the practice of good, desiring, by jen, to save 

all Hving beings under Heaven. He showed no ill 

will towards those who hated him. Even \,hen he was 

in a position of wealth and honour, he frequent.ly 

manifested II desire to leave all things and retire 

into the mountains. Money was to him as mud and 

grass. He regllrdEd wi th the same equanimity, the 

ameni ties and comforts accompanying hig'h rank, such 

'as raro food, silk robes and'a spaciQus .. dwelling, 

and the inconveniences of poverty and lowliness, 

such as coarse soup, hemp garments and a thatched 

roof. He was truly a born hero, and stands high 

above a 11 others of the wor 1d . l'here has not been 

anyone like him in recent ages. 55 

The "Five Falls" and the "Three Changes" 

Wang Yang-ming's intellectual and spiritual evolution 

has been described in terms of "Five Falls" and "Three 

Changes," The "Falls" refer to his unorthodox interest in 

knightly ventures, sporting and war-like skills, letters, 

pursuit of physical irr.mortality and Buddhist religion, 

which preceded his final conversion to the Confucian way 

of sagehood. Strictly speaking, they did not represent 

consecutive events, but rather, simultaneous and frequently 

recurrent interests. The "Changes" refer, not to ruptures 

with the pr3.st. or even evolution in the din:ction of his 

life, but to the different, sh.ifts of emphast's which occurred 

in his teaching, or, more precisely, in his practical direc

tion of his disciples. All these occurred after his defini

tive return to Confucianism, and marked the stages of the 

development of his own philosophy, which was, essentially, 

a practical doctrine. 

Yang-ming's friend, Chan Jo-shui ~.~~'-- [Chan Kan

ch'llan :! 1:1- ~ 1466-1560] has described for us the "Five 

Falls" ! 
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His first fall was an absorbing interest in knightly 

ventures; his second was in the skills of horseman

ship and archery. His third fall was an absorbing 

interest in letters; his fourth was in the art of 

pursuing immorta 11 ty, and his fifth was Buddhism. 

Only in the year 1506, did he return to the orthodox 

teaching of th~ sages. 56 

Yang-ming has compared the "ardent" man to a phoen~x, 

flying above, at a height of 10,000 feet. 57 His own inner 

evolution is an illustration of this truth. His dynamiC 

vitality did not allow him to stop anywhere, but led him 

from one interest to another, from one spiritual adventure 

t.o another. 

He was a precocious Child, and as such, tended to be 

difficult. His biographer relates how, at the age of 

eleven, he was given a preceptor to supervise his studies, 

but manifested a greater fondness for roaming in the streets 

of Peking. Once he tried to obtain a bird from a seller 

without paying for it. ':rhe ensuing dispute attracted the 

attention of a physiognomist in the crowd, who paid for the 

bird, encouraged the boy to study, and left him with some 

cryptic words about his future greatness. Such adventures 

could hardly have been pleasing to his father, a compiler 

in the Hanlin Academy, who "frequently worried about him. ,,58 

The "knightly ventures" probably started to fascinate him 

in the streets of Peking, where he }.ed other boys in battle 

games. The four Chinese words used to describe his charac

ter, as it first unfolded i~ these Qays of his carefree 

youth, are hao-man pu-chi '~4 -1-~ .5 9 They mean: 

"he was bo}.d, fearless, and totally uncontrollable." 

-- \l:: 
A hero of Yang-ming's youth was ¥e Yuan,~t~ (14BC-

49AD). the conqueror of Cochin. At the age of fourteen, 

Yang-ming visited in dream the temple dedicated to Ha's 

memory, and composed a poem for that occasion. Over forty 

years later, shortly before his death, Yang-ming had the 

occasion to visit the real temple, during a military cam

paign which he conducted in Kwangtung and Kwangsi. 60 
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As we have already said, Yang-ming was early introduced 

to the art of horsemanship and archery, After his return 

from the sojourn at the Chii-yung Passes, he kept up this 

interest in military affairs, and had to be desisted by 

his father from submitting a memorial to advise the emperor 

on this subject and to offer his services. l,t twenty-five, 

he studied military science more seriously, even playing 

war-games at table while entertaining guests. using fruit 

k,ernels e,S soldiers. He regrettea that the military exami

nations held by the state required only knowledge of horse

manship and archery, and not military strategy. He conti

nued to study military science even during his period of 

repose in 1502. while living in his hermitage, with the , "-
.. -t.",. N-

help of Hsu Chang;1 1i"r a scholar conversant with astrono-

my, geography. and the art of war, who preferred a life of 

retirement to official service. 61 

That Yang-ming was an excellent archer was demonstrated 

at a public contest helo between him and the two favourites 

of Emperor Wu-tsung, the eunuch Chang Chung 5~! and the 

general Rsu T'ai ~1 ~~ This was in 1519, soon after his 

capture of Ch'en-hao. The two men had imagined it an easy 

task to win such a contest with a scholar. They were 

astonished and friqhtenec to watch Yang-ming hit the target 

E'verytime. 62 

The art of let>ters a Iso began to faSCinate him at an 

early age. At ten, he had surprised his father's friends 

with his impromptu verses. He did so again at twenty, 

when he associated himself with several others in a poetry 

club (shih-she t=r?:t ) which included the elder scholar, 

wei Han !;\';)~. His other friends included the "Four 

Ta lents" (ssu-chieh ,p P1 ) of his times. 1:,i Meng-yang 

! ,'t .~ (1472-1529), flo ching-mingl'i 1: 0A (1483-15~1), 
Hsii Chen -ch I ing .~~ }~, tier (1479-1511) and Pien Kung :.t ~ 
(1476-1532). Advocates of the movement calling for a return 

to a classical style in Ning prose and poetry, thesE'; men 

were to consider Yang-ming's development of other interests 

stronger than that of literary writing a real loss to their 

cause. 63 For a time, however, Yang-ming devoted himself to 
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He has left us examples of 
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on pre-Sung and earlier pieces. 
1';'; §i:, 

fu-sao .xiX\,'1'" and of imitations 

of T'ang poetry. His prose has been much acclaimed, es

pecially for the jndependent style which he developed later. 

His "Yi-1.u wen" j*=-i;k::t [Burying the Dead Travellers]. 

,,,Titten at l,ung-ch'ang, concludes with a song of lament, 

and is a moving essay. His letter to 'fang SlJi-an [Yang Yi

ch'ing], dated 1523, is another expression of a simple and 

dignified style. 

Until the age of thirty, literary writing was ope of 

his principal occupations. He read avidly the pre-Ch'in 

an~' Han writings. staying up till late at night until his 

health was seriously damaged. He also kept up his exercises 

in calligraphy, He was finally obliged to practise more 

moderation when he started vomitting blood. Said he in the 

end, "How can I waste my finite energy in the writing of 

useless and empty compositions;:,,64 

Yang-ming had been in contact with Taoism and Taoists 

since his early years--according to himself, since the age 

of seven. 65 At the age of eleven, he met a physiognomist 

in the streets of peking. The words of the physiognomist, 

describing his future greatness, are full of Taoist allu

sions! 

When the beard brushes the collar, you will enter 

sagehood, 

When the beard reaches the upper cinnabar field, 

you will form a sage-embryo. 

When the beard reaches the lower cinnabar field, 

your sagehood will be perfect. 66 

In Taoist terminology, "cinnabar field" refers generally 

to the part of the body be low the nave 1. Pao-p I u tzu:rC!.:;f~ :3-
r(~fers to the "three cinnabar fields"! the lower one below 

the navel, the middle one below the heart, and the upper 

one between the eye-brows. 67 In these lines quoted above, 

only two, upper and lower, are mentioned. Since they are 

ment.ioned especially in re lation to the length of the beard, 
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it is safe to suppose that they indicate the parts below 

the heart and the nave 1. Those specia 1 terms are usua lly 

associated with the Taoist practice of breath control and 

breath regulation, considered as one of the means conducive 

to the prolongation of life, or even to the attainment of 

physical. immortality. The "formation of a sage-embryo," 

is also a 'raoist expression referring to a certain degree 

of progress made, for example, through practice of breath 

control. leading to the grovlth within oneself of the "inner 
pill. ,,68 

Yang-ming's feeble health might have been one reason 

for his interest in popular TaoJ.sm. jvlention has already 

been made of his excursion to a Taoist temple on the night 

of his wedding, He persisted in seeking out unusual Taoist 

priests, asking them questions about the art of cultivating 

life, It is, besides, perfectly consonant with his rest

less, insatiable nature to desire to "steal the secret 

springs [of the creative operations] of Heaven and Earth. ,,69 

After all. did not Chu Hsi. himself make textual studies 

of those Taoist classics which describe such "theft "I the 

Yin-fu Canon and the Ts' an-t 'ung eh' i~! 70 

At the age of thirty. Yang-ming retired to a little 

hermitage near his home-town. We have already spoken of 

his practice of assiduous cultivation, and of his acquisi

tion of a kind of "prescience." If he finally decided 

against a Ufe in retirement, it certainly goes to show 

that he had frequently entertained the desire to be a 

"mountain man", and indeed, he 

Yang-ming Shan- jen f\ \~ t1 k. 
ming),71 Whether his hermitage 

delighted in calling himself 

(the I";ountain Han of Yang

of 1504 was situated in a 

cave is not so important, But he definitely manifested, 

all through life, a fondness for caVElS. He named his cave

dwelling in Lung-ch'ang, the "Little yang-ming Cave," and 

wrote several poems on it, In 1518, during one of his cam

paigns, he visited a double cave south of Lung-ch'uan JlJ, 
in Kwangtung, and fell in love with it, He gave it the 

name "Another Yang-rning Cave," and again wrote a series of 

poems to commemorate the occasion,72 Connected with his 
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love of caves, of course, is his passion for nature itself. 
Habitually, he instructed his disciples while roaming about 

in the mountains or near the lakes. 

Yang-ming's frequent travels and visits to famous moun

tains brought him to many Buddhist as well as Taoist monas

teries. The Japanese author, Kusumoto Fumio, has made a 

careful study of yang-ming's peregrinations, noting a total 

of forty Buddhist monasteries with given names, which yang
ming haC' visited. They were spread out in eight different 

provinces. He claims that there were another forty or more 

monasteries which Yang-ming also visited, the names of 
which are unknown to us. These visits occurred not only 

in his early life, but also after his conversion to the 

Confucian quest for sagehood. At the age of thirty-one, 

Yang-ming spent eight months in a Buddhist monastery--the 

longest sojourn recorded. At the age of forty-nine, he 
made thirteen visits to BucWhist monasteries, spending one 

or two weeks there every time. 73 Certainly, Yang-ming 

regularly met and taught his disciples in such monasteries. 
~~ile these contacts do not necessarily indicate heavy 

influence, and Yang-ming's biographers have said much less 

of his Buddhist than of his Taoist practices, we should 

recall firstly, that the two religions, Taoism and Buddhism, 

experienced a "merging" process during the Yuan and Ming 

dynasties, and secondly, that Yang-ming himself admitted 

to "thirty years of interest" in Taoism and Buddhism. 74 

True, starting from 1504, when he set questions for 

the Shantung provincial examinations, Yang-ming expressed 

his repudiation both of Taoism and Buddhism. 75 Neverthe

less, his conversion to Confucianism did not seem definite 

until his meeting with Chan Jo-shui in 1505, or according 

to Chan in 1506. 76 And then, as we shall see, he was to 

develop his own "Confucian" doctrine, a response to the 

Taoist-Buddhist challenges, which shows that he has not 

been able to throwaway the formative influences on his 

early life and thought. Indeed, as we must have discerned, 

the "Five Falls" were not consecutive but represented some

times simultaneous and frequently recurrent inteJrests. Among 
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them, certainly, Taoism and Buddhism lasted longer, and 

left deeper imprints. 

Not only do the "Five Falls" refer to recurrent tempta

tions, but they had also competed all along for Yang-ming's 

attention with a sixth attraction: Confucian learning. 

His father was known as a scholar who refused to have 

anything to do with Taoism and Buddhism, and had given him 

an "orthodox" education in the Confucian Classics. yang

ming never seemed to have questioned the value of the 

Confucian goal of sagehood. He had only objected to making 

compromises, to regarding success at examinations and in 

an official career as the ultimate goal. Even when 

practising calligraphy, he recalled to mind the words of 

Ch'eng Haol "I write with great reverence, not for the 

sake of writing beautiful words, but in order to learn 
[virtue].,,77 He also explained: "When I started to learn 

calligraphy, I used to copy from model writinge:, and could 

only imitate the shapes of the characters. 'Later on, I 

no longer used the writing brush so flippantly. I first 

concentrated my attention and meditated upon the characters 

in my heart (or mind)..... Once the heart knows, the 

characters will naturally be well written. ,,78 This contains 

already the whole of his philosophy in embryo form. It 

explains why Yang-ming's philosophy became an inspiration 

for the Ming literati painters. 79 

The philosophy of Yang-ming cannot strictly be traced 

through a direct line of teachers, as can that of Chu Hsi, 

or even that of Chan Jo-shui. Much, however, has been 

said of yang-ming's meeting with Lou Liang, the disciple 

of Wu Yii-pi~~.,i~ (1392-1469). Certainly, LOU's 
remark that "Sagehood is possible of attainment through 

learning,"SO is extremely significant. Yang-ming was 

undoubtedly aware of the intellectual controversy that 

raged in the Chin dynasty concerning whether sages have 

feelings and whether "sagehood is attainable by one's own 

means. 1181 It must cert.ain ly have been his own problem 

too. He is described as having searched everywhere for 

the extant writings of Chu Hsi in order to read them. His 

zeal for putting into practice the words of Ch'eng Yi and 
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Chu Hsi led to his "investigating" the bamboos. He did so 

until over-taken by sickness. He also sought to follow 

Chu's counsel to "study systematically, in order to become 

excellent in learning"jand once again, he fell sick. It 

was therefore his suposition that only a "select" few can 

become sages and so vIas tempted to abandon the Confucian 

quest, and leave the world in order to practise the culti

vation of 11fe. 82 In other woros, he was ready to give up 

Confucian ideals of sagehood only because he did not regard 

himself as being capable, physically and otherwise, of 

attaining them. 

The Taoist must have disconcerted him since they treated 

him as a Confucian scholar, destined to an official career, 

rather than as one of themselves. Determined to search for 

a more profound meaning in life, he then retired to his 

hermitage for nearly a year. 

result of Taoist cultivation 

However, he was to find the 

also disappointing in itself. 
Without having discovered a solution to the problem of 

"whether sagehood is possible of attainment," he decideo 

to return to worldly society and an official career, armed 

now with a crusading zeal to persuade others also to 

"remain true to their human nature," by adherence to 

Confucian social morality.83 

F'riendship with Chan Jo-shui was an important factor 

in Yang-ming's inner evolution. He had longed and lookeo, 

but without much success, for teachers and friends, for 

men who were his own inte 1lectua 1 equa 1s, who had the same 

kind of boundless desires as he. In 1505 or 1506 the two 

men met for the first time in Peking. Yang-ming was then 

thirty-three, and Jo-shui thirty-nine. Of this meeting, 

he was to say: "I have liveo in official circles for 

thirty years, without having met such a man." Chan, j.n 

his turn, also said, "I have travelled widely and seen 

much, but without having met such a man. 1184 Together, 

they discussed the learning of sages, in particular the 

teaching of Ch'eng Hao, that "the man of jen forms one 

body with Heaven and Earth and a 11 things. ,,85 On Yang

ming's exile to Kweichow, Chan presented him with nine 

poems, including the following I 



We form one body with Heaven and Earth, 

One family with the Universe, 
Since our minds are already at one, 

Why should we complain of separation~ 

The floating cloud cannot stay fixed; 

The traveller on the route must make his turn. 

Let us honour brilliant virtue, 

And explore the boundless vastness. 86 
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In reply, Yang-ming also presented Chan with several 

poems, including these lines. which express succinctly his 

desires for greatness as well as the assistance and 
encouragement he had received from Chan's friendship: 

The waters of Chu'* and Ssu "ill) 87 flow over a /1- / 
small area, 

The waters of Yi if and LO;~ 88 appear to be only 

a thin line. 
As to the three or four later philosophers, 

Their qualities cannot adequately make up for 

their defects. 
Alas, that I should refrain from measuring my own 

weakness. 
Limping in my walk, yet I desire to go so far. 

Repeatedly. I fall down and I rise up again, 

Breathing heavily, often near the point of breaking. 

On the way I met a man with the same ambition. 

Together, we dare to proclaim the greatness of 

moral character, 
We fight for the important differences which exist 

between nuances, 

And encourage each other to go forward ten thousand 

li, 
The winds and waves are rising; we suddenly lose 

sight of each other, 

As I utter these words, my tears are vainly 

falling. 89 



66. 

At that time, there was no doubt that, of the two men, 

Chan was the "senior" philosopher, older and more mature. 
He had already spent the past nine years of his life in 
the study of Neo-Confucianism. Yang-ming, on the other 
hand, was only beginning to settle Clown intellectually. 
Friendship with Chan certainly contributed to the firmness 
of his determination to seek for Confucian ideals, until, 
during his exile, he was once more faced with the same 
question: how could one, in those circumstances. become 
a sage~ He would discover the answer for himself, and it 

was to change, not only his life, but also that of many 
others. 

In his Preface to Yang-ming's Collected Writings (~
lu -t ~ ). Ch'ien Te-hung proposed two "triple changes" 
in Yang-ming's life, first as a student, and then as a 
teacher. As a student, Yang-ming first went through a 
phase of fondness for letters, then passed on to an 

absorbing interest in Buddhism and Taoism, and finally, 
during the hardships of his exile, understood the meaning 
of the Confucian Way. 90 All this we have already treated 
in our description of the "Five Falls", while noting that, 

given the shifts in emphasis in the general direction of 

his life, these "changes" or "falls" represent, to a large 

extent, recurrent rather than consecutive interests. The 
three changes in his life as a teacher, however, refer to 

something different. Although closely related to his own 
inner development, and to the refinement of his teaching, 

they have particular reference to the spiritual direction 
which he gave to his disciples, and so arose as much from 
his experiencE' of their needs and responses as from that 
of his own. On the basis of Ch'ien's theories of the 

dOUble "triple changes," and also on that of his own 
observations, Huang Tsung-hsi has presented his own version 
of a double set of "triple changes," which occurred before 

and after Yang-ming's development of his own teaching. 91 

Since the two versions do not differ very much from each 
other, and for the sake of convenience, we shall adopt the 
earlier, or Ch'ien's version. According to him, Yang-ming 

first taught at Kweiyang the doctrine of unity between 
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knowledge and action, then in 1513, after his arrival in 
~U;, ,,\} 

Ch'u-yang ;11- 1;W , Anhwei, he gave special emphasis to 

quiet meditation. Lastly, after 1521, having experienced 

all the trials that accompanied his victory over Ch'en-hao, 

he began to teach the doctrine of the extension of liang

£hfb, going right to the heart of the matter, in order to 

bring insight to his hearers. 

From the above description of Ch'ien To-hung, we can 

see how Yang-ming's teaching represented essentially a 

practical method rather than a metaphysical system. He had 

primarily sought to provide the answer to the burni.ng 

question I how to become a sage~ Chu Hsi's suggestion was I 

by cultivating an attitude of reverence in one's life and 

by the "investigation of things" ""hich is achieved through 

an extensive knowle(~ge. His belief. and that of ChI eng Yi, 

was that such a diligent pursuit of learning--primarily 

mora 1 learning--would bring with it eventua By a kind of 

sudden enlightenment, powerful enough to give meaning to 

the who le of life I "'I'here is 1i in everything. and one 

must investigate it to the utmost •••• One must investigate 

one item today and another item tomorrow. When one has 

accumulated much knowledge, he will naturally achieve a 

thorough understanding all of a sudden. ,,92 

Earlier in his life, Yang-ming had attempted to follow 

this advice to the letter, and had found it wanting. In

stea,] of bringing him closer to the goal of sagehood, the 

exhaustive investigation of "Ii" discouraged him and even 

affected his health. Moral prinCiples, after an. are 

inexhaustible, just as life itself is unfathomable. If 

their knowledge was necessary for virtue, then very few 

men would be competent to the task of pursuing virtue. 

This, however, would not be in accodance with the writings 

of the sages, espeCially of Hencius. It is characteristic 

of Yang-ming's mentality, and of the nat.ure of the Chinese 

language, that he whould have sought to solve this problem. 

not by denying the value of knowledge, but by giving it a 

new meaning. By proposing the doctrine of thG unity or 

identity between k.nowledge and action, he. pV.'C8<" emph'l.s:is 
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(..1'1 a very special kind of experience: that of practising 
v!.:rtue. One can become a sage only by acting in a sagely 
way, and this action, itself, is knowledge. 93 

That this insight should have come to him during his 
exile was no coincidence. Mencius had said that every man 

~ ~ 
can be a yao;(, or a Shun 'J4" ,94 but Chu Hsi had specified 
that the road to becoming Yao and Shun lies in moral 
aecetism and the intellectual pursuit of moral knowledge. 
Yang-ming, however, found himself in the midst of people 
who had never heard of Yao and Shun. Have they, and their 
ancestors, been banned from reaching sagehoooi? Should 
they be instructed in the intricacies of investigation of 
principles~ The Confucian had always been aware of his 
civilising mission towards the barbarians. Yang-ming could 
not help asking himself how a sage would act in these 

circumstances. 

The unity of knowledge and action was, in a sense, the 
only rationalisation one could make in order to justify 
Mencius' teachings. He began to teach it, first to the 
few humble Chinese living there and then to the even 
humbler and less civilised Miaos. The response was 
gratifying: 

When I spoke to [the Chinese] of the theory of 

knowledge and action, they were a'Ll very much 

pleased to hear it. After a while eV8n the 
barbarians became interested and reacted in the 

same way. But when I came out of my exile and 
spoke of it to scholars and officials, they raised 
diverse opinions, often refusing to accept what I 
said. And why is it so,! Because they [have been 

biased] by having heard other opinions. 95 

The unity of knowledge and action provides a necessary 

foundation for the proposition that sagehood is attainable 
by all. but gives no instruction regarding what is virtuous 
action. If this need not be learned from books, then there 
must be another way of learning. Life, of course, is the 
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best teacher, but it is also an ambiguous one. The human 
subject, especially, cannot always remain intent, waiting 

to hear the instructions that life might unfold to him. A 

certain "formal" learning is necessary, >-,hich is not the 

perusal of Classics. Yang-ming suggested the method which 

he himself had found fruitful: that of "quiet sitting", 

During this exercise, one seeks not thought nor understanc

ing, but the recovery of one's original nature--the nature 

that is perfectly good. In the light of its discovery, the 

principles of sagehood and virtue would naturally reveal 

themselves. 

The great Sung philosophers--Chou Tun-yi, Chang Tsai, 

the two Ch'engs, Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan--as well as Yang

ming himself, all had a general knowledge of the principles 

of "meditation," common to Taoism and Buddhism. 96 These 

include the "remote" preparation for this exercise, which 

is a morally upright life, and a more "immediate" prepara

tion, the control and regulation of one's 8motlons. An 

erect, sitting posture, whether on the chair, or, for the 

Buddhist, on the rush-mat, and in a lotus position, is 

always recommended. Attention is also given, both by the 

Taoists and Buddhists, to the control and regulation of 

breathing during the exercise of meditation. Chu Hsi him

self had written a famous instruction on breath control, 

for >-lhich he recommends "watching the white on the nose, II 

a Taoist practice. Control should also be exercised over 

one's sensations, with a view of keeping external stimuli 

away from the senses. The mind should be concentrated upon 

itself, to the exclusion of all distracting thought, and 

for the sake of attaining unity and harmony between 

consciousness and the object of consciousness, which is 

one's innermost self. 97 

Yang-ming practised such meditation himself, and also 

recommenced its exercise to his disciples. Soon after his 

exile, in 1509, while on his way to Lu-lin in Kiangsi, he 

had met several of them in Ch I en-chou IR}rj and had sat 

wit'l1 them in meditation in a templ.e. Afterwards, he wrote 

to explain to them the purpose of such an exercise! 
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What I have said earlier in the temple about sitting 

in meditation was not 
Ch'an impassivity.98 

meant for the sake of attaining 

Rather, since people like us 

are usually distracted by our many occupations, and 

do not know hovl to recollect ourselves, I wish to 

recommend such a remE'C::Y to our lack of study by the 
recollection of the mind. 99 

But Yang-ming found that meditation can also be a 

temptation, that one may bE, inclined to meditate, for the 

sake of resting in the tranquillity which gives, rather 

than for the purpose of recovering one's innate principle 

of moral activity. If knowledge is action, meditation 

surely should not be an end in itself. Besides, for the 

"initiated," meditation becomes much less necessary. If 

one is habitually conscious of the demands of liang-chih 

~ 1'\'k (knowledge of the good). one needs to do nothing 

more than living up to them in depth and fullness. 

This "extension of liang-chih" represents the culmina

tion of Yang-ruing's teaching. According to Ch'ien Te-hung, 

he began developing this theory around 1521, after his 

experience of the great trials which followed the victory 

he had won over the rebel, Prince Ch'en-hao. It was to be 

his guiding principle for the rest of his life. It was 

also the guiding principle he gave to his disciples. 

Extension of knowledge is not what later scholars 

understand as enriching and widening knowledge. 

It means simply extending my knowledge of the good 

to the utmost. 'This knowledgG of th8 good is what 

l'lencius meant when he said: "The [mora 1] S8nse of 

right and wrong is common to a 11 men." 'This sense 

of right and wrong requires no deliberation to know, 

and does not depend on learning to function. This 

is why it is called liang-chih. 100 

The development of this doctrine, however, did not 

entail a repudiation of his earlier teaching regarding the 
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unity of knowledge and action, or of the important role of 

quiet sitting, in one's understanding of seLf and perception 

of this knowledge of the gooo. It was rather the result of 

a fusion of these two, and of their simplification in prac

tice. Since extension implies action, the extension of 

liang-chih nE,cessari Ly presupposes the recognition that true 

moral knowledge Ues only in action. Noreover, it includes 

also the meaning of acting always as one would in meditation 
without losing sight of one's virtuous nature, or rather, of 

permeating one's life and action. with the spirit of quiet 

cont"mplation, For this reason, Yang-ming admit.ted that, 

in principlG, ever since his exile of Lung-ch'ang, he had 
not taught anything but this "knowh,dge of th8 good." 10 1 

Since the time of Confucius, and even more since the 

time of Chu Hsi, the "School of Sages" had become identifi8d 

with Confucian "scholasticism", Yang-ming desired to Lead 

his students back to the sources--beyond Chu Hsi, beyond 

Confucius and the Classics, beyond even the first sages, 

who had attained sagehood without first studying the classics. 

He desired to lead them back to the dtwp9st faculty within 

themselvGS, to the principle of their originaLly good human 
nature, to liana-chih. And, aftGr having donG so, he knew 

that they would be abL", to 1iv"" as did Confucius, Yao and 

Shun, by practising th", simplest human virtues, which make 

a man human, which mako him also, a son, a brother, and a 
member of the human society in association with oth0r men. 

This is th(" meaning of the "ext,3nsion of Liang~chih." 

BtNOna "Ardour II 

The "P'ive Fans" aescribe Yang-ming's mad ardour, which 

led him, during his early life. from one interest to another, 

withoUt resolving the problem of his fundamental restless 

search for absolute values. The "Three Changes", on the 

other hand, present to us the gradual evolution of the 

substance and method of his teaching, after his definitive 

return to the Way of Confucianism. Be remainea, even then, 

madly ardent, but his ardour was now tempered with peace and 

serenity. He had become totally independent of the vicissi

tUdes of life and the judgement of others. 
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His development of a nE)W philosophy, interpreting the 

investigation of things as the rectification of the mind or 

heart, brought him criticisms. including the charge of 

preaching heresy. In 1523, students sitting for civil 

examinations in Peking were questioned about the "philosophy 

of the mincl"--in an attempt by the authorities to discredit 

Yang-mingls teachings. l\mong the candidates, one disciple 

of Yang-ming, angered by the move, walked out of the 

examina tion ha 11. Others, too, were very much provck.ed. 

Yang-ming's reaction, however, was very different. 

learning of the sages will, from now on, be well known," he 

said, "because, ••• if my teachings are held [everywhere] to 

be false, there must be people in the world who will do 
their best to find out the truth. ,,102 

He vlent on to explain that, before, during his sojourn 

in Nanking (1515-1516), he had yet something of the 

"Pharisaic" in him. But by t.his time he only believed in 

liang-chih: 

Where truths and falsehood are concerned, I no 

longer need to hide or be on the defensive. This 

is how I can be "ardent." Even if the whole world 

says that my actions do not measure up to my words, 

I would still act according to liang_chih~03 

When questioned further concerning the distinction 

between the "Pharisaic" and the "ardent," Yang-ming 

explained! 

The "Pharisaic" seeks approval of the gentleman 

(chun-tzu ~ ~ ) by being faithful and incorrupt. 

He also seeks not to offend the mediocre men (hsiao-

'\' f.-... ), by doing what they do .. " " His mind 

is therefore corrupt, and he cannot enter the way 

of Yao and Shun. The "ardent" aims at emulating 

the ancients. No turmoil or worldliness is suffi

cient to <'l isturb his mind. He is liJ<e a phoenix 

flying above at a height of 10,000 feet. With one 

more motion, he can become a sage. 104 
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We should not be surprised, therefore, to find Yang-ming 

praising that man of strange ambitions, Tseng Tien, without 

reservation, Using the words of the Doctrine of the Mean, 

he remarked that Tseng was a man who "can find no situation 

in which he is not at ease with himself." 

If he is in the midst of barbarous tribes, he does 

what is appropriate to being in the midst of 

barbarous tribes. If he is in danger and difficulty, 

he does what is appropriate to this situation of 

danger and difficulty.10S 

Besides, he added: 
\~\l.\ 

described as ~ ;;f\" ' 
~. ,,106 Neither, of 

"The other three disciples may be 

'rseng Tien liI'howed that he was no 

course, was Yang-mingo 

A man who admired Yang-ming's accomplishments as a 

writer, statesman, soldier and man of virtue, but dis

approved of his phi losophy, once remarke<": "l'1en of old 

became famous. sometimes for thE,ir literary writings, some

times for their political achievements, sometimes for 

their high virtue, and sometimes for their military 

victories. But you possess all these titles to fame. If 

you wouie only abandon your work of teaching, you would 

be a perfect man." With a smile, Yang-ming replied: "I 

would prefer to give up the other four titles to tame, and 

only teach [philosophy]. I believe that this would not 

make me less perfect. 11107 

In the autumn of lS24, during Yang-ming's period of 

retirement from 

his students on 

public office, he prepared a banquet for 

the night of the Mid-Autumn Festi va 1. The 

tables were set outdoors, at the 

the T'ien-ch'uan ~W-'- Bridge. 

~~ Pi-hsia::lS jt~ Pond near 

Over 100 persons were 

present. Wine was served, after which the guests enjoyed 

themselves by singing, pitching arrows, beating drums, or 

boating, Pleased and a little gay himself, Yang-ming 

composed a poem to honour the occasion. Its first verse 

concludes with these linesl 
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Old as I am, I sing wild (k'uang) songs tonight, 

To be transformed into heavenly music, filling up 
the Great Purity. lOS 

The second verse goes on to say! 

Everywhere brightly shines the mid-autumn moon, 

Where else can you find another assembly of such 

ra lents~1 

Alas, that lCi'l.rning should already have been 

interrupted for 1000 years! 

Waste not your one life, men born to gret\tness! 

Whether our influence will outreach Chu Hsi's is 

a matter of doubt, 

Yet in no wise shall we imitate Cheng Hsuan'sl09 

quest for details and fragments. 

Setting aside the lute while the notes are still 

vibrating in the spring breeze, 

Tseng Tien, the ardent and eccentric (k'uang), 

understands my mind best. 110 

However, the, next day, when his disCiples came to thank 

him for the feast, he said some very remarkable words, 

which show that while he approveo of "mad ardour", he aimed 

at something even higher. Referring to the passage of 

~Encius in which the philosopher explained to one of his 

di3ciples why Confucius, during his sojourn in the state of 

Ch'en. expressed his desire to return to his "ardent" 

(k'uang) students of Lu,lll Yang-ming offered his own 

reflections. He said that while scholars of the world, 

shackled by considerations of wealth, honour and profit, 

might be able to liberate themselves from these vanities 

when they heard the teaching of Confucius. yet they still 

ran the risk of giving only notional assent to the sage's 

words without really putting them into practice! 

And so they might gradually suffer from the defect 

of despising worldly affairs, and of paying scant 

attention to questions of social morality. Although 

they might be different from t.he comrnonplace and 



75. 

mediocre people of the world, they also have not 

attained the Way, That was why Confucius wanted 

to return [to LuJ from Ch'en in order to instruct 

them, and lead them on to the Way, When you, my 
friends. discuss learning, you should also fear not 

having understood this message. Now that you have 

seen it, must make assiduous efforts to reach the 

Way. Do not. be s·~tisfied with some small insight, 

and stop at being "ardent" (k'uallq) .112 

If Yang-ming va 1 uea the qua li ty of "ardour". it was 

for the sake of a higher goal. Be was to reach beyond 

ardour, on to sage hood. 

And this was also the verdict of his favourite disciple, 

HSll Ai, who was to die eleven years before the Naster, In 

his introduction tc the first part of Ch'uan-hsi lu, BSll 

had this to say about the person of Yang-ming: 

The master is naturally intelligent and percept.ive. 

But he is also serene, joyful, straightforward and 

easy-going. He pays no attention to his appearance. 

People who knew how impatient of restraints and 

conventions he had been as a young man, and how he 

was once absorbed with the writing of artful prose 

and poetry, and with the teachings of Buddhism and 

Taoism. regarded his new theories as novel doctrines, 

unworthy of careful study. They did not reaU.se 

that his three years of exile among barbarians, and 

his efforts to keep [his mind] at peace while in the 

midst of difficulties, had brought him a degree of 

discernment and of single-mindedness that indi.cates 
his penetration into the state of sagehood, and his 

attainment of supreme harmony and truth. 113 
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14 See above, n.13. 

;~ See YanCJt,; Yi,rCh' ipg, "Hai- jih hsien-sheng mu-chih ming, " 
/0» 1" "Iv 't ~ ;; 1£ fif)b [Bpi taph on Wang HuaJ, in WWKf 
37. 1042b. For the Ming educational and examination 
system, see Tilemann Grimm, Erziehung une Politik im 
l<onfuzianischen China eer Ming-Zeit: 1368-1644, (Hamburg: 
1960) • 

16 Ch'ien, "Nien-p'u", oP.cit., ~ 32:904b. During 
Yang-ming's time, the Ming dynasty had seen its best days, 
and was declining gradually. The despctic nature of the 
im.perial government m.aa(') political dissent (~ifficult, 
while a series of Oirat and Tartar raids on the northern 
frontiers harassed the dynasty. See MS 327: 837-840; 
328: 841-842; Tilemann Grimm, "War dis China der Ming
Zeit totalihiri?" Nachrichten der Gese' lschaft fur Natur 
uno Volkerkunde LXXIX, LXXX 1956), 30-36. 

17 'I';vJKC 32: 904b-905a. 
18 Ibid. 

19 For Lou Liangls life and teaching, see MJHA, 2 I 8a-9a. 

20 eh'ien, "Nien-p' u ", ~ 32:905b. 

21 Ibid, See also "Ch'uan-hsi lUll, WWKC 3,153a. Adapted 
frorn-wIng-tsit Chan, Instructions, p.249. 

22 Ch'ien, "Nien-p'u", WWKC 32: 905b-906b. 

23 IbiD •• 32: 907a-b. See also YE 195:463; yU Hsien, 
HuanqMtnq chin-shih teng-k'o k'ao[Record of the Success
ful Candidates of the chin-shih degree in the Ming Dynasty]. 
(Preface 1548), in Ch'ii wan-li's Ming-tai shih-chi hui-k'an 
[A Collected Depository of the Historical Records of the 
MJ,tlg Dynasty]. (Taipei reprint, 1969) 9:37b. 



78. 

24 See Mao Ch' i-ling, Wan Wen-ch'en chuan- en [Draft 
Biography of Wang :{ang-ming • in Hsi-ho ho-chi Co lleeted 
Writings of Mao Ch' i-ling], (Preface dated 1685 • v.I. 
pp. Ib-2a. Fong Meng-lung's novel suggji'sts that the "Cave" 
was situated south of the Ssu-ming '0J?J;j Mountain from 
which the name Yang-ming derived. See pt. 1, 12a. 

25 Ch'ien, tlNien-p'u", op.eit" ~ 321 907b, 

26 Tu Wei-ming gives much importance to this change of 
min;'. See The Quest for Self-realisation! A Study of 
Wan Van -min IS Formative Years 1472-1509, (Unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University, 1968 , microfilm copy. 
PlOSS. 

27 For [.ling eunuch povler. see Chao Yi _, Erh-shih-erh shih 
w.::Sh± [Study No!=-es on the Twenty-two Histories]. SPPY 
ed •• 36, and [Yeh] Ting-yi, Hin -tai te t'e-wu chen -chih 
r The Secret Po Uce Po li tics of the hing Dynasty Peking' 
1950) 8-9; 15-34; Robert B. Crawford, "Eunuch Power in 
the Hing Dynasty." T'ounq-Pao XLIX,(1962)i 115-148. 

28 For Ya.ng-mingls memorial, see ~ 91 276-7. 

29 The traditio~a l~ccounts speak of Yang-ming going south 
to Ch I iEln-t I ang ~\: 11~ Ri ver where he pretenc1e<'1 to have 
committed suicide. Be then too]< a boat which was blown by 
typhoon to }~ukien. After a stay in a Taoist. monastery in 
the Wu-yi ft\ lz 11ountain, he went to Kuang-hsin ) crossed 
the plo-yang ~l' t~ Lake to visit his father in Nanking, 
went south agaIn to sail up th8 Ch'ien-t'ang River to 
Nanchang, and from there he travelled by boat along the 
Yuan 3£., and HSiang:lfEl Riversto reach his final destination. 
See "Nien-p'u", ~ 22:908bl "Rsing-chuang," WWKC 37.1057, 
Wing-tsit Chan has questioned these accounts [see Instruc
tions, "Introduction", xxiv]. possibly, Yang-mingls poems, 
singing of adventures of crossing the soa and the mountains, 
had orovided cues for those who accept the "devious route" 
[See"~ 19:576aJ. Chan ,To-shui, however, dismissed the 
historical value of these verses,claiming that they 
represented Yang-ming I s attempt to feign madness and avoid 
the suspicions of his enemies. See "Mu-chih ming", WWKC 37: 
1053b. 

30 uNien-p'u", ~it., WWKC 32: 909a-h. HS 195:463. See 
also Yamane Sachio, Hingdai 10e1<1 no tenkai [The Develop
ment of t.r.e corvee system in the Ming Dynasty] (Tokyo: 1966) 
p.73f. He alleges that Yang-ming probably learnt how to 
hand lE. rough mon d ur ing his exi le. 

31 

32 

33 

Ch'ien, "Nien-p'u". op.cit •• ~ 32.909b. 

1.:l2iS • 

l£!S .• 32: 911a-b. 



34 Ch'ien, "Nien-p'u", WWKC 32:917b. lV'S 195:463. 
Ch'iung was to show unwavering trust in,and support 
Yang-rdng, also after his cefeat of the rebel Prince 
hao. 

79. 

Wang 
of 
Ch'en-

jb J'--, 
35 .t:2 1951463. See also Fei Hung's ~ 7; (1468-1535)~ 
"Yanq-m:j,ng hsien-sh~mg p'ing Li-t' ou chi" ~ ~fl 7u ~I 
;-;}'j .~ ;;;~ [Account. of Yang-mingls Pacification of Li-t'ou] 
in ",'WKC 381 1109-1111, and "Nien-p'u", ~ 321 917b-925b. 
For Yang-mingls rr,ilitary exploits and political acbieve
ments, see also an article by Chang Yu-ch'uan, "Wang Shou
jen as a statesman", in Chinese Social and Political Science 
Review [abbrev. as CSPSR]. XXIII (1939-40), pp. 230-5. 
Yang-ming did not like war; he v./ept for having had to give 
orders to kill. See WWKC 32:924a. 

36 "Nien-p'u", ~ 331 933-943. l'!§. 1951-463. 

37 
"Nien-p'u", ~ 331944. M~ 16131 Nao Ch'i-ling. hing 

Wu-tsunq ",ai-chi, (Taipei reprint: 1964) j 11-29. lVlany 
officials hac suffered death or imprisonment for counselling 
the emperor not to go ~outh. See also Wolfgang seuber1ich, 
"Kaisertnl"ue oder Auflehnung'K Eine Episode aus der hing
Zeit", Deutsche Hor anlan'] iche Gese lschaft zeitschrift 
102,(1952 .304-313. 

38 "Nion-p'u", WWKC 331 945-952, passim, 

39 Han Hsin if~ (d.196BC) had helped to foun~.." the Han 
dynasty but was later ki lIed by the Empress Lu '0 

with connivance of Emperor Rao-tsu, See Shih-chi, ESWS 
series. K I ai-ming ed., 928 221-3. 

40 Shao Yung, the Sung philosopher, spent most of 
in virtual retirement, See ~ 427: 1098-9. 

his life 

41 Keeping the knife intact refeJs to s:ultivation of life. 
See Chuang-tzu "Yang-sheng chu" I1f 't ~ [Caring for 
life], SPP.Y ee •• 2: Ib-2a. Burto~ Watson's trans., op.cit., 
50-51. 

42 This poem is taken from WWKC 20:611b. 

i~22~g~ien, "Nien-p'u", ~ 33:954b. Shih-tsung-l:!tf, reign~d 
.' • ~ =1' 

44 "Nien-p'u", WWKC 34:962, MS 17: 31-32; Hsia Hsieh.iR. tt. 
(f1.1850), Ming TTi:i'ng-chien [Comprehensive M.irror of the 
M.ing Dynasty] (Pekingc 1959), 501 1851-6; 51: 1895-1932 
passim. Yang-ming s(~emed to have expressed his opinions on 
this subject through certain poems he wrote at the time. 
See WWKC 20:627. See also article by Amada Takeo "Tairei 
no gi to OyOmei," [The great Ceremonial dispute and Wang 
Yang-ming]. in Chugoku Tetsugaku, I (February 1961), pp.I-9. 
See also Nakayama Hachiro, "Futatabi 'Rasei' ch6 tairei 
meneai no hotan ni tsuite," [Twice concerning 'The Origin 
of the C~remonial Affairs in the Chia-ching Era']. in Mindai 
~ron~[Studies on the Ming Period] ed., by the Shimizu 
HaRa"e Tsuito Kinen Mil1daishi Ronso Hensaniinkai [Edi toria 1 
Committe£, of the Studies on the Ming Period, in honour of the 
memory of Dr, Shimizu] (Tokyo I 1962). pp. 61-78. 



45 See Huang Wan's "Hsing-chuang" [Biography of wang 
Yang-ming]. WWKC 37, l071a-b Yang's jealousy is also 
hinted at in "Nien-p'u, ~ 33: 943a during the time 
following wang's victory over Ch'en-hao. 

80. 

46 Huang Wan, "Hsing-chuang" , °E·cit., ~ 37. 107lb. 

47 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

"Nien-p' u", WWKC 

uNien-p·u u, ~ 

.!lll9. •• WWK C 3 7 I 

Ibid,. ~ 34: 

34: 973b-981a 

34: 976h. 

976-981a. 

990a-991b. 

!'IJS 

Huang Wan, "Rsing-chuang, 11 ~ 37, 

See MS 195: 464. 

"Nien-p'u", ~ 35, 1017a. 

Ibid. , 

"Bsing-chuang", WWKC 37, 1074b. 

195: 464. 

1074a-b. 

56 Chan Jo-shui. "Mu-chih ming", oP.:~t., WWKC 37: 
1052b-l053a. ,,.,See also Wang Chi's :E "" . [wang Lung-
hsi + ~l ~-~ 1,498-1583] "K'o ,Yang-ming hsien-
sheng nien-p'li hsiill.].'J~t>'A '£ 't t-tt It [preface to 
Nien-p'ul WWKC 36: 1021b'::i022a, As f6r_~Chan Jo-shui. 
the disclple of Chien Bsien-chang 1't/l,f Jf [Ch'en Po-
sha F't <:9;5 1428-1500], see ~ 37: 2a-b. 

57 
~ 34: 958b. 

58 Ch'ien, "Nien-p' u", ~ 32: 904a. 

59 .!lll9. • 

60 Ibid., 32: 904b,. Tne rei'll visH: to. the tomple 1s 
descrIbed in ~ 34' 988b. 

61 ll:.!2., 32. 906a-907b. !'lao Ch' i-ling, Wang 'Wen'-
ch'eng Chuan-~en. 1, p. 6. yi,j Ch·ung-yao. Yang-minq hsien
sheng chuan-t uan [Collated Biography of Wang Yang-ming] 
{Shanghai: 1923}, p. 5. For the life of Hsii Chang, see 
~ 10: 4b. 

62 Ch'ien "Nien-p'u" WWKC 32: '- 943b. 

63 Huang Wan, "Bsing-chuang". WWKC 37: 1057a. See also 
Sung P'ai-wei, t;;ing wen-hsiieh shI'h[History of Ming Litera
ture] (Shanghai, 1934), pp. 89-106. 

64 "Nien-p' u ", WWF'.C 32 I 907a. 



65 See Yang-ming's letter to a friend who asked him 
about how t.O attain physical immortality. WWKC 21: 
638a-b. 

66 Ch'ien, Nien-p'u", op.cit., ~<;; 32: 904a. 

67 SeG Pao-p' u Tzu, ['i'he Phi losopher W:ho embraced 
Simplicity]. SPPY ed. "Nei-p'ien". rtJ<;r [Inner 
Chapters]. 18: lao ' 'i 

81. 

68 Liu Ts'un-yan, "Taoist Self-cultivation in ?>',ing 
Thought ", in Wm. Theodore de Bary. ed., Self and SOCiety 
in Ming Thought Pp. 293-296. See also T'ai-hsi ching-su, 
e commentary on Embryo ,Breath Canon] by Wang Well-lu, in 
Po-tzu Ch' uan-shu [Complet.3 Works of a Hundred Phi loso
phers] (Shanghai: 1927), part I, 1a-3a. 

69 Liu Ts'un-'fan, "Taoist Self-cultivat,ion". op. cit •• p. 301. 
See Yin-fu 1~;1 Canon in Po-tzu ch'uan-shu, op.cit., 
pt. I, la-3a. ' 

70 The Ts'an-t'ung ch'i It 1;;]1£ is attributed to 
Wei po-yang IIf'v\(;i \1" (ft. 147-167). In one of his letters. 
Yang-ming accused Cnu Hsi of having wasted his time ,qrit.
ing these books. See ~ 21: 640. According to Chi 
Yun et al., comp., SKTY 28: 37-8 and 28: 55, Chu's studies 
resenb).e commentaries, but are cal lee textual studies 
because the boOKS concerned were not Confucian classics, 
but Taoist texts. 
71 WWKC 20: 609, See article by Suzuki Tadashi, 
"Mindai sanjin ko," in Mindaishi ronse, S'P. cit; .• , pp. 357-
388, Yang-ming is not among them, but certainly shared 
their love of solitude. However, it must be pointed out 
that the term "Shan-jen" was frequently used by both 
scholars and psoudo-scholars in the Ming fJynasty in "li
terary names" which they gave themselves. See SKTY 36: 
45. 

WWKC 20: 609a. 

73 Kusumoto Fumio, Cyomei no zen no shiso no kenkyu, rA Study of Zen Buddhist Elements in Yang-mingls Thought], 
lNagoya: 1958), pp. 65-82, passim. In his article "Bow 
Buddhist is WangYang-ming~II PEW XII (1962). 203-216. Prof. 
Wing-tsit Chang argues that Buddhist influence on Yang
ming was less than what is usually believed. It is my jud
gement, to be further developed in Ch. VII and Ch. VIII 
that Yang-ming's openness of mind made irrelevant the 
"orthodox-heretic" c'ebate with its concern for discerning 
in his thought Buddhist or Taoist influences. 

74 See his poem '''l'seng 
po] ~ 191 570b. He 
with regard to Taoism. 

ill 
Yang-po" , I"::V i (J 
mentions thirty years 

75 ~ 31B, 876a - 9G2a. 

[TO Yang
explicitly 



82. 

76 See below, r..83. 

77 
F~. Yi-sh~. 3i2a. 

78 
Ch'ien. "Nien-p'u". ~ 32:905a. 

79 
See Nelson I. Wu. "Tung Ch'i-ch'ang, 1555-16361 Apathy 

in Government anc;.Fervour in Art, n in A.F', wright and D. 
Twitchett, ed •• Confucian Persqnatities, 277, 

80 
"Nien-p'u", ~ 32: 905a-b. 

81 See T'ang Yung-t'ung. Wei-Chin hsaan-hsUeh tun-kao 
[A. Preliminary Discussion of the Metaphysicat '('ear,1ing of 
the Wei-Chin period], (Peking: 1957). 72-83. See also an 
oioer.: book by Jung Chao-tsu. Wei-Chin te tzu-jan chU-'Li 
['1·,',8 Naturalism of the Wei-Chin Dynastiesj. (peking: i934). 
24-25. 

82 

83 .!!2!9 •• 32:907b. 

84 See Chan Jo-shui, "Mu-chih ming", op.cit •• w-wKc 371 
1053. which gives t:he year as 1506. In his articLe on 
"Tan Kan-sen tQ. 0 Yomei," rChan Jo-shui and wang Yang-m;ng] 
Tetsuqaku nenpo ~JII (t96n),p,301,n,2. Araki Kengo men
tioned this discrepancy and also gives the same date as 
""'1e "Nien_plull~ as being probably the more accurate, 

85 

86 

87 

ECCS, Yi-shu, 2A:3a. --
See Chan Jo-shui: "Mu-chih ming",wi'lKC 3711053a. 

These two rivers f1c~ tr~ough s;antung, the region 
which be tonged to the former state of LU, where C">nfucius 
was born. Hence the t'N'O rivers represent the cul~;ure of 
Lu and the teaching of ConfucJ.us. 

88 These two rivers flow through Honan. and represent 
the teachings of the two Ch I eng brothers. who were na U. ves 
of Loyang ;r;!f7 , Ch' eng Yi 'I.i ved near the River Yi 1f 
and cal ted himself by the name Yi-ch'uan. 

89 This poem can be found in ~~C 19: 572b. 
• ,'f 

90 Ch' j.en Te-hung, "!('o wen-J.u hs~-shuo" 7xd 1 #;. 't,l V~J 
[some Words on the Printing of Yang-ming's C0ltected Writ·~ 
.ings l.'ill:lli£, Pre.fl',ces, p. '1.3. See also Yamashita Ryuji, 
'0 Yomei no shiso no hensen. "_[The Evotuti,;:m of "lang Yang

ming I s Thought] t in!i!P-Eop Chugoku qakkaiho X. (t 958) , 119-
133. 

9t 
!:1JH1\ to 13b-4a. 



93 "Nien-p'u", ~ 321 909a-901b "Ch'uan-hsi lU", 
~ 1: 58a-b. See Chan, Instructions, 11. 

94 Mencius 4BI 32. Legge, Classics. v.2. p. 340. 

95 Chi ien Te-hung, "Ko wen-lu hs\'\-shuo, " op. cit., 
WWKC, Prefaces, p. 13a-b. 

96 See above, Ch. I. 

83. 

97 Sse Okada Takehiko, Zazen to seiza [Ch'an meditation 
an·" quiet sitting], (Nagasaki, 1965), pp. 19-20. 

;.. 
98 The Chinese word ting ;1::- can a 1so refer to the San
skrit sama.<'lhi. 

99 170. 

100 See Yang-ming's "Ta-hsueh wen" f:.'~ 1~4 ,[Inquiry 
into t,he Great Learninq] .. JWKC 26: 739a. Wing-tsit Chan, 
Instructions, p. 278. Yang-ming is making reference here 
to Mencius 'AilS. 

101 Ch'ien, "Klo wen-Iu hs ii-shuo. " WWKC Prefaces, 13b. --' 
102 Chi ien, uNien-p' u II I WWKC 34: 958. 

103 Ch'ien, flNien-plu tl , WWKC 34: <)58b. 

104 1£i£., 34: 958b-959a. 

105 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 14. See Legge, Classics, 
v.1, 395. 

106 "Ch'uan-hsi lull, part 1, ~ 1: 66b. Scm wing
tsit Chan, Instructions, p. 31. See also WWKC 3: 140a 
and Chan. p. 215. 'rhe referrance is to Analects 2: 12, 
where Confucius said that a gentleman is not a "utensil". 
See Legge, Classics. v.l, p. 150. 

107 Tsou Shou-yi ~f Jf ~ [Tsou Ch' ien-c;:hih ~F ~L 
1591-:~5621"yang-ming hsien-sheng wen-lu hsu", r-t ''''A tv '! 

--t ~t Ft [preface to the Collected Writings of Yang
ming]. ~<;; Preface, p.8h. 

108 "Great Purity" (T'ai-ch'ing t 5~ 
sky. See ~NKC 20: 627b for the poe&. 

) refers to the 

109 Cheng Hsuan wrote commentaries on all the classics. 
See HOll-Ban-shu [History of the Latter Han Dynasty] ESWS 
series,Klai-ming ed., 65: 132-3. 

110 ~ 20: 627b. 

111 Ana!ects :'; 21. 'Legge, Classics, v.l, 181. 

112 Ch'ien, "Nien-p'u", ~ 34: 961a-h. 

113 "Ch'uan-hsi lu", pt. 1. op,cit., WWKC 1: 55b. trans
lated by Wing-tsit Chan, Instructions, 4. 



Chapter III 

THE STARTING POINT I ~ 

When a person devotes himself to study (hsueh), he 
must have a "starting-point" [tlou-nao , 
literally, "head"]. Only then can his effort become 
fruitful ••••• He will [have a definite direction] 
as a boat can have when [provided with] a rudder. 1 

An examination of Yang-mingls life prior to 1508, the 
year of his enlightenment, has yielded a recurrent pattern 
of two apparently contrary pulls--an attraction toward 
tranquillity and contemplation, as well as an interest in 
scholarship and political action. At first sight, the 
enlightenment of 1508 might appear to be the maturation of 

his fondness for contemplation, a fondness which he had 
carefully and systematically cultivated. He admitted to 
having erred in his practice of the investigation of things 
external to himself. And since in Chinese, the word 

"things" (~'IV ) contains the meaning of "affairs" (~ 
5f >, it may be argue<', that he finally realised the folly 

he committed in having engaged himself in the active life 
of a scholar-official, a life which brought him to the 

loneliness of exile, In which place, however, he discovered 
the value of solitude ana the self-sufficiency of his own 
nature. 

However plausible this explanation at first appears, a 
glance at his subsequent life and activities is sufficient 
to dispose of it. Yang-ming was to show himself far more 
active after 1508 than before that year. He would never 
lose his fondness for silence and contemplation, but he 

was to give less and less importance to the practice of 

meditation. Finally. he would seem to have succeeded in 
uniting the two contrary attractions of tranquillity and 
activity. by his elaboration of the famous doctrine of the 
"extension of liang-chih", according to which every interior 

and exterior act of the human person can contribute to the 
development of his hsin or character. 

84. 



85, 

To understand the real meaning of Yang-ming's 
"discovery"--the meaning held by yang-ming himself--we 
must, therefore, constantly keep in mind the pragmatic 
character of the need which it answerecl, The two contrary 
"pulls" of involvement in the world and withCrawal from 
it not only reveal to us the tensions inherent in his 
exuberant temperament. They also express his restless 
search for the "right method" that would direct him to the 
ultimate goal of human life: sagehood. It would have 
been meaningless for Yang-ming to recognise the theoretical 
possibility of every man attaining sagehood, unless he 
could also find the correct method for its attainment, The 
agreement of Mencius and Hsun-tzu on the "universal 
possibility of sagehood" did not solve the problem for the 
later generations who purported to see passages in the 
Classics susceptible of a differing interpretation of this 
issue. and who were especially disconcerted by the scarcity 
of sages, especially since the time of the end of Chou, It 

was, in fact, almost contradictory that philosophers like 

Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi should accept so earnestly Mencius' 
notion of this "universal possibility", while considering 

him as the "last sage". Probably, they regarded that the 
loss of the orthodox Confucian teaching since the death of 

Mencius. which involved the loss of understanding of 
"universal possibility of sagehood", had 1&0 to this vli)ry 
scarcity. Certainly, the long prevalent belief that sages 

were born, not "made", was little encouragement to the 
pursuit of sagehood. Even if the triumph of Sung Neo
Confucianism of the philosophy of Chi eng Yi and Chu Hsi, 
spelled the triumph of the "idea" of the "universal 
possibility of sagehood", sages did not thereby become more 

abundant. Somehow, the ideal of sagehood still remained 

the reserved goal of a few selected scholars, who always 
risked the danger of being considered "mad" (k'uang) for 
daring to have such an ambition. It was against this 
situation that Yang-ming revolted, and, in revolting, would 

present his own discoveries--that every man not only ~ 
be a sage, but possesses within himself all the means 
necessary to become one, and that sagehood is not a remote, 
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impersonal ideal, but a concrete goal, well within the 

reach of everyone, a "state of mind", self-transcending, 

yet to be made immanent,to become internalised. 

The "enlightenment" of 1508, with its assertion of the 

entire adequacy of human nature itself as the agent and 
cause of sagehood,appeared, at first sight, as the parting 

of the ways for Wang Yang-ming and Chu Rsi. In reality, 

it representee the fruit of Yang-ming's labour in attempting 

to give consistency to Chu's teaching of the universal 

capaci ty for sagehood. Yang-ming had tried Chu' s method 

for acquiring wisdom--that of investigating things and 

extending knowledge--and had found it inadequate. He 

fina 1 ly discovered a new basis or principle which would 
lay the founc.ation for a (Jifferent method. His goal 

remaineo the sa.me as Chu's. The shift, howev,sr, is evident. 

Where knowledge of the Classics, and of all the moral 

principles enshrineo in them, as well as'in ext8rnal events 

and things, was the basis of Chu Rsi's thought and the 

criteria for his 

less importance. 

persona 1 insight, 

action, they are, for Yang-ming, of much 

His emphasis woul(~ be primari lyon 

the result of evidences c:rawn from life 

an,j books and experiences, but comp let,e ly interna lisee. 

Words. for example, are no longer important because they 

come from Classical texts. but only because they are 

meaningful to hsin. 

Nevertheless, Yang-ming refrained for the time being 

from criticising Chu Hsi. His first pre-occupation after 

the "enlightenment" was to seek for confirmation in the 

canonical texts which he knew by heart, as proofs of 

his convictions. He committed to writing the findings, 

entitling the collection, "My Personal Explanations of the 

Five Classics". It was, at the same time. an appeal to 

authority. an attempt to remain within the "orthodox" 

tradition, as well as a subtle declaration of independence, 

He selected what he remembered of the words of the Classics, 

interpreting these according to his needs, and presenting 

them as "internal evidence" for his own thought. Besides. 

he said that the Classics are only "instruments" to be used 
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in one's quest of the "Way". Once the "way" has been 
found, the instruments should be put aside, just as the 
fishing rod should be put away once the fish has been 
caught, anc' the dregs of rice should be aiscarded once the 
good wine has been extracted from them. 2 The mistake of 
the worldl.y scholar, however, was to look for fish in the 
rod its'Slf and consider the dregs to be wine. Yang-m:i.ng 
then ,.rent on to (;:escribe the writing of his "Personal 
Explana tions " I 

As r have not been able to bring books with me [to 
Lung-ch'ang] I have been sitting daily in the 
mountain cave, noting down what I remember by heart 
of the books which I studied in the past. r have 
given explanations on those points which have 
impressed me. After seven months I have virtually 

covered t.he ideas of the Five Classics. I call 
[thiS work] "Personal Explanations" because [the 
ideas I Offer] are not necessarily in accordance 

with those of the worthy [scholars] of the past. 3 

And so, quite early in his philosophical career, yang
ming adopted the attitude characteristic of that great 
rival of Chu Hsi's, Lu Chiu-yiian: "The Six Classics are 
all my footnotes".4 He maae a strong assertion of the 

validity of his personal insights, assigning to the texts 
of the Classics a secondary, supporting role. He alsO set 
aside quite completely those authoritative commentaries 

on the ClassiCS, written by Ch'eng Yi and Chu Rsi. The 
"enlightenment "WdS to mark a "beginning". Yang-ming had 
decided to make the "journey" to sagehood all alone, 
relying completely on his own internal, spiritual resources. S 

The Starting-point! "hsin" 

Yang-ming asserted the importance of having a correct 

"starting-point" before one's effort to attain sagehood 
can become fruitful. 6 According to him, this "starting

point" is, without doubt, .h!ll!! (mind-ana-heart.). He 



88. 

described it as a life-giving power, and as the source and 

principle of goodness in man. 

In his "Personal Explanations of the f'ive Classics", 

Yang-ming gave a rather arbitrary interpretation of the 

beginning line of the Spring-Autumn Annals: "[It was his] 
first year •••• the kings first month,,7, by extolling the 

powers of Heaven, Earth and Nan. He said that just as 

Heaven possesses the power of jen, by which it brings forth 

living beings, so too, man is endowed with hsin, the power 

and capacity which comes t.o him with life, and gives 
me1'\ning to life. What is [ca lle(' ] origin, is, for Heaven, 

the power of jen which brings forth living beings, and, 

for man,~. Rain is that which comes [to us] with life. 8 

Thus, he brings out that which, after long reflections 

upon the experience of his recent enlightenment, he 
considers to be the central idea of his philosophy: the 

living, hurnan hsin as that "beginning" from which philoso

phical thinking should start and to which it should 

frequently return. It is no wonder that his school of 

thought. as a develop~ent of those ideas already present 

in the philosophy of Lu Chiu-yuan, should be known to 

posterity as l1sin-hsueh. 

Already in these earliest extant writings which have 

come down to us from the time of his exile. Yang-ming has 

spoken of "making illustrious virtue manifest" (ming ming-

te 17A fl~~;t ) 9 in terms of making hs in, the mind or 

heart, manifest. For him, hSin, which is one with nature, 

is the source of all goocness as well as the principle of 

all conscious and moral activity, possessing within itself 

the power of conducting the human person to the highest 

goals of sagehoocl. This does not necessarily mean that it 

is completely free of any or all imperfections, but rather, 

that it possesses within itself the power of controlling 

these imperfections, and so, of perfecting itself. Comparing 

therefore~, the mind or heart, to the sun, which is 

naturally bright, and becomes obscure only when hidden from 

view by some obstacle, Yang-ming described the earth as 

that which, at the sun's setting, blocks from view what is 
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of itself total brightnessl This can happen for the 
individual too, when his mind is obscured by "selfishness". 

There is nothing of the virtue of hsin that is not 
originally bright. That is why we speak of 
"i llustrious virtue". If, at times, [lli!.i!:!] is not 
bright, it is merely obscured by selfishness. When 
selfishness is removed, there will be nothing that 
is not bright. Just 0.S the sun rises of its own 

accord [up the hori:wn] from under the earth, 
without relying on thH help of heaven [or the sky] 
(t'ien), so too the gentleman of his own accord 

makes illustrious virtue manifest, without 
requiring the help of another. IO 

And so, according to Yang-ming, lli!.i!:!. the mind-and-heart 
is that which refers to three things: the perfect ~ of 
pristine purity, the actual ~ obscured by selfishness. 
anc the restoreil, acquired ~ of the gentleman who attains 

wisdom and sagehood. Yet the whole process is self

determining: ~ is capable of improving and restoring 
itself. without requiring any outside help. 

Hein chi 11 

Yang-ming's determination that ~ should be the great 
"starting-point" of his philosophy proceeded naturally from 
the discovery he mace in lS08--that his ~ was itself 
adequate as an instrument in the pursuit of sagehooc, and 

that he had made a mistake in the past by seeking for this 
instrument outside the self. It also lc~ him to formulate 

the proposition: hsin chi 11 1125 iJ.r 11'f 
The Chinese word hsin refers to that centre in man's 

being which is the source of all his conscious and moral 
activity.ll As such, it extends beyond the meaning of the 

English word "mind". It can perhaps be translated better 
into the Latin word "mens", taken to mean the innermost 
point or the apex of the soul. or the French word "coeur", 

in the sense assigned to it by Blaise Pascal. It is, 
therefore, the meeting-point of the inte Hect and the wi 11. 
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~ 
For that reason, its activity, ~ ~ , translated sometimes 
as "thought". rofers also to all conscious activity, 
inC'luCling pre-ref'lective as well as volitional. acts, that 
is, "intention". The word li,12 on the ot.her hand, 
referrec, in the systerrl ot thought constructed by Ch'eng 
Yi and Chu Hsi, to the "essence" or "nature" of things as 
well as of man, that wh:l.ch constitutes their organising 
principle, but that which also, in the Chinese interpreta

tion, has a moral dimension, since human nature, and the 
world with which it is existentially one, is fundamentally 
moral. And, since the Chinese language lacks a definite 
verb to be. the proposition, hsin chi li-literally, ~ 
and li are one and the same -can be translated to mean that 
"the source of ,"Ill virtue, perfection and mora 1 principles 
lies in hsin, in man's mind-and-heart". Initially therefore, 

this proposition represents Yang-ming's attempt to interna
lise the mora'l quest, by claiming for the mind -and -heart, 
the possession of all moral prinCiples, and even by 

ifientifying ~ with virtue or the sum total of moral 

principles. 

In the year 1512, during a discussion with his favourite 
cisciple and brother-in-law, HsU Ai 1%;t (1487-1518), 
Yang-ming had to answer the objection of HSU, who thought, 
with Chu Hsi, that th .. "highest good" should be sought in 
external things anc affairs, because all these possess in 
themselves a definite li, Yang-mingls reply was to identify 

the "highest good" with the "original substance" (pen-t'i) 

of ~--that is, ~·in-itself--commending Chu Hsi for 
having explained the words "making illustrious virtue 

manifest" in terms of "realising perfect virtue (T'ien-li) 

to the fullest extent without the leas't bit of selfish 
human desire, 1113 He also added. 

Hsin chi li [The source of all Virtue, perfection 
ana moral principles lies in the mind-and-heart]. 
Is there any affair (shih) in the world which is 
outside [the realm of]~? Is there any virtue 
(lii,;! ) which is outside [the realm of] hSin!!14 
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Hsli gave as examples or moral principles which reside 

in affairs outside of the mind, those relating to the virtues 

of filial piety in serving one's friends, and benevolence 

in governing the people. In other words, he was thinking 

of the whole world of moral relationships, which form the 

recognised core of Confucian ethics. 

Wang Yang-ming replied t.hat the principles of ii lial 
piety or loyalty and the rest can hardly be looked for in 

the parents or the ruler, and so on. ThesEl principles are 

all in~. Repeating here that hsin chi Ii, he continued: 

When ~ is free from the hindrance of selfish 
desires. it is the embodiment of the perfect virtue 

(T'ien-li) •••• When this ~, which is the pure 

and perfect virtue, is applied to serving parents, 

there is filial piety. to serving the sovereign, 

there is loyalty, [and so on] ••••••• lS 

He sought thus to answer HsU's question by limiting the 
meaning of the word 1i purely to its ethical dimension, as 

that which constitutes moral and virtuous activity. 

"Perfect virtue" or "principle of Heaven", [T'ien-li] is, 
of course, that totality of goodness. present in the 

universe as well as in man, present, however, in its full

ness and purity only in the sage, the perfect roan, whose 

~ is free from all traces of selfishness. 

Yang-ming a Iso agreed with Hsu that practical matters 

relating to caring for the parents' comfort in winter and 

summer and the like ('eserve investigation. But he cid not 

think that the pursuit of virtue whould begin with such 

details. He suggested that the filial son develop within 

himself a deep love for his parents, a love which as the 

"root" of Virtue will make possible the growth of filial 

piety, blossoming into all the minute points of observance 

which constitute the "branches".16 And so, instead of 

seeking to acquire moral knowlecge of virtuous conduct 

through the study of details and techniques discovered by 

chance occasions. he envisages the pursuit of virtue as 
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being best. carried out by the development of the goooness 

inherent in ~. the seat of man's personality and the 
source of all moral activity. 

••• The Book of Rites says: itA filial son who loves 
sure to have a peaceful his parents deeply is 

C!isposition. 
surely have a 

Having a peaceful disposition, he will 
happy expression. And having a happy 

expression, he will surely have a pleasant 
countenance".17 There must be deep love as the root 

and then the rest will naturally follow. 18 

About the same time that the discussion with HSll Ai 
took place, or perhaps a year after, Yang-ming wrote a 
letter to another friend of his, in which he also spoke of 
the teachings of the Great Learning, in particular those 
regarding sincerity and the understanding of the good. He 
said I 

What one calls 11 (moral principle) in an object 
[or event], "righteousness" in adapting ourselves 
towards it, ana "good" in nature, is differently 
designated on account of the things to which they 
refer, but in reality are all manifestations of my 
~. There is no object, no event, no moral 
principle, no righteOUsness and no good that lies 

outside bsin ••••• To insist on seeking the supreme 
good in every event anrl object is to separate what is 

one into two things. 19 

And so, Yang-ming directs the seeker of the "highest 
gooo" to an inner quest of the fullest moral development of 
himself. 'rhis would not isolate the self from reality, nor 

remove it from the world of active involvement. Rather, 
it represents the fusion, through practice, of "inner" and 

"outer" concerns. The development of an ever-deepening 
mind-and-heart in the aspirant for sagehooo brings about a 
union between the agent and the objects of his intentions 

ana actions, thus transcending the dualism between the self 
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ana the non-self, between the ~ ano li. 

Yang-ming sought to justify his iaentification of hsin 
with li by pointing out that it is the intention of the 

minn rather than the act itself, or the object to which 
the act is cirected, which makes the act virtuous. He 

used as an example the Five Despots of the Spring-Autumn 
times. who gave the appearance of practising virtue by 

resisting barbarian invasions ane by honouring the dynastic 
house of Chou, but really acted out of selfish motivations. 20 

These people who make a distinction between hsin anc li. 

may express admiration for such historical figures, on 

account of their external achievements, and neglecting to 

consieer their unworthy motives. They may even imitate 

such conduct. (]oing eeees that I'lppear virtuous without 

ascertaining that these are in conformity with their 

intentions. "[These people] make two things of ~ and li, 

and drift unwittingly into the kine of hypocrisy that is 

characteristic of the way of despots. I speak of hsin and 

11 as being identical, so that people may know [this is so] 

•••• and devote their efforts t"o [cultivating] hsin insteae 
of accumulating isolated and external acts of righteous
ness. ,,21 

It is the inherent goodness of hsin, rather than 

external relationshi9S,which prompts us to the practice of 

virtue. In other wores, it. is the "moral" or "virtuous" 

nature of ~. which manifests the presence of a natural 

knowledge of the moral nature of human relationships, and 

of a natural ability to act in accordance with such 

knowledge, Thus, "On seeing the father. one naturally 

knows how to be filial; on seeing the eleer brother, one 

naturally knows how to be fraternally respectful; on seeing 

a child fall into the well, one naturally knows how to be 

compassionate". 22 The moving power of filial piety, 

fraternal respect ane compassion are not present in the 

father or the brother or the child but in one's own hsin. 

If the principle (li) of filial piety was 

li ••• no longer 

present 

[affect] in 

my 
the p~rent, would this 

heart (~) after the parent's death~ •••• The 
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substance of hsin is hsing :(nature:'. Bsing (nature) 
ana li (virtue) are one. And so, where there is a 

mind (~) of filial piety toward the parent, 'i::her8 

is the principle (li) of filial piety. Where there 
is no min,3 of filial piety, there will be no 
principle of filial piety.23 

Yang-rning appealer! to the authority of ~',encius as 

support for his proposition, hsin chi li. The sage. seldom 

mentione,~ the wore li, largely unknown to the early Chinese 

philosophers. 24 But t.he sage frequently discussec3 both 

hsing (nature) and ~ (heart-and-mind), often using the 

two words interchangeably. He had particularly stressed 
the innate human capacity for goodness and of the presence 

in it of the "four beginnings" of virtue. 25 Yang-rning 

declarer" that the dichotomy of ~ and. li ant'] the quest 

for moral principles (11) outside of ~ would imply the 

acct'ptance of Kao-tzu's proposition that righteousness was 
an exterior virtue,26 and so incicate a lack of the proper 

knowle']ge of righteousness itself. "[Neither] humiOlnity ••• 

[nor] righteousness can be sought outside~. How then 
could 11 alone be sought outsioe? To seek li outsice hsin 

would divide knowledge and action into two things. To 

seek li in ~ is the teaching of the 'unity of knowledge 

and action' given by the school of the sages".27 

Obviously, the practical, moral implications of Yang

ming's proposition that li is present in ~ and somehow 

identica 1 to it represents a radical (leparture from the 

practical. moral teachings of Chu Hsi, who had always 

insistec! on the "investigation of things" outside of the 

sell'" as a help to the practice of virtue. Yang-ming never 

denied that human affairs and the events of life as well 

as persons and things with which we come into contact are 

a good "test" of. t.he reaJity of our knowledge of moral 

principles. 28 He only preferred to regard all affairs. 
events. persons and things in terms of their relationship 

with~. In 0ther words, the moral dimension of the 

whole lived world of human relationships and affairs 

connotes somehow the "inseparability" of ·these relationships 

and affairs with hsin, the source of morality.29 
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Universal Capacity for Sagehood 

Yang-ming made the goal of sagehood accessible to all, 
bringing a higher sense of consciousness and understanding 
of man's innate dignity and potential greatness, which is 
also the foundation of man's basic equality with man. He 

also did something else, He also discoveree the real 
meaning of sagehood, and of the word "sage":heis .,~otc) being 

with super-human powers as described by the Han apocryphal 
classics; or a person born great, with extraordinary 
intellectual and moral capacities, somehow identified with 

~ or original non-being, as presented by the Neo-Taoists! 
or a bodhisattva prepared by innumerable previous lives of 
high virtue and merit for the bliss of Nirvana, but who 
prefers to remain within the cycle of life anc death, of 
change and transmigration, in order to help and save others, 
to bring them also over to the other shore of eternal rest, 
Yang-ming described the sagE! very simply as a man whose 

.ill!!!:! is filled with pure T'ien-11 (perfect virtue) without 
admixture of "selfish desires". The sage is born like 
everyone else. He has no special knowledge other than the 
capacity for knowing the good which every man and woman 

has, He coes not necessarily know, by "innate endoWlllt:lnt" 
and without the need of study, all the information pertaining 

to the rites, music, systems and institutions. 30 Indeed, 
it is not even necessary that the sage should study all 
things, and be prepared in advance for every kind of 
situation. Even Confucius, Yang-ming pointed out, had to 
ask questions on rites and ceremonials when he went inside 

the grand temple. 31 Thus, in a sense, the sage is an 
"improvisor", he responds to the needs of the times, 
learning to co so as the needs arise, Neither is it 
necessary that the sage should be impeccable, Citing the 
famous formula of the doctrine of the sages which was 

suppos~5ly transmitted by Yao to Shun. Yang-ming saidl 

If Yao and Shun really considered themselves as 
faultless, they would not he sages. The advice 
they gave to each other was, "Man's hsin is prone 



96, 

to error; but the Tho-hsin is subtle, Keep always 
to the Mean; practise ciscernment and single

mindedness ", since they themselves regarcec that 
the man's mind is prone to error, it shows that 

their own minds were also prone to faults. Only 
because they were always wary, were they able to 
hold fast to the Hean and avoio transgressions,32 

To learn to be 11 sage, is therefore simply to preserve 

ann cultivate T'ien-li--that inborn power of goodness within 

us, or liang-chih (literally, knowledge of the good) as it 

will be called--and, by so dOing, eliminate selfish desires, 

Sagehoo'J is a quality which is somehow inborn, since every 

~an's nature or mind-and-heart is originally full of 
gooc1ness, To become a sage is simply to recover our original 

innocence, to take over complete possession of ourselves 

by re-capturing our pristine state of mind-ane,-heart, 

Yang-ming was fonn of comparing the mind-and-heart 
(M.!.!:!) of the sagE.; to a bright mirror,33 which is en()owed 

with the power of reflecting all things as they come, By 

itself, it does not engage in either "activity" or "tran

quillity", It merely responds to all events, without 

allowing anything to tarnish it, without retaining any of 

the images. Thus, "the €motlOl'l6 of the sage are in accord 
with all things and yet of himself he has no err:otilJns,1I34 

The work of striving after sagehoo4 resembJ.es therefore 

that of polishing the mirror, or rather, of the mirror 

polishing itself. For while "the mind-anc-·heart of the 

sage cannot tolerate the least particle of dust and has 

naturally no nee(~ of polishing, the mind-ano-heart of the 

average man,... resembles a spot tee an<:; dirty mirror, which 

needs thorough polishing, to have all its dust am: dirt 

removed, Then will the tiniest speck of dust become 

visible, ano only a light stroke will. wipe it away, with
out [anyone] having to speno much energy. ,,35 

Yang-ming placeo much emphasis on the need of "polishing 

the mirror". This image expressed for him the effort of 

removing seJ.fish desires and of developing. T'ien-li 

(perfect virtue) in the mind-anC'-heart (hsin). He deE'cribed 
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how he was able to convince his disciples of this need. 
It is. after all. the question of a very simple effort: 

Listening first with mixed doubt ant] beli~f, 

[My students] find their hearts(~) finally 
revealed. 

[~heir hearts are] like mirrors stained with mud, 
Enclosing the tight within the darkness. 
Dust and dirt once removed, 
The mirrors will reflect the beautiful and the ugly~6 

But how must one go about this work of "polishing the 

mirror"'? The answer to this question is given to us by 

Hsti A1. He said that this should be done according to 
Yang-mingls instruction on kO-wu, the so-called "investiga
tion of things".37 For Yang-ming, such "investigation of 

things" refers to the work of "milking the intention sincere". 
He had earlier explained to Hst! Ail "The teaching in the 

Doctrine of the Mean [Ch. 25] that 'without sincerity, 
there is nothing', and the work of 'making manifest illus
trious virtue' of the Great Learning [Ch. 1] means simply 

that [one shou'Ld seek] sincerity of intention. And the 
work of seeking sincerity of intention is [the same as 
that cf] 'investigation of things I 11.38 

Such sincerity is not easily acquired. In the work 
of self-mastery, Yang-ming admits of no compromise. Speak

in',j of selfish desires. he cleclares that "th"se must be 
thoroughly and completely wiped out, without the least 
bit being left behinc".39 

That such an assiduous watchfulness over the self, over 
the least movements of one's hsin, was especially aimed at 
the acqUisition of perfect sincerity, of perfect rectitude 

of thought and intention, is confirmed by his teachings 
elsewhere. When criticised by others, Yang-ming sought, 
not to justify his own actions or teachings, but to bene

fit from the criticisms. Writing in 1523 to a friend, he 

spoke of this. quoting Mencius' sayings that "if anyone 
loves others but is not loved in return,let him examine him
self to see whether his jen is perfect.,40and ,"If anyone does 
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not attain the goal sought after in his actions, l.et him 
examine himself".41 And then, with characteristic 
oirectness. and employing also the technique of "shock" so 
well oev(~lopec by Ch'an Buddhist Masters, he explaineo the 

task of "establishing sincerity" in the following wores. 

Recently, whenever I discussed learning with friends. 
I spoke only of two wores, "establishing sincerity" 

(li-ch' eng i .~~ ) . As in killing a man, the 
knife ought to be placed on the throat, so in 

stUdying, efforts should be maoe to enter the fine 

points of~. Then would stuay naturally become 
earnest an,,! solid, and radiate brightness, and even 

if selfish desires sprout up, they will disappear 

in the samG way as a few flakes of snow melt upon 

a fiercely burning stove. 42 

Yang-ming oeveloped his coctrine of sag1llho~x3 especially 

in his co~ersations with Ts'ai Tsung-tui ~"--% L [TS 'ai 
Hsi-yuan 1;ttt;:hl ] and others. Ts' ai had agreed that 
one can learn to be a sage. But he could not understand 

why such different people. as Confucius, Po-yi and Yi-yin 

should all be consicerecl sages. 43 In other words. he had 

such a high ideal of sagehood, and of Confucius the sage 

par excellence, that he could not understand how other men, 

in his view inferior in character to Confucius, shoult9 also 

be venerated as sages. Yang-ming replied by comparing the 

work of attaining sagehood to that of refining gold. When 

a man has completely identified his mind with perfect 

viJ::tue or "principle of Heaven", the state of perfection 

he has achieved can be likened to that of pure gold, which 

is no longer mixed with copper or lead. Men, however, 

differ in capacity (tslai), just as gold pieces may differ 

in weight. But the purity of gold is decided on the grounc; 

of its perfection in quality, not quantity.44 

Therefore, even an ordinary person who is willing 

to learn to have his mind becomE, completely iden

tified with perfect virtue can also become a sage, 

just as a piece of gold weighing one tael is 
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inferior in quantity, but not [necessarily] in 
qua'!.ity, to another piece weighing 10,000 Y2:,!,,~.45 
This is why [we] say. U Every man can become Yao and 
Shun". 46 

Yang-ming went on to explain that some men are born 
with a greater capacity for sagehood, an(' can practise 
virtue naturally aml with great ease, whereas others are 
obliged to make greater effort to learn how to do so. Those 
who are less Uta lentec' U must make one hundred efforts where 
others nee(' make only one, and one thousand efforts where 
others need only make ten. But they can all achieve the 
same kind of success. He then criticised the scholars who 
regarc'ed sagehoo0 as something ceterminee by "knowledge 
ancl abi lityu. Thinking that a sage must know all and be 

able to do all. they aim at encompassing all the knowledge 

and ability which they attribute to sages. antj sO c'!evote 
themselves to acquiring "extensivE) knowledge" instead of to 
the only thing necessary--ceve10ping in themselves T'ien-li 
(perfect virtue). In the end, as they become more and more 
learnec, they also become more ami more selfish, more and 

more estrange<" from this T'ien-li itself. It is like a 
person who puts lead, brass and iron into gold, so as to 
increase its weight in quantity, thus lowering its purity 
of quality, until it, is no longer fit to be called gold. 47 

Yang-ming made the icea 1 of sagehood poss ib 'I.e of 
aChievement, accessible to all roen, This made a strong 
impression on his disciples. On two separate occasions, 
two of his disciples told him .that they discovered that all 

the people walking in the streets were sages. yang-ming 

took it calmly, remarking that this was just a natural 
fact,48 However, while he believed in the universal 

capacity for sagehooC, he was careful to see to it, that 
none of his diSCiples assume the artificial "bearings" of 
a sage. To those who complaineo to him. that many did not 

listen to their teachings, he saidl "You assumed the 
bearing of a sage, and so scaree] people away. How couie] 
you succeed in lecturing to people? You ~ust become like 
one of the people of ordinary intelligence, Then you can 

discuss learning (hsiieh) with them. ,,49 



100. 

Unity of Knowledge and Action 

The proposition, that "the source of all virtue, perfec
tion, and moral principles lies in ~", laic the founda
tion for Yang-ming's affirmation of the universal capacity 
for acquiring wisdom. It, provides also the basis for his 

practical cloctrine, his methocl, since ~ is capable of 
iletermining itself through a process of knowle,~ge which 
involves experience anc action. This will be clarified 

later on by Yang-ming's adoption of the term lianq-chih-
literally, good knOVlle(3ge, or rather, know1E)(~ge of the good-
as the basis of both his thought anI' methoo. To act, 
therefore, was to become for Yang-ming, to "extend ana 
aevelop our knowledge of the gooo". 

l"rom the beginning, or at least, ever since the 

enlightenment of 1508, Yang-ming understooo knowledge, ~ 
1J(.;;- as being primarily moral knowledge--the personal, moral 
judgement. To know, therefore, is especially to know the 
principle of this or that moral act. On the other hand, 

the word "action", hsing ~t does not simply oesignate any 
movement whatsoever, but only that by which one acts in 

conformity to his "knowledge of the good". In other words, 
just as true knowledge is always knowledge of virtue, true 
action should always be virtuous action. "The Unity of 

Knowledge and Action" is therefore primarily a moral ideal 
rather than a principle of epistemology. 

Yang-ming began teaching "the unity of knowledge and 

action" in 1509, the year following his enlightenment. He 
was still living then in Kweichow, the place of his exile, 
arv9 hal; been befriended by Hsi Shu, Assistant Superintendent 
of Education, who askoc him about the similarities and 

differences between the teachings of Chu Hsi ana Lu Chiu

yuan. Refraining from giving direct answers, Yang-ming 
explained to Hsi instead his own recent discoveries. He 
spoke of the relationship between knowledge and action, 
proving his points by quoting the Five Classics and the 
ancient philosophers. Hsi finally understood and said, 
liThe teaching of the sages has become clear again [for me] 

today. The similarities between Chu [HsiJ and Lu [Chiu
yUan] show that each had his insights as well as his 
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weaknesses. Instead of resorting to argumentation, it is 
better to seeJ~ for answers in my own [human] nature. 'l'hen 
I shall naturally understand." He ordered the repair of 

"" ~ the Kwei-yang <1 ~ Academy, and, together with Mao 
-<? 

Hsien1:,~' 

the Vice-Commissioner, led the students of Kwei-yang in 
paying respects to Yang-ming as their teacher. 50 

In another conversation with his disciple HSll Ai, Yang
ming was to outline his ideas on the unity of knowledge 
anC' action. HsU had pointe(~ out that there are people who 
~ they (mght to serve their parents with filial piety 
but do not put this knowledge to practice, which shows a 
clear distinction between knowledge and action. 51 yang-ming 
answered that, in such a case, knowlecge and action are 
being separated from each other by selfish desires, and 
thus are no longer knowledge and action "as they ought to 
be".52 In his own opinion, however. there have never been 

people who "know" but do not "act". 'rhose who seem to know 
but do not act simply do not know. 

Seeing beauty pertains to knowledge. while loving 

it pertains to action. 53 However, beauty is no 
sooner seen than loved. One does not first see it 
and then make up his mind to love it •••• 
This is like saying that such a man knows filial 
piety •••• [or] fraternal respect. This must be due 
to his already having practised filial piety and 
fraternal respect •••• This is also like the 
knowledge of pain. One can only know pain after 
having experienced it. 54 

Interestingly, Yang-ming illustrates the unity of moral 
knowledge and moral action by giving examples taken from 

the experience of sense perception which provokes an 
immediate and instinctive desire--or sometimes, aversion-
for the objects perceiveC'. He made no distinction between 

knowledge and the broader human consciousness. For him, 
the cycle of reflection begins with a more passive activity, 
that is, with sensation. and proceeds to a reflective, moral 
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knowledge, involving choice or action. Thus, where pre

reflective or sense Knowledge is by nature "knowledge in 

action". so too moral knowleoge--reflective or pre
reflective--shouHl be one with action,55 Yang-ming knew, 

of course, that the perfect unity of moral knowledge and 

moral action is only a reality in t.he ideal man, the sage, 
who act.s spontaneously accorc'ing to his cleep moral convic
·tions, which have become to him, like sec'.)nd nature. Such 

a man acts always accortiing to his origi.nally good nature, 

practising all vir-tues instinctively, '['hus, Yang-ming 
expoun(jerl his teaching of the unity of knovlledge and action, 

by referring almost accidentally to the unity which must 

exist in pre-reflective knowlerlge, for the sake of holding 

up a moral ideal to be achieved. For this reason, he also 

said that "knowl8(3ge is the (Hrect.ion for action, and 

action is the effort of knowlec'ge".56 "Knowlec.ge is the 

beginning of act:l.on and action is the completion of know
ledge",57 

To just.ify his method 0 logy, Yang-ming a'Lso says! 

P80ple today cistinguish between knowledge and action 

ano pursue them separately, believing that one must 

know before he can act •••• They say that [they will 

wait] till they truly know before putting their 

knowledge into practice. Consequently, to the end 

of their lives, they will never act anc: also will 
never know. This doctrine of k.nowledge first and 

action later is not a small sickness •••• My present 

advocaC'.i of the unity of knowlerjge and action is 

[maGe] precisely as me,Jicine for that sickness •.• 58 

This is certainly the language of a prophet, seeking 

to arouse the moral conscience of his fellow countrymen 

to the recognition of certain ethical ieeals. For Yang

mingo indeed. the "return to hsin" can only mean going 

back to the original source of both knowledge and action, 

to that power which is productive of all moral gooom,ss. 

As he put it: "If one uncierstands my meaning [ana purpose] 
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there is no harm in saying that [knowledge and action] are 

two things, since they will still be only one in reality, 

If one does not understand my meaning, even if he says 

[knowledge and action] only make up one thing, it will still 
be useless, like idle gossip".59 

The teaching of the unity of knowleoge and action also 

seeks to reform anc] rectify men's characters by going right 

to the heart of their troubles: to their tboughts anc 
intentions. To his disciple Huang Chih ~ ~ • Yang-ming 
explaine0 that those people who separate knowlec'ig(o an,] 

a.ction into two things co not make any effort to remove 

their evil thoughts and intentions se long as these remain 

as such, and have not been translated into "action", On 

his part, however, he advocates the unity of knowledge and 

action precisely so that pElople may understand that "when 

a thought is aroused, therEl is a lreac1y' actior;, If there is 

anything evil there ••• , one must overcome it at once. One 

must go to the root ana the bottom of [things] and not allow 

the evil thought [or intention] to lie latent in one's 
chest. This is the basic purpose of my doctrine. ,,60 

All his life, Yang-ming would never get tired of 
speaking of this "unity of knowledge and action. II He ois

cussec' it :i.n his letter to Ku Lin, saying that IIT,qhere know
leage is genuine and earnest, it is also action, anJ where 
action is intelligent and discerning, it is knowledge. ,,61 

He kept repeating that a true understanding of this unity 

between knOWledge and action woulc) leau a disciple of the 

Confucian Way to seek for the source aml principle of all 

perfection and gooaness in hsin--the mind_and_heart. 62 In 

a long letter written in 1526, he took up the subject 

again. in response to questions posed by a friend, sayingl 

Knowledge and action are rea lly two words 

describing the same, one effort. This one 

effort requires these two words in order to 

be explained completely. If one sees clearly 

the essential point of ueparture, he would 

know this is only one, and that though [Know

ledge] and [action] may be described as two 

activities, they really remain one effort. 63 
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Sitting in Meditation 

The teaching on the "Unity of Knowledge anc ;"\ction" 
sets forth an ideal for both knowledge and action, fore
shacowing a methoe to be developed for its attainment. 

Ev.er since his enlightenment of 1508, Yang-ming spoke 
frequently of preserving and developing "the principle of 
Heaven" or perf€.ct virtue, anc of eliminating selfish c;e

sires. These are practical goals, of the ascetic and moral 
order. Before 1520 or 1521, however, he had as yet no 
"universal method" to offer. Be coul') only encourage his 
r'iscipl.es to practise "quiet sitting" (ching-tso). 'rhis is 
a tecHnique for cultivating one's character and personality. 
It is not the all-efficacious method, Nevertheless, Yang
ming fltBquently practised sitting in meditation, and ad

vised others to do the same. Many of the poems he wrote 
before l520 and even after manifest his deep love of silent 
contemplation. In one of them, probably written in 1514, 
he had this to say: 

If our Master Confucius desired to remain 64 
silent and wordless, 

We ought to believe that wordlessness expresses 
great joy. 

When one wakes to the hidden meaning of the 65 
hawk flying and the fish leaping 

One knows that moral striving does not lie in 
expounding texts. 

Self-cultivation and mind-culture gte not Ch'an 
practices. 

In attempting to correct errors, one may'go to 
the opposite • 

.. . . . . . 
Under the influence of hearsay and rumour, 

True learning has long been interrupted. 

I ne~J to sit in silence in the woods, 
Green mountains understand well ~ unspoken 

words. 67 

In the Buddhist and Taoist schools. meditation was 

mace for the sake of gaining inner calm, of reaching pure 
consciousness. of reducing the body to Ifory wood" ana the 
mind to "dead ashes".6B Yang-mingo however, promoteo this 

exercise for a different goal. It is only a "remedy" for 

the lack of stucy, to help toward the recollection of the 
mine, "If, during the day, our work and effort begin to 
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annoy us, we can practise sitting in meditation. [And] 

if, we feel lazy and uninclined to read, we should [go 

against this inclination] and read. This is like applying 
a remecly according to the disease;,69 It is not an "nd in 

i tse If. but a means to an encl. 

Yang-ming regarc1ed sitting in mwJitation espeCially as 

a good method by which the beginner may acquire enough peace 

anc strength to discern anc eliminate his aeUish desires. 

'l'his. he saiC!, resemble<'l the work of getting ri<'l of bandits. 

One must be cletermined to wipe then out completely. 70 Be

fore doing so, the unruly (lesires, whether f'.Jr sex, money 

or fame, must first be 0iscovere(]. The root of the trouble 

must be pulle<'l up aml thrown away so that it wi 11 never 

grow again. "Act at all times like a cat trying to catch 

a mouse, with its eyes intent on watching anc: its ears in

tent on listening. As soon as a [ban] thought takes rise, 

oveccome i·t at once, as dec:isively as [a blaCksmith] re

moves a nail or saws iron. ,,71 It is not, he said, the con

cern of the beginner to aban('on all thought ancJ reflection. 

He must first examine himself and overcome his unruly de

sires. He must think of sincerity. He must think of the 

"principle of Heaven", When he has acquired, in his hsin, 

the pure "principle of Heaven", he will. then also have at

tained a state of emptiness or void regarding thoughts 

and reflections. 72 

In 1519, when a (hsciple expressed disappointment in 

the effort o.f "putting a stop" to thoughts and ae liberations 

through me<'litation, Yang-ming explainoo that thought is 

never, and can never be,absen.t. 'l'here is. after all, no 

tranquillity without activity as there is no activity with

out. t.ranquil}.ity. What is aimed at. rather, shoulc be the 

elimination of selfish decires. And then, nature can be 

calm whether in a state of activity or tranquillity. v,hen 

being reminded of Ch' eng Yi's praise of a man who was able 

to sit absorbea in meditation, an6 become completely un

aware of the doings of his son who was near him, Yang-ming 

merely remarkoo that Ch' eng was probably speaking in jest 

anrl mocking thG man. Distractions, after all. wi 11 always 
73 

be felt. What is important is not to be misled by them. 
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Wlien one of his disciples, Liu Chtln-liang5!i'J,;f;*u , 
expressed a desire to retire into the mountains for the 

sake of giving himself up to quiet sitting, Yang-ming re
plied that such a course of action can be recommended if 

his motive har: been to cultivate himself in a quiet place, 

But the same practice would not be helpful if Liu was seek

ing tranquillity for its own sak.e, anG through disgust with 
the affairs of the world ant" of society. 74 An(! so, if sin

cerity of intention can be cultivate(~ in meditation, it is 
also use(~ as a criterion to ju'~ge the practice of meditation 

itself an,] the appropriateness of such a move. 

All his life, Yang-ming himself yearnec') for silence 
and quiet, .~s far as he cou ld, he also gave himse If and 

his disciples every opportunity of retiring to a quiet 

place, or at least of spen(9ing 

time to time, in such places. 

of his retirement in Yang-ming 

some days or weeks, from 

But just as he had repented 

Cave in 1504 when he had 

aChievec a certain measure of success in acquiring "para

psychic" powers, recognising this to be merely the result 
of "playing with [hiS] mental powers,,75, so he would always 

be wary of practising quie·t sitting or meditation for its 

own sake. He wantec, both through quiet sitting and through 

the activities of daily life, to attain a fusion of the 

"inner" and "outer" realms of his mind and spirit, or 

rather, he could not see these realms divided into two, 

For him, life is thoroughly one, anel the "inne:t' permeates 
" . the outer. His goal was not self-perfection for its own 

sake. It was to be a Confucian sage. a man who unites 

"kingliness without" with "sageliness within", a man who 

"manifests" his "illustrious virtue" not only by cultivat

ing himself, but also by allowing self-cultivation to over

flow into the fulfilment: of responsibilities towards the 
family, the state and the world,76 

Nevertheless, sitting in meditation. while geared to 
action. remains, in itself, a technique. It cannot take 

the place of an all-embracing, universal methoo. It con
tains, besides, the risk of making its practitioners pre

fer silence and contemplation to action. From the begin-

ning, Yang-ruing 

Writing in 1511 

was ,~ell aware of these risks and dangers. 
!" -

to Wang Chtln '":£?it... [wang Shih-t 1 anl-1.-1",;3f ] 
on the subject of Chu Hsi's commentary on the Doctrine of 
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the Mean, Yang-ming ha<1 objectee] to the work of self

cUltivation being divided into tW0 sections, with a specia 1 

time set aside for quiet and passivity. He saidl 

I woul,) recormnoxl() that you pay more attention 

to activity, without allowing such effort to 

suffer any int.erruption. When activity is 

not without harmony, passivity[or tranquillity] 

will not lack equilibrium. 77 

Already, in 1515, soon after his reparture from Ch'u

yang, Ye.ng-ming issue(l a warning regarding the Ganger of 

being turner' away from a life of action by the practice 
of contemplation. 78 In later life, he ("escribec] clearly 

his own shift from an emphasis on quiet sitting ane contem

plation to a clifferent technique, that of "exteneing liang

.£h!b", which can be achieved either through quiet ref lect

ion, in or out of meditation, or through action itself. 

When I was in Ch'u-yang, I saw that my students 

,'lere mostly concerne'] with intelLectual know

leege, ane spent time Cj,ebating on similarities 
ane differences of meanings of words. which did 

them no good. For a while, they reaUsed the 

situation better, and achieved some inunediate 

results. But in time they gradually developed 
a fondness for silence and a disgust for action, 

thus falling into the pitfall of becoming 1ife

less like dry wooCl. There are people who advo

cate abstruse and subtle theories to startlE) 

others. But I expound now only the doctrine of 

extending liang-chih. If liang-chih is clear, 

one can either try to attain truth through quiet 

reflection, or tHrough efforts made in the midst 
of activity.79 

The universal method of "extending liang-chih" was 

not, however, easily discovered. Yang-ming had to suffer 

further tribulations, before the initial experience of 

enlightenment which he received in 1508 could yield its 

full r.;sult. This fuller discovery will be discussed in 

the next two chapters. 
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Notes to Che.pt-.e:c III 

1 WWKC 1: 79b, [Chan, Instructions, 66J, The English 
translation is my own, 

2 Allusion to Chuanq-tzu, 26 "Wai-wu plien",~~I4V t&; , 
SPPY ed" 9,6a; ~ng ... tr. £¥ B.urt,Qn Watson, 2l?cii:" 302, 
See also Hsieh t~n-yun'sE~1 ~:i:lt. (385-433) "yu chu 
tao-jen pien-tsung Iun" [D~scussionof Ess~nt,ials with 
Some Venerable Gentlemen] in Tao-hsuan's ~ ~ (596-
66) e0 •• Kuang hunq-ming chi, SPP'i eC!" 20: 9b-10a. 
In discussing the question of gradual and sudden enlight
enment, he al1unee to the fishing rod ane the rabbit's 
traces as representing the Confucian Classics and the 
BuC!dhist Trip,;i.J:;aka both of which may help one to attain 
enlightenment. lThe noctrine of sudden enlightenment 
discusseo therein is attributed to Hsieh's friend, the 
monk Tao-sheng -~ :t (c. 360-434)]. 

i:£l.- . >--

3 . .' 'I %li< u~_ ~ '& /:!!rt [f 
"Wu-ch~ng yi-shuo hsu" Jl-..~::!- 114 "iLl J Pre ace 

to "Ny Personal Explanations of the :rive Classics"]. WWKC 
22it 6.p,,8b. The expression "former worthies" (hsien-hsien 

1u ~ ) obviously refers to scholars like Ch'eng 
Yi and Chu Hsi. 

4 HSCC 22. Sa. 

5 See Yama6a Jun, Yomeiqaku seigi, (Tokyo: 1942), 64. 
Regareee in this light, Yang-ming's enlightenment may be 
compared to Rene Descartes' (1596-1650) experience of 
1619. when he decided to make a clean sweep of the confus
ing ideas of other philosophers, and to bring new clarity 
and system into the sciences by relying upon the pristine 
powers of his native intelligence. This is given in his 
"Private Thoughts", ane from Discourse on the JVlethod, 
parts 1 am' 2. 

6 wm<c 1: 79, Chan, Instructions, 66. Hiroyuki Iki 
indiCa"tes the importance Yang-ming placed on a correct 
"starting-point" 1>1 his artic 1e, "Wang Yang-ming I s Doct
rine of Innate Knowledge of the Good," PEW XI (1961-2), 
27. ---

7 See Legge, Classics, v.6, 1. Tung Chung-shu hac also 
said much on this first line of the §Bring-Autumn Annals, 
particularly regarding the 'l>lord yuan L (first, origin, 
source). See Ch' un-ch' iu fan-lu, SPPY ea., 4: la. Both 
Tung ane Yang-ming manifest the characteristically 
Chinese "correlative" thinking by their manners of read
ing different levels of meanings into words. 

8 "Nu-ching yi-shuo shih-san t' iao" b.. j~ JVt. ~L 
"13:- 1'1:. [Thirteen Items from the "Personal Explanations of 
the Five Classics"], WWKC 26. 742b. These were salvaged 
by Ch'ien Te-hung from Yang-ming, who hac' committed the 
rest of the manuscript to fire, saying that the doctrine 
of liang-chih hardly needec the support of Classical proofs. 
See Ch'ien's note, attached to the beginning of the "Thir
teen Items". ~ 26: 742a. In comparing hsin to jen, 
Yang-ming calls to mind the teaching of Ch'eng Eao concern
ing the life-giving power of jen. See Ch. I, n. 54. 
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9 Gr,"at l,earning, Ch. 1. Legge, Classics. v.l, 356, 
Thus. Yang-ming <"eve loped further a concern for the "inne,;;." 
world of human character anf] personality which Confucius 
hac1 begun. See Bsti Fu-kuan, Chung-kuo jen-hsing Lun shih 
(History of the Chinese Philosophy of Euman Nature], 
l:!§ien-Ch'in-p'ien, [pre-Ch'in period], (Taichung: 1963), 
65-74, [I C'isagree, however, with Hsu's view that Con
fuc'ius was an agnostiC in his attitu,'Je regarding the exis
tence of t,he Supreme Being or, God, and that Chu Hs i and 
others had sought to continue this tradition]. 

Yang-ming"s objective has also l~een (~escribee as "the 
development of a [phi losophica 1] systE,m centre,: on the 
transcer.,'ent l'rue Self [i. e., the "human ultimate" U.'2.!:!-
chi I~ i!il~ ) 1 which stands in correlation to the 
"cosmic u'ftimate" (T'ai-chi IS ;ffj 2 [als;) cal lee Heaven-
an(~-EarthJ, See Yasuoka Nasaatsu. , C Yamei Kenkyu, 
[A Stuc'y of Wang Yang-ming] (Tokyo: 1967), 240, 

10 "Wu-chil'.g yi-shuo shih-san t'iao," WWKC 26: 7£15a 
Yang-ming '-Tas fom) of comraring hsin to the cLear skv or 
to the bright sun which mil' be -, hiN'en by Clark clouds·: Se", 
also ,'1WKC 3: 146a-b~ 20: 627b. This remin6s one of 
PlatoTSParable of the fJark cave of ignorance with an 
openin~l to (iaylight, through which men ascenc' ti LL they 
reach the Form of the Good, representee: by the source of 
light. In Yang-ming's case. the implication wouVl be 
that light is only hi(~den by the darkness, anci the action 
r<)quire(~ is less to "ascend" to light, than to "dispe 1" 
the ,1arkness. See Republic, Book VII. 

11 Set7; also Ch. 1, Pl". 18-19, 

12 S8e also Ch. 1, pp.14-l5; 18-).9, 

13 WWKC 1 : 56a; Chan, Instructions, 6-7, The refer8nc2 
is to Chu's Ta-hsueh chang-chil, la-b, 

14 vrvlKC 1: 56b-57a J Chan, Instructions, 7, Wang and 
Hsu Were ('is cussing the passage from the Great Learning, 
ch, 1, regarding tlle "highest good", which Chu asi con
sieerer; as be longing to t.he text cOl'.taining Confucius' 
won~s as note(~ cown by his c::iscipie 'reeng Shen, See 
Legge, Classics, v.l, 356. 

15 WWKC 1: 56b; Chan, Instructions, 7, Alt.hough it 
has been pointed out by P,C, Hsil, Okaca 'l'akehiko and others 
that Chu Rsi also gave much importance to t_he (leve lopment 
of hsin, there is no G0ubt that he wmlcl not a':;ree with 
Yanq-m:1,nq's "reflexive" method of doing so by regarc ing 
~ itself as the direck"agent",G1f its own perfection, 
In his "J<uan-hs in shuo" i';lL 1(:" ;;)u [on the Con tem
Dlation of hsin] CWwC 671, 20a-21b fEng. tr-. Chon, 
Source 300k-;-652-604J, Chu clearly <'leclared that one may 
cont.empLate things (wu) with hsin, in orcler to acquire Li 
and so perfect hsin too, but cannot contemplate hsin 
itself ~dth hsin. Thus he sought to retaip a strict 
difference bet.ween_the "subjective" (chu 'i- ) anc the 
"ob jecti ve" (k' 0 'f ). saying that the investigation 
of li is Confucian'thile the development of hsin by hsin 
is Budc1hist, 
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16 WWKC 1 i 57a; Chan, Instructions, 8. 

17 ::hi cheng-:\U:, "Chi-yi" ~~t-
5b; 'Legge, 'Li Chi (Oxford: Clarendon, 
in New York: 1967), 215-6. 

, SPPY ed., 47, 
1885; repr inte(; 

18 Ih'WKC 1: 57b; Chan, Instructions, 8. 

::9 'Let,ter to "lang Tao ::E ilL- rWang Ch'un-fu 
:t i~ if1 1487-1547] ~ 4: 178b-l"9a. In Yang-ming 
ch'uan-hsin lu [Record of Yang-ming's Transmission'of 
the TruthJ "iu Tsung-chou praisefl yang-ming's recovery of 
hsin as an event which achievefl as much as £lienclus' teach
ing on the original goodness of human nature, See 'Liu-tzu 
chluan-shu yi-1?'ien [Supplement to the Complete Works of 
'Liu 16ung-chou) 11: 4a. Yang-r.'ing rejects an ent~itative 
interpretation of reality in favour of an ontological 
interpretation. ... 
20 , ic<I?- +i9 /-

The Five Despo-!:s were Du~s Huan of Chli pI 1'- <C-"\ 

(r. 685g;4~ BC) ~Ien of Chin yt It !{, (r" 636-628 BC)~, ,u of 
Chi in rt t /l-\ (r. 659-621 Be-) Hsij,ng.y-0f_sung f.;{i ~\ 
(n, 637 Be and King Chuang of Ch'u ~ 1/1':1. (r. 613-
589 BC). See Shih-chi, ESWS series, K ai-ming ed., 40: 
15-16; 5: lS:r9; 40: 142. 

21 WWKC 3: ISSal English translation adapted from Chan, 
Instrti'CtionE!. 2S2. See Tlang Chun-i IIYang-ming hsueh yu 
Chu-Lu yi-t'ung chlullg-pien," [A Repeated Discussion Con
cerning the Similarities and Differences bet\~Gell Wang 
Yang-mingls Philosophy and that of Chu Hsi and of Lu Chiu
yuan]. in Bain-ya haueh-pao, VIII (August, 1968). 67, 

22 WWI(C 1: 60a; 
referring here to 
v. 2, 201-2. 

Chan, Instructions, IS. Yang-ming is 
Mencius, 2A 6. See 'LeggG, ClassiCS, 

23 'Letter to Ku 'Lin ,4~ ~; [KU Tung-ch' iao ;i~ t, ~7 
1476-1545] WWKC 2: 90a; Chan, Instructions, 94. 

24 l'lencius used the wore U.'Vlt several times without 
attaching to it much philosophical meaning. See Nencius 
SBI I, 6A! 7, 7BI 19. See also 'rai Chen, JYieng-tzu 
tzu-vi su-cheng in Tai Tung-yuan te che-hsueh, OP. cit., 
40-72. Tai's book was an attempt to find the intended 
meanings of Mencius, which he considered to have been 
obscured by Sung-Ming phi losophers, See also Chan, • The 
Evolution of the Neo-Confucian Concept liv, op.cit" 50. 

25 The feelings of commiseration, shame and modesty, 
together with the moral intUition, are the beginnings of 
the virtues of jen (hUl1janity), :\U: (righteousness), 11 
(propriety). and 9l.!ib *" (wisdom) •• See JYiencius 2A, 
6; Legge, Classics. v.2, 203. 
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26 SeF Hencius 6.A: 1-6 [I,egge. Classics, v.2. 394-103] 
for If;encius J debate with Kao-tzu, :t'ogar0ing w'hether 
righteousness is a vi)'tUG externa l to the self. ~1encius 
spoke of the "feelings J' (~ II::.,' ) of commiseration, 
shame. respect, and the ability to ~iistinc;ui8h right an<':i 
wrong as the "four beginnings of vLrtne ". Virtue, of 
course rE'fers to hurnani ty, righteousness, prr:priety ane] 
wisfloln. 

27 I,otter tc' Ku 'Lj.n, cp. ci·t., WWKC 2, 90a-b; Chan, In
l>'trllctj.clns 95.Note t;he expLicit. CCeCli'lrat;toD t.hatthe teach
in9 'Jf hsin chi li implies an acceptance of t'he "unl.ty of 
)G1Dwlee'Je a!;o v.ct.ion". It is interosttng that. 'lang-ming 
Sh-0U ld cri ~:icise Chu Hs i' s t_E~Cl.chi:nq of hsin and 1i as tha"t 
whicr-, F'akes of riGhteousness all extsrna 1 t.hinc. 'lie must 
have known that Chu had eriticis..,il Lu Chj,u-yuan's identi
fication of hsing and hsin as a return to Kao-tzu's view 
that "what is inborn is calLe'] natut8" (l',encius 6A I 3) 
SeE) CTYL 12.:],: lOb; 126: llb. Chu Hsi implied in this 
criticism t'hat; LU's position was cLose to that of Qh~ 
Buddhism. 

28 Wing-tsi.t Chcm, "Chinese Theory and Practice with 
Specific RE3'f;:~rence t.o Humanism~J in The Chinose fv)inc, 
Ess,mtia is of Chinese Philosophy anc; Culture, eo. by 
Charh,s A. t"core, (Honolulu' 1967),82. On this point, 
Wang was in agreement with Chu Rsi. 

29 In "Wal".g iang-ming and Exist,entia 1 Phenom",no Logy, " 
Int<;lrnational Philosophical Quart8rly v, (1965), 621, Jung 
Bwa Yol savs of this "unity of knowle(lge allC action": "Not 
wi,th<~raw1',l. but, invoLvement, is the essence of Wang's 
philosophy,., rhe mine: is of centrifugal charaet.er, it 
t'lxtends ":)r c1 irects itself t.oward s theJ wor L<', " This ,,,xce L
lGnt art-.icle, however, conc",ntratEJs upon those aspects of 
Yang-ming's?hilosophy '7hieh jeal with knowledge and inten
ti()[taU.ty, and says tittle of t.he unc'eL'lying, pra.ctical aim. 

30 WViKC 3, 134bl Chan, Instruction, 201, See also 
Shim~Kenjj .• "Yomei gaku ni okeru ningen-gainen jiga 
ishiki no tenkai to 1<1 igt" ['The EvolutiGn of the Nc;tion 
cf I t:'1e Human I and of the Consciousness of Self in the 
Yang-ming School and the Heaning of this Evolution] T6y6shi 
kenkyu VIII, (July 1943), 155-156, 

31 Ana.leg~~3, 15; Legge, Classics, v.l, 160. 

32 'Letter t.O His Younger Brcthers, (1518), WWKC 4: 189b; 
Shima('!a Kenji, "Yamsi gaku ni okeru," op. cit., 156-7. 

33 li\'WKC 11 65a; 2, 112b-113a; Chan, Instructions, 27, 
148--g-:--The parable recalls to mj,n(] the qathas of J;h2'1?th 
cent. Ch'an monks Shen-hsiu f,T ls' anr'l Hui-neng~, flt; 
recorded in Liu-tsu ta-shih fa-pao t'an-ching. TSD No, 
2007; XLVIII,337-8,Eng. tr" in Yampolsky op.cit., 130-
132; Wing-tsi·t Chan, Platform Scripture 35-41. Yang-ming 
prefers the position of Shen-hsiu to that of Hui-neng. 
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34 WWKC 2: 112b; Chan, Instructions, 148. The reference 
is to-ch'eng Baa, wen-chi,~: la, but Yang-ruing was 
quoting from LU'S letter. 

35 Letter. ~ Hj;lans Wan and Ying Liang ~- II . eYing 
Yuan-chung i~ /~ YG ] (1511) WWKC 41 1711::. By us ing 
the image, Yang-ming was continuing a long tradition. 

36 poem:t'ritten as F'arewell to his Students Wang Chia-
hsiu ::f -'ff" ~- and Hsiao Ch' i ~ .4ir • ~ 20: 
6 OOa. -- fif~ -v'J 
37 
~ It 7lb, Chan, Instructions, 45. Wing-tsit 

Chan remarks that t.his is the only independent. saying by 
a disciple of Wang's which is recorded in the Ch'uan-hsi .~. 

38 60a, Chan, Instructions, 14-15. 

39 wt>.'KC 11 . 71b; Chan, Instructions. 44. In an essay 
addrefjsed ~ !:ankT CJ:i~*h¥U"J "Shu Wang Chia-hsiu ch'ing
yi chuan" ~ ::r. ''"!F. ?5' r; Ii ,~0 ], Yang-ming develops at 
some lengt.h the work of self-ncastery, saying that its aim 
is complete selflessness. See WWKC 8: 262. 

40 l'lencius 4A, 4; I,eggs, Classics, v. 2, 294. 

41 112M. 
42 Letter to Huang Wan (1513), ~ 4: 176a "Study" 
refers to moral cultivation. Liu Tsung-chmi remarked that 
Yang-ming gave a certain prioirty to "Establishing sincerity", 
even over the doctrine of liang-chih. See Yang-ming ch'uan
hsin lu 1: 3b. 

43 it ~ According to Shih-chi, Po-yil \'11'( was the scion of 
a feudal house who chose tc live in retirement as a hermit, 
in order to yield his position to a younger, bI9ther, He 
opposed the expedition of King ,'Iu of Chou ~.;A" 3- against 
the Shang c!ynasty and starved t.O death after the King I 8 

victory through his refusal to live on the grains of Chou, 
Yi-yin 1-1' r belonged~~o an earlier period, He was 
a minist~r of King T'ang ?1U ' founder of the dynasty 
Shang, .Thom he hc'llped in the task of bringing peace and 
prosperity to t.he country. The fact th1lt bot.h po-yi. 
the henl'it, and Yi-yin, the minister, were venerated 
as sages ha(l 1l1ways given room in Confucian doctrine to 
the teaching that both the eremitical ana active lives 
could lead to sagehood, with the choice of one or the 
other being dependent on varying needs and circumstances. 
Confucius, however, was the sage who sought for an oppor
t.unity of active service but was obliged to live in retire
ment, For ·this reason, he was considered as greater than. 
Po-yi and Yi-yin, See !<)encius 6BI I, llegge, v. 2, 369-372,1-

~ , 
Shih-chi 611 179a-b, 3, l1a-b. 
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44 WWKC, 11 77b; Chan, Instructions, 60. For the 
importance of this passage and of what follows, to Yang
ming's coctrine of sagehood, see Takahashi J<oji, "Yamei 
Kyogaku no mujun-seijinkan chu.shin to shite," [The 
ContraCiiction in Yang-ming's Teaching: the Notion of 
Sagehoof] Chugoku Tetsugaku, III, (1965). 2. Takahashi 
also consicers this Cioctrine as the natural consequence of 
the coctrine of the it'enti ty of hsin and 11. 

45 WWKC 1: 7Sa-SOb; Chan, Instructions, 61-69. To a 
disciple who was not so happy with the "allotment" of 
10,000 Yi of gold to Yao and Shun, anCi only 9,000 Yi to 
Confucius. Yang-ming answered that the comparison with 
gold should not be taken too seriously. Sagehood, after 
all, was a transcendent stat.e, and cannot be weighed 
quantitatively. While natural endowments differ from 
person to person, all can attain a certain capacity of 
self-rea lisation, developing their given talents according 
as these are big or small. 

46 
WWKC 11 77b-7Sa; Chan, Instructions. 61; see also 

Takahashi, op.cit., 2-4. Yamada Jun,--;P.cit., 85-87. 

47 WWKC 1: 78a-80b; Chan, Instructions. 239-240. 

48 Ibid. Professor de Bary comparE,s the development of 
Yang-ming's ideal of sagehood to the proclamation of 
universa 1 BuCidhahood through the I,,ahayana in China, Japan 
and Korea centuries earlier, and especially to those forms 
which emphasised the attainment of Buddhahood in this life 
and this body. He points out the difference between fang
ming I s ideal and that of Ma.hayana Buddhi.sm: where the 
latter identified life with suffering and illusion, the 
former consistently exalts life, creativity and the 
potent.ialities of the human individual. See Self and 
SOCiety. Introduction, 14-15. 

49 WWKC 3: 15la; Chan, Instructions, 240. 

50 "Nien-p'u", ~ 32: 910a-b. 

51 WWKC 1: 57b; Chan, Instructions, 10. For the teaching 
on knowledge and action in earlier Chinese philosophy, see 
Wing-tsit_ Chan, "Chinese Theory and Practice," op. cit., 
84-85. 

52 Literally, "in their pen-t'i" 

53 Referring to a sentence in the Great Learning, ch.6; 
Legge, v.l, 366, which cescd.bos how a gentleman ought to 
make his intention sincere. This shows that already then, 
(1512 or 1513), Yang-ming was considering the extension 
of knowledge as an effort of making one's intention sincere. 
See Liang Ch' i-ch'ao, Wang Yang-ming chih-hsing ho-yi chih 
chiao [Wang Yang-ming's Teaching on the unity of Fnowledge 
and Action]. (1926) Yin-ping shih wen-chi, ~.cit., 43: 
27-28, n.2. In Liang's words. "The entire Complete Works 
of wanE Yanq-ming (~) serves merely as a footnot~ to the 
wore s concerning the unity of knowledge and action J " • 
[See 43 I 27]. 
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54 
~ L158a; Chan, Instructions. 10. Araki Rengo 

pointe out how Ku Hsien-ch'eng criticises Yang-ming for 
Clistinguishing inte 1 lectua tty between knowledge and 
action, only to conclude by saying that they are one. 
Ku considers this teaching self-contradictory. In yang
ming's defence, I wish to say that he was merely using 
certain conceptual distinctions to indicate a deeper 
unity which is rooted in experience. for the sake of 
emphasising a_fact of ;rreat ethical importance. See 
Araki's Bukkyo to Jukyo. 370-2. 

55 Jung Hwa Yol. oR.cit., 633. This article points 
out the closeness of Yang-ming's metaphysical positions 
to those of existential phenomenlogy. For the present. 
however. I am concentrating on the practical aspects of 
Yang-ming's proposition. . 

56 
~ l:58b; Chan, Instructions, n. 

57 
~. For a general discussion of the ethical aspects 

of this teaching. see also ~iang Ch'i-ch'ao. Wang Yang-ming, 
"6-49. Ch'ien lI;u, Yang-ming hs'l1eh shu-yaor Essentia ls of 
Yang-m1ng':'s Philosophy]. (Taipei: 1963), 57-60; Okada Take
hiko. 0 Yomei to lViinmatsu no u aku, [wang Yang-ming and 
Late :/I.ing Confucianism. Tokyo: 1970),57-59. 
58 WW«C 1:58; Chan, Instructions. 11-12. Yamada Jun, 
op.cIt.: 98-H2. Note that in this quote, Yang-ming re
ferred to "people tooay" rather than to Ch'eng Yi and 
Chu Hsi, althou'1h elsewhere [~ 311.53-154. Chan, In
structions, 249J he mentioned the danger inherent in 
the Ch'eng-Chu school's emphasis on the acquisitio~ of 
knowledge, 

59 
~ 1:5l::l-59; Chan, Instructions, 12. \IIhile yang-ming's 

theory of the unity of knowledge and action allegedly bears 
the imprint of Ch'an Buddhist influence, by proclaiming a 
"unity" resembling that found in the unitary experience of 
pre-reflectiv", knowledge or consciousness. Araki Kenge 
points out its difference from Ch'an teaching which re
gards ~(ultimate reality) as belonging to a realm which 
transcenas both knowledge and action. Araki cites the 
Buddhist monk Chu-hung fl~ (1532-1612) who selid that the 
concern over knowledge aha'action was basically Confucian 
and that Yang-ming did not understand Ch' an tenElt§ in any 
depth, since. as a soldier, he accepted killing as a poss
ibly good act. See BUkkye to Jukye, 389-391. For the 
Ch'an teaching on knowleage and action, see Wu-men kuan 
19, !2Q No.2005, XLVIII, 295; German tr. by Dumoulin, ~ 
Pass ohne Tor. (ToJ<yoI1953),31-32. 

60 
~ 3:134a-b; Chan. Instructions. 20L. 

61 
l~C 2189b-90a; Chan, Instructions, 92-94. 
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~. 

~ 61 215a. 

Analects' 22: 19, Legge, ClassiCS, v.l, 326. 

65 Book of Odes. "Wen-Wang chih shih" J Legge 
Clails'ics, v.4, 445. The Doctrine of the Mean, ch.12 makes 
reference to it. See Legge ClassiCS. v.l, 392. The 
expression "havlk flying and fish leaping" represents the 
way of nature. which reveals the operations of the 
"principle of Heaven". 

66 Yang-ming denies here that inner cultivation is a Ch'an 
Buddhist practice, and warns others from shunning this 
cultivation for fear of being contaminated by Buddhism. 

67 
the 
See 

68 

This poem was written by Yang-ming 
departure of Luan Tzu- jen !i~' ~ 1::'-
~ 20 i 60Sb. --I' 

Chl.1?ng-tzu ch. 2, SPPy ed., 1: 18a. 

on the occasion of 
, a friend of his. 

69 .!lW(C 11 64b; Chan, Instructi.£!:l§. 26. yang-ming's 
teaching of "'luiet-sitting" was actually less IIBuddhist" 
than that of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi, whose emphasis on 
tranquill:tty as a means of recovering one's original 
goodness made such practice an essential part of their 
cultivation. Yang-ming, however, gave equal value to 
qUiet-s:ttt.ing and any other practice, particularly with 
his doctr:tne of "extending lii:' .. ng-chih." See Kusumoto l1asatsugu, 
"Conflicts between tl1e Thoughts of the Sung Dynasty and the 
Ming Dynasty", Phi1o!loph!.~l St~ of Ji}.!2iill, op.cit., 
54-57, who emphasised the IIquietist" trend of Chu Hsi's 
philosophy in contrast to the more "dynamicll;:a.ng -rni.ng School. 
Later on, in seeking to correct the abuses of Yang-ming 
school's T'ai-chou branch, Nieh Pao and others after him 
would again emphasise quiet-sitting and tranquillity and 
thus effect a certain return to Chu's teachings. See also 
Kusumoto Masatsugu, So-Min jidai juqaku shisa no kenkyu; 
[A Stud~ of the Confucian Thought of the Sung and Ming 
~er=!-odsJ. (Chiba-keni 1963), 173-184, 327. Okada Takehiko, 
o yomei to Minmatsu no jugakuj 21, 173-4. 256-8. 

70 Wl1KC 1: 68a~ Chan, Instructions, 35, Note that yang
ming""WOUld 3.1so comment on the relafive easiness of the 
work of suppressing bandits when compared to that of 
removing lithe bandits of hsin". See Okada Takehiko, 
o yamei t,9 Minmat'Ll} no juga-kil, 60-62. 

71 w;-iKC 1: 68a; Chan, l!l.structions. 35. The example 
given of the cat was taken from Ch'an sources.Chu Hsi had 
made reference to it also in teaching the need of concentra
tion. See ~MC 711 7a-b. Yet Ch'en Chien argued that Chu 
merely used"~11' an parables to teach Confucian truths whereas 
Yang-ming, like Lu Chiu-yuan, was a "Buddhist", Yang-ming, 
Hsueh-put'ung-pien 7: 15b-16a. For the Ch'an source, 
see Wu-ming (flo 1189) Lien-teng hui-yao. [Essentials of 
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the Combined tamps] lS, Zokuzokyo 1st colt •• pt. 2, 5, 
case 9. 339b. Even after he had begun teaching the 
doctrine of liang-chih Yang-ming continued to insist on 
the need of discovering and eliminating selfish desires 
through the practice of sitting in.meditation, The fact 
that he developed the later doctrine did not imply his 
discarding this practice, although he gave it Less emphasis. 
~ 31 144a-b; Chan, Instructions, 223-4. 

72 WWKC 3. 144a-b; Chan, Instructions, 223-224. -
73 ~ 3: 130b; Chan, Instructions. 190-1. The incident 
concerning Ch' eng Yi is given in ECCS, Yi-shu, 3: Sa. 

It must he kept in mind, of course. that Yang-ming was 
giving advice to specific disciples for their specific 
problems. 

74 WWKC 31 140a; Chan, Instructions. 214. See also Yang
mingTS:1etter to Liu, in ~ 51 202. 

7S 

76 

"Nien-p1u ll , ~ 32. 907. See also above, ch. :Ll,p.SO. 

~ 31 130b. 141a; Chan, Instructions. 191, 216-7. 

77 ~ 41 172b 

78 See his Gssa¥, addressed to Meng Y1!Ian [Shu Meng Yuan 
chuanf .J;. ;~ Ie; ]. WWKC 8, 263b. 

79 ~ 31 141al Chan. Instructions, 217, 



Chapter IV 

THE CONTROVERSIESI KO-WU 

Whanever [philosophical] teaching is givtiln, there 
\must be similarities and differences. It is not 
necessary for all to have the same opinions; that 
is the way to seek the same [truth].l 

Yang-ming realised that his own teachings--"the source 
and principle of all virtue and perfection lies in hsin", 
and "knowledge and action are oneil clashed with the 
accepted teachings of Chu Hsi regarding ko-wu--the 
"investigation of things"--and chih-chih--the "extension 

of knowledge", Chu had spoken of such "investigation" and 
such "extension" as consisting of "developing hsin (mind
and-heart) to the utmost, knowing one's nature, and knOWing 

Heaven", It is the first step to take in the pursuit of 
sagehood. He had said that "sincerity of the intention, 
rectification of hsin, and cultivation of the person" are 

equivalent to "keeping to one's hsin. nurturing one's 
nature. and serving Heaven" all of which follow the first 
step. He had also saie'! that perfect wisdom and perfect 
humani ty (jen) lie in "remaining single-minded regard less 
of whether one's life will be long or short".2 Yang-ming, 
however. disagreed with such teaching, preferring to equat.e 

the "investigation of things" with the cultivation of T'ien

li, which means, for him, "abiding in the highest good ", 

Preliminary Discussions 

In the famous conversation with Bsu Ai, Yang-ming 
explained that Chu Hsi made the mistake of reversing the 

proper order which should be observed in the work of study. 
requiring of the beginner what can be done only by the 
moral genius or expert. He considered rather becoming 

"single-minded", regardless of whether one's life is long 
or short, as the first step, equivalent to "making up one's 

mind" {li-hsin .:t I\:" ),3 He admitted that it involves 

117. 
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painful and arduous labour, as is proper to all beginnings. 
He added I "Chu Hsi reversed the proper order [of things]. 
so that the beginner has no place to start". 4 

Yang-ming declared also that he preferred to use the 
word ko as "rectifying" rather than "investigating" or 
"reaching", and the word ~ as "affairs" (shih) rather than 
"things". For whereas "investigating or reaching things" 
implies a linear movement of the person who reaches out 

of himself to attain to the so-called "principles" (ll) 
of things, "rectifying [oneself in the handling of] affairs" 
connotes a circular movement involving the dyna-' ic activity 
of hsin. the mind-and-heart, engaged in perfecting and 

determining itself. 'Let us listen to his own wordsl 

The master of the body (sheng) is the mind-and-heart 
(~). That which proceeds from the mind-and-heart 

is intention (.ld). Intention-in-it.self [U terally. 
the "original substance" (pen-t'i) of intention] is 
knowledge. That to which intention is directed is 

affair (~). For example, when the intention is 
directed to the service of one's parents, then such 

service is an "affair" [or action] •••• There is no 
11 (virtue, moral principles), no ~ (affair, action) 
outside of hsin (the mind-and-heart).5 

Following this line of reasoning, Yang-ming concludes 
that the central moral teaching of both the Doctrine of the 

~ and of the Great Learning lies in "seeking the 
sincerity of the intention", and this. in turn. is the mean

ing of kO-WU. called "investigation of things".6 

Yang-ming objected to Chu Hsi's new arrangement of the 
text of the Great Learning, which put the section on the 

"investigation of things" before that on "making the inten

tion sincere", For him, "making the intention sincere" is 
the principal message of this book, and the starting point 
of the entire task of study or personal cUltivation. Chu's 
re-arrangement confused the order of importance as well as 
of precedence. He referred to it as the "infin~tesimal 
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mistake in the beginning which led to an infinite mistake 
in the end",7 He remarked that: Chu I s effort to interpret 
the whole text in terms of reverence (ching) and of 
sincerity (ch'eng) was superfluous, like "drawing a snake 
and giving it feet".8 It would be much better if he had 
left the entire text intact without additions and without 

Changes. 

In a letter writt(m in 1514, Yang-ming gave a thorough 
discourse on this question of the "investigation of things". 

He says that "sincerity of inb:mtion" is the essential 
principle and basis of learning, while the "investigation 

of things and the extension of knOwledge are the results 
achieved by sincerity of intention". Be also stated that 
Chu Hsi's teaching of "intention becoming sincere after 

exhausting the principles (li) of things", while not 
contradictory in itself. does not completely conform to 
the original meaning of the text of the Great Learning or 
of the Doctrine of the Mean, Unfortunately, this 
teaching became accepted by "later scholars", who "adhere 
to the added commentaries. and do not investigate deeply 
into the meaning of the Classics".9 

Yang-ming attempted, for a long time, to accommodate 

Chu Hsi's tea.chings, by a process of re-interpretation, 

presenting what he considered to have been the "real 
meaning" of Chu Hsi's words, and appealing from a 

"misunderstood" Chu Hsi to the "real" one. Later on, he 
would takt, a further step, and move from an "immature" 

Chu Hsi to a "ll'.ature" Master, who, allegedly in his old 
age, reached virtually the same positions as did Yang-ming 

himself, 

In his "Tzu-yang shu-yuan chi. hsu 'J 1 ~ f rt 'i It 
[preface to the Collected Works on the Tzu-yang Academy], 
dated 1515, Yang-ming had tried to reconcile his teaching 
that "the source and principle of all virtue and perfections 
lies in the hsin" with Chu Hsi's famous "Rules for 
Instruction of Po-lu tung Academy".lO He claimed that his 
desire was to present a systematic methodology for ·the 
acquisition of virtue through learning. For him, this means 
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going from the roots to the branches, cultivating the mind
and-heart (hsin) and expressing this cultivation through 

t.he practice of such virtues as humanity and righteousness. 
He says that this was also the inner meaning of Chu's 
"Rules", which first set forth knowledge of the five moral 

relationships as the "essentials" of learning, anC' then 

prescribe for the students a graded programme of "study. 

inquiry, reflection and discernment", which, in turn, is 

followed by c8rtain "main points" on practical moral 

behaviour in the managumcmt of affairs. He admits the 

danger which arises ;-lhen Chu' s words are taken in a detai led 

and fragment.ary manner, adding that his own teaching is 

designed to clarify what Chu Bsi has not been able to 

explain completely. Thus, accorC'ing to Yang-ming, hsin 

remains always as the object of "study, inquiry, reflection 

and discernment".11 In other words, all efforts of learning 

or. self-cultivation should be concentrated on the cultiva

tion of man's hsin. 

So long as Yang-ming kept his teaching on the "investi
gation of things" private, in letters and discussions with 

disciples and friends. he was able to avoid public 

controversy, The situation, however, changed in 1518, with 

his pu~~ication 2f the two works: Ta-hsueh ku-pen p1ang-

£ll!d t \~ -t ;$ 2ff :;1. [016 Version of the Great 
Learning. with side commentaries], together with the 

preface he wrote for it three years before. and the Chu-tzu 

wan-niEm tinq-tun {;} ftt -1 it. ~ [Definitive Ideas 
of Chu Hsi, as developed in His later Life], also with his 

preface. 12 These works indicated his state of mind at the 

time. The first was an open assertion of views on the 

Great Learninq which differed from Chu's, while the second 

work represented an effort to defend himself against possible 

accusations of "heterodoxy". by a strange appeal to Chu Hsi 
himself. The text of the Great Learning had been divided 

into smatl chapters, punctuated and explained by Chu Hsi, 

who had also altered the expression, ch'in-min {i, ~ (love 

the people) to that of hsin-min 1~ ~ (renovate the people). 

This edited text, together with Chu's commentary. had 

gained wide acceptance and official approval during Yuan and 
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Ming to such a point that many forgot the original text 
was an integral part of the Bool<. of Rites ,13 Yang-ming, 

however, preferrec the pre-Sung text as found in the T'ang 
edition of the Nine Classics, and had it published, 

together with his own "Preface", prepared three years 
earlier, as well as cert.ain brief, side corrunentaries. 

Yang-ming's second publication consisted of a collection 

of excerpts from thirty-four letters, writtun by Chu to 

tvTenty-four persons, disciples and friends. !lnd a selected 

passage. from the writings of Wu Ch'eng .~;£- , [wu Yu

ch'ing Jk It.j; ;~ 1249-1333J who expressed re,gret at the 

degeneration of Chu's school of thought into a "school of 

exegesis ", and declarec his Ow"J1 " converston" from a 

fondness for fragmentary l<nowlecge to the cultivation of 

real virtue,14 'ro these Yang-ming added his own preface, 

written three years earlier, He claimed here that he had 

found proofs that Chu had reaChed, in his later Ufe, the 
same conclusions as himself, on what the correct Way of 

the Confucian school was. 1S 

These puhlicati.ons established Yang-ming's reputation 

as a thinker. and also stirred up a great deal of contro

versy, which was to last throughout the Ming and wen into 

the Ch'ing dynasty,16 This controversy can best be seen 

through thetetters and remarks exchanged between Yang-ming 

and Chan Jo-shui, Lo Ch'in-shun--a renowned scholar of 

Chu Hsi's school. Yang-ming's senior in age and official 

rank--and SENera 1 other people, It revolves around the 

philosophical question called "the investigation of things", 

so much a part of the teaching of the Great Learning, and 

generally associateo with the interpretations given to it 

by Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi. And it also calls to question 

the authority of Chu Hsi, till then unchallenged, 

I propose to study the controversies aroused by Yang

ming's two publications, by discussing the debates between 

Yang-ming and his friends, concerning both the "investiga

tion of things" and the authority of Chu Hsi, and then move 

on to a more thorough treatment of Yang-ming's entire 

attitude toward the Classics and the role of intellectual 
inquiry in the quest for wisdom and sagehood, 
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The Controversies 

In the preface to the Ta-hsueh ku-pen plang-chu, yang
ming presented his reasons for the publication of the old 
version of the text. He began by saying that the essential 
teaching of the Great Learning, including that of the 
"investigation of things", lies in "making the intention 
sincere", Thi.s is also the meaning of "extending knowledge", 
which is achiev60 through the "rectification of hsin", as 

expressed in the "cultivation of self", which is nothing 
else than "manifesting illustrious virtue"--with reference 

to self--anC1 "loving the people"--with reference to others. 
He thus internalises the whole quest for wisdom and sage
hood. Self, mind-and-heart, intention, knowledge and even 

thing [in his case, referring to action] are all one and 

the same. are all different manifestations of the same 
reality. or better still. of the same process. Let us 
listen to his own words: 

The work of making intention sincere Lies in the 

investigation of things. To seek such sincerity 
means, at its utmost, to rest in the highest good. 
To rest in the highest good requires the extension 

of knowledge. The rectification of ~ is aimed 
at the recovery of the pen-t'i [of hsin]. The 
CUltivation or perfection of self expresses the 

operation [of such rectification]. This is calLed 
manifesting virtue with reference to the self, and 
loving the people with reference to others. 17 

After this explanation, Yang-ming went on to say that, 
1flhen thliil entire text of the Great Learning is taken as a 
whole, and meditated upon in an attitude of reverence, 
everything falls well into perspective and the meaning of 
the sages is clear. When, however, the text is divided 
into sections, and given a commentary, the doctrine trans

mitted by Confucius to Tseng-tzu and contained therein is 
lost. "Fragmentation [of knowledge], emptiness[of content] 

and falsehood" are the results. The highest good dis
appears from sight. 18 
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ko-wu: "Whole" or "Parts"? 

Lo Ch'in-shun was Yang-ming's elder by nine years and 

a known scholar of the time. He had studied Ch'an 

Buddhist writings and followed Buddhist practices, but 

had later discarded them in favour of the "orthodox" 

teachings of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi. 19 He was a conscien

tious official and led a blameless life. After reading 

Yang-ming's two publications of 1518, which had been sent 

to him in 1520, he wrote to tell Yang-ming of his reactions. 

Like Ch'an Jo-shui, Lo pointed out that Yang-ming 

advanced his own teaching on the "investigation of things" 

by taking the two words ko-wu out of context. He added 

that Yang-ming's interpretations appear to favour 

discarding the "investigation of things" outside of the 

mind-and-heart, for the sake of cultivating the mind-and

heart alone, which would result in a d:L.rect contradiction 

of the words of the t.ext, and come dangerously close to 

the teachings of Ch'an Buddhism. 20 

Yang-ming shared little common ground with Lo, other 

than the fact that he and LO respected each other as 

eminent scholars and men of integrity, with the same high 

ideals of sagehood. Lo held to the distinctions Chu Esi 

made between ~ (mind-and-heart) and hsing (nature). He 

did not share Yang-ming's optimistic estimate of the power 

of hsin. Instead of discussing with La the subtler 

questions, such as of l<nowledge and action, Yang-ming 

concentrated on explaining to La his own basic position 

regarding the "unity" and "wholeness" of the quest for 

sagehood. It is, he said, the whole personality that 

should 1)e developed, not by "investigating" one thing after 

another in the manner of an assiduous scholar and exegete, 

but by cultivating hsin. Besides, he sought to make this 

explanation, not by a discourse on hsin, as he had done 

with his own disciples, but by beginning with Ji. which. 

together with hsing, (nature), made up Lo's basic starting

point, as it did Chu Hsi's earlier. 
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Yang-ming admitted to Lo that the words of the text of 
the Great Learning make mention not m~rely of making the 

intention sincere and of rectifying hsin, but also of the 

"investigation of things" anCl the "extension of knowledge", 

as "methods" of personal cUltivation. However, he claims 

that this does not justify the separation of learning into 
tworeatl!l!U "inner" and "outer". The four "methods" 21 

or procedura'}. steps are in reality four aspects of the 
same effort, an effort directed at the integral development 

of the character of the whole man, by the cultivation of 

his personality at its deepest recesses--at its hsin. And 

then, propounding a thoroughly unitary philosophy for the 

sake of supporting his single, integrated method of self

cultivation, Yang-ming presented his own understanding of 

li. This time, it is in terms of this word that he seeks 

to explain the other words. of hsing (nature), hsin (mind

and-heart), ~ (intention), chih (knowledge), and ~ (thing). 

There is only one 11 (principle of being). When 

concentrated in an individual. it is known as hsing 

(nature). As master [or moving principle] of this 

(nature), it is known as hsin (mind-and-heart). 

In terms of the operation of this [.b§.!.!:!J. it is 

known as Yi (intention or thought). In terms of 

the clear consciousness [one has] of this intention, 

it is known as chih (knowledge), And, from the 

point of view of [the object of] experience of this 

[knowledge] it is known as ~ {act or Ithing"),22 

According to his view, the investigation of 1i would 

therefore become the investigation of human nature itself, 

and this is to be done by the control. that the mind-and

heart exercises over its acts and operations, which means, 

over its "intentions". By this control. the mind-and-heart 
assures the sincerity of its intentions, which, in turn, 

assures the sincerity and rectitude of the mind-and-heart 

itself and of the whole person, Yang-ming therefore gave 

a renewed statement of his views on the met.hod of self

cultivation, flowing from the above expl.anation of 1i; 
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"a th regard to ~ (acts or "things"). we speak of 
.!S? [for him, rectifying but usually, "investigation"]. 
With regard to chih [knowledge, in his case not 
different from action], we speak of £l:!±.h g;,~ (extend
ing). With regard to y! (intention), we speak of 
ch'eng (making sincere). with regard to hsin (mind
and-heart), we speak of cheng 1l (rectifying), To 

rectify is to rectify this [~]. to make sincere 
is to make this [hsin] sincere, to investigate is 
to investigate this [~J. This is what is meant 
by investigating 1i to the utmost for the sake of 

completely developing [human] nature. There is no 
Ii outside hsing (nature); there is no ~ [either] 
outside hsing. 23 

With this last sentence, therefore, Yang-ming seeks to 
explain his own position to Lo by taking Lo's position, by 
speaking, of hsinB (nature), 11 (principle of being) and 
wu ("thing", for him, really "act"), in his explanations 

of hsin (mind-and-heart). 

In later life, Yang-ming frequently had to answer his 

disciples' questions concerning his teaching on the 

"investigation of things" and on ~ and 11. On one 
occasion. 24 a disciple asked how Yang-ming would reconcile 
his own teaching with that of Ch' eng Yi on these questions, 
quoting from Ch'eng Yi the sentence, "In ~ (things), [it] 

is called 11 (prinCiple of being)".25 Yang-ming must have 
known very well the context for this sentence, taken out 
of a passage in which Ch'eng Yi had discussed the question 

of the goodness of~. For he promptly replied to the 

disciple. that the word hsin should be inserted: "In ~ 

(things), [~] is caned 11". He went on to explain that 
for him, this meant that when the mind-and-heart (hsin) 
applies itself to the practice of serving one's parents. 
then this virtuous action is li, and when the mind-and
heart appi.ies itself to the practice of serving the ruler, 
this virtuous action also becomes li. 26 Thus, over and 
over again, Yang-ming asserts that li is not an abstract 
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principle, whether of being or of virtue. For him, being 

and virtue cannot be separated from life and action, Bsin 
(mina-ana-heart) and 1i (vi.rtue) are inseparable, because 

it is ~ whi.ch makes li. 

On that same occasion, Yang-ming continued his discourse 

by explaining his underlying reason for teaching such a 

doctrine regarding li. He said that to consider 11: as 

abstract principles, albeit principles of virtue, but 

quite separate from and outside of hsin, the centre of 

moral activity, has led to the abstraction of the concept 

of virtue itself, and the divorce betvleen virtue anel life. 

[There are people] who only strive to make their 

actions look good on the outside, "'hile separating 

them completely from hsin (mind-and-heart). They 
make hsin (mind-and-heart) and l:i (virtue) into t';]Q 

things, drifting unconsciously into hypocrisy as 

did the [Five] Despots. I speak of li as being 

present in hsin, so that •••• people may ffiilke efforts 

on hsin and not accumulate individual acts of 

righteousness externally..... 'l'his is the bilsic 

reason for my teaching in this respect. 27 

When the disciple posed a further question as to i'Thy 

Yang-ming aJways tried to synthesi"e the teachings of the 

many sages and worthy men of the past, by regarding them 

in a holistic or unitary view, he replied: "There is onLy 

one Way (~) •••• Heaven-and-Earth and the sages are all 
one. How can they be divided'il,,28 

ko-wul Knowledge or Action'il 

Wang Yang-ming .. ,as a "self-taught II philosopher. Chan 

Jo-shui, on the other hand, was the recognised disciple of 
Chien Hsien-chang, the disciple, in turn, of >'1u yu-pi. At 

the time of the first meeting of Yang-ming and Chan Jo

shui, the latter was, without doubt, the "senior" philOSO

pher, older and more mature, Chan's triendship certainl.Y 
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contributed to Yang-ming's resolution to engagfJ himself in 

the quest for wisdom and sagehood, and to do so by relying 

very much on personal insight acquirec' through the practice 

of virtue, 

Unlike Lo Ch'in-shun, ¥.'it.h whom Yang-ming seems to 

have had no real discussion until 1520, Chan had c1iscusso<J 

with Yang-ming the problems related to the QFeat Learnin..q 

over a long period of time. It revolved around the 

question of knowledge and action, Where Chan insisted upon 

the role of classical knm.,Ledge in the quest of sagehood, 

Yang-ming replied that there was no genuine knowledge 

outside of action, But the basic positions of the two men 

were not. so far apart, Both believed in 1:!§1£, the mind

and-heart, as the self-determining principle capable of 

bringing a man to his highest goals, although Chan would 

have addet1, provided he made certain efforts to study ·the 

Classics. 

Late in 1511, yang-ming wrote an essay in Chan's 

honour, in which he expressed openly his debt of gratitude: 

For twenty years, I had meddled with perverse 

doctrines and heresies •••• Later, I made friends 

with Chan Ran-ch'lian [Jo-shui], after which my 

det0rmination [to seek after the ideals of Confucian 

sagehood] becam~ firmer and stronger, and quite 

irrevocable. This shows how much I have received 

from Kan-ch'uan. 29 

He continued by praising Chan's insistence on the role 

of personal insights in the quest for sagehood, defending 

Chan from the charge of being tainted with the influence 

of Ch'an Buddhism by appealing to Chan's high idealsl 

The teachings of Kan-ch'uan insists upon acquiring 

for oneself personal insights. The world has not 

been able to understand it ••• , [l".any] suspect it to 

be Ch'an Buddhism. It that be so, then I still have 

not known Ch'an Buddhism. For, with such sublime 

ambitions as his. how can someone like Chan Kan-

ch I iian not be a disciple of the sag(;[;. 30 
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The seeds of disagreement, however, were already present. 
Having received, through Chan, the legacy of Ch'en Hsien

chang concerning the importance of acquiring for oneself 

personal insights, as well as the teaching of the unity 
of man with all things, Yang-ming had also gone beyond 

these horizons. The period between 1512 and 1518 had 

already witnessed his gradual development of an independent 
philosophy. From then on, he was to influence Chan more 

than Chan could influence him. The two engaged in 

philosophical disputes in letters and conversations, which 
ended with Yang-mingls death in 1529. 

Chan's teaching centred around the notion of T'ien-li 

or "principle of Heaven", a notion which calls to mind 

again the teaching of Ch'eng Hao and his emphasis on 

acquiring insight for oneself. But it also gives some 
importance to Chu Hsi's notion of 1!. This would later 

bring him into conflict with Yang-ming, who objected to 
Chu's doctrine of an "exhaustive search for 1i" by the 

"investigation of things". The dispute was to focus on 

the differences of methodology of self-cultivation. It 

brought out Yang-ming's entire dependence on personal 

insight, as opposed to Chan's admission of the role of the 

Classics as the ultimate corrective criteria to such 

insights. which he, no cloubt, valued also. It also brought 

out certain subtle nuances in the understanding c: the 

word hsin. For Yang-ming, hsin, the mind-and-heart, which 

is one with all things, is in itself independent and 

sufficient, without necessarily requiring the help of the 

Classics in its quest for wisdom. For Chan, ~, under

stood also as one with all things, must on that account 

accommodate also the Classics as the deposit of truth ano 

wisdom. 

Already in 1515, Yang-ming had discussed with Chan the 

relative merits of the Old and New Versions of the Great 

Learning, as well as the interpretation of the words kO-WU, 

"investigation of things", They were then unable to reach 

an agreement. According to one of yang-ming's discipLes; 
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Kan-ch'Uan held the old theory [of Chu HSiJ. The 

Master said! "This would be seeking wisdom in 
externa 1 things". Kan-ch' uan rep 1 ied. "If you 

rogard the investigation of the li of things as 

external. you are belittling your h§iD (mind-and

heart) " •.• , • Then the Jliaster proceeded to give a 
discourse on Mencius' chapter on developing h§iD 

·to the utmost. 31 

The next day, Chan explained his own ideas further in 

a letter addressed to Yang-ming, objecting to Yang-ming's 

interpretation of the word ~ (thing) as "that to which 

the intention of hsin is directed", For him, that implied 

that things (~) are outside of the mind-and-heart (h§iD). 

He suggested rather that the mind-and-heart (~) compre

hends all things (~). and hence, that the "investigation 
of things" is no external quest. 

[which] invest.igates [things] and 

not external [to oneself]".32 

"For the mind-and-heart 

extends [knowledge] is 

Did Chan, however. understand correctly Yang-ming' s 

definition of the word ~~ Could he, perhaps, have mis

understood Yang-ming, by placing ~ (things) in a context 

of the investigation of knowledge, where yang-ming himself 

had referred rather to action, the action. namely, of 

"polishing" the mind by removing from it all selfish 

desires? In o·ther words, was not Chan's idea of self

cUltivation that of the mind-and-heart (hsin) expanding 

itself through a deepened understanding of aU things, 

while yang-ming preferred that hsin (mind-and-heart) empty 

itself of all unruly desires through a process of purifica-
tion and ascesis? To 

Chiu-chluanr't jt )IJ 

regarding Yang-ming's 

a disciple, Chien Wei-chun [Ch'en 
J, who had shared Chan's misgivings 

position, Yang-ming had explained 

that he too, did not consider ~ to be outside of h§iD. He 

regarded rather that ~ (thing) is somehow one and the same 

wi th sheng (body or self), h§iD (mind-and-heart). y!: (inten

tion) and chih (knowledge). He said I liThe [sense organs 

of] eyes, ears, mouth and nose, together with the four 
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limbs. make up sheng (body or self). Yet without ~ 
(mind-and-heart). how can they see. hear, speak or move>? 
And also, if ~ wishes to see, hear, speak or move, it 
too would be powerless without the eyes, ears, mouth, nose 
and the four limbs, Hence hsin (mind-and-heart) is nothing 
without sheng (body) and sheng is nothing without hSin".33 

Thus, hsin (mind-and-heart) is that which is in command 

of the body or the "self" (sheng), ani'i the two cannot be 
understood in isolation from each other. Besides, the 
mind-and-heart (hsin) is dynamic I its activity is called 
intention (z!). whereas the intelligence which permeates 
this acti vi ty is called knowledge (.£h.:hb). As to "thing" 
(~), it is that to which intention is directed. In other 
words, knowledge involves the moral activity of the inten
tion, and even "thing" (~)--which, for Chan, is the object 
of knowledge--must involve act.ion, 

And so, Yang-ming's method of self-cultivation lies in 
the rectification of intention, a process in which know

ledge and action are one, in which truth or wisdom is 
discovered by action. For Yang-ming. action contains 

knowledge. 

Between 1517 and 1520, when Wang was busy suppressing 

bandits and the rebellious forces of Prince Ch'en-hao, 
Chan was back in his horne-town, mourning the death of his 

mother. He gradualLy lost his former misgivings concerning 
the old version of the Great Learning. coming around to 

Wang's pOint of view especially in expressing preference 

for the words "ch'in-min"--loving the people--which Chu 
Rsi had altered. 34 He also regarded the "investigation of 

things" as "realising personally the 'principle of Heaven' 
(T'ien-li) everywhere". This seemed to make his position 
closer to wang's although they still remained a step apart: 

[Chan's] present view on the investigation of things 
is much nearer [the truth]. However, there is no 

need for him to SUbstitute the word 11 (virtue) for 

the word ~ (thing). Let the word wu be restored, 
and his teaching will be correct. 35 
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For Yang-ming, Chan's use of the word 1i implies his 

continued adherence to the importance of the role of 
knowleage. of knowing the principles of things, of attaining 

the supreme reality in T'ien-li, the "principle of Heaven", 

or, more clearly. perfect virtue. 

Chan, on the other hand, could not accept the reduction 

of the teaching of the Great Learning to "making the 

intention sincere". For him, that is tantamount to saying 

that the universe is empty and unreal.. While he admits to 
a "mystical unj.ty" between self and the Universe, he also 

maintains that the two are somehow distinct in existence. 

The investigation of things woul(J therefore refer to the 

attainment of "principles" existing in the universe. For 

him, to "investigate" means to "reach" or "arrive", while 

"things" refer to perfect virtue or "principle of Heaven". 

This can be attained through study, inquiry, thought, 

discernment and action. 36 Thus, he visualised a certain 

"ascent" to perfect virtue or "principle of Heaven", which 

forms the supreme reality, being also the fullness of all 

gooC'ness and perfection, and which involves a man in 

becoming wise so that he may be gooe:. Action, therefore, 

depends on knowledge, as f·oes also thE, attainment of sage

hood itself. 

In a letter written to another friend, Ku Lin, some 

time before 1524, Yang-ming has left. us with his reply to 

Chan's interpretation of the investigation of things. After 

saying that, to develop one's nature and know Heaven, all 

that is neeoec is to extend one's liang-chih to the utmost, 

which. in turn, includes the effort of "careful.1y examining 

T'ien-li", he declares that he has never discouragec others 

from "investigating things" to the utmost, nor has he urged 

them to live in seclusion an!" fo nothing. Rather, he holds 

that "if an unenlightene(;, stucent can really carefully 

examine T' ien-li. . •• in connection witch t.hings and events 
as they corne, and extend his knowledge of the good, then 

though stupid, he will surely become intelli.gent, and though 

weak, he wilJ surely become strong".37 However, he conti-

nueSi 
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Who knows that the "investi,]ation of things" of the 

Great Learning should not be interpreted in the 

sense of "rectifying" rather than in the sense of 
IIreac:,:Lng"~! If it must be interpreted in the sense 

of "reaching", it would be necessary to say, "inves

tigating things to the utmost until. you reach the 

prinCiples of all things" in order to make sense ••• 

To mention only the "inVestigation of things" and 

dogmatically to say that it means the investigation 
of the principles of things to the utmost is to 

regarD the latter as belonging entirely to the 

sphere of lmowledge and the investigation of things 

as involving no action,.. That is why later 

schoLars have separated knoNl.edge and action into 

two sections and have been constantly caught up in 
fragmentary l<nowledge and dissociated (getai ls, and 

why the (4.octrine of the sages has been declining 
and fading away.38 

Rence, with regard to the doctrine of "investigating 

things", the chief difference between wang's and Chan's 

teachings is that of practical ascesis. For Wang, the 

quest for sagehood is purely moral an'] mystica 1. In his 

view. the 1.:nity of knowledge and action implies that moral 

knowledge and moral action are almost indistinguishable. 

that the former lies in the latter. His overwhelming 

emphasis was therefore upon moral ano spiritual ascesis, 

through the incH vidua l' s continua t responses to the movements 

of his own mind and to the events of life which act upon 

the mind. Chan, however, insisted upon the necessity of 

intellectual effort, of stUGY of Classics. He considers 

that it is difficult to ascertain the "correctness" or 

"orthodoxy" of one's thoughts and concepts without making 

intellectual efforts. To break out of the narrow boundaries 

of a purely internal quest. for sagehood, as consisting in 

the purification and rectification of one's inner thoughts 

and motives alone, he expresses preference for "the reali

sation of T'ien-li" as the meaning of "investigating 

things". True, Yang-ming also speaks of developing T'ien-ii. 
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the civil examinations and become interested in the writing 
of prose and poetry, how he cevoted his mind to Confucian 

learning but was confused by the great variety of theories 

and interpretations regarding the texts, and how he turned 

to Taoism ano Buddhism for an answer to the meaning of 

life. Then he described his aldie in Lung-ch'ang, the 
enlightenment he received and theconiirnlction of it by his 

meditations on the Classics. He was troubled, however, 

by the fact that his insights were not in agreement with 
the teachings of Chu Hsi, whom he respected very much. 

Finall.y, after "searching" through Chu' s works, Yang-ming 
found that Chu' s ideas had changed remarkably in later 

life, when he "expressed regret" at the mistakes he made 

in earlier years. And so, with great joy, Yang-ming 
decided to m:!}::e open Chu I s intellectual evolution and the 

insights he attained late in life. which were largely 

unknown to the scholars of the world, attached only to the 

"tentative" doctrine of Chu's age. 42 

In the same letter in which he discussed Yang-ming's 

publication of the old version of the Great Learning, La 

Ch' in-shun also gave his criticisms of Yang-ming's second 

publication of excerpts from letters which Chu was supposed 

to have written in later life. He pointed out that Yang
ming had selected these passages on an arbitrary basis, and 

had taken them out of context to highlight Chuls teaching 

on inner cultivation. Besides, yang-ming had also presented 

as written late in life four letters written in Chu IS 

midd le age or even ear lier--certain ly before Chu' s publi

cation of his "Collected Commentaries" and his "Questions 

and Answers" on the Four Books, -which Yang-ming asserted, 

incorporate Chu's "tentative" doctrine. 43 He also pointed 

out, that if Wu Ch'eng finally acquired insights into "the 

learning of the sages", these probably came sudden ly, as 

the culmination of his long years of devoted stUdy of the 

Classics and the Corrmentaries, th11S proving that the assi

duous study of the ClassiCS should be promoter'! rather 

than discouraged. After all, one might forget the fish-

trap on catching the fish. and forget the rabbit's traces 

on catching tho rabbit itself, but there is no reason why 

one should also regret having used the fish.rrap and fol Lowed 
upon the rabbit's traces. 44 
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In his answer, Yang-ming insisted that most of the 

letters in his selection were written by Chu Hsi towards 

the end of that phi1osophor's life, although he admitted 

that he had not taken care to establish the correct 

chronology for all the letters. He acknowledged that he 

had published the selection for the sake of "reconciling" 

as much as possible, Chu's teachings on the "investigation 

of things" and Yang-ming' s own ins ights. But h"l denied 

that he had made this ''lork public with the motive of 

deceiving his readers. 45 

All my life, Chu Hsi's teachings have been like a 

revelation from the gods or from divination and 

oracles. I could hardly bear to depart from his 

teachings so abruptly. In my heart, I cannot 

bear to contradict -"J.aster Chu, and yet I cannot 

but contradict him, because the way is what it is 

and the Way will not be made c1ear unless I am 
forthright. 46 

This was in 1520. Yang-ming had made an attempt to 

reconcile his teaching with Chu Hsi's, or rather, to 

reconcile Chu Hsi I s teaching with his own, and his 

attempt had been largely unsuccessful. One can hardly 

blame him for any intellectual dishonesty. He had 

merely acted in accordance with Lu Chiu-yuan's 

the Six Classics being only footnotes to one's 

and had applied it to the writings of Chu Hsi. 

remarks, of 

insights, 

In doing 

so, he had been grossly careless of chronology, and quite 

unfair to Chu Hsi's intended meanings. And he had 

admitted his errors, Yang-ming's differences with Chu 

Hsi were only made cle~rer by this publication, aimed 

originally as an appeal. from a supposedly "mistaken" 

Chu Hsi, to the "real" Chu Hsi, for support for Yang-ming's 

own teachings. There would be no reconei I iation 

possible. If the ideas of Chu Rsi were the criterion for 

Confucian orthodoxy. as this was known in the Ming dynas

ty, then Yang-ming was without doubt a dissenter and even 

a heretic. 47 But there can be other ways of looking at 

this picture. 
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To Acquire Wisdom 

.Classics versus commentaries 

How much value yang-ming attaches to intellectual 

inquiry as well as to the authority of the ancients can 

be seen in his attitude toward the Classics. Yang-ming 

had spoken at length on this subject, especially in a 

conversation with }lsu Ai. 48 He gave then his'raase-ns for 

favouring a return to the sources, the classical texts 

themsel.ves, without paying attention to the commentaries. 
He said that Confucius' merit was in abridging and trans

mitting the Classics, reducing their contents, purifying 

them of accumulated dross. This was done in order to 

help people to fine out more easily the real "message" of 

the Classics. This message lay, not in the words or 

narratives given by the texts, but in the spirit in which 

these were recorded. The Classics represent a "portrait" 

of the "principle of Heaven". They can be compared to the 

portrait of a human person, given by a painter who offers 

an outline of the man's appearance in such a way as to 

communicate something of his genuine, s];.ic-itua). personality. 

Those who view the portrait should use it in order to seek. 

out this true personality, this hidden spirit.. The commen

taries, however, are written by later men, who came after 

the sages. Their works can be compared to the "copies" of 

the master-pieces. These copies have changed and added to 

the originals, until the true likeness has been lost. 49 

One should therefore return to the sources, to the texts 

themselves, in order to recover the primary purpose for 

which Confucius and ·the other sages had transmitted the 

Classics, and this was: "to rectify men's hsin, keep 

intact the 'principle of Heaven', and eliminate selfish 
desires. ,.50 

In an essay he ylrote on the "Tsun-ching Payi lion" 

[literally, Respect-the-Classic Pavilion] of Ch i.-shan 

College, Yang-ming describes the Classics as the "con

stant Way (Tao) ". This is caned minq ~ • (ordinance, 

or destiny) in Heaven, and hsinq (nature) in man. It is 

also called hsin (mind-and-heart) as master of the person. 
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Thus, this constant Way "penetrates persons and things, 

reaches the four seas,fills up Beaven and Earth, goes 

through past and present, comprehends all that exists, 

and is indentical to all that exists, wit.hout changing 
anything. ,,51 And also: 

When it responds to events, it becomes compassion, 

sense of shame, modesty in yielding to others, and 

discernment of right and wrong. When it is expressed 

in affairs, it becomes the affection between rather 

and son, the righteousness ]:'E,tween sovereign and 

SUbject, the relationship between husband and wife, 

the order between elders and juniors, the fidelity 

between friend and friend.... The Six Clazsics are 

nothing ot.her than this conet.:mt Way in my {lsin. 52 

Yang-ming explained that sages of old had committed to 

writing these Classics, for the sake of giving support 

to the ultimate human criteria of' morality. Such action 

can be compared to that of the ancestors of a rich cLan, 

who committed to writing the record of their property, 

which they bequeC't.hed to their descendants. 53 "Thus, the 

reality of the Six Classics is contained j.n my hsin, just 

as the real, accumulated wealth and property of all kinds 

and items are preserved in the rich family, while the 

inventory book merely presents an account. of theil:' names, 

kinds, and numbers." And so, worldly scholars who do not 

seek the reality of the Classics in the mind-and-heart, and 

search for it in words and sounds. resemble the descendants 

of the rich family, who squander t.heir heritage, '.vhile 

pointing vainly to the inventory books, sayio,? "Here is 

my accumulated wealth and property." 54 

The primary purpose for which the Classics have been 

handed down determines also the manner in which they 

should be studied. yang-ming was against merely under

standing the words themselves. He recommended that the 

texts be read over and over again, until they have yielded 

their spiritual meaning. This spiritual meaning cannot be 

separated from virtuous action! 
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One should make efforts [to develop] ~ in-

itself. WhIiOreV,.:r something is not understood and 
cannot be put into practice, one should enter 

into oneself and seek t.O realise [what is "aid] 
in one' s h!.i!1. Understand ing wi 11 surely come. 
For the Four Books and Five Classics talk about 
nothing but hsin in-itself. And this is nothing 
other than the Way (Tao). When ~ in-itself is 
understood, the Way is also understood. 55 

Thus, the Classics should be the object of an lnteL
lect.ual inquiry which is permeated by virtuous .:intention 
and activity. For the philosopher of the unity of knowledge 

and action, there cannot be any other answer. Elsewhere 
Yang-ming said of the different books of the Classics, 
their various genres and the different truths which they 

seek to communicate: 

In [using] the Six Classics, the gentleman seeks 
·the movements of yin and Y2.!29: of the mind-and-heart 

(hsin), in order to act in accordance with them. by 

his revenmce for the Book of Chann§.§. He seeks 
the laws and ordinances and governance of hsin, in 
order to put them into 

the Book of Documents. 
practice, by reverence for 

He seeks the musical and 
lyrical expressions of the feelings of hsin, in 
order to give vent to these, by reverence for the 

Odes. He seeks the regulations and rules of .l:!.§.!!:l. 

in order to pay att.ention to them, by reverence for 

the Book of Rites. He seeks the joy and peace of 
~ in order to give expression to them, by 

reverence for the Classic of Muill. He seeks the 
distinctions between sincerity and hypocrisy, per
versity ana rectitude of ~, in order to learn 
discernment, by reverenc_ for the Spring-Autumn 
Annabs. 56 
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And so, by reverent contemplation of the Classics. 
the portrait of perfect virtue (T'ien-li) or of hsin-in
itself, the student is able to benefit from the spiritual 
richness hidden in each boOk, fer the development of his 

own~, his vwn personality. 
Yang-ming recognised that many of t.he Classical texts 

are obscure, and in need of explanations. He did not 
discount the: role of simple commentaries. He wrote a 

preface to a.new edition of Wu Ch' eng's 1i-chi ts'uan

yen 1-t ~G* .~ [Annotated edition of the Book of 
Rites]. He praised warmly this attempt to elucidate the 
confusing and complicated body of ritual texts, which 
have accumulated many commentaries. These often consist 
of detailed explanations of articles and numbers of 
sacrificial vessels as well as minor items of criminal 

law. The Li-chi ts'uan-yen, however, seeks to bring the 
student back to the foundation of the rites, putting 
various issues in a proper order of moral values. 57 

Speaking of the fundamental unity underlying the many 

ordinances of the ritual texts, Yang-ming had this to say: 

There are three hundred rules 
(ching-U _~a;.;t ) 

of canonical rites and 
propriety and three thousand 

...\h ',m 58 
additional rules of demeanour (ch'li-Ji """ 1;t ). 
Not one of them is not based on humanity (jen); not 
one of them is not. based on human nature (hsinq). 

Such are the ordinances and arrangements of Heaven. 
Such is the very mind of the sage. 59 

According to him, it would be a mistake to pay so much 
attention to the details of rites and propriety, as to 
forget this very reason for which the ritual texts exist: 

to expound the mind (hsin) of the sages. He 
Analects, saying: "Propriety! propriety! 
silk: all that is meant by this word?,,60 and 

quoted the 

Are gems and 

alsO, "If a 
man is lacking in the virtue of humanity, what can pro
priety [or the rites] do for hirn?,,61 

VOicing sympathy for the followers of Lao_tzu62 and 
Chuang-t,zu63 • who claim that the rise of ritual law or of 



140. 

the practice of particular virtues followed the decline of 

real virtue (E2 and ~), and who prefer to over look 
"propriety" and talk only of hu.rnan nature, yang-ming went 

on to give his own views of propriety: 

Li [propriety, ritual observance] is to the ceremonies 

what the compass and the quadrant are to the shapes 

of squares and circles. Without squares and circles 

there can be no function for qU"l.drcnt or cmnpass l 

without cer"monies there can be no show and pro
priety. Yet squares and -ciJ:cles are made by quad

rant. and cornpes8, without being themselves compass 

or quadrant .•• [For] the compass and the quadrant 
are not limited to certain definite circles and 

squares, while circles and squares are ruled by 

definite compasses and quadrants. 64 

These words help us to understand what Yang-ming said on 

an earlier occasion, when he claimed that the two words, 

11 opt (rites or propriety) and li W (organising 

principle, being, virtue) have the same l".-aaning. For, he 

said, to restrain or control oneself with the rules of 

propriety implies that one's hsi!! is already full of the 
"principle of Heaven" (T ' ien-ii). 65 

Yan<]-ming has left us with two "tong letters on the sub

ject of propriety or the rites. From these, we discover 

his expert knowlecge of the Classics, particularly of 

Cietailed questions of rites and Clf historical .prececents, 

and also of Chu Hsi I s well known Chia-li f pig [Family 

Rites].66 From these, we also '~iscover his constant pre

occupation, which was to direct his friend;or disciple, 

away from an excessive fondness for ritual hair-splitting, 

and on to a new awareness of and respect for "genuine 

human feeling". Without such, the rites woUlcl be a dead 

question. For this reason, although he has made no expli

cit pronouncement on the matter of Emperor Shih-tsung's 

desire to transgress precedents by giving posthumous, 
imperial homours to his deceased father,67 it might safely 
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be presumed that Yang-ming was sympathetic to such 

expressions of genuinefil1al feeling. Some of his poems, 

written in 1524, have especially been interpreted by his 

disciples as being expressive of Yang-ming's attitude 

toward the controversy aroused by Emperor Shih-tsung's 

gost ures .68 In one of them, he attempts to tift men's 

minds from petty preoccupations with ritual observances 

to a higher plane: 

An autumn rain brings in the newness of a cooL night, 

Sitting on the pond's edge, I find my spirit 

stimulated by the solitary moon. 

Swimming in the depths, the fish are passing on 

words of power; 

Pf)rcned on the branches, birds are ut.tering the 

veritable Tao 69 
-' 

Do not say that instinctive desires are not 

mysteries of Heaven. 70 

Know that my body with OnE) with the ten thousand 

things, 

PeopJ.e talk endlessly about rites anc music, 

But who will sweep away the heaps of (lust from the 

blue sky~!71 

Accordinsr to him, therefor", man's first attention 

should be given to developing T'ien-li, ane to eliminating 

selfish oesires, Everything else is secondary. Once 

T' ien-li is well develope(~, ane hsin (mina-ancJ-heart) has 

become crystal clear, what one shoul<1 do on specific 

occasions ane: for specific neees would become natura lly 

clari~iee also, 

Personal Insight versus Authority 

In 1522, Chan Jo-shui wrote a long letter to Yang-ming, 

in whi.ch he explained clearly the differences between his 

unoerstanding of "investig"l.tion of things" cine Yang-ming's, 

He presents four objections to Yang-minq's interpretation. 

Of these, tho first two are concern,-,,'1 with textual problems, 
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he will grow oLd and die as a fool. Of course, 
your intelligence is far superior 
I would not dare say this of you. 
how Confucius exhorted himself to 

to anyone else's. 

But as I observe 
study. and was 

worrien about not studying, and as I realise how 
you occupy a high position in the world. and are 
esteemed by the scholars of the world, I wish to 

[remind you] that one must be cautious in his 
learning, and balanced in his teachinq •••• 75 

Whether Yang-ming answered this letter from Chan Jo

shui is not known to us. However, from the letter he 
wrote to Lo Ch' in-shun, we can fin~ his thought on the 
role of intellectual inquiry in the quest for sagehood, 
as well as on the role of authority of Confucius himself 

as the teacher of wisdom. He maintained that he included 
the "Nine Items" of self-cultivation set out by Chu Hsi in 
his own interpretation of the "investigation of things". 76 

But he acknowledged also that he differed from Chu Hsi in 

the relative emphasis made on these items. After this, 
he attacked the so-called disciples of Chu Hsi of his own 
times, whom he compared un favourably with Yang Chu and 
Mo Ti,77 the two "heretics" whose fallacies had been 

exposed by Mencius himself. He also likened himself to 
Han Yii. who had been audacious enough to combat the harmful 

teachings of Buddhism and TaOism, without being equal to 
Mencius in virtue. 78 

That Yang-ming accepted in all sincerity the role of 
intellectual inquiry in personal cultivation can also be 
seen in the explanation he gave for "honouring virtuous 

nature" and "following the path of stUdy and inquiry". 
Commenting on Chu Hsi's admission that Lu Chiu-yuan taught 
more of "honouring virtuous nature" while Chu himself gave 
greater emphasis to "stU(ly and inquiry" I Yang-ming once 
told his C'isciple, Huang Chih,that the two cannot be 

separated from each other. He saidl "Is there such a thing 
as 'honouring virtuous naturE" in a vacuum without also 
pursuing 'study and inquiry', or pursuing 'stuc'y and inquiry' 
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in a vacuum without relating it to '[honouring] virtuous 
nature?' If there is, I do not know what we are seeking 
to learn in our present studies and discussions".79 It 
would seem, therefore, that his main pre-occupation was to 
permeate intellectual inquiry with the desire for virtue, 
while at the same time subordinating it to the cultivation 
of this desire itself, and of one's capacity for virtue. 

Yang-ming's attitude to intellectual inquiry can be 
discerned in his teaching concerning the role of the arts 

M" 

(x! .~ ) in the quest for wisdom. With his eyes always 
fixed on the ultimate goal of life, he declared that this 
word x! (arts) is related to the other word of the same 

sound. x! ~ • meaning righteousness. The arts, therefore, 
ought to lead man to the practice of virtue (li t'f. ), 
Such activities as the recital of poetry, the reading of 
books, the playing of lutes and the practice of archery 

are all intended to give grGater harmony to hs..!.!!. the mind
and-heart, and so help it to proceed with its quest of 
the great 'Way, "The man who does not first set his wi Ll 

firm on the Way, and only seek amusement in the arts, is 

like a fool who does not first plan the ]:;uilding of a 
house, but attend only to the purchase of paintings which 
he can hang up as show, without knowing where he is going 
to hang them",80 

To the difficulty, that reading or intellectual work 

somet.imes brings with it ideas of vanity connected with 
the desire to succeed in the civil service examinations, 
Yang-ming replied that even this should not become any 
hindrance to the man whose liang-chih (desire for goodness) 

is genuine and earnest, He would know then that he should 
not force himself to commit things to memory, that he 
should not yield to impatience, to ambition or to boasting, 

As long as he immediately overcomes such temptations, he 
will remain in perfect accord with the "prinCiple of 

Heaven". "Let him therefore read. He will be merely 
refreshing and giving harmony to his mind-and-heart (~), 
What difficulty is there?,,81 
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There .• is no doubt" however, that, for Yang-ming, reading 
(tu-shu 1>1' '1; literally, reading or studying books) is a 
means toward an end, and this end is the quest for wisdom, 

much more than the passing of examinations. He excuses 

the persons who read or study with the ambition of passing 

examinations, so long as these persons have need of official 

emolument for the support of their parents or family.82 But 

he is anxious to point out that intel.lectual inquiry should 

only be carried out as a help to the acquisition of wisdom 

and sagehood. Care should therefore be taken that such 

inquiry does not absorb the mind and lead it astray.83 For 

this reason, he is against the laborious work of classical 

exegesis. He warned his disCiple Chi Pen ~ $ [Chi Ming

te ~ ~ i~ ] in these words I 

If you wish also to divide up every section of the 

[Classical] writings, giving commentaries and 
citing proofs, taking these to be systematic steps 

of the pathway by which a sage advances in the Way 
(Tao), ••• then you will not be free from the 

defects of making comparisons and of being fettered 

by words. To ShO~l in this way thc.; fact that sage

hood is attainable by learning, may give some 
insights, but would tend to make of the status of 

sagehood something very high and far away ••••• 84 

Reading, after all, is only one exercise of the task 

of study. As already mentioned, the Chinese word hsueh 

(study) means simply. 

moral 

to learn, 

effort or 

or to acquire by learning-

intellectual inquiry. For whether through 

the phil.osopher who teaches the unity of knowledge and 

action, there can be no distinction between the two. Yang

ming generally means by hsueh, a method by which selfish 
desires may be removed. 
the effort of extending 

It is therefore, no different from 

lianq-chih. As he put it, 

A scholar who has already determined to become a 

sage, needs merely to extend his lianq-chih, in its 

intelligent and conscious aspects, to the uttermost, 
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proceeding gradua 1ty day by day. He does not need 
to worry about ext.ernals and details. Criticisms, 
the praise and blame of others. can also be used 
profitably •••• but without having these affect his 

85 hsin in the least ••••••• 

Given this view of study or intellectual inquiry, it 
is easier to see why Yang-ming regarded as suitable objects 
of study, not only the recognised books of the Confucian 
canon, but also the so-called Taoist and Buddhist scriptures, 

so long as these contribute to the realisation in oneself 
of T'ien-li or perfect virtue. 86 These unorthodox texts 
are not required for the passing of official examinations, 

but contain insights which are nonetheless valuable. This 
concession which yang-ming made is important to the student 

who wishes to understand the universal character of his 
"Way· of acquiring wisdom, although it cannot be denied 
that Yang-ming valued the Confucian classics far above 
those of the other two schools. 

The Appeal to Confucius 

Lo Ch' in-shun had criticised Yang-ming for putting 
forward views which differed from those of Ch' eng Yi and 

Chu Hsi, and in direct contradiction of the words of the 
Classical texts. To this charge of "heresy", Yang-ming 

replied in self-defence that he had merely attempted to 
return to the sources of Confucian teaching by restoring 
an old text which Chu Hsi had tampered with. Appealing 

directly to the authority of Confucius. he said: "The 
old version of the Great Learninq is the original version 
transmitted from generation to generation in the Confucian 

school. ~~ster Chu, suspecting that errors and gaps have 
crept in. corrected and amended it. But I believe that 
there has not been any errors and gaps, That is why I 
followed the old version completely. Perhaps. my mistake 
has been in believing too much in Confucius. I did not 
omit Master Chu's chapter divisions or delete his commentary 
on purpose. ,,87 
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The app8al to Confucius was no sooner ~~08 when yang
ming also ~cnt beyond it. He went on to say that true 
learning is only that which is personally acquired in one's 
hsj.n, without regard to the authority of other scholars, 
even of Confucius. 

If [words] are examined in the ~ and found to be 
wrong. then even if they have come from [the mouth 
of] Confucius, I dare not accept them as correct. 
How much more so for what has come from p~ople 
inferior to Confucius! If [words] are examined in 
the ~ and found to be right, then even if they 

have come from [the mouths] of mediocre people, I 
dare not regard them as incorrect. How much more 
so for what has come from Confucius!88 

He then criticised Chu Hsi for having tampered with 
the old version, which had been handed down for severa 1 

thousand years. "By what [authority] did Chu Hsi [decide] 
that this paragraph should be here and that one should be 
there, that this part had been lost and should be provided 
for •••• j? Are you not taking too seriously [my] divergences 

from Chu Hsi and not seriously enough Chu's rebellion 
against Confucius'i/"89 

Wisdom, after all, is no static deposit of unchanging 
truths which have been discovered by anyone man who can 

therefore claim a certain monopoly over it. Wisdom means 

the ability to deal with different circumstances. It 
pre-supposes an open mind, a mind without set judgements 

and ready answers, a mind which looks for the answers in 

the circumstances themselves. For this reason, every sage 
understands wisdom and virtue in his own unique way. 90 For 

this reason also, even Confucius himself would never 
present any simple, rustic questioner with a standard 
answer. He would merely try to direct the man himself to 
see the right and wrong of a situation in his own heart 
and with his own judgement. 91 The words of the ancients 
are all the results of deep personal experience, acquired 

frequently through trials and tribulations. In order to 
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attain the wisdom contained in them, the stud.ent himse lf 

must not stop at the words, he must also re-discover 

wisdom at its source, through the complete engagement of 

his hsin in its quest, permitting the whole of life to 
strengthen his nature, and so improve his understanding. 92 

Yang-ming's answer to the question concerning the role 

and guidance of authority in the quest for sagehood is one 

which points beyond the authorities, beyond Chu Hsi, beyond 

Confucius and the Classics, beyond even the first sages, 

to the source of all wisdom and sagehood: the self

determining, self-perfecting hsin, the deepest and most 

dynamic prinCiple within man himself. As he says in one 

of his poems, every man possesses a "Confucius" in his 

own heart, a seed of greatness quite sufficiEmt in itself 

and capable of developing into a powerful tree with r:any 

branches. In another poem, written in 1524, he speaks 

again of sages and of ClassiCS, of their function of 

helping to purify man's mind-and-heart of its accwnuLated 

pollution, and of the ultimate authority of the "polished 
mirror", of hsin alone, as that which reflects both truth 

and error. 93 His words are: 

Under the new autumn moon, I sit alone in the 

courtyard. 

Where else between Heaven (Ch'ien ) and Earth 

(~ vf ) has man more freedom and easel! 
.My loud songs move away ,dth the fresh breeze, 

My quiet feelings flow off with Spring's clear water. 

The thousand sages have no word of power outside of 

the mind; 

Ths Six Classics exist for the purpose of wiping 

away the mirror's dust. 94 

Alas, that the dreams of Duke Chou should still 
disturb meigS 

I have not awakened to the beauty of living in a 
poor alley. 96 



149. 

Yang-ming's attitude towards one specific Classic, 
the Book of Rites. as well as the application of the moral 
principl.es set forth by it to real life. can thus enlighten 
us with regard to his general attitude toward a 11 of the 
Classics and how one should use them. The Classics are 
made for man, not man for the Classics. 
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Notes to Chapter IV 

1 From a letter to yang-ming by Chan Jo-shui, in Kan-ch'uan 
wen-chi, [Collected Writings of Chan Jo-shui] 1866 ed •• 14: 
36a. 

2 Chu Hsi's teachings can be found in his lVlenq-tzu chi-chu, 
[Collected Commentary on the Book of lVlencius]. where he 
sought to explain the beginning lines of M.encius 7A in 
terms of the first chapter of the Great Learning, and vice 
versa. See ~ 7: la-b. 

3 The Chinese words used here recall Chang Tsai' s under
standing of the work of the sage. For other references to 
the importance of a "firm determination" and "single
mindedness" emphasised by the Ch'eng-Chu school as well 
but made into the essential component of self-realisation 
in the Lu-Wang school, see WWKC 1: 821 71 230, 254. The 
starting-point of Yang-ming~hilosophy contains, in 
itself, the end to be achieved. 

4 ~ 1: 59b; Chan, Instructions, 12-14. The same 
subject came back in the letter Yang-ming wrote to Ku Lin, 
before 1524. See WWKC 2: 90a-92b. Chan, Instructions. 
95-97. Yang-ming gave the same exposition as he did to 
Hsil Ai. 

5 ~ 11 59b-60a; Chan, Instructions, 14-15. 

6 Ibid. See also Yang-ming's letter 
178b=l79a. 

to wang Tao, WWKC 4: 

7 ~ 21 118b; Chan, Instructions, 162. This is a 
variant of a frequently cited sentence: "To make a mistake 
of a hair I s breadth may lead [a person] one thousand 1i 
astray". See Shih-chi, op.cit., 130: 279. This quotation, 
often glven as from the Book of Changes, actually comes 
from the apocryphal Book of Changes. See Tjan, op.cit., 
v.l, 102.* Tian cites as his authority a commentary of 
plei Yin :(r-J\!l:1 (5th cent,AD). See also Takigawa Kametaro, 
Shiki kaichu kosho [An Investigation into the Collected 
Commentaries of Shih-chi], (Tokyo 1 1956-1960), 130: 24. 

8 WWKC 1: 87a-b; Chan, Instructions, 86-7. See Chang 
Lieh's criticism of Yang-ming's argument, Wang-hsueh chih
Y!. CYTCS ed., 2: 4b-6b. The story~concerning drawing the 
snake's feet. c~!Qes fiSpm Liu Hsiang ~Aj (r;j (c.77-6BC) ed., 
Chan-kuo ts' e ~ I~ 'IR- [Intrisrues -of the Warring States] 
"Ch'i-shu" 5tt ~ CBOOk of Ch'iJ. See Chan-kuo ts'e chiao
~ [Intrigues of the Warring States, Annotated Version] 
SPTK ed •• 1st series, 41 17b-18a. Eng.tr. by J.l. Crump, Jr •• 
(Oxford', 1970}. 167. --The Warring States period tasted from 
c. 300-221 B,C. 

9 To Wang Ch'eng-yii 1: ?~<--1J,~ 
1538], ~ 41 183b-184a. 

- '"" I':::: 
[wang T'ien-yu ::t 1'1 1465-



10 The name "Po-lu tung" f3 i!!::: ;I;:q 
Cave." Soe ~ 731 18a-19a. 

11 ~ 7: 238b. 
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means "White Deer 

12 The preface is in ~ 3: 160a-b; Eng.tr., Chan, 
Instructions. 264-267. One version of this work can be 
found in the Han-hai ~ ~ collection, comp, by Li Tiao-
yuan, (preface 1782, Taipei reprint, 1967), v. 13, 8165-
8174. But Prof. Wing-tsit Chan has expressed doubt 
regarding its authenticity. See Instructions, 103, n •. 27. 
Yang-ming's side commentaries were based on the commentaries 
of Cheng Bsuan ana of K'un~,X~-ta. The work has been 
praised by Chu Yi-tsun t ~~ (1629-1709) in Ching-vi 
klao [An Investigation into the Classics and their Meanings] 
SPPY ed" 159: 3a. The two works were published in 1518, 
a particularly busy year for Yang-ming, During the first 
five months, he was engaged in military campaigns against 
bandits in southern :K.iangsi. On concluding these success
fully, he initiated measures of rehabilitation for the, 
population, He also mourned the premature death of Hsu Ai, 
his brother-in-law and most promising disciple, which had 
occurred shortly after Hsu's publication of certain recoraed 
conversations between himself and Wang, which now make up 
the first part of Ch'uan-hsi Iu. 

13 See above. Ch. I, n. 33. 

14 WWKC ~I 168b-169a. WU ChI eng, also known as wu Ch'ao
lu .~ # ~ was one of the two best knqwn philosophers 
of 'tUad, d'~e~ the other being HSll Heng;;'f f-tJ (HSU Chung-
pi ing-'fr ~\t "1 1209-1281]. But where Hsu remained an 
adherent of the Ch'eng-Chu school. Wu showed a greater 
fondness for Lu Chiu-yUan. See SYHA 90. 1b-2a for HsU ana 
921 1a-b for Wu. It is therefore-nDt astonishing that 
Yang-min~ should criticise Hsu [~ I: 73; Chan, Instruc
~, 44J and single out wu for praise. See also below. 
his praise of Wu's commentary on the Book of Rites. 

15 ~ 31 160a-b; Chan, Instructions, 264-267. 

16 See criticisms of Yang-mingby Rae P~an-lung. in Kao-tzu 
vi-shu, "Yang-ming shuo-pien "r~ l1l1l~t!J11 A crt Uque of 
Yang-ming's Teachings], I: 3a-4n; "31 46~-51a; 4: 51a-b; 
and by KU Yen-wu, :In Jih-chih Iu Chi-shih, 181 23a-28a, 
by Chien Chien, Hsueh-pu t'ung-pien 11: 2a-b; 8a-9a; Ilb-
14b. Feng K'o, CHiu-shih p'ien 31 3a-4a. 14a-15b; 4: 1~,2~. 
c;apd t.u Lung-eh' i. in Lu Chia-shu chi. "HsUeh-shu pien" ~ 1;tj 
71~ [1\ Critique of Learning]. 1: 1a-17b. 

But Yang-ming also had his supporters, including Liu 
Tsung-chou and Huang Tsung-hsi. see~, "Shih-shuo" 
4a-b. 10: la-b. 

Huang Tsung-hsi is especially responsible for modifying 
certain extreme tendenCies manifested by the later yang
ming schoo 1. 
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17 The preface, given in WWKC 71 241a-b, is dated 1518. 
But we know that it was first written in 1515, and then 
published in 1518. According to Lo Ch'in-shun, however. 
the preface dated 1518 and sent to him by Yang-ming in 
1520 was later amended and expanded before being finally 
published by Yang-ming's students in 1536. See K'un-chih 
£h! [Record of Assiduous Learning]. cYTC ed •• 4, 9a-l0a: 
A comparison of the texts as quoted by Lo and as given ~n 
WWKC shows that the latter represents the final version of 
t~ PJeface,., See also :;':lng-~ng I s J~tter to Rsueh K' an 
1:'1' 4f1u [Hsueh Shang-ch ~en Iff \~ I>JI1:- , d.1545J. (1523), 

tor mention of changes made ~n the preface. ~ 5, 208b. 

18 W~C 71 241a-b. Yang-ming's confidence in the capacity 
of hsrn-to improve and perfect itself, and to attain the 
"highest good", recalls to mind, even more than the philoso
phy of Chu Hsi, the concern of Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677) 
the acquisition of wisdom through a method of "improving 
the understanding" by which one rises to the intellectual 
love of God, the highest good. Both by his life and teach
ings--he believed in the identity of intellect and '1vill. 
of thought and action, and in an immanent God, the highest 
gOod--Spinoza resembles Yang-ming to an unusual degree. 
Even Spinoza's effort to complete and correct Descartes' 
view of clear and distinct ideas which require the support 
of a God outside of the self, by accepting the human under
standing to be its own guarantee, reminds one of Yang-ming's 
faith in the self-determining nature of hsin. The Chinese 
thinker differs from the Dutch Jew, however, because he 
grew up in a tradition which did not know the "geometrical 
method" of reasoning, and concentrated much more on intui
tive perceptions. See Spinozal Selections, ed, by John 
Wild, (New York: 1930), Introduction, ix-xxxii, xlv-lix; 
"On the Improvement of the Understanding," 1-15; "Ethics, " 
282-288, 390-400, 

19 l"JHA 471 la-2b. Lo has been hailed as "the first 
important thinker who opened the way to modern thought" by 
his support of a rational, objective approach to reality 
and by his independent emphasis of ch'i (matter-energy). 
See Abe Yoshio's article in ChugOku-no-shisOka [The Thinkers 
of China], (Tokyo: 1963), 571-583. 

20 Lo Cheng-an chi ts'un-kao [A Collection of Some 
Surviving Works of LO], CYTC ed" 11 6a-7b. Lo aLso 
remarked that Yang-ming's interpretation of the sentence, 
"the extension of knowledge is in the investigation of 
things" made of it "the investigation of things is in the 
extensiop of knowledge"; see his letter to Ou-vang Te 
l7£tr fiib.f~' [ou-yang Nan-yeh ~ r~ It'? Iff 1496:'1554] a 
dfsciple of Yang-ming's, in 11 9b. In his other work, 
K'un-chih chi 11 la-bl 21 2a-b; 31 7a-b, Lo referred to 
the identification of ~ and hsing as an error which 
shows BU(1dhist influences. He himself explained hsin as 
the locale in ~hich li is found, and hsing as the content 
of hsin. He also pointed out to Yang-ming that if WU Ch'eng 
finally attained insights into the nature of sagehood, it 
might have occurred as the fruit of his long years of 
devoted study of the meaning of words in the Classics and 
Commentaries. 
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21 He is referring to the Great Learning. ch. 1. The four 
"methods" or procedural steps are! investigation of things. 
extension of knowledge, m3.}c.ing the; intGntion sincere "nd 
rectifying the mind-and-heart. 

22 WWKC 2 g 11 7a-b J Chan, Instructions, 160-1. Yang-ming 
spea~ere of li as the One behind the ~eny. the ultimate 
reality which is both hidden and manifest. He is develop
ing a tenet of the Ch'eng-Chu school. but in a much more 
thorough-going manner, thus denying certain conclusions 
reached by the Ch'eng-Chu school itself. 

23 ,*lKC 2: 110a-b; Chan, Instructions, 161. He speaks 
hore--;::;:r-the method of acql1iring 1!. 
24 ~ 3: 154bj Chan, Instructions, 251. 

25 ECCS. Yi-shu, 181 17a. 

26 WWKC 31 154b-155a; Chan, Instructions, 251. Kao P'an
lung-WOUld say that Chu Hsi had neither separated hsin and 
li, or knowledge and action, but had, rather, reconciled 
them., and that Yang-ming had merely misinterpreted his 
thought. See "Yang-ming shuo-pien, 1·1 Kao-tzu vi-shu, 1: 3a; 
3: 49a-51a. While taking into consideration the fact that 
the abuses Yang-ming attacked were attributable more to the 
latter-ray discip1.es of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi than to the 
philosophers themselves, one can also recall Huang Tsung
hsi's judgement, that Kao himself was very close in his 
thinking to Yang-ming, without having aCknowledged it. See 
MJRA 58: 18b-19a. 

27 ~ 3: 155a; Chan, Instructions, 251-2. The example 
of the Despots has been used before, Here Yang-ming clearly 
enunciates the practical purpose of his philosophy, 

28 WWKC 31 155a; Chan, Instructions, 252. I realise that 
the "holistic" view of reaLity [whole versus parts] is more 
concerned with truth as such than action. I have used this 
concept to discuss Yang-ming's practical teaching on ko-wu 
to show that his "integrated" approach flows from his basic 
understaneing of reality and of the nature of wisdom. 

29 From an essay written in Chan's honour (1511) when he 
was sent as envoy to Annam. See WWKC 7! 232a-b. Yang-ming's 
intellectual debt to Chan implies also a certain debt to 
Chan's teacher, Ch'en Hsien-chang, whom he never met, but 
whose spontaneous and dynamiC approach to sagehood and 
consciousness of the unity of all things are reflected in 
his philosophy. While Yang-ming himself never acknowledged 
this cJebt, his diSCiple wang Chi mentioned it, See Wang 
Lung-hsi Chi uan-chi r Complete Works of l'lang Chi], (1822 ed., 
Taipei reprint, 1970), [abbrev. as ~], 10: 31b-32a. See 
also ~ 51 1a-3b; Jung Chao-tsu, l'1ing-tai ssu-hsiang shih, 
78-79. 



154, 

30 WW"C 7, 232b. As Chan himself ,qaS accuse<J of being 
close to .£h'a.n teachings, his disagreements ",ith Yang-ming 
were loss on "ideological" Confucian y~u~ Ch'an grounds, 
ana more on ·their understanding of hsi!} al§. tJ:1e agent of 
its own pex'fection. See Okada Talcehilw, 0 Yomeito Htmnatsu 
.!l2-juqaku, 72-·73; 87-94. See also Lo chi in-shun' s 
criticism of Chan's understanding of bsin and 1" ien-li, ~ 
",hich, acco;:ding to Lo, required rr.srely "mJakenj.ng" (~'r--t ) 
to the pm'lex' of consciousness tn hsin. See.K' un-chih ch:i., 
4, lla-b. --' .-

31 NWKC 3, 129; Chan, ~£.!:!ctio.!}2. 186. 

32 Kiln-ch' uan ",en-chi, 7: 1a. ~ 
Ii)'!lsin-11sinq !'u-E!huo 10 f! i~ ~7u ,[Explanations 

of the Diagram of Mind-and-Heart and Nature], Chan has 
given his own explanation of the interaction "ihich taJ~es 
place between mind-and-heart and nU::3.n ::nt"~'e, .:1::0 n-:tt"n~ at 
large or all things. It consistG of a big circle, enclosing 
wi thin itself threE) small circles. The big circ 1e represents 
the mind and human nature as "embrac5.ng" all things. Th8 
small ones signify their "penetration" of all things. This 
is done through the practice of ching (reverence)--through 
vigilance over self 1-7hen one is alone. achieving the state 
of h"rmony or eqt:.i l:Lbrium of emo\:5.cns» which permi's the 
development of tho virtues and so attains unity ",ith all 
things.? again in an at.titude of reverence. It may there~
fore be saie ·Ch2.'C the diagram reprecents the t:otality of 
reality, and the participation of mind and human nature in 
that reality. "To embrace and to pen8trate are not really 
two separate [functions J. Hence l'l§J.12 is that \'711ich 
embraces Heaven,.and .. Ea1:th and an things without, and yet 
penetr2tt9s Heaven-an/.J-Ea1:"'th and all t.h:Lngs w:lthin~ 'Ilhe 
"wi thin 11 an6 1I'"i thou\:" are a lso not ·two d ifferen·t [sp}leres ] . 
'I'here :ts no su-:::h division ,'lith regard to Heaven-and-Earth. 
no~, for that matter, wi-eh regard to the mind. This is 
only a question of ",ords". Chan was 1~0 aCCl!ce V!v.ng of 
regarding merely the physical hear'\:, l.oca'ced in the breast, 
as hsin--mind·,ana"neart.:. He r::}.nims thnt, for him, it is 
something much greater, "'1'0 say that hsin j.s inside se).f, 
while Heaven-and-Earth and an things are outside, iE; to 
beli·i.:tle h[:1:n", See HJH1;'; 37, 2b-3a. 

33 W'tJKC 3, J.29b; Chan, InstrucCions, 188-189. Yang-ming 
internalised the ",hole quest for truth and sagohood, 
emphasising ·the interccction between the self (§h~g) and 
rea 1i ty (~l!) in both knmvledge and virtuous behaviou_', 

34 V'l'.1KC 3, 129b-130a; Chan, Instructions, 189-190. 
Tseng-ch'eng 1s in the modern pr-ovince of-K1vang'cung. 

35 

36 

37 

W,lS£ 3, DOal 

",WKe 2, 94al Chan, Instructions, 105. 
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38 WWKC 2: 94b-95a; Chan. Instructions, 105-6. Chan 
Jo-shui had followed Chu Hsi in interpreting ko as 
"reach", See SSCC, Ta-hstieh chang-chu, 2a; Kan-ch'lian 
wen-chi. 7: 1a:--

39 Chan was to publish, several years after Yang-ming's 
death, a one hundred chUan work entitled, Shenq-hs'ueh 
kO-wu t1ung [A Penetrating Study of the Doctrine of 
lnvestiga.ting Things according to the School of sages] 
and addressed to Emperor Shih-tsung. He developed there 
his own understanding of kO-wu, making it an all-reaching 
formula. extending from the practice of "making intention 
sincere" to that of "governing the country"and "giving 
peace to the world", I have consulted the edition pub-
Ushee in Yang-chou -;Jb rItj • with a preface dated 1533. 

40 ~ 1: 77b; Chan, Instructions. 59-60. 

41 

42 

78b; Chan, Instructions. 62-63. 

239a-b; Chan, lnst.ructions, 264-6. 

43 Lo Cheng-an chi ts'un-kao 1: 7b-9b. Ku Yen-wu 
pointed out that the repercussions raised by the contro
versial question of Chu Hsi's 'mature views' were still 
going on in his own time. For himself, however, he con
sieered Lo Cheng-an's refutations as already adequate. 
See Jih-chih lu Chi-shih, 18, 23a. 

44 Lo Cheng-an chi ts'un-kao 1: 9a-b. 

45 WWKC 21 119a-b; Chan, Instructions. 164. The pola
risat'I'OIl of "Correct" versus llperverse" learning, supported 
by state authority, has always obliged Chinese thinkers to 
present their own views by appealing to the authority of 
others. For this reason, Liang Chi i-ch'ao opposed the move
m~ntwhichfavoured the establishment of IIstilt.:.>1f Confucianism in 
early republican China (1902). Speaking of the classical 
period of Chinese philosophy during the Warring states, the 
success of which he attributecto freedom of thought, he 
related the persecutions of Chi in, the establishment of 
Han orthodoxy. and the subsequent evolution of many systems 
of thought which claimed to transmit the 1I0rthodox" teach-
ing of Confucius. Thus. he said, Confucius became in turn, 
Cheng lisuan, Han Yii, Chu Hsi, Lu Chiu-yuan and Wang Yang~ 
ming, ane' yat others. See Yin-ping shih .wen-chi, 9: 55. 

In the light of these facts, yang-ming's action can 
hardly be condemned. The experience of the medieval Euro
pean scholastics can also shed light on this point. The 
philosophical method they followed was to resoLve every 
question in some preCise sequence of authority and refuta
tion and resolution. A good scholastic was one who could 
find authority for either side of the question ano who 
was convinced further that truth could be discovered best 
by examining all the contradictory statements. See Richard 
McKeon, eo., ~~Je~!:.i_o_I!.f;1 .. g9.lI\ ... Medieval Philosophers, (New 
York: 1929), v.l, Introduction, xiv-xv. 
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46 WWKC 2: 119b; Chan, Instructions. 164. 
In his tetter to Ku Lin, Yang-ming had avoided giving a 
direct answer to Ku's charge of his having made arbitrary 
selection from Chu Hsi I s writings for the publication. He 
had merely argued on the problem of "investigation of 
things". See WWKC 2: 91b-92a; Chan, Instructions, 98-9. 

47 Yang-mingls critic, Ch'en Chien. carefully compared the 
chronotogy given in Chu Hsi's tlNien-p'u", his biography, 
and his "Cot lected writings" ana II Recor(l~)d _Conversations" 
.... ,i th Yang-ming' 8 work i tse lf, giving the necessQry 
details of Chu's activities year by year, in his refutation 
of Yang-mingo See Hsueh-pu t'ung-pien, 11: 2a-14b. 

See also Kusumoto JYI.asatsugu, S6-Min 'idai jugaku shiso 
no Kenkyu, 241-243 on Chu Hsi's doctrine of "reverence", 
especially as given in those letters he wrote which were 
included by Yang-ming in his publication. Kusumoto noted 
that if this development brought Chu nearer to Lu Chiu
ylian and Wang Yang-ming in their method of cultivation in 
one way, it also brought him further from them in another 
way, by Chu's increased emphasis on the investigation of 
things and of 1i. 

In his Ethical Realism in Neo-Confucian Thought, 135-
138, Hsli Pao-ch' ien remarked also that Chu Esi' s "spiri
tual crisis" occurred in middle age rather than in his later 
life, and resulted in his greater emphasis on the practice 
of "reverence", as that which united the inner development 
of the mind and the outer investigation of things. 

48 WWKC I: 61a-63b; Chan, Instructions, 17-24. This was 
probably in 1513. 

49 WWKC 11 64b; Chan. Instructions. 26-27. 

50 ~ 11 62a; Chan, Instructions, 20. 
51 . -1;: ~ ·UI" 

! iI,"C;;fji::;.shan shu-yuan 'rsun-ching-ko chi" :ti ~\'f) I;{., 
- ~S; I~J ~G [Record on the Respect-the-Classic Pavi lion J 

o the Chi-shan College]. ~ 7: 250-1. This College 
was situated in Yang-mingls home-town, yueh-ch'eng. 
52 ~ 7: 250. In critiCising Yang-ming, Kao P'an-
lung said that since the Classics transmit the sages' 
hsin, to understand the Classics is also to understand 
hsin and vice versa. He who only understands the texts and 
not ~ is a medi.ocre scholar, while he who only under
stands M!n and not the text.s is a "heretic ", See "Yang_ 
ming shuo-pien", Kao-tzu vi-shu, 1: 7b. 

53 

54 
~ 7: 

~ 71 

250b-251a. 

251a. 

55 WWKC I. 67a; Chan, Instructions, 32. 

56 WWKC 71 250b-251a. The Classic of Music is no longer 
extant. Liu Tsung-chou remarked that to regard the Cla~
$ics as footnotes to one's personal insight is to respect 
the Classics rather than to disregard them. See Yang-ming 
ch'uan-hsin lu, op.cit., 21 17a. 
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57 241b-242a. The preface was dated 1520. 

58 Allusion to the Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 27; Legge, 
Classics. v.l, 422. 

59 241b. 

60 Analects 17: 11; Legge, Classics, v.l, 324. 

61 Analects 3: 3, Legge Classics, v.l, 155. 

62 See Lao-tzu, ch. 18, SPPY ed •• lOa, where the rise of 
jen (humanity'-ano of Y1 (righteousness) is described as 
that which follows the abolition of the Great Way. Chan, 
Source Book, 148. 

63 See Chuang-tzu 9, IIMa-till,~ JJ~ [Horses' Hoofs] 
SPPY ed •• 4: 7a-b. Eng, tr. by Burton watson, op.cit •• 
105. This idea is also in the "Li-yun" chapter of the 
Book of Rites. See Li-chi cheng-vi, 211 la-13a. 

64 WWKC 7: 242a. Yang-ming also used the parable of 
"compass and quadrant" to describe man's liang-chih or 
capacity to know the good. See Letter to Ku Lin, WWKC 2: 
961 Chan. Instructions, 109. 

65 ~mKC 11 60a-b; Chan, Instructions, 16. 

?6 ~ddresse<, to Ho 1"ieng-ch' un j;J~ k' [HO 
i'~}1CJ]. (1512), and to Tsou Shou-yi (1526). 
646a-bJ 210a-211b. 

67 !:l§ 17: 31-32. See al.so Ch. II, n.44 

Tzu-yuan 
See WWKC 21: 

68 For Yang-ming's attitude toward this controversy, see 
"Nien-p'u", ~ 34: 962b. See also Ch. II, ,;,41+, 

69 Allusion to the Book of Odes, II Ta-ya II referred 
to in the Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 12. See Legge, Classics, 
v.4. 445 and v.l, 392. 

70 Allusion to Chuang-t,l;,!:! 6, IOTa Tsung-shih". 3 I 2a; 
Burton Watson tr •• The complete Works of chuanq-tzu. 78. 
Chuang-tzu had described the "True Man" as one who is "deep 
in his passions and desires, and shallow in the workings 
of Heaven ". 

71 "Bitt_ing_At Night At the Pi-hsia Pond", [Pi-hsia-tz'u 
yeh-tso ~; '& ~~ ifill:t ], WWKC 20 I 627a. 

72 Kan-ch'uan wen-chi, 71 25b. The citation was from 
the Var1acchecUka or Diamond Sutra, 1.§12 No, 235, VIII, 749; 
Eng. tr. by E. Bonze, Buddhist Wisdom Books, (~ondonl 1958); 
47-48. The. Ch'an Patriarch Hui-neng allegedly attained 
enlightenment through meditation on this passage. It should 
be pointed out that Yang-rring himself cited this sentence 
with approval in ji let~~r to his diSCiple Lu Ch' eng 
fLU Yuan-ching r'r" f..J 1l>f fl. 1517] (1524), see ~ 21 
112-3J Chan, Instructions, 148-9. 



73 Kan-ch'uan wen-chi, 7: 25b. 

74 Analects 2: 4; Legge, Classics, v.l, 147. 

75 Kan-ch'uan wen-chi 7: 25b. 

158. 

76 The "Nine Items" refer g-E'!1.eralLy to various practices 
associated with intellectua 1 inquiry as a means of self
cultivationQj. t'heXtijare enumerated in Chu Hsi IS Ta-hsueh 
huo-wen. 1::.! -l- ;;\: F\7] [ Ques tions on the Grea t Learn-
ing] See Chan, Instructions, 162, n. 11. 

77 
l~flKC 21 118b; Chan, Instructions, 162. yang-ming 

was not attacking Chu Hsi himself, but Chu's latter-day 
disciples. It was thus unfair to criticise Yang-ming for 
having ca tLed Chu Hs i a "heretic", comparable to Yang Chu 
and Mo Ti, as did Lu Lung-ch'i, in a letter to a friend; 
see Lu Chia-shu chi, I: 23a. 

78 118b-119a; Chan, Instructions, 163-4. 

79 ~~C 3: 155b; Chan. Instructions, 253. The reference 
is to the Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 1. Aside from main
taining his acceptance of intellectual inquiry in the 
quest for sagehood, Yang-ming did not give a satisfactory 
answer directly to Lo's charge of his closeness to Ch'an 
Buddhist teachings. Presumably. he implied that the man 
who follows the path of intellectual inquiry cannot be a 
Ch'an Buddhist who merely looks for enlightenment in medi
tation. The question of Yang-ming's attitude toward Budd
hism will be treated more fully in a later chapter. 

80 ~ 3: 137a; Chan, Instructions, 207. yang-ming 
also gave much value to the role of music in helping seLf
cultivation. He expressed the desire of purifying theatri
cal music of its licentious words and tunes, and of keeping 
only stories with moral lessons, to help the people extend 
liang-chih. He did not, however, recommend a restoration 
of ancient musical tunes, saying that the essential thing 
is to find peace and harmony in hsin, for it was to this 
purpose that the ancient tunes were first devised by the 
sages. See WWKC 3: 148a-bl Chan, Instructions, 233-235. 

81 

82 

83 

84 

~ 31 

1l?!.£ • 

1l?!.£. 

137a-b; Chan, Instructions, 207-8. 

Letter to Chi Pen, (1526), ~ 6. 218b. 

85 Letter to Lu Ch'eng, ~~C 2. lIla; Chan. Instructions, 
146, 

86 Letter to Chi Pen, ~ 6, 218b. 

87 117a; Chan, Instructions, 159, 
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88 Ibid. Yang-ming had been criticised many times for 
"belittling Confucius", Ku Hsien-ch'eng considered it 
impossible that one's hsin might find incorrect, the words 
of the sages, Like Chan-Jo-shui he also objected to the 
identification of ~ anc li recalling that even Con
fucius clid not attain the state of being able to follow the 
desires of his heart without transgressing the Mean tilt old. 
~ Sf:': lila) see a 1so><;11-' en Chien. l-Isueh-pu t I ung-gien,. 
12: 4b anr" T'ang Chen If 'f'~ [T'ang Chu-fang 11: "'/:tLJ5 
1630-1704], Ch'ien-shu [BOOk of Depth]. (Peking: t~55). 
11. An ardent admirer of Yang-ming I s learning ana abi li ty, 
T' ang remarked that Yang-ming did not attain the virtue of 
sagehood, since he laCked esteem for Confucius, once having 
compared hims61f favourably with Confucius when speaking 
of the knowledge of warfare. 

89 
~ 2: 117a; Chan. Instructions, 159. 

90 ~ 3 I 147b; Chan, Instructions, 230. 

91 
~ 31 147b-148a; Chan, Instructions, 231-2. 

92 !:lli!SS 20: 629a. 

93 "Sitting at Night" (Yeh-tso ttt ), ~ 20, 

94 Reference again to "polishing the mirror". 

95 Allusion to Analects 7: 5; Legge, Classics, v.l, 
Yang-ming, however, uses this metaphor to refer to his 
wordly ambitions of success. 

628a. 

196. 
own 

96 Allusion to Analects 6: 9; Legge, Classics. v.l, 188, 



C:hapter v 

THE "WAY" DISCOVERED I CHIE LIANG-CHIE 

The greater simplicity and perfection (ching Oi ) , 
one attains in his effort (kung-fu ~ Z ) of 
[self-cultivation]. the more difficult verbal 
expression and discussion of it becomes.1 

The period from mid-1519 to early 1521 witnessed the 
climax of Yang-ming's career as soldier, statesman and 
philosopher. and marked the final crystallisation of 
his thought. But this climax, this crystallisation, did 
not come without a price. Just as Yang-ming's first great 
philosophical discovery--the recognition of ~ as the 
basic principle in man's quest for wisdom, and the 
formulation of the proposition that "the source of aU 
virtue, perfection and goodness lies in M.!n"--came to 
him during the time of exile in Lung-chiang. so too his 
greatest discovery, the elaboration of his basic principLe 
into an all-embracing method, occurred at a time of great 
stress. The spectacular victory he won over the rebel. 
Prince Ch'en-hao. became for him the occasion of great 
trial. Yang-ming was faced with the dilemma of abandoning 
his captives for the sake of giving pleasure to an 
irresponsible emperor, and thus provoking another battle 
at which unnecessary losses of lives would surely occur, 
or of withstanding the caprice of his enemies, the court 
eunuchs, at the risk of encountering serious danger to 
himself, his family and his faithful subordinates. He was, 
at the same time, pained by his own powerlessness to 
relieve the sufferings of the population under his govern
ment. 2 and by the news of his grandmother's death and 
his father's illness. 3 He was also under attack for 
his teaching of "novel doctrines" by the Regional Inspector, 

~ ,,,*1"' 

T' ang Lung !f, ~~/ 4 and the Assistant Commissioner of 
Education, Shao Jui (; j> • both of Kiangsi. and both 
adherents of Chu Hsi's school of thought. T'ang advised 
Yang-ming to give up teaching and show more caution in the 

160. 
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choice of his friends. In such circumstances and under 
such pressures, it is easy to understand why many people, 
including some of Yang-ming's own disCiples, decided to 
avoid his company. Only in early 1S21, when Emperor Wu
tsung left his temporary capital of Nanking to return to 
Peking, did the tension begin to relax. S 

Nevertheless, these severe trials, accompanied by the 
continued controversy aroused by yang-mingls publication 
of the Old Version of the Great t,earning and of what he 
considerea to have been the proofs of Chu Hsi's "change of 
mine" in late life, contributea eventually to the 
development of his famous doctrine, chih lianq-chih 
literally. "the extension of liang-chih or of one's 
knowledge of the good", and of his own mature views on 
the Confucian Way and its transmission through history. 
It is the aim of this chapter to discuss this coctrine 
and to present Yang-ming's understanding of the Confucian 
Way and the orthodox transmission of the truth. 

That Yang-ming had been fumbling for a verbal formula 
with which to express his inner discovery is clear from 
his own words. He had long been teaching. for a long time, 
of the importance of developing the "principle of Heaven" 
(T'ien-li) and of eliminating "selfish desires" (jen-yU). 
But he had never explicitly described the "principle of 
Heaven", He haC! merely told his questioners to find out 
for themselves. Once he told his friends I that "I desire 
to elaborate upon this [principle of Heaven], but feeL 
that I cannot utter the word. It is as though I have 
something in my mouth [but cannot pronounce it],,6 He also 
said I "More ane more, I feel that there is nothing in 
this learning [of the sages] outside of 'this little 
thing,,,7 Ch'ien Te-hung also relates: 

The Master once saidr "Since my experience at Lung
ch'ang, my thoughts have not been outside of the 
two words. liang-chih. However, I have not been 
able to articulate these two words [until now]. 
So I have had to use many words and expressions [to 
explain myself]. Fortunately, I have now made this 
discovery. I now see the whole (of truth] in one 
expression ••••• 8 

, 
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Yang-ming learned to articulate his thought in terms 
of the words liang-chih during the tria Ls and tribulations 
which visited him after his battle with Prince Ch'en-hao. 

These experiences proved to him the reliability of his own 
"way", the way to sagehood which follows the promptings of 
the human heart and its desire for the good. In a letter 
to a friend, written in 1526, near the end of his life, 
Yang-ming described the experience of being guided by the 
inner tight, his own liang-chih. during his difficulties 
of 1520, and of the peace and equanimity this had given 
himl 

Formerty, when His Majesty, Emperor wu-tsung. was 
in Nanking [1520]. his entrourage viee with one 
another to slander me in his august presence. At 
1:hat time, I faced unknown calamity. and my equals 
and subordinates all feared for me, saying that ••• 
I ought to attempt to explain myself. I answered 

that the gentleman does not expect the world to 
believe him, but is rather satisfied with his belief 

in himself. 9 

yang-ming made up the formula chih liang-chih, (to ex

tend the knowleage of the good), by inserting the word 

liang (good) between the words chih-chih (extending knowl
edge) of the Great Learning.10 The expression lianq-chih 
also carne from Mencius,11 where it refers to the "inborn 
capacity to know the good", which, together with the 

"inborn abitity to do good", or liang-neng. enables man 
to act according to his originally good nature, by the 
practice of virtue leaaing to complete self-transcendance. 
In an age when many philosophers searched for "universal" 

method~of attaining sagehood, the formula, chih liang-chih. 
became identified with the Yang-ming schOO'!, It is today 

the best known of many other formulas, incluaing, for 

example. Chan Jo-shui' s sui-ch' ut' i- jen T"'ien-li rti !~t 
i;g, -i- iii (recognising everywhere the 'principle of 
Heaven' ) ,12 Huang Wan I s ken-chih & ([ acting and] 

reposing harmoniously)13 and Liu Tsung-chou's shen-tu fim 
'. 

(being attentive to oneself when alone).14 
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Yang-ming had met with much criticism for his explana
tion of the "investigation of things" in terms of "making 
the intention sincere". He had attempted to defend himse If 
by explaining that this manner of interpretation did allow 
for lithe path of stU(:y and inquiry", which was subordinated 
to, or incorporated into, the practice of "honouring 
virtuous nature", As this did not adequately satisfy his 
critics, and after having been "tested" by trials and 
tribulations himself, he presented the final. synthesising 
concept of "extenaing l1ang-chih" as an all-inclusive way 
of self-cultivation which transcends all divisions between 
the "inner" and the "outer" realms of life, between 
activity and tranquillity. He sought, in this way. to 
interpret the Great Learning by means of Mencius. Indeed, 
the "extension of knowledge lies in the investigation of 

things", But the extension of knowledge refers to extend
ing the knowledge of the good, or better still, of all 
that goes to make the person good, by developing the 

capacity for virtue which he possesses in his heart, mind 
and nature. And besides, since genuine knowledge must 

involve action, such knowledge which makes a person 
virtuous or good necessarily flows into action. 

The Great principle I liang-chih 

In the method of cultivation developed by Chu Hsi, the 

attitude of ching (reverence), and the exhaustive, assidUOUS 
investigation of l! (being or virtue) occupy positions of 
primary importance. ~, (mind-ana-heart) is limited in 
meaning to that source of human activity and consciousness 

which is composed of both l! and ch'i (ether). Whi le ~ 
controls both hsing (nature) and ch'ing (emotions), it 

does so only in the human being. It is inferior in 
importance to hsinq, which is identified with l!, and is 
therefore present in all things. 15 For yang-ming, however, 

~ and hsinq are one and the same, and, so to speak, 

co-extensive. The mind-and-heart's "capaCity to know the 
good". is also somehow identical with the mind-and-heart 

itself, with nature. with l! considered as "being" or 
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"virtue". and even with T'ien-ti. the "principle of Heaven" 
or "perfect virtue".16 It is upon this principle--liang
£h!b--that Yang-ming built his own thought and method. It 
is from this principle that yang-ming elaborated the entire 

interpretation of his thought and method. 

If an unenlightened scholar is able to discern 
carefully the "principle of Heaven" in his heart, 
as things happen and as events occur, in order to 

develop his lianq-chih, then •••• he will surely 
become intelligent and strong, The great Foundation 
will be established and the universal Way will 
prevaii..17 

Yang .. ming describes lianq-chih as an inborn moral sense, 
common to atl. whether sages or men in the street, which 
gives all their fundamental dignity and equality. It 
enables a man to discriminate between right and wrong, not 

by providing him with ready-made concepts which can be 
appl.ied a priori to individual. particular situations, but 

because it directs him to search for the good through a 
moral. experience acquired in this orderly manner, 

Our knowledge of the good (1.iang-chih) does not 
come from seeing ana hearing, and yet seeing and 
hearing are all functions of lianq_chih. 18 

He went ontI9 

Our capacity to know the good (lianq-chih) is in 
the human heart, the same through all time and in 
the whole universe, It is the "capaCity for 
knowledge which does not depend on reflective 
thinking u20 which "works with ease and knows where 
danger is",21 It is "the ability for action which 

does not depend on learning ll • 22 which "works with 
simplicity and knows where obstruction is".23 

To be genuine, lianq-chih must be spontaneous, pre
reflective. It is the feeling of alarm and commiseration 
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any man would have when he sees a chi Ld fall into a we ll. 24 
lilt is no other than the 'principle of Beaven' in its 
[power] of natural consciousness. ,,25 Its "original 

substance" (pen-t'i $111. ) is "genuine sincerity and 
compassion". 26 It is the foundation of all knowledge, 
embracing within itself aU true learning. "There is no 
knowledge outside of this knowledge of the good (Uanq-chih), 
and no work outside that of extending this knowledge (lianq

£h!h). He who seeks knowledge outside of this knowledge, 
finds only vain knowledge. He who seeks to perfect himself 
without extending this knowledge, falls into error",2? It 
is the inner forum, where each man passes judgements on 
the moral rectitude of his own thoughts and intentions. 

Your lianq-chih is your own criterion. As your 
thoughts and intentions arise, it knows what is 
right and what is wrong. You cannot deceive it at 

alt. • ••• Follow it faithful.ly in everything you 
(10, Then gooa wiU be preserved and evil will be 

removed. How secure and joyful [one can be] with 
it! This is the true secret of the investigation 
of things, and the real effort of extending knowl
edgc. 28 

It is compared to the Buddhists' "spiritual seal". 
which gives certitude to the truth they know, to the "stone" 
by which gold is tested, to the "mariner's compass" which 
gives direction to the traveller, to a secret medical 
formula. a miraculous pill, a magic wand by which iron can 
be changed into gold. 29 "If you see clearly into this 

'little thing' {lianq-chih). ••• an right and wrong, 
sincerity and hypocrisy, will become manifest in front of 
it. What is in accord with it is right, what is not, is 
wrong, ,,30 

However, although lianq-chih begins as an inborn moral 

sense, it does not always offer a clear programme of 
detailed action. There is often need of reflection, of 

careful deliberation, for the sake of clarifying the basic 
response given by this "inborn moral sense", When made 
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sincerely, such effort becomes at once part of the "moral 
sense", increasing cont:i.nually the original capac1ty for 
goodness. "In our countless thoughts and deliberations, 

we must only extend liang-chih. 'rhe more we think, the 

more lianq-chih becomes clear and cliscerning. Unless one 

thinks carefully, without responding haphazardly to the 
affairs that arise, liang-chih would become rusty,,,31 

Emperor Sbun, for instance, was also known as a man who 

was fond of discernment and inquiry only for the sake of 

putting into application his liang-chih. He cic not give 
himself to "seeing anr] hearing" for its own sake, He 

always united knowledge and action. 32 

In order to explain how liang-chih, an "inborn" mora 1 

sense, is at the same time a disposition which can be 

acquire<'1, yang-ming gave two a llegeo Ly historica 1 and we LL 

known examples. These concerned the legendary Shun, and 

the Sage King Wu ~ • founder of the Chou dynasty (1111-
249BC).33 Emperor Shun was said to have married the daugh

ters of Emperor Yao without telling his own parents of his 

plans. P,ccording to known Confucian norms, this should 

have constituted an un-filial act. King Wu of Chou was 

reported to have launched a military expedition against 

the house of Shang before burying his own father. According 
to Confucian moral norms, this too should have constituted 

an un-filial act. However, the sage Mencius voiced approval 

of both men and their actions, because, in each case, the 

son was movec by a greater motive of filial piety than that 

which was rE'quin2c1 by socia l convention. Emperor Shun 

realise<"l that his parents might. not sive consent to the 

proj"'c'::,,,c marriage, which, nOW"'V8r, was his way of assuring 

them proper descendants. King WU desired urgently to save 

the people who were suffering under the cruel rUle of King 

Chou of Shang. In each case, therefore, the person was 

faced with certain moral options, without the benefit of 

having before him any historical precedent recorded by the 

Classics. Each acted as he did, after having "queried his 

liang-chih in an instant of thought in his own heart and 
weighed all the factors involved. ,,34 
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The capacity to know the good, innate in all men, relies, 
therefore, not on abstract principles which can be applied 
to every case, but on the guidance of experientiaL wisdom. 
This may be acquired through reading of the Classics, 
especially when such reading is uniteC', to the activity of 
the virtuous intention, but also and more particularly 
through options made in perfect sincerity and often after 

much agony and reflection, It is in the depths of the 

human heart, in the hsin. and through the activity of 
liang-chih. that virtue and vice are discerned by the 
judgement and sealed by action. "If Emperor Shun's heart 
was not sincere about having no posterity, and if King Wu's 
heart was not sincere about saving the people, then the 
former's marriage ••• and the latter's expedition ••• would 
be cases of great filial impiety and disloyalty. ,,35 

Thus, liang-chih is to "detailed actions and changing 
circumstances as 
and lengths 1/ • 36 

cannot always be 

genuine. and its 
detailed actions 

compasses and measuring rods are to areas 
Detailed actions and changing circumstances 

known in advance. But if liang-chih is 

basic and pivotal role well understood, 
can always be decided upon as the changing 

circumstances arise. When seen in this perspective, a 
place can even be found for the stUdy of ancient instruc

tions. 37 Yang-ming, however, is loath to admit as the 

proper object of study for a Confucian scholar, those 
matters that do not immediately pertain to the cuLtivation 

of virtue. He does not. for example. consider the details 
of ritual matters and of music. as worthy of the attention 

of the disciples of the sages. 38 For him. the whole of 
education should be moral, in spirit as well as in content. 
directed entirely to man's real goal in life, the attainment 
of sagehood. 

Since liang-chih is present in all men, and can be 
deepened and developed by all. and since its development 

or extension is the sine qua non of sagehood. it folloWS 
that the difference between the sage and the ordinary man 
is one of degree, not of kind, a degree of the intensity of 
'.iang-chih1s presence in each. Yang-ming explained, that 
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the belief that a sage is "born with knowledge" referred 
to a capacity to know the good, rather than to "innate 

knowledge" concerning all matters of life and culture. He 
also added that ordinary people are also "born with knowl
edge", that is, with the same moral sense. 39 All must 
therefore make efforts to deepen and develop this capacity, 
to acquire more and more of the knowledge of the good. The 
sage, indeed, may be more gifted at birth. He may not need 
to make as much effort as another man. Nevertheless, he 

becomes a sage, not because of his natural endowment, but 
because he has been able to keep it pure and intact and 

free from obscuration. But even the least gifted person 
can attain sagehood, provided he is willing to make a 
hundred or a thousand times the effort required of a moral 
genius. Thus, with the practice of filiaJ piety, the 
better endowed person may find it easier than the less 

gifted man. But both must make efforts to follow sincerely 
the inner light given by lianq-chih. and by so doing, unite 

knowledge with action and increase and develop their orig
inal capacity for both. 40 

Yang-ming was fond of comparing liang-chih to the sun. 

He used this comparison to describe the differences between 

the moral knowledge of the sage. the worthy man, and the 
fool. In each case, the knowledge concerned is not merely 
the inborn capacity, but also what has been acquired and 

realised. what has passed from potentiality to act. He 
saidl 

The knowledge [or wisdom] of the sage can be compared 
to the sun in a clear sky, that of the worthy man 
to the sun in a sky that is partly clouded, and that 
of the fool to the sun on a dark and dismal day. 

These three kinds of knowledge [seem to] differ in 
clarity, but have all the power of discerning between 

black and white, [although with unequal efficacy.] ••• 
The work of learning through assiduo~s study or 

effort is to begin with the light [one has] as a 
starting point. in examining things (~) carefully.41 
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All men have lianq-chih. Its presence in individual 
persons differs, however, according to the natural endow
ment of each, and, even more important, according to the 

degree of: realisation to which each has brought his 
natural endowment. 

Hsin chih pen-t'i 

The Doctrine of the Mean. ch. 1, speaks of the state 
of equilibrium (chung) which characterises the mind-and
heart before the rise of feelings, and the state of 
harmony (ho) which characterises it afterwards--provided 
that the feelings arisen are in due proportion to the 
events which aroused them. Chu Hsi had said that equilib

rium is characteristic of .h§lng chih pen-t I i 1'1 i. i} f! ' 
that is, pure "nature" as such, full of goodness or good 
potential. 42 Yang-ming identified ~ to hsing. He 
spoke, therefore, of hsin chih pen-tli I(J :L,f ~ • that 
is. of the pure mind-and-heart, which he also identified 

to liang-chih. "Liang-chih is [~ in] equilibrium before 
[emotions] are aroused ••••• It is what every man has. ,,43 

The meaning of hsin chih pen-t'i is better clarified 

when it is discussed in terms of ~ (substance) and ~ 
(application), the inner (nei) and the outer (~),44 It 
is as though ~ has many layers. one deeper than the 

other. Its pen-t'i is ~ at its deepest level. where 
it is totally itself, unchanging and unchangeable. There. 
it is "active without activity and tranquil without tran
quillity, [It] is neither that which precedes or follows 
any state; it is neither internal nor external. It is 
totally uncJifferentiated. a unity in itself. ,,45 

Contemplating hsin at its reepest level. yang-ming also 
re-defines "activity" and "tranquillity". His criterion 
is not the movement of emotions, but the moral intention. 
When the intention is correct, no distinction need be 

made between states of mind as tranquil 11 ty and acti vi ty. 
Hsin would remain in peace, even when it is responding to 

events ana, affairs. just as it would not lack anything 
which activity may give, even when it is engaged in quiet 

meditation. 
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The state before the emotions arise exists in the 
state in which emotions have alreac'y arisen ••••• 
The state after the emotions have arisen [also] 

()xists in the state before the emotio]'lS arise. 
Neither is without activity or tranquillity ana 
neither can be separately described as active or 
tranqui 1. 46 

Anxious to do away with unnecessary. subtle distinctions 
between tranquillity and activity. and to maintain trat 

"equilibrium" and "harmony" penetrate each other, Yang-ming 

emphasiseCi the dynamic function of liang-chih. ever tranquil 
and ever active. "Lianq-chih makes no distinction betwe<:.n 
dOing something and doing nothing. ,,47 It is foolish to 

seek after tranquillity for its own sake, because lianq-chih 

itself is always tranquil, as it is also always active. 
Rather, one should simply stay alert. remaining always 

attentive to the task of keeping the heart as such pure 

and free from selfishness. This is what Nencius [2A,2] 
means by "Always be doing something".48 

Yang-ming describes liang-chih as the "shining hSin",49 

and also, compared it to a mirror. "Liang-chih aLways knows 

ana always shines. It is like a bright mirror, hung (on 
the wall]. The things which appear before it cannot conceal 
their beauty or ugliness, ,,50 It is also identified to the 

"principle of Heaven" (T'ien-li) or perfect virtue which 
fi lls the pure mind-ane-heart. "There is only one liang

.£.h!!:. It is where the • p'rincipl~) of Heaven I is bright 
and spiritual. Therefore liang-chih and the 'principle of 
Beaven' are one and the same thing. ,,51 

The Great Method: Chih liang-chih 

The "extension of liang-chih" is a possible task because 
lianq-chih is at once inborn and acquired because lianq-chih 
"originally knOl-rs everything and yet knows nothing. ,,52 It 

is also an all-important task, because it alone can bring 
one to the desired goal of sagehood. Yang-ming was fond of 

saying that while sages and ordinary men all have lianq-chih, 
sages differ from ordinary men by the fact that they know 
how to "extend 01 liang-chih and really do it.53 
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The knowledge of the good (lianq-chih) which is 
[present) in the mind ana heart may be called sage
hood (sheng ffilj' ). The learning of sages Ues 
precisely in extending this knowledge of the good. 
The sage is he who extends it with ease, The worthy 
man is he who extends it w.ith some effort. The fool 
or the good-for-nothing is he who hides himself from 
the truth and refuses to extend it. However. no 
matter how great is his ignorance and foolishness, 
the good-for-nothing still possesses this capacity 
to know the good, If only he would extend and 
develop it, he would be no different from the sage,., 
There is no [other] knowledge beyond this knowledge 
of the good. 54 

A moral doctrine is always ordained to practice. If 
it is impracticable, it can hardly be called moral. Yang
mingls teachings concerning liang-chih were given for the 
sake of moral action. It is important, therefore, to find 
out how to "extend" or "develop" this capacity for goodness, 
which is at once inborn and acquired, Yang-ming himself 
was most emphatic about this. He considered "the extension 
of liana-chih" to be an "easy and simple" method. which is 
sure to bring man to sagehood. Nevertheless, one must 
understand it correctly. One must not, especially, take 
for granted the word ~ (extend), 

Among our companions now, there is not one who does 
not know this theory of the extension of lianq-chih. 
Yet, there are very few who really apply their efforts 
in this direction. This is so because they do not 
yet see their liang-chih clearly. and especially take 
the word £h1h (extension) too light-heartedly. so 
that from many points of view they do not gain much 
.in strength. 55 

In his teachings on the subject, Yang-ming is careful 
in pointing out that the extension of liang-chih is not 
the acquisition of abstract principles of morality--for 
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example, of filial piety--or of simple techniques for 
performing moral duties--for example, of how to care for 
one's parents in hot or cold weather. It is simply the 
great principle, to do always in one's life what one's 
mind-ano-heart says is right and good. And this invo 1 ves 
both knowledge and action, or rather, of knowledge that is 

also action. As he told his disciple Lu Ch'engl 

All men have this moral ability to judge between 
right and wrong. 56 This is what we call liang-chih ••• 
There are [however] people who do not know how to 
extend it. The Book of Changes speaks of "knowing 
the utmost point to reach, and reaching it. ,,57 To 

know the utmost point is real knowledge. To reach 
it is to extend knowledge, This is how knowledge 
and action become united. In recent ages, the 
teaching concerning ko-wu (investigation of things] 
and chih-chih (extension of Knowledge) covers only 

one word! .£!:!.;!:b (knowledge), and [even] that, it has 

done quite inconclusively. As to the effort of .£h!:.h 
(extension). this has been completely omitted. This 
is why knowledge and action have been made two 
separate things,58 

In this discussion of the "extension of liang-chih", 
Yang-ming returned to his earlier teaching of the "unity of 

knowledge and action." Whether liang-chih pertains more to 
knOwledge or action has been a subject of academic dispute, 
Where Yang-ming himself is concerned, however. there can 
be no doubt that knowledge and action necessarily penetrate 
each other, and that there is no true moral knowledge out
side of action,59 

Purity of mind-ana-heart 

As said before, Yang-ming was much concerned about the 

proper understanding of liang-chih. He calls it the basic 
idea, the great principle, or the great starting-point. 

Yet he said remarkably little about ~ it is to be extended 
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or developed. He preferred rather to approach it from 
different angles, to see the work itself always as a whole, 
rather than as parts or steps. N~n is a unity, and the 
work of acquiring wisdom is a unique endeavour. It is a 
work which takes up the whole of man, the whole of his time. 
It can neither be broken into fragments, nor organised into 

a system. 

One angle from which Yang-ming contemplated the work 
of extending liang-chih is that of purifying~. For 
although the extension of liang-chih is 2l. simple tasl<. its 
practice can be quite difficult, on account of the resist

ance of~. This arises from man's "material desires" 
(wu-yU), which prevent the proper functioning of our move
ment toward the good. It is thus necessary that such 
selfish desires be removed, for the sake 

the spontaneous operation of liang-chih. 

of making possible 
As he put it: 

The determination to have the mind-and-heart completely 
identified with the "principle of Heaven" and devoid 

even of the least bit of selfish desire is the work 
of becoming a sage. But this is not possible unless 
such desires are prevented from arising •••• To do 
this is the task of caution and apprehension, as 
taught in the Doctrine of the !'lean, and of the 

extension of knowledge and the investigation of 

things, as taught in the Great Learning. 50 

This does not mean that a tWO-fold labour is required, 
first negative and then positive. On the contrary, the 

removal of selfish and material desires is accomplished, 
quite simply, by "making intention sincere". When our inten
tions are correct, liang-chih is thereby being extended. 

To remove a bad intention is at once to have a good 

intention and to recover hsl.n chih pen-t 'i. This 
is like the sun which had been hidden by clouds, 
and which becomes bright again when the clouds dis

appear. If, once the bad intention is gone, [one 
attempts] to have some good intention, it would be 
like lighting a lamp under the bright sun. 61 
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Yang-ming especially singled out price as the great 

Ganger to virtue. The proud son, he said, cannot be filial, 
the proud minister cannot be loyal, the proud father cannot 

be affectionate, and the proud friend cannot be faithful. 

His exhortation is that one should always keep the "principle 

of Heaven" pure and integral in the heart, for purity of 

heart means selflessness. The virtue of the ancient sages 

lies in their selflessness. Only the selfless can be 

humble. Humility is the fountain of all virtues, just as 

pride is the source of all vice. 62 

To have no selfish desires. one must be able to get 
rid not only of one's desires for renown and profit. and 

for other particular interests, but also of the attachment 

to life itself. It is only when one is totally detached 
and unconcerned with life or death, that a man is single

minded. Only then will his heart be completely free, able 
to operate in every direction without encountering any 
obstacle. 63 

While Yang-ming clearly asserted that selfish desires 

can be discerned and eliminated by meditation, he would 

never limit the task only to a time of formal "quiet 

sitting", He believed that hsin should be alvmys active, 

even in meditation, just as it should remain always tran

quil, even in the midst of activity.64 

Perfect Harmony 

By harmony, yang-ming refers to adherence to the natural 

state, without any affectation or insincerity. "The excess 

of emotion is not harmony. The movement of temper is not 

harmony. To be attached to selfish desires and stubbornness 

is not harmony. The infant cries all day without hurting 
his throat. 65 This is the extreme of harmony". 66 

Yang-ming criticised Chu Hsi for making the work of 

maintaining harmony of the emotions too complicated, and 

for over-emphasising the role of tranquillity. He preferred 

to give more attention to activity, by which he means. to 

the attitude of constant vigilance and caution and apprehen

sion over one's least movements. "When activity is not 
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without harmony, passivity or tranquillity win not lack 
equilibrium, ,,67 

When asked about the control of anger, Yang-ming replied 
that it is natural to men to get angry sometimes. The 
important thing was not to let our anger go to excess. vie 

can only respond sponto.neously to events as they happen, 
without becoming too much affected by any of them, We may, 

for example, find people fighting, and get angry at the 
party in th wrong. But we should be careful to keep our 
hearts free, not allowing ourselves to become too emotion
ally involved,58 

To another question, as to how joy can be maintained 
when a person is experiencing a great sorrow. such as the 
death of his parents. Yang-ming's answer is quite different 

from the conventional one. There can be no joy, he says, 
unless the son has cried bitterly. "For joy means that 
.ill!.!!:! is at peace. [It means that] ~-in-itself has not 
been perturbed. ,,69 

To follow the course of nature in the control of emo
tions therefore, one must see to it that the emotions dre 
in proportion to the events which arouse them, One must 
control anger, even in face of provocation, in order to 

avoid being carried away by anger. On the other hand, one 

need not fear giving in to sorrow, when there is just 
reason for it. The essential thing to do is to keep peace, 
Where there is peace, there is equilibrium and harmony. 

For Yang-ming, hsin is a dynamic principle of moral 

activity. It is "always doing something". 70 To be more 
precise. it should always be "accumulating righteousness" 

(chi-yi l Ii: ).71 Hsin should be always intent upon the 
practice of virtue, without ever forgetting this great 
objective, and without allowing itself to become impatient, 
and to seek for quick results. "If one accumulates righteous-

ness in and through his mvn heart every hour and every 

minute, liang-chih pen-t I i 1. {'i1' if: ft will be absolutely 
clear ana wi n spontaneously see right as right and wrong 
as wrong. ,,72 
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The extension of liang-chih refers to the whole task 
of pursuing wisaom, but the "accumuJ,ation of righteousness" 
speaks of the performance of indivi(;uaJ, acts of virtue. 
However, if every individual act one performs is just and 
right, ~ itself will certainly be in peace and harmony 
and the capacity to know the good will be developed. For 
this reason, Yang-ming stated that ,the "accumulation of 

righteousness" was nothing but the extension of liang-chih, 
And, to use the vocabulary of the Great Learning [ch.I], 

the extension of liang-chih in daily affairs means 
"investigating things" anc "making the intention sincere". 
It effects also the "rectification of the hsin", To use 
the vocabulary of the Doctrine of the Hean, [ch,l] it is 
the same as being constantly alert when alone, practising 
vigilance without being seen, and apprehension without 

73 being heard, 

To the question whether the constant practice of 
vigilance over self, of respect for one's virtuous nature, 
entails the loss of spontaneity and freedom, thus bringing 

about a state of tension, Yang-ming's answer was negative. 

For him, it is less a question of "practice", than one of 
"attitude", He did not require hsin to be always making 
conscious efforts. He merely insisted that it be kept 

always free from unruly desires, 74 "Always be doing some
thing" is therefore mere'ly a positive manner of stating 
the negatj.ve imperative, "Do away with your selfish desires", 

To practise caution when one is not seen, and 

vigilance when one is not heard, refers to a state 
of mind-and-heart which one ought to have. [It is 

not the same as] being fearful and anxious ••• Respect 
and reverence arise out of the natural. operation of 
the mind-and-heart. To arise out of the natural 

operation of the mind-and-heart, to do something 
without conscious action, refers to natural spon
taneity.75 

Yang-ming opposes forcible exertion of self in the 
practice of virtue, To him, this would be indicative of 
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impatience, and so, of selfishness. After all, too much 
anxiety to attain perfection is in itself an imperfection 
and a hindrance. A beginner, he says, cannot suddenly 
jump into the pc)sition of a sage. Rise and fall, advance 
and retreat make up the natural rhythm of the task of 
extendingUang-chih. 

Whether the task aavances or recedes, remain always 

[your own master] and extend lian9-chih. Do this 

without ceasing. and in time [your] effort will 
succeed and no external events can disturb you. 76 

Inseparable from Social Responsibility 

Yang-ming teaches very clearly the fact that the exten

sion of liang-chih is inseparable from the fulfilment of 
one's social responsibilities. For the gentleman who 
extends his "knowledge of the good" will naturally regard 
other people as he does himself, looking upon the country 

as his family, and seeing Heaven-ana-Earth and all things 
as one. U [When this is the case], even if [we ] ~vant the 
world to 

ibIe. 77 

the good 

he without good government, 
The ancient sages developed 

to such an extent that they 

it woulc'! not be poss
their knowledge of 

felt that "the good 
came from themselves when they saw others doing good, and 

evil also came from themselves when they saw others doing 

evil. They regarded the hunger ••• of others as their own, 
and felt that when a man in want had not been adequately 
helped, it was as if they themselves had pushed him into 

a ditch. 78 

The sage-emperors Yao and Shun and the Three Kings 79 

spOke and all the people believed them, because in 
speaking they extended their knowledge of the good. 
They acted and all the people were pleased with 
them, because in acting they merely extended their 
knowledge of the good. 80 
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"The Way of Yao and Shun was simply that of fi 11a 1 
81 piety and brotherly respect." Not everyone is placed 

in the position of a ruler. But everyone can practise 

the simple virtues of filial piety and brotherly respect, 
and, by doing so, contribute tovlarc t' '" gooo government 

of the world. When t,he extension of Jiang-chih is directed 

to serving parents, it is filial piety. When this ••• 

is directed to serving the ruler, it is loyalty. 11
8 2 

This did not mean, however, that conventional stan'

dards of behaviour associated with filial piety and 

loyalty. or with all the other virtues governing man's 

social relationships, should always be closely followed. 

Mention has already been made of the unusual examples 

of Emperor Shun's marriage and of King Wu of Chou's 

military expedition. The events and circumstances of 

life cannot always be fores"Eln. One should remain 

always sincere and free from self-deception. "Given 
sinceri tv. there will be enlightenment. ,,83 

[Therefore], throughout the countless changes 

[which occur] in his dealings with others, the 

gentleman acts if it is proper to act, stops if 

it is proper to stop, lives if it is proper to 

live, and dies if it is proper to die. In all his 

considerations and responses, he is always extenc'

inS his liang-£hfh to its utmost. 84 

Moral practice, therefore, aims at t,he highest goa Is 

of Virtue, with the attainment of which man becomes 

completely sincere, free from the least duplicity and 

hypocrisy, to himself as well as to the others. Sagehood, 

after all, is the transformation of the inner man. It 

cannot J:::e achieved 'Cy external imitation. To a friend 

who agreed that from the beginning the student should 
recognise the final €Inc of his stUdies (hsueh) as the 

aChievement of sagehood, but who prescribed that such a 

student should also find out, from the beginning, ""hat 

the feelings and dispositions of a sage" are like, in 
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order that he may use these as a model, yang-ming repliec 
that the feelings and dispositions of the sage are his own, 
and cannot be "experienced" by someone else. unless, a 
person seeks to experience at close range the lessons which 
his ~ liang-chih can teach him, it would be like using 
an unmarked scale to weigh things or looking for one's re
flection in a covered mirror. In such a way does the infer

ior man judge the mind-and-heart of a gentleman by his own 

standards, 

One's liang-chih is originally the SaIne as that of 
the sage. If I can clearly experience my own liang
.£h!b, then the sage's feelings and dispositions 

would not [only] be with the sage but [alSO] with 
me, Master Yi-ch'uan [Ch'eng Yi] once said,85 "If 

one merely looks at [Emperor] Yao and imitate his 
(external] actions, without possessing his quickness 
of apprehension, intelligence, insight and Wisdom, 

how can one always act and appear [as did he], 
always in accord with propriety?,,86 

And so, throughout his life, a man's effort to culti
vate virtue is directed only at one practice, From youth 
to old age, from morning to evening, he only has to extend 
his liang-chih in response to affairs and circumstances as 

they arise. rendering his ~ ever more sincere and trans
parent, open to life and to its challenges of greatness, 
open espeCially to the ca 11s of responsibi lity which link 
him with others in a society which is fundamentally a moral 
order. 

The Transmission Re-defined 

Yang-ming set great store on his discovery of a "uni
versal method", The formula, chih liang-chih, represented 

for him the acquisition of an infallible "starting point" 
or "basic principle" for the quest of sagehooo. It was the 
prize which he had acquired in the midst of Na hundred deaths 

and a thousand difficulties". He hoped that it will not 
be taken for granted by later scholars. He considered it 
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to be the precious legacy of the sages.87 In a letter 
dated 1521, he spoke of the discovery: 

What I say about the extension of knowledge is the 
"treasure of the orthodox dharma_eye"88 of the 
Confucian school. He who sees the truth of this, 

"sets it up before Heaven-and-Earth, and finds 
nothing in it in which he trangresses. He presents 
himself with it before spiritual beings, and finds 
no doubt regarding it. He examines it by comparing 

[it] with the doctrines of the three [sage] kings, 
and finds it free from error. He is ready to wait 
for a hundred years for a sage, without harbouring 
any misgiving. ,,89 

~'or Yang-ming, the discovery he made was not of a ~ 
way, but rather of the only and universal way, the Way of 
the sages, of Yao, Shun, Confucius and Mencius. He iden

t.ified his teaching on chih-liang-chih to the "orthodox" 
Confucian doctrine, to that which was discovered by the 

earliest sages, but became lost with the death of Mencius, 
until, centuries later, it was expounded anew especially 
by tu Chiu-yUan. This new presentation of "orthodox trans
mission", the establishment of a "new line" as well as the 

new interpretation of the "sacred legacy" of the sages, 
was given by him first in 1520,90 probably a little before 

Yang-ming's public teaching on liang-chih. It was re

affirmed in 1512 and after, again and again, until the 
end of his life. 

Yang-ming declared that the teaching of the sages is 
that of ~, that profound and unitary source of man's 

moral judgements and actions as well as his vital con

sciousness. the "substance" of which he called jen 
(humanity) 91 He pointed out Confucius' instruction to his 

~ 
diSCiple TZU-kung l' ~ who had imagined that virtue 
coutd be procured through an abundant learning and who 

regarded as "humanity". the practice of "securing exten
sive benefits for the people", The Master, however, 
taught him to seek for "humanity" in an all-pervading 
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unity, in the quest for perfect virtue, and to learn to 
92 judge others by what is near oneself -that is, to seek 

the Way in one's own ill!.i!:!. Yang-ming also recalled how 
Mencius. that great transmitter of Confucian doctrine, 
combatted the teachings of both Mo Ti and Kao-tzu. The 
former practised the virtue of humanity to the point of 
"rubbing his head and wearing out his hee1s",93 while 
the latter taught that if the virtue of humanity resides 

in the person, that of righteousness is exterior to man. 
Mencius. however, combatted such tendencies of externalis

ing virtue. For him. both humanity and righteousness are 
"in" man, in his hsin. 94 And so he said, "There is naught 
else in learning except the recovery of the lost hsin." 95 

For Yang-ming, the Way of the sage-kings was lost 

when ~ and li became separate entities, giving the 
excuse to scholars to seek external and fragmentary know
ledge of "laws, useful things and numbers", for the sake 

of understanding what is ca Hed wu-li tv -the prin
cipleoof things. By doi.ng do, they deserted ~, which 
is in reality identical to true 11. Buddhists and Taoists, 
on the other hand, erred in another direction. ALthough 

they did seek for the understanding of hsin, they did not 
realise either that hsil! is the source of all moral 
perfection and responsibility; they abandoned their social 
responsibilities, indulging rather in talks of emptiness 
and the void. 96 

Fortunately, the transmission of the Way was resumed 

in Sung times. Yang-ming spoke explicitly of Chou Tien
yi's teaching of Wu-chi and ~'ai-chi, and the practice of 
tranquillity,97 and of Ch'eng Hao's teaching of hsin as 

being always the same, in both activity and tranquillity. 

But he cic not consider either of them as direct "trans
mitters" of the Confucian teaching. 98 This honour was 
reserved to Lu Chiu-ylian. 

A 1 though [1.u IS J teaching could not equal to that 
of Chou and Ch eng in purity and harmony, it 
was simple and direct, it really transmitted to us 
the teaching of Mencius. That there existed certain 
features characteristic of him rand not of Mencius] 
in his discussion anc [philosopfiical] elaborations 
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was due to differences in temperament and opinion 
between him s.nd .M.encius. However, in giving the 
essential teaching of the quest of the Way in hsin, 
he remained uniteo to that great philosopher. That 
is why I '9~vlays said that Lu' s teaching was l\1encius I 
teaching. 

The Sacred Legacy 

Like ChI eng Yi and Chu Hsi, Yang-ming regarded the 

"fo::mula" taken from a forged chapter of the Book of 

Documents to contain the sacred messaga handed down by the 

early sages. But whereas Chu had interpreted jen-hsin as 

man's mind-and-heart, regarded as the seat of consciousness, 

composed of bJ.ood and "ether", and 'l'ao-h~in as the same 

mind-and-heart, considered as the source of moral discern

ment, or the embodiment of the "principle of Heaven" in 

the person of the sage,lOO Yang-ming1s explanation was 

much simpler. He said that Tao-hsin refers to the pure 

mind-ana-heart, without selfish desires, described as 

"subtle" because of its spiritual character, while jen

~ refers to the mind-and-heart contaminated by selfish 

desires. and so become prone to error. As to the remain
der of the formula. he said that "discernment" and "single

mindedness" are practices which reinforce each other. 

making up, together. the task of achieving sagehood .1 01. 

Yang-ming identified Tao-hsin to liang-chih, our 

capacity to know and do good. 102 He explained that the 

extension of lianq-chih enables one to "keep steadfastly 

to the Mean", And since, for him, the Mean - the state of 

equilibrium preceding the rise of emotions-refers also to 

the "principle of Beaven", or hsin chih pen-t 'i. it t:o was 

no different from lianq-chih. 103 

Yang-ming also identtfied the task of "being discern

ing and single-minded" to the extension of J.ianq-chih. 

He believed, however, that this should be done gradually 
and attentively. He compared the work to that of giving 

water to a growing plant or tree, One should continue to 
water the tree. But one should not give it more water 
than it a:::uld taJ<e, 104 
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Yang-ming is reported to have said that, just as a 
man could prove his genuine ethnic descent from his 
ancestors by digging out their dry bones. and then by 
letting a drop his own blood fallon these and become 
absorbed by the bones, so too "my two words, lianq-chih, 
is really the drop of blood transmitted from antiquity 
by the sages".105 In a poem written a few years later, 
he expressed the same idea in different wordsl 

The sages I instruction lasted a thousand years,l06 
Lianq-chih is its oral transmission,107 

Compasses give circles and quadrants squares, 
To discover pristine unity, do not wield an axe, 
Without leaving the ordinary realm of actions and 

movements, 
Go straight to the primaeval moment, before any 

diagram was made,l08 

For the rest of his life, yang-ming went on meditating 

upon these two words, Day and night, he spoke of them to 
his friends and disciples, Gradually, his teaching 

became more and more simplified. as the expression, liang
£h!h, came to represent all that he had ever discovered 
and taught. with some humour, he described how a certain 

retired official once invited him to give a lecture, 

saying "Besides lianq-chih, is there anything else [you 
can] talk about?" His answer was straight and directl 

"Besides lianq-chih. is there anything else [to] talk 
about? ,,109 
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Notes to Ch~r V 

1 ~ 3: 150a; Chan, Instructions, 237. Although 
this chapter discusses Yang-ming's practical philosophy 
in terms of a "method". I wish to indicate at the outset 
that the Chinese words kung-fu refer more to an "effort" 
of ascesis which disposes the person to inner enlighten
ment. See below, n. 46. 

2 After his victory over the rebellious forces of 
Prince Ch'en-hao, Yang-ming proposed various practical 
measures for the alleviation of the difficulties of the 
people of Kiangsi, such as reduction of taxation, and 
increase of emolument to the impoverished officials in 
the lower ranks of local bureaucracy, In the meantime, 
Emperor wu-tsung was enjoying himself south of the Yang
tze, Instead of submitting moral lectures to the throne 
as did Chi eng Yi and Chu Hsi, Yang-ming took the occasion 
of flood and famine in Kiangsi to rebuke himself for these 
natural calamities, begging for removal from office. 
Enumerating four crimes of which he regarded himself as 
being guilty, including that of failure to persuade the 
emperor to mend his ways, he concluded a memorial by 
saying: "Even if your servant should be executed as an 
example to the world, he would consider himself fortunate", 

An expression of irony and protest, this document 
certainly was, But it represented a futile effort, a 
desperate act undert.aken with the hope of moving the heart 
of the sovereign, the really guilty party. 

See "Nien-p'u", WWKC 33: 949b-951bl Mao Ch'i-ling, 
Ming Wu-tsung wai-ch~.cit., Yang-ming's memorial is 
found in WWKC 13: 390-391a, See its English translation 
by Chang yil-ch' uan in. his article, "Wang Shou- jen as a 
statesman, II CSPSR XXIII (1939-40). 221-2. 

3 See "Nien-p'u", WWKC 33: 
Wang Wen-chi eng chuan:pen, 21 
of thesis. 

949-950a; Mao Ch'i-ling, 
4a-5b as well as ch. III 

4 His other name was T' ang YU-tso Ii 1 t£. • A chin-
shih in 1508, he was to fill many important positions, 
such as Minister of Justice, of Civil Personnel, and of 
Military Affairs. Seo~ 202; 482. Cf. Liu Ts'un-yan, 
WU Ch'en -en 
Leiden: 967); 

5 "Nien-p'u", WWKC 33: 950b. We have two extant letters 
written by Yang-ming to T'ang Lung. In the first, written 
in 1520, Yang-ming explained the reasons why he was will
ing to take disciples, including those who were less 
bright, for instructions in his philosophy. In the 
second, written the next year, he discussed "the study of 
the instructlons of the anCients". See WWKC 4: 192-3, 
5: 196-7, --

6 "Nien-p' u ", ~ 33: 951a. 
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7 Ibid. 
a hTritof 
~h-tzu 

In a letter to Hsueh K'an (1518) there was already 
liang-chih, describea as "this little thing" (.2.ill!
;:} .,lk·L ) WWKC 4: 188b. 
~l};::v -:J --

8 

9 

"K'o wen-lu hsu-shuo", WWKC, prefaces, 13b-14a. 

~ 6; 214a-b. 

10 Great Learning, ch. 
tha t "the extens ion of 
of things". 

1; Legge, '1'.1, 358. The text says 
knowleage is in the investigation 

11 Mencius 7A, 15; Legg~~. v. 2, 456. The text says, "The 
ability man has without having to acquire by learning is 
liang'-~'lengl the knowLedge man has without having to acquire 
by reflection is lianq-chih". 

12 MJRA 37: 2b; Jung Chao-tsu, Minq-tai ssu-hsiang shih, 
52. 

13 Huang Wan, Millq-tao p'ien, QE.cit., 20. ~J~ 13: 5b; 
Jung Chao-tsu, t-ling-tai ssu-hsianq shih, 174-177. The two 
Chinese words literally mean, to Limit and to stop. The 
expression is taken from the Book of Changes. The word 
ken represents the fourth trigram, and has also the meaning 
Q'f"""mountain". It also represents the fifty-second hexagram. 
See ChOU-vi cheng-vi, 5: 15b-16a; Legge. Yi King, 256 
where the metaphysical meaning j.B "When one's movements 
and restings all t:3.ke place at the proper time for them, 
his way [of proceeding] is brilliant and intelligent". I 
have simplified it by saying u[acting] ana reposing harmoni
ously", It refers especially to keeping one's spirit always 
recollected, in both activity and tranquillity. See also 
Liu Ts' un-yan, "Lin Chao-en, 1:f fL ?& (1517-1598) Naster 
of the 'Three Teachings," T'o.lmg::}?a..Q, 1.111 (1967) 253-278. 

14 MeTRA 62: 
329-331. 

4b; Jung Chao-tsu, Ming-tai ssu-hsiang shih, 

15 
CTY1 5: 1b-3b. The idea that hsin controls both hsing 

and ch' ing carae from Chang Tsai. Yet Chu Hsi continued to 
consider hsin as somehow "less good" than hsing because he 
considered the former, more dynamic principle to be affected 
by ch'i, and the latter. more passive principle to be full 
of 1i, with no admixture of ch'i. 

16 Letter to Ku Lin, WWKC 2: 94a; tChan, Instructions, 103J. 
Letter to eu-yang Te, WWKC 2, 114b Chan, Instructions, 152]. 
See Mou Tsung-san, Wang Yang-ming Chih-lian~-chih chiao 
[wang's Doctrine of the Extension of liang-Shih], (Taipei: 
1954); 2-4. 

17 
Letter to Ku Lin. WWKC 2: 94a; Chan. Instructions, 103. 

18 Letter to Ou-yang Te, WNKC 2, 113b; Chan, Instructions, 
150. Yang-ming aid not say -Chat "things" (:!!!:!) are a product 
of hsi~, or of mental processes. He rather pointed out that 
"things", by which he referred to human acts, particular to 
man's behaviour in society, owe their moral character to 
~ ana its liang-chih. 



19 ~., WNK£ 2: 116a; Chan Instructions, 156. 

20 Mencius 7Ag 15; Legge, Classics, v. 2, 456. 

21 

22 

Chou-Vi cheng-'ll, 8: 13b; LEJgge, Yi King, 404. 

Legge, Classics, v~ 2, 456. 

186. 

23 Book of Cbanges, AppendEJd Remarks, pt. 2. SEJe Chou-Vi 
chenq-yi, 81 13bl Legge, Yi l(Jnq, 404. 

24 M§E.,£iu.§ 2A, 6. Legge C"La~sic.§, v. 2, 202. Mend.us 
says that this "innate" feelinq arises spontaneonsly, before 
the man has time to consi(Jer other rE,asons for Hhich he 
may "I-lish to save the chi 1e'" for example, to gain. the favour 
of the child's parents, the praise of friends and neighbours, 
or to avoi,] criticj,sm for not showing compassion. chu Rsi 
also commented on the "pre-reflective" naturEJ of such feel
ing. See CTYJ; 53, 4a-5b. Yang-ming ma~e referenc~, \0 this 
parab1.e in 14enciq,'!. in his essay, "Ta-hsueh >'len" 1, Iljb ,o,j 
[Inquiry into the Great Learning], ,wIRC 26: 736a; Chan, 
Instructions, 272. 

25 Letter to Nieh Pao, h'VJKC 2, 124b; Chan, Instruction~, 
176. This "Letter 1ilas written in 1528, not long before 
VJa.ng's death. 

26 

27 Letter to Ou-yang Te, 1"~?KC 2: 113b; Ch'ln, Instructions, 
150. 

28 ~nmKC 3: ~31a;~ .~hq~, Instr~ction8, 193. According to 
Ch'en Wei-chun 1"1' tj'1 f~" (1495-1562), this ",as in 1520. 
The accent p:taceCl on ma,<ing intention sincere is clear Ly 
given. 

29 ~~C 3: 131b; Chan, Instructions, 194. For the 
alluSTOi1s to Taoist alchemy, see Arthur Waley, "Notes on 
Chinese Alchemy, II Bulletin of the School of Oriental studies 
VI, (1930), 12-13. 

30 1f1.2. Yang-ming's liang-chih has sometimes been compared 
to Kant's "categorical imperative"--the moriil :taw obliging 
human beings .!L.Eriori to strive for the highest:;ood through 
use of freedom. But where Kant reached this ultimate 
principle through analysis of common knowledge and then 
examined its use in common knowleClge, Yang-ming discovered 
11anq-chih through an experience of inner enlightenment 
and applied it to practical use as a principle of action. 

31 
~ 3: 145a-b; Chan, Instructions. 226. 

32 Letter to Ku Lin, WWKC 2: 97b; Chan, Instructions, 
112-3. 
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33 Letter to Ku Lin, WWKC 2: 96bl Chan. Instructions, 
109-110, This letter wa;-written some time before 1524. 
Shun was supposedly the filial son of a blind and foolish 
father an(l a wicked step-mother who hated him but spoi it 
her own son, his st.ep-br0th"r. Shun c'istingu1shec himse if 
in the service of Emperor Yao, who offered his own [two] 
('aughters to Shun in marriage. 'ro prevent any obstac 1e 
his own father and step-mother might place in his way, Shun 
married them without first asking for his parents' consent. 
Shun was a figure of legend. King wu, on the other hand, 
\1aS a figure of history. the founder of the dynasty of 
Chou, who undertook to fight. against his tyrannica 1 over
lore before the burial of his own father, King Wen ~. , 
was properly accomplished, He successfully defeated the 
forces of King Chou of Shang ~ 1:1 and established a new 
dynasty. See Mencius 5At 2, Legge, Classics, v. 2. 345-6, 
for the question of Shun's marriage. See also Shih-chi 41 
73; 611 179. 

34 Letter to Ku Lin, WWKC 21 96bl Chan, Instructions, 110, 
See also Yamada Jun, op:cIt., 121-125. 

35 IblO. See T1ang Chun-i, "Yang-ming-hsueh 
Yi-tiung ch1ung-pien," op.cit •• 39-43. 

., 
yu Chu-Lu 

36 Ibid., W~C 21 96a; 
Jun,-OO:cit::-!30. 

37 Ibid •• ~ 21 97b; 

38 Ibid •• ~ 21 99a-b; 

39 .l£i9.. 
40 WWKC 3: 1 ,1.6b I Chan, 

41 
~ 3: 146a; Chan, 

Chan. Instructions. 109. Yamada 

Chan, Instructions, 112. 

Chan, Instructions, 116-7. 

Instructions, 229-230. 

Instructions, 228. 

42 This teaching of Chu's, based on the Doctrine of the 
Mean, ch. 1, evolved after much thought and discussion, 
and is consiC1ered to lie at the core of his philosophy 
anC1 methry) of cultivation. Ch'eng Yi had identified hsinq 
with mind,..al}\:l-heart (~) before the rise of emotions 
(wei-fa J~~ ,1:;f • unstirred). when it is said to be in a 
state of '''equ-ilibrium ll or "tranquillity", and hsin .W.ith 
mine-and-heart after the rise of emotions (yi-fa (jiYe, 
stirred) If the emotions are "in due proportion", 
it is in a state of "harmony", or what may be called. 
harmonious "activity". See Yi-shu, 18: 15a-17a; Chan, 
Source Book, 566-567. Chu Hsi explained this by emphasising 
on the oneness of hsin, and by pointing out that since 
"equil.ibrium". the state of lost innocence, cannot strictly 
speaking be restored, while "harmony" cannot easily be 
manipu).atec, one should seek to unite "tranquillity" and 
"activity" by permeating life with the spirit of reverence 
(ching). See Chung-yung chang-chu. §2££, 2a; Letter to 
his friends in Hunan, ~ ~! 30R-31b; Chan, Source Book, 
600-602. "Chin-hsin shuo" :0£ Ic:.'~t) [on Developing ~], 
~ 67! 16b-l 7a. See a 1so Chiang Yllng. Chin-ssu lu chi
chu, 2: 19b-20a. Chan, Reflections, 79-80, for the comment 
by Yeh Tslai. 
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43 Letter to Lu ChI eng, WWKC 2: 106b. Both inl'his letter, 
and in another, f~arlier letter to Wang Chiln IL [wang 
Shih-t'an;1- fl ;;'~ ] (1511), ~ 4: 172a-173b, Yang-ming 
discussec' the qudstion~ of the relationship between hsing 
ane hein, in terms of wei-fs. anc: vi-fa, of D (substance) 
and yung (ap):',Lication). The substitution of hsin for hsing 
as the most import.ant factor in self-cultivation is of 
great consequence, for it is the substit.ution of a passive 
principle by a dynamic one. 

44 Hsin chih pen-t'i is an extremely important principle 
in Yang-ming I s phi losophy. Being identif.1ed with lianq
ch.1h, it represents that, in the dynam.1c hsin, which is 
also unchanging in the midst of activity, with what appears 
\:0 be absolute qua tit.ies.,.··the one Rea lity (t Ii) behineJ the 
Many (yung, or rea Uty as it i.s constantly cha,nying). 

45 The nei-wai (inner-outer) (Jistinction can be made both 
in the metaphysica 1 sense, j.n which the inner realm 
corresponds to the invisible reality or t'i and the outer 
realm corres!;'onds to the visible changes through yung, [see 
Ch. I, n. 27J or, in the practical sense, to the contrasting 
tendencies of human nature toward inner contempj,.ation and 
outer action. Since yang-ming viewed lmowledge and action, 
and, in a certai.n way, even S'i (substance, rea lity) and 
Y?::!n9 (practice, applica.tion) as one, he could find no 
(11stinction between the inner-out.er reaLms of reality or 
action. See the following not.e. 

46 Letter to Lu Chi eng, WflF:C 2: 107b-108b; Chan, Instruc
tions, 137. Where Chu Esi r.ad sought. to unite activity 
and tranquillity through too practic<'> of reverence, Yang
ming attempted to find it at the source of onels being 
itself, in this pen-tl i of ~. which possesses the ability 
of perfecting itself. For him, the union of activity and 
tranqui lUty is accomplisher' not merely by the continua 1 
effort (kung-fu) of self-cu.ltivation, of watchfulness over 
one' s least movements whet.b,;:r- in medit.ation or at other 
times, but. also by the awareness that hsin chih pen-t Ii> 
the source an(~ origin of actlvit_y all(:; tranquillity, is 
itself one anc' indivisible. For this reason, Yang-ming 
frequently mentioned that pen-t'ir-at once the agent of 
its own perfection and the goal of such endeavour, the 
identification of sf,lf with thn ·,mchangi.n9 ono,...-i8 to be 
found in ]<ung-fu, and vice versa, For this reason too, he 
explainer] how difficult it is to describe kunq-fu, which 
is continually simplifying itself. See ~f. 3: l30b 
Chan, Instructions, 192. See also T'ang ChUn-yi, "Yang
ming-hslieh yU Chu-Lu yi-t'ung ch'ung-pien". op.cit , 16. 

47 Letter to Lu Ch'eng, WWKC 2, 107b; Chan, Instructions, 
136. See also Wang Tchang-tche. La Phi losophie J'ilora Le, 
127-131. 

48 Ibid., iVWKC 2, 110b-llla; Chan, Instruc·tions, 143-144. 
The reference is to Mencius 21'~, 2; LElgge, Classics. v. 2, 
190. 
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49 1£!2., ~ 21 109al Chan, Instructions, 139-140. Note 
the "mirror image" again. See Wang Tchang-tche, La Philo
sophie Morale, 131-134. Wang Tchang-tche noted that ~ 
refers both to the principle of action and the act itself. 
Hence the aojective "shining" can also refer to the object 
reflected in hsin, to hsin itself as that which reflects, 
or to the act'IOri"""of reflecting light. 

50 Ibid., WWKC 21 112b-113al Chan. Instructions, 148-9. 
See abOVe, n. 49. See also Yamada Jun, op.cit., 164. 

51 Letter to Ou-yang Te, ~ 2: 114b; Chan, Instructions, 
152. T'ang Chun-i, Chung-kuo che-hsueh yuan-lun, YUan-hsing 
p'ien [An Inquiry into Chinese Philosophy, Section on Human 
Nature]. (Hong Kong: 1968); 433-434. 

52 ~ 3, 145a; Chan, Instructions, 225. 

53 Letter to Ku Lin, ~ 21 96a; Chan, Instructions, 108; 
Okada Takehiko, 0 Yomei to Hinmatsu no juqaku, 75-76. 

54 "Shu Wei Shih-meng chlian," .1J l1'~ !:if.$-- b [Essay 
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I can be so happy as to forget my own self. ,,6 As a 

oisciple, Huang Hsing-tseng i? ~ ~f [Huang 

f.\ien-chih -1JE ~ ] said I 
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••• While the Master haC many friends and followers 

,;ven before the Nanking clays [1514-16], there were 

never as many as in Yueh [Yu-yao], 'I'his \'/,:')s part Ly 

be,cause the more lectures he gave, the morE- people 

believec him, Essentially, however, it ~13S 

because the l':aster' s c'ai ly progress in learning 

gave him a mysterious power of attraction and 

influence •••• 7 

It is our aim, in this chapter, to examine the results 

of this perion of tho culmination of Yang-ming's teachings. 

It is our assertion that this culmination lies in a form 

of "mysticism", taking this word to refer to t.he total 

vision of life and reality which he developad ,as WG II as 

to the transcendent ideals of sagehood which he outlined. 

In this connection, it may be also claimed that Yang-ming 

himself attained an enduring state of mind, hoth sublime 

anc human, which made him regard himself as being related 

to all reality in a dynamiC unity of heart and spirit. 

However, since it is his thought more than his personal 

life which interests us-al.though the two can hardly be 

separate0-we shall present Yang-ming's enunciation of his 

"total vision", and then proceed to an examination of his 

teaching of ~, this time not only as a principle of 

moral activity but also as the dynamic prinCiple of vital 

consciousness which unites man to the universe and makes 

of him its psychic centre, its heart, its hsin. 

go 
All in One 

Yang-ming gave expression to these ideas and ide~Ls 

Gspecial1y in his famous essay of 1527, the "Ta-hsueh 

wen 11 [Inquiry into the Great Learning]. which is supposec: 

to embo(y his bas ic tec.chincTs ancl II fina 1 cone tus ions II • 

But the ideas an<'; idea is themse 1 ves existed semina lty in 

atany of hie earlier writings, as well as in his recorded 
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conversations. In this respect, in the letter addressed 
to Ku Lin, the long passage on "pulling the Roots and 

Stopping the Source" (po-~en sai-yUao tl£;); jr, ),9 
probably written in 1524 or Earlier, is noteworthy. Out 
of these texts emerges a unified picture, rich with meaning, 

of Y~,ng-mingJ s understanding of sagehood as culminating in 

an experience of oneness with Heaven.ancEarth and all 

things, an experience which permeates the sage's thinking 
ane' being and acting, which becomes identified with his 

hsin or liang-chih and its pen-t'i, overflowing into a 

concrete awareness of his social and political responsibi

lities. 
"An Inquiry into the Great Learning" begins by explain

ing the title of the book as "the learning of a great man", 

that is. of a sage. It goes on doing so by concentrating 

on the words. "making illustrious virtue manifest", which 

Yang-ming had, already in 1508, explained as that which 

expresses the entire task of self-cultivation. yang-ming 

says here that the great man is he who regards Heaven-and

Earth and the myriad things as one body. the world as one 

family and the country as one person. This state of mind, 

however, is not the result of deliberate efforts of the 

will, but the natural and spontaneous outcome of his "humane" 

heart-full of jen-and unobscured by selfish desires. lO 

To prove this, Yang-ming gives as an example the spontaneous, 

pre-reflective reactions of any man, even of the "small man", 

the man mediocre in virtue and learning: 

When he sees a child about to fall into a well, he 

cannot help having a feeling of alarm and commisera

tion. This shows that his humanity (jen) forms one 

booy with the child. It may be objectee that the 

child belongs to the same species [as he]. Yet 
"ii/hen he observes the pitiful cries and frightened 

appearance of birds and beasts [about to be 

slaughtered], he cannot help feeling an "inability 

to bear" their suffering. This shows that his 

humanity forms one bocy with birds and beasts. It 

maybe objected that birds and beasts are sentient 
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beings too. But when he sees plants broken and 

(~estroyed, he cannot help having a feeUng of 

pity. This shows that his hUJnanity ferms one 

body ,,,ith plants. It may be said that plants 

are living things too, Yet even when he sees 

tiles and stones shattered and crushed he 

cannot help having a feeting of regret. This 

shows that his humanity forms one body with tiles 

ano stones. This means that even the heart of 

the smallman must have [in potentia Lit'l, this 

humanity which unites him to all things].lI 

The great man "cultivates his moral qualities to such 

a paint. as to enable a happy order to prevail throughout 

Heaven-and-Earth and so that all things flourish",12 He 

has been compared, time and again, to a bright mirror, 

He has been compared to Heaven itself, He is one whose 

nature has been completely t.ransformed, who is completely 

identified with goodness. He practises virtue by instinct. 

He is always joyous and peaceful. in harmony with the 

universe, and participating in its creative processes. 13 

According to Yang-ming, this "humane" heart which 

unites man to all things is rooted in our Heaven-endowed 

nature, and is naturally intelligent and clear. For 

this reason it is called ming-te (illustrious virtue or 

clear character). It is present. in aIL men, "great" and 

"small" alike, so long as the mind-and-heart is un~oveo 

by selfish oesires • When arousec: by thesE, however, and 

,,,hen compe lIed by greed for gain and fear of harm or the 

impulse of anger, man is capable of destroying things, 

of killinq members of his own species, even of slaughtering 

his own brothers-evil actions which cause his "humanity" 

tD disappear. The un~versal task of self-cultivation, 

for both th~ sma 11 and the great man, lies theHlfore in 

removing selfish desires, anc in making manifest "illus

trious virtue", so that the "original conClition of the unity 
14 

of Heaven ano Earth ano the myliad things may be restored ", 
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In oth€!r words, "humanity" is the natural development 

of spontaneous feelings of commiseration, coming frem 

within man's mine-ana-heart, in order to embrace all ethers, 

from his nearnest kin en. The l"lohist notion of leve, 

however, disregards the spontaneous quality of this love 

itself as well as the nat.ural distinctions inherent in 

social relations and in the order of things. The danger 

is that, by promoting an "equal love of all", the very 

nature of love be denied. For if love springs spontaneously 

from man's nature, it must also recognise the order of 

nature itself, with its inherent distinctions, based on 

natural kinship and obligations. 

In this regard, a letter Yang-ming wrete to Huang Hsing

tseng in 1524 is also. significant. 17 Huang had spoken 

apprevingly ef Han Yu's cefinitien, that "universal leve 

is called jen (humanitY)",18 calling to. mind also Cheu 

Tun-yi's statement, the "Love is len".19 To him, it seemed 

that both ef these sayings agreed well with the meaning 

given to the word by Nencius. He was however puzzled by 

the fact that other Sung thinkers had criticised Han Yu, 

preferring rather to relegate love to the realm ef emetions 

(ch' inq). whi 18 using jen to. signify a virtue pertaining 

to. nature (hsing). 20 Yang-ming replied that he toe, agreed 

with Huang, recalling also how Confucius himself had said 

that the meaning of jen lay in "loving others".21 He then 

went on to speak ef a "cerrect" kind of love and an 

"incorrect" kind ef love: 

But while the pen-t'i of love can bE catled jen, 

there is a kind of love that is correct, and a kind 

that is not correct. only the correct kind ef love 

is the pen-t I i of leve, and can be ca 11ed jen. If 

ene knews only universal leve, without distinguishing 

between the correct and incorrect kinds of love, 

there will be a difference. 22 

Eowever, what dir" Yang-ming mean by the "correct" and 

"incorrect" kinds of love? For the answer to this question, 

we must once again go back to the "Inquiry into. the Great 
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Learning", and examine his teaching concerning the order 

of "relative importance" among things, that is, whether 

all things are equally important, or whether some are more 

important than others, anc) shoulc' be recognisef as such. 

This time, the specific question posed to him was that, if 

the great roan forms one bOdy with all things, why should 

the text of the Great Learning refer to things as possessing 

a "relative importance,,"!23 Again, yang-ming answerec1 by 

giving the example of a living organism--this time of the 

human body. The bocy is of course a unity. However, the 

nat.ure of things being what they are, we use our hanes 

and feet to protect the head, without intending to show 

less regard for the hands and feet, but rather for the sake 

of the whole bo<'ly. So too, we love both plants an,] animals 

anc yet feed anima 1s with plants. '';,e love both anima ls 

and men, and yet allow the animals to be slaughtered in 

oreer to feee our parents, to provice for religious sacri

fices, and to entertain our guests at table. The same can 

be said of our love for our parents and for the man in the 

street. If we have only a little bit of food with which 

to save either our parents or the man in the street from 

hunger, we will prefer to save our parents in stead of the 

man in the street. And so, to love all things, to be one 

with an things through the practice of the life-giving 

virtue of humanity (jen) <'Ioes not necessarily preclude 

aistinctions being made in the concrete application of our 

love an(: humanity. In fact, the humane feeling we may have 

for all people is itself somehow deriver'J from the affection 

we bear for our parents. It is again the question of roots 

anc branches. because it is a question of the communication 

of life within the living organism. We must accept both 

our own limitations and the natural order of things. "What 

the Great Learning describes as [an order of ] natural 

importance refers to the natural order derived from our 

knowledge of the gooa (liang-chih). Not to transgress this 

[natural order] is called righteousness (xi). To act 

according to this order is called propriety (1i). To know 

this OHler is called wisdom (.£h!JJ). To follow this order 

from beginning to end is called fidelity (hsin<'l1I ),,,24 

Fidelity, therefore. sums up righteousness, propriety and 

wisdom. 
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eh I in-min I loving the people 

proceeding with the text of the Great Learning, yang

ming then went on to explain the expression of "loving the 

peop le" (ch' in-min) • lYiaking the distinction between t' i 

(substance, realitv) anc ~ (activity), he said that 

"making manifest clear or illustrious virtue"-the perfection 

of self--refers to the work of "establishing the 'rea lity' 

(t'i) of the unity of Heaven and Earth and the myriad 

things", whereas "loving the people" is the "activity" 
which flows from this same unity. In other worels, making 

manifest our clear virtue lies in loving the people, and 

loving the people is the way to manifest clear virtue: 

these being t,~o aspects of the same work. And then, in the 

concrete. practical language so characteristic of him, yang

ming gives examples of how the practice of filia 1 piety 

and of other social virtues, when extended to embrace not 

mere'Ly one I s own parents and .kin but the parents and kin 

of a'Ll men, brings about this unity of man with all things, 

Only when I love my father, the fathers of others, 

and the fathers of all men, can my humanity really 

form one body with my father, the fathers of others, 

and the fathers of all men •••• Then the clear virtue 

of fi'Lial piety will be made manifest ••••• 25 

Even the worle' of spirits, of beasts and of plants and of 

1nanlmat.e beings are to be included in this all embracing 

jen: 

Everything from ruler, minister, husband, wife and 

friene's to mountains, rivers, heavenly "nd earthly 

spirits, birds. beasts and plants, all should be 

truly lovee in order that the unity may be reached 

[through] my humanity (jen). Then wi 11 my clear 

virtue be completely made manifest; then will I 

really form one body with Heaven an<' Earth and the 
myriac1 things. 26 
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Just as, in personal life, the quest of sagehood lies 

in t.he "recovery" of one's original nature, so too, in 

social and political life, the same quest lies in recapturing 

a Golden Past, a moral "Utopia". Yang--min9' S sage is not 

a contemplative lost in the wonoer and admira'cion of his 

own unity with the world, but a man with social and polit.ical 

responsibilities striving to maice this reality a social 

and political fact. For him, the world of nature and of 

human society are fundamentally one, and unity with other 

men extem~8 itself to unity with birds and beasts and the 

whole cosmos. 

In a letter he wrote to Ku Lin some time before 1524, 

yang-ming explained the chief ideas of his "utopian theory". 

Beginning with the doctrine of the unity between the self 

and all things, he says! 

The mind-and-heart of the sage consi(:ers Heaven-and

Earth and the myriad things as one body and regards 

all men under Heaven, whether inside or outside [his 

family], near or far, all with blood and breath, as 

his brothers and children and kin. He wants to 

give peace and security, education and nourishment 

to all. in order to fulfil his desire of [rea lly] 

forming one body with a 11 things. 27 

In this ideal society, everything contributes to 

helping the people live a moral life, ano. attaining the 

highest goals of sagehoo<". There was no fear of envy or 

oiscont~nt. Division of labour was done to assure better 

service of the common good, but no social distinctions were 

made be',:ween the various ways of serving aLl. Rather, each 

man shared in the effort and merit of aU. Those with 

special abilities contributed their specialised knowledge, 

;.,hether they be in agriculture, education, music, or the 

rites. In a passage strikingly reminiscent of St. PauL's 

Epistle to the Corinthians [1 Cor. 12: 14-211 Yang-ming 

described the coherent and harmonious functioning of the 

ideal SOCiety in terms of a living organism, 
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The eyes see, the ears hear, the hands hold, thG 

feet walk--all fulfilling the functions of the body, 

The eyes are not ashamed of their not being able to 

hear. When the ears hear something, the eyes wi 11 

direct their attention towards it" 'I'he feet are 

not ashamed that they are not able to grasp. When 

the hands foel something, the feet will move for-
, 28 ward ........ 0 

But, the moral greatnoss of the Golden Age was the only 

aspect, of the past that Yang-ming desired to recapture. 

Unlike Chang Tsai, the ChI eng brothers and Hu Hung 

(1100-55), he never spoke about the rostoration of Chou 

feudalism or of the well-field system, Yang-ming desired 

to strike at the root and the source I to heal the moral 

sickness of SOCiety. 

be too idealistic in 

If, therefore, he 

his hopes of moral 

may seem to us to 

restoration, he 

might also be taken as being rea listic in his be lief that 

ancient insti't.utions could no longer be restored. 

Yang-ming regards the governing of a family, of a 

country, and even of the world as nothing else than the 

extension of love and affection between the self and others, 

For him, the fina;' goal is the recovery of the unity which 

should rightfully exist between the two, so that there is 

essentially no difference between "loving" one's self and 

"loving" th8 people: 

If I extend affection for my father to other peopLe's 

fathers, there wiLl be affection between all the 

fathers and sons of the world. If I extend Love 

for my elder brother to other people's elder hrother"" 

then there will be affdction between ail the elder 

and younger brothers of the world, The same can be 

said about the ruler and subject, husband and wife, 

friend and friend, and even about birds and anj.ma Ls 

and grass and trees. '1'here can be affection for a 11. 

these. And it will always promote the complete 

development of hsin, in making manifest its clear 

virt,ue. This is what is !mown as making manifest 
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clear virtue in the world, giving on2er to the 

family, good government to the country and peace to 
the worla. 29 

Certainly, this was a vision which went beyond that of 
a political and social "utopia". It bore within itself 
a tremendous moral anc mystical idea 1ism anc dynamism, an 

enormous confidence in the basic goodness of human beings 

ano of their capacity for self-transcendance, and a 

consciousness of the inner unity of man and the whole of 

nature. But is this vision possible of realisation in 

political. life? Is it not, perhaps, the expression of a 

naive idealist unacquainted with the realities of human 

existence and of human naturee 

.As a philosopher or wise man, Yang-ming's proposed 

remedy for society 'si 11s, the method he suggested as a 

means of restoring the purity of heart necessary for the 
recovery of the Golden Past was moral education. For him, 

loving the people necessarily means, educating the people 

in the right way, in the philosophy of hsin, in the ways 

of extending liang-chih. As an experienced administrator, 

however, he did not forget the mere concrete needs of life. 

He said that his reason for preferring the phrase, "loving 
the people" (ch'in-min) to that of "renovating the people" 

(hsin-min) is that the former reading allowed room both 

for "educating the people" and for "feeding the people". 

This did not merely mean giving food to the people in times 

of famine. It meant, essentially, making the people 

wealthy and self-sufficient. In a certain memorial to the 

throne, he had this to say! 

wealth is what the people want. "'hen wealth is 

given to the people, they will live together [in 
peace]. The people make up the foundation of the 

state. when the foundation is secure, the state 

will be in peace. 

'rhat the ruler and the people make up one body is 

a perennial truth. 30 



205. 

Bo~vever. it was not easy for yang-ming to convince his 

disciples that his sUbstitution of "loving the people" for 

"renovating the people". and his identification of the 
fonner work with the great task of "manifesting virtue", 

was correct. They remembered Chu Rsi's explanation of 

"manifesting clear virtue" as the "root"--the fundamental 
task--and of "renovating the people" as the "branch"--a 

work of less importance. 31 Yang-ming's teaching seemed 

rather to obscure the difference between the "roots" and 

the "branches", thus confusing the methodical pursuit of 
self-cultivation. 32 

yang-ming answered t.hat he approved of making a distinc

tion between "roots" and "branches". However, they should 

not be understood as two different things. After all both 

"roots" and "branches" belong to thE' trees. In the same 

way, "manifesting clear virtue" and "loving the people" 

are basically two aspects of one same task. So too, are 

the efforts of "investigating things ", "extending knowledge", 

"making the intention sincere", "rectifying ~", "culti

vating self", "ordering the family", "governing the state" 

and even "giving peace to the world". All are aspects of 

the same task, for all are aspects of the basic work of 

"extending liang-chih". And this work of "extension" lies 

in "investigating things ". liTo investigate", however, 

means "to rectify", while "things" means "affairs" or 

"acts". Thus. "when we corne into contact with the 'thing' 
to which our intention is directed, if we rea lly do good 

and avoid evi~ to the utmost, as our innate faculty knows 

and [directs us to ooJ, then everything will be investi

gated ••••• and our knowledge of the good •••• will be 
extended to the utmost. ,,33 

~ (humanity) and 12 (joy) 

The "Inquiry into the Great Learning" concludes on a 
681.,: 

note of joy (lo ~ ). Yang-ming had described the task of 

the great man--the extension of liang-chih. He had said 
that this task involves many dimensions, many steps to be 
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taken one after the other. Both as a .,hole, however. and 

also in each of the 

ana avoiding evil", 

of our lianq-chih. 

steps, what is involved is "doing good 

developing to the utmost the capacity 

"And then the heart wi 11 be natura lly 

joyous, happy and without regret. And then there wi 11 be 

no deception in the functioning of our intentions, and 

sincerity may be saie' to have been attained. ,,34 

Joy is an important, tenet of the phi losophy deve loped 

by ,the hsJna- U thinkers of Sung and Ming 'times. Chou 'run

yi used to ask his r'lisciples, the Ch'eng brothers, to 

describe the joy of Confucius and Yen Hui. 35 In answering 

a question concerning whether this joy of the sages is the 

same as that joy which is given as one of the seven 

emotions, Yang-ming answereo that the joy--of the sage--is 

characteristic of hsin-in-its'illf. Without being one of the 

seven emotions, it is not totally outside the realm of 

these emotions. 'rrue joy can be pos sessed by ord inary 

people as well as by sages, except that ordinary people are 

not aware of this. They allow themselves to become over

whelmed with sorrow and grief and confusion. And yet. even 

in the midst of all this. as soon as the light shines 

through, and the person examines himself and becomes 

sincere, joy is immediately within his reach. To look for 

joy outside of oneself is thus like "looking for a donkey 

while riding on it, ,,36 

Joy comes from the practice of jen. The man of jen--

the sage--is capabls of deepening his emotions, and of 

incorporatj.ng th8n1 on a higher h"vel. while purging them 

of a mere emotion. In Yang-ro.ing's terms, he is thus one 

with Heaven-and-Earth and all things, being united to all 

in harmony. ,Joy is the natura 1 and spontaneous consequence 

of this harmony. The only effort required for the main

tenance of this true joy is an attitude of constant vigi lance 

over self when one is alone. a vigilance which is itself 

spontaneous and without tension. Yang-ming described this 

"vigilance in solitude" (shen-tu) as the "extension of 

liang-chih", and liang-chih as nothing other than "joy-in

j,tself". 37 
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JOy is the expression of the peace of mind-and

heart, the peace of a man at ease with himSEolf and with 

others, united by virtuous action to Beaven-ana-Earth 

and all things in a marvellous harmony which allows him 

to be always natural and spontaneous, always his true 

self. 

Liang-chih pen-t'i 

yang-ming I S teaching on the unity of man with all 

things represents the culmination of his practical 

coctrine on the extension of liana-chih. It a lso contains 

certain metaphysical implications and pre-suppositions, 

relating especially to the nature of "~-in-itself" 

[hsin chih pen-t' iJor of lianq-chih-in-itself [liang-chih 
tl ~. l4i.ili 

PSln-t' i ~~ t 1~1t literally. the "original 

substance II of liang-chihJ. 

The word hsin refers primarily to the principle of 

our conscious and moral activities. The word liang-chih 

refers to the capacity of hsin to know and do good. 

Yang-ming's introduction of this term in his philosophy 

has already served to point out the richness of the notion 

of hsin. He speaks interchangeably of hsin and liang-chih, 

of the hsin-in-stself and of liang-chih-in-itself. It is 

also obvious from the context that he sometimes refers to 

liang-chih-in-itself when he is using the wore b§ln or 

simplY liang-chih, with the result that his meaning is not 

always clear. Nevertheless, from many un8quivocal ref8rences 

to "hsin-in-itself" and to "liang-chih-in-itself", he 

obviously wished to use these terms to speak of hsin and 

liang-chih at a deeper level. 

Yang-ming speaks of liang-chih pen-t'i, both as the 

agent which achieves a certain end and as the end itself. 

Just as in his practical doctrine, the same word represents 

both th" starting-point and the end achieved, No doubt, 

this is becausG, to his mind, the end is always present in 

the beginning. One can become a sage because he already 

carries within himself the seeds of sagehood, and self

realisation is what brings about the realisation of sagehood 



208. 

and the acquisition of wisdom. The end, the goal, is never 

something out of oneself. It is a presence which is already 

possessed, which can be developed to the utmost, to the 

point at which one can truly say: "A~l things are present 

in me. I have no greater joy than to find, when I look 

deep into myself, tha.t I am tru8 to myself. ,,38 

Yang-ming speaks of .lli!.i!:). the mind-and-heart, not mer81y 

as the source and centre of man's thoughts and intentions, 

emotions and decisions, but also as the SOUrCEl and centre 

of his vital functions and movements, and of all his con

scious activities, sElnsor.y and supra-sensory. For it is 

that which gives unity to multiplicity, which organises 

all our multiple experiences into one meaningful experience, 

to which we ourselves are identified. It gives us inner 

unity. But it also does more. It is that which makes us 

one with Beaven-ana-Earth and all things. 

For this reason, Yang-ming explains that ~ or liang

£h!b is present in every part of man, being that which unites 

the whole man. It is present wherever consciousness func

tions. For "!lrf!:E (the heart) is not just a piece of flesh 

with blood. It is wherever [we experience] consciousness. 

For example, the ears and eyes can hear and see, and the 

hands and feet experience pain and irritation. All this 

consciousness [comes from] M.!n".39 

Seeing, hearing, speaking and moving are all [activi

ties of] M.!n (principle of consciousness). Bsin's 

abi 11 ty to see has the ey,~s as its channe ls. Its 

ability to hear has the ears as its channeLs. Its 

ability to speak has the mouth as its channeLs. Its 

ability to move has the four limbs as its instruments. 

Without your hsin, there would be no eyes, ears, 

mouth or nose. 40 

Yang-filing identifies the principle of moral activities 

with that of vital consciousness. Be also recommends that 

the gentle~an's practice of watchfulness over hsin, over 

the least movements of his mind-and-heart, should include 
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as a mattex- of fact a certain controL of the sens~,s and of 

the physicat activities of the rocy. Recalling Lao-tzu's 

teaching tha·t beautiful colours cause the eyes to be blind, 

beautiful sounds cause the ears t.o bc~ (leaf, beautiful 

tast2s spoi 1 the pa late ano hur,ting and racing make a man 

mad,41 he draws from it the moral exhortation that one 

shoutd only SEOle, hear, speak and move when th", occasions 

to qO so is in accordance with propriety.42 

Hsin, of courso, is nothing other than lianq-chih. Just 

as ~ is present in the senses, as it also is in the 

thinking mind, in our intent.ions and d",cisions, the same 

can he said of liang-chih. 

Through conscious activity and experience of reality, 

man IS mind-and-heart and senses penetrate a 11 things, 

uniting, and even identifying, hsin-in-itsetf to Beavon

and-Earth and all things. As he put it: 

The eye, has no "substance" (~) of its own. It 

regards as [its] "substance", the colour of all 

things. The ear has no "substance" of its own. It 

regards as [its] "substance", the sounds of all 

things. The nose has no "substance" of its own. 

It regards as [its] "substance". the odours of all 
things, The mind-and-heart has no "substance" of 

its own. It regaros as [its] "substance", the 

right or wrong of the operations and responses of 

Heaven-and-Earth and a 11 things, 43 

Colour, for example,--or sound in the case of th", ear-

is a quality of the object of perception as well as of the 

sense organ, the eye which SE'GS it. '[ang-ming resolves a 

problematic relationship betvmen this "quality", and the 

"sensation" through which it 

po·tentia li ty and actua 11 ty. 

is perceived, in terms of 

Instead of denying the separate 

existence of the senses apart from the reality which they 

experience, or of hsin from the whole of the cosmos, he is 

asserting that, in the case of sensation, the "source" (t'i) 

of the activity (~) m'3ets tl":e a.ctivity itself which flows 
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from and fulfils the very nature of the sense organ, in 
the actualisation of sight or hearing. Thus. according to 
him, neither the eye nor the ear can be properly understood 
outside of the experience of reality which it has. And 
also, eye, ear, or any or all of the oth8r sense organs. 
together with~. the central unifier of all our 
experiences, sensory or otherwise. work together to bring 

the human person into dynamiC contact with the whole of 
reality. and in so doing. unite him to the whole of the 
cosmos, 

If this can be said of the eye or ear with the colour 
or sound of things with which it comes into contact and 
communion, it can also be said of the body as such, which, 
after all. is one with the spirit or heart. For "liang
chih speaks through the same mouth and acts through the 

same body. How can it get outside chai (ether. matter
energy) and have another organ with which to speak or 
act?1144 That is why it is incomplete to speak about the 

nature of man and of things without also speaking of ~. 
the material force, just as it is incomplete to speak of 

~ without also speaking of nature. And therefore, yang
ming concludes, .. ~ is [indistinguishable] from hsing 
(nature of man or things) and hsing is [indistinguishable] 
from ~ ... 45 And so it shou 1d be said that even l1ang

chih, principle of life and consciousness in man. cannot 
be understood apart from the body which it animates and 
through which it functions. And since liang-chih is that 
which brings about the union of man with all things, it 

can also be said that all things can havb meaning only in 
relation to liang-chih. 

Role of ~ 

When asked whether inanimate beings also have liang

£h!b. Yang-ming repliedl 

Man's liang-chih [acts also as] the liang-chih of 
plants and trees, tiles and stones. Without man's 
liang-cr.ih. there can be no plants and trees, tiles 

and stones •••• This is true not just of plants and 
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trees. tiles and stones. Heaven-and-Earth wilL not 
be Heaven-and-Eart.h without man I s liang-chih. For 
Heaven-and-Earth and the myriad things form basically 
one body with man. And this unity is best manifest 
in the spiritual intelligence of man's ~.46 

It is the dynamic power of man's liang-chih which 
differentiates all things. knowing plants to be plants, 

and stones to be stones. It is also the dynamic power of 
man's liang-chih which overcomes the differentiations 
between various orders of beings, and even between the 
duality between the self and the non-self. by merging 1I1L 
into a higher form of unity. However. this is possibLe, 

Yang-ming asserts. because wind, rain, dew. thunder, sun 
and moon. stars. animals and plants, mountains and rivers, 
earth and stones. are a 11 "one body with man". The same 
~ permeates all. For this reason--and Yang-ming offers 
this fact almost as a scientific proof for his "mystic" 
view of reality--grains and anima Is can nourish man's life. 
while herbs and minerals can heal human diseases. "Because 
they share the same ~. they can enter into [the bodies 
of] one another. ,,47 

In other words, if liang-chih-in-itself is capable of 

achieving unity out of the multiplicity of things, it is 
on account of a certain component which permeates all 

things. And this component is called ch'i. 

And so,lianq-chih-in-itself. the principLe of life 
and consciousness, is not just a spiritual power or capacity. 
It too is spirit-in-matter. For it too is permeated with 

~. the same ~ whiCh permeates all other things, and 
which makes possible the passage of duality into non-duaLity. 

Nevertheless. it would be a mistake to think that Yang
ming merely reduces liang-chih-in-itself to ~ or material 
force. The universal presence of ~ is only given as a 
proto-scientific explanation of the unity of all things. 
But the only way man achieves this unity in himself is 
through liang-chih. And certainly. Yang-~ing himself is 
more interested in the self-transcending state which can 
be realised by liang-chih. than he is in the ubiquitous ch'i. 



212. 

A puzzled disciple once questionea Yang-ming concerning 
his teaching about Heaven-and-Earth and all things having 
no meaning apart from man's !ianq-chih. He said that since 
Heaven-ana-Earth, the spiritual beings and the myriad 
things have all existed since time immemorial. how can one 
presume that they will also disappear, when the end comes 
for the Ulan whose liang-chih has attained this unity with 
all things~ Yang-ming's answer shows that his teaching on 
unity and multiplicity, and on the role of ch'i in this 
unity. does not concern the objective existence of the 
universe, but rather the state of consciousness by which 

man's heart attains a certain oneness with all things. Be 
saida 

Consider the dead man, His spirit has drifted away 
and dispersed. Where are ~ Heaven and Earth and 
myriad thingsl?48 

Another example is given of the person when he is 
asleep. Yang-ming claims that lianq-chih is always con
scious, or rather, is always capable of consciousness. even 
when the person is asleep. He said: 

As night falls. Heaven-and-Earth becomes an undiffer
entiated continuum. All forms and colours disappear. 
With man too, the ears hear nothing, the eyes see 

nothing.... It is the time when lianq-chih is 
collected and concentrated. As Heaven-and-Earth 
open up again, all the myriad things reveal them

selves ••••• With man also, the ears and eyes now 

hear and see •••• It is the time when lianq-chih 
begins its wonderful functioning. 49 

From this observation also, he concludes. that ~ or 
liang-chih forms a single unity with Heaven-and-Earth and 
an things, 

Yang-ming spoke of liang-chih-in-itself as being free 
from all impediments. such as passions. As such, it is 
a lso identified to the Taoist "void" (hsu m. ) and the 
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Buddhist "non-being" (~ ) two words by which hsin is 
often described, That, here again. he is turning metaphys

ical notions into practical philosophy is evident from the 

context I 

When the Taoists conclude that [~] is vacuous, 
can the sage himself add a bit of reality to that 
vacuity~ When the Buddhists conclude that [hsin] 
is non-being, can the sage himself add a bit of 
being to that non-being~ But the Taoists speak of 
vacuity for the sake of cultivating life. and the 
Buddhists speak of non-being for the sake of escap
ing from the sorrowful sea of life-and-death 
[samsara]. In both cases, certain [selfiSh] ideas 

have been added to the pen-t'i [Of ~J, which 
loses therefore its original character of vacuity 
and non-being. Tho sage only returns to it the 
original character of liang-chih and does not attach 

to it any [selfiSh] idea. 50 

In other words, the notions "void" and "non-being" 
provide an insight into the purity and freedom of liang

£h!h-in-itself when it is without any hindrance and obstacle. 
However. the Taoist philosophy is geared to the selfish 

activity of prolonging one's physical Ufe, and the Buddhist 

philosophy is aimed at a different. but equally selfish 
goal of escaping from the cycle of life-and-death, with all 
the social responsibilities attached to it,51 Such motiva
tions contaminate the believer's ~-in-itself. causing 
it to lose its original purity and emptinoss. Instead, the 
ConfUCian would-be sage seeks merely to recover its original 
innocence, and to maintain it. 

To the terms "void" and "non-being", Yang-ming prefers 
a third term, the Great Void [T'ai-hsu]. It is that which, 
according to Chang Tsai, fills the universe with its own. 

fullness of ~, which, however, does not change its 
vacuous character. 52 Yang-ming identifies liang-chih-in

itself to the Great VOid, which, he says, "embraces all 
things. without letting anything become a hindrance to it
self".53 
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The vacuity of liang-chih is [one with] the vacuity 
of the Great Void [T'ai-hsli]. The non-being (~) 
of lianq-chih is the formlessness of the Great Void. 
Sun, moon, wind, thunder. mountains. rivers, people 

and things--all that have figure, shape, form and 
colour--all operate within this formlessness of 
the Great Void. None of them ever becomes a 
hindrance to Heaven. The sage merely follows the 
functioning of his liang-chih. Heaven. Earth, and 
the myriad things are all contained in its function
ing and operating. How can there be anything else 
transcending liang-chih which can become a hindrance 
[to it]?54 

For the man who strives after sagehood, wealth, poverty, 

gain and loss, love and hatred--desires for the one and 
fear of the other--all are worth as much as the passing 
storm and the floating smoke, which move and change in the 
Great Void, while the substance of the Great Void remains 
always vast and unlimited. 55 

Yang-ming constantly reveals the practical orientation 
of his thought. He wishes to guide men to the attainment 
of a higher state. that which goes beyond such thinking. 
And so, when his disciple, wang Chi, questioned him on the 
puddhist doctrines· of 1IllOtS'physics ,vhi€h~concern 

the reality or illusoriness of the elements of existence 
(dharmas), Yang-ming turned it into a riddle containing 
practical exhortations. He saio! 

If ~ is present, there is reality; if ~ is 
absent, there is illusion. 

If ~ is absent, there is reality; if ~ is 
present, there is illusion. 

wang Chi quiCkly responded! 

[When you say], "If ~ is present, there is 
reality; if hsin is absent, there is illusion", 
you are speaking of [moral] effort (kung-fu) from 
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of mind-ana-heart, a disposition of the spirit, which is 
to be achieved. Yang-ming is saying that so long as one 
follows spontaneously the naturally good promptings of the 
mind-and-heart, he wi 11 keep his liang-chih-in-i tse lf free 
from unruly desires. When this is done, nothing in life 
can hinder the continual operation of lianq-chih as it 
responds to events and affairs, entering into reality, 
absorbing reality by its activity, until it becomes one 
with all reality, and even the heart of all reality. 

This is a self-transcending state, conscious and 
possible of realisation on account of man's dynamic thrust 
toward goodness, through his inner self, his lianq-chih, 
described sometimes as his "True Self n • 59 As Yang-ming 
had taught earlier: 

The pen-t'i of hsin is nothing other than T'ien-ii 
("principle of Heaven"). It is originally never 
out of accord with li (propriety), This is your 

True Self. This True Self is the master of [your] 
physical body. Without the True Self, there is no 
physical body. With it, one lives, without it, 
one dies. 60 

Thus, for the good of the physical body itself. one 
should take good care of the "True Self", k<leping always 

intact its pen-t'i, and practising caution and apprehension 
even when one is not seen or heard. 61 And then, as a man 
shreds off the super-structures which his "false self"--his 

ego--has erected as barricades behind which he has formerly 
attempted to hide himself and to limit his activity, as he 

clears away the selfish desires which hinder his inner 
vision. he will nat.urally discover this innermost core of 

his own being, this liang-chih. always shining even when 
it is temporarily obscured from view. He will then become 
transformed, completely true to himself, completely true 
to the universe in ",hich he lives and acts. and fo Llowing 
its natural courses of operation which will lead him to 
the realisation of perfect goodness. 
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Once, when Yang-ming was taking a walk in the mountain

ous region of Nan-chen 111 ~ , one of his friends pointed 

to the blossoming trees, and askedl "If there is nothing 

in the world that is not, outside of .b.§.!r!, how is it that 

these trees hidden in the mountains can produce flowers 

which bloom and die without my heart being in anyway 

invo 1 vee! ';/ " 

Yang-ming repliedl "Before you see this flower, the 

f Lower and your hsin are both dormant.. When you see this 

flOWer, its colour suddenly becomes clear. This shows 

that the flower is not outside of your 1:ill.!!:!. ,,62 

He meant to say that, for him, reality was always 

dynamic, always related to man's hsin. For by themselves, 
flowers in the wilderness can hardly be called "things" 

(~). It is only when they have become known to man's 

1:ill.!!:!, and, by being known, have become somehow activated 

by man, that they take on the status of being "things". 

Thus, Yang-ming again presents man's hsin, and especially 

lianq-chih, as the cause of the fundamental unity of all 

things I that which knows all things, that which has the 

po,~er to direct all things to their proper ends. In this 

context, we can also understand his words concerning the 

"creative power" of lianq-chih. He has described it as the 

spirit which creates all things, Heaven-and-Earth. ghosts 

and gads. 63 "It is that to which there is no equa 1. 1164 

Thus, the recovery of lianq-chih in its original purity 

will put man at the heart of all things, at the heart of 

creation. 

Yang-ming 
and-Earth". 65 

speaks of man as "the heart (~) of Heaven

For him, it is man, vlith his spiritual 

intelligence and dynamic power for self-transcendance, who 

alone is capable of l<nowing and of reflecting a 11 things, 

of giving ultimate meaning to all things as weH as to his 

own existence, He can therefore be said to occupy the 

position of "heart", as the psychic centre of the universe. 

For while men may be separated from one anot,her and from 

all things on account of their physical forms or bodies. 

which limit them to specific positions in time and place, 
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the heart of man transcends such limitation. It fills up 
Heaven-ana-Earth and a 11 things by means of its dynamic 

spirituality. In it, the unity of Heaven-ana-Earth and 

all things is most clearly seen, 

My clear intelligence is the master of Heaven-and
Earth and all things. If Beaven is deprived of 

my clear intelligence, who is going to look into 
its height? If Earth is deprived of my clear 

intelligence, who is going to look into its depth? 

If spiritua 1 beings are deprived of my clear 

intelligence, who is going to distinguish their 

good and evil fortune, or the calamities and bless

ings they will bring? separatea from my clear 

intelligence, there will be no Heaven. Earth, 

spiritual beings or myriad things, and separated 

from these, there will not be my clear intelligence. 66 

The Problem of Evil 

Yang-ming's treatment of the problem of evil is related 

to his discussions of "hsin-in-itself". Here too, he is 

interested, not in ontological imperfections or physical 

evil, but in moral evil--that which proceeds from the evil 

intentions of the mind-and-heart. He said of flowers and 

weeds that the distinction made between them is purely 

arbitrary. After all, the same principle of life of 

Heaven-and-Earth flows through both. 67 In the human realm, 

when.h§.i!:! is full of the pure "princip18 of Heaven" (T'ien

li), and therefore empty of a).l. selfish desires, it may 

be said to be resting in the state of "highest good". 'rhis 

state, how(~ver. is beyond the distinctions of good and evil, 

should the word "good" be used merely in opposition to 

"evil". Thus, the state of the "highest good" may also be 

described as being "nei ther good nor evi l" • 'rhis is true 

of ".h§.i!:!-in-itself"--the mind-and-heart in a state of 
tranquillity, before the rise of emotions. This is also 

true of the mind-and-heart in a stat.e of perfect harmony, 

after the rise of emotions. Evil only arises with the 
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deviation from tranquil1ity or from harmony, that is, with 
undue attachment to the object.s which attract our desires 

and provoke our feelings. 68 

The h1(;hest good [refe.rs to] ~-in-itself. When 
one 0tNiates a little from this, there is eviL. It 
is not as though there are two given opposites! 
good and evi 1. Good ant9 evil are [two possible 
states] of :me and the same thing. [i.e. ~].69 

This tendency to regard reality as a whole rather than 
in terms of its C-::lInponent parts. explains yang-ming's 
understanding of evi 1. FIe recognised that human natu.r·e

in-itself (the pen-t'i of hsing) is neither good 01: evil. 
while being capable of either good or evil. Both flow 
from the deepest recesses of man's hsin. being dependent 
on the activity of the intention. Neither can therefore 

1><,:. defined in terms of social conventions, exterior to the 
person and his convictions. He gave the example of the 

human eye, which takes on different expressions of joy 
or anger. which may glance funy and directly at its object 
or merely glimpse f.rom its corners. He said that one 
should not identify the eye itself ,,7ith anyone of its 

expressions or postures, but should keep disti:-ct its t'i 
(SUbstance) and Y!:illSi (activity). In describing human 

nature as good, Mencitls was looking at it from its "sub
stance" or source. as principle of its activity. In 
describing it as evil. Hsun-tzu was speaking mostly of 
abuses which arise in its activity. Mencius was anxious 

that people make efforts, to keep nature-in-itself cLear 
and n~nifest. Hsun-tzu desired that measures be taken to 
correct the abuses of its activity. which, however. rrade 
the task of self-cultivation more difficult., 70 

For Yang-mingo the question of good and evil lies 
simply in fOllowing the "principle of Heaven" or in deviat
ing from it. When asked whether the desire to remove weeds 

has at all a moral character, he refers the questioner 

back to his ~-in-itself. All depends on the intentions, 
and that which moves the intGntions. If hsin is moved 
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inordinately by wrath or attachment, its desires are 
tainted by selfishness. If hsin is correct, the desires 

- 7 
and the acts which flow from them will also be correct. 1 
Thus, the act of removing weeds in itself is indifferent. 
It only takes on a moral character when the mind-and-heart, 

with its intentions, intervenes. 

While Yang-ming holds that ~ in a state of tranquil
lity is in possession of the highest good, which, in turn, 

is beyond conventiona 1 distinctions of good and evi 1, he 

does not require that a person rna.ke a special effort to 
"acquire" such a state. He expressed this opinion in a 
letter written in reply to questions from his disCiple Lu 

ch 1 eng. 72 Lu had questioned Yang-ming on the Buddhist me

thod of striving to "recognise one's original countenance 

(pen-lai mien-mu if * 4J ~ ) at the time when one's mind
and-heart was clear of either good or evil thoughts". 73He 

knew it to be different from the Confucian Way, recommended 

by Yang-ming. of "investigating things as they come", that 
is, of attending to affairs with a sincere heart. He said 

that the only time he knew of, when one's ~ was without 
good or evil thoughts, was when the person was passing 
from sleep to waking. But this condition would not last 
long. In an instant, thought and deliberation would quick

ly arise. Lu himself had frequently sought to re-capture a 
and maintain the disposition of tranquillity, when the mind

and-heart was without good or evil thoughts. but found it 

extremely difficult to do so. 

Yang-ming characterises the Buddhist method mentioned 

by Lu as an "expedient" technique which may be practised 

by those who do not yet understand or recognise their 

"~-in-i tself", For those, however. who already know 
what .b.s!.i!l-in-itself, or liang-chih in itself, is, there is 
no longer any need to make use of this technique. Besides, 
he explains that to desire to think of neither good nor 

evil involves already some selfishness, for it implies the 
wish to re-capture some past experience of [partial] en
lightenment. which has served one well but is no longer 
necessary for self-cultivation, A person who seeks to "re
capture" a disposition known in the past resembles the man 
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capacity for the knowledge of the gooo, and then as a 

dynamic tenCiency which fo1101>1s its Ow"TI knowledge and judge

ment, through the method of "investigation of things", that 

is. of rectifying the mind-an(;-heart. Thus, it is a method 

which makes of knowledge, act.ion. 76 

At that tim,;" in 1527, \'I3.11g Chi anc Ch'ien 're-hung 

already coulC' not agree on a definite interpretation of 

these l'iaxims. Ch' ien I s great Rc' mirat:iol1 for his l'iaster 

caused h:i.m to consider the words ·to be part of Yang-m:i.ng's 

sacred t,,'achil1g in its f'ina 1 form, ""hi le wang Chi regarded 

them as a "tentative" explan"tion of liang-chih. from 

which certain logtca 1 conclusions can be inferred. Fo llow

ing from t1,e First JViaxim, he drew the inference that with 

the re~lisation of hsin-in-itse if being "nEdther good nor 

evi 1", wi 11 a lso come the undbrstand:l.ng that its intentions. 

its knowle<"ge. and all its sets can and should also be 

"neither good nor eviL". 

If we say that ~-in-ih)i~Lf is chcll:-acterised by 

the ab!HmCe of good and evi l, then [w(', shou L6 be 

able] to say thA same of t.he intentions, of knowl

edge, and of things [or acts]. And if we say that 

th.e [movements of] the intentions are characterised 

by the presence of qood and evil. then. [we should 

alSO] say the same of ~-in-itsolf. 77 

E(0 ls sp(',aking h,c;;re of a comp lete "transcendance" of 

the ethical categories of good ,,>.no evil which occurs with 

the recognition iI, onese).f that hsin is. 1:undamentally 

speaking, indepen60nt of mora t judgel'nent.:s i,voh1 Ie being at 

the same time the source of such judgements. The best 

example is of the sage, whose mind-and-heart is so well 

in tune wit-.h ultima·te reality--thu "highest good" which is 

beyond good and evi l.--that he can follow an its dictates 

without rear of making any moral. transgression. But since 

every man is potentially a sage, the same truth can apply 

to every one. provided that. he gains this reaUsation which 

constitutes the ~)xperience of total. inner enlightenment. 
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On the other hand, Ch'ien has in mind, not enlighten

ment, but self-cultivation. He sees the First Maxim as 

expressive of our given J:!.!!;n-in-itself, as it is in the 

state of "Eoqui librium", the recovery of which is the ob

jective of all self-cultivation. The f:Jllowing three 
Maxims would therefore be to him the embodiment of a prac

tica lly-oriented teaching, aimed at the instruction of all 

whose hearts are no longer in possession of pristine inno

cence and purity. The ('istinct:ion between good and evi L 

should therefore be maintained fe'r the act.ivities of 

the intentions, for the moral judgement exercised by Liang

£h!!!. as well as for the practice of "investigation of 
things II understood as "extension of liang-chih" -- following 

always the jucgement of our lianq-chih in our acts. For 

"if there were no such distinctions h;,tween good and evi 1. 

where would there by any need for such effort [of self-
70 cultivation]?" 

As the bro disciples could not reach an agreement co!':'.'" 

cerning the correct interpretation of the Vaster's teaching, 

they raised the issue again in the presence of Yang-mingo 

The 11aster told the two that both were right. For him. it 

was a question, less of doctrine, than of pedagogy. He 

said that the rran of superior intelligenca was capable of 

penetrating at once into the nature of ~-in-itself and 

of uniting the internal and external in his efforts of self

::ultivation, But for those men whose minds-and-hearts were 

less open to truth -- being hindered by passions -- it was 
more important to learn how to do good and avoid evil in 

their thoughts and intentions. Gradually, their minds-and

heart.s would be rid of impurities, and ~-in-itself would 

become clear and manifest. He then added that Wang Chi's 

interpretations were suited for students of superior in

telligence, whereas Ch'ien Te-hung's views could be useful 
to those less endowed. But he warned that there were few 

men in the world who would be so intelligent as not to need 

making efforts to do good and avoid evil, and merely had to 

meditate upon ~-in-itself. Rather, this could lead to 

the danger of emptiness and the void. 79 
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From Yang-ming's other teachings on the problem of 
evil, and on the nature of hsin-in-itself, there is no 

difficulty in accepting this conciliatory repLy to both 

Wang chi ana Ch'ien Te-hung. It would seem that Wang Chi 
:interpreted all !"our Maxims as in(~:icative of a superior 
stoge of development, and that, granted the truth of the 

First Naxirn, as w(-,lll as the attainment of a totaL, inner 

enlightenment, one can also say that all the spontaneous 

functionings of hsin shoul(~ be as perfect. as hsin itself, 
and 80 need no longer be qua lif ied either as good or evi 1. 

Action, after all. follows being. 

Nevertheless, the. fact that such a superior state of 

enlightenment which brings about a transformation of aU a 
man's i.nterior and extE1rior activities may be attained, and 

that instantaneously. does not necessari1y mean that it 

"7i 11 be attained by everyone. 

11.hvays "follow the dictates of 

Just because a sage can 

his own heart without trans-

greasing "-'hat is right" [Analects 214J does not mean that 

'~he ord inary man or woman can therefore abandon a 11 effort 

of self-cul"civation and merely follow his or her instinc
tive desires. 80 The risk is quite obvious. Yang-mingls 

a,'lareness of th5.s made him utter the Four Maxims in their 

given form, and moved him to counsel the two disciples to 
give instruction on these according to the capacity of the 
student concerned. 

[~Dr] it is not easy to find [many] persons of 

superior spiritual intelligence. EVfm Yen Hui and 

[ChlengJ Ming-tao dared not assume that they could 

[attain a] full realisation of ~-in-itself as 
soon as they appJ.y themselves to the tas!"... Men's 

hearts are [usually] governed by [deep-seated] 
habits. If we do not teach them to devote themselves 

concretely and sincerely to the task of doing good 

and avoiding evil in their liang-chi~ rather than 

merely vi sua lising in a vacuum their [.h§.!!::-in-i tse 1f], 
what they do cannot all be genuine, and what they 

cultivate will only be an empty and t.ranquil heart, 

This is no small mistake and should be exposed as 

early as possibLe. 81 
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Yang-ming recognised the existence of a short-cut to 
wisdom and perfection! in a sudden, instantaneous, penetrat

ing undel-standing of one's .l::!§..!!:!-in-itself which constitutes 
the experience of total enlightenment, and which may elevate 
the person into a roalul beyond that of good and eviL for 

the rest of his life. But he also kney] that such an 

experience, while within reach of everyone, is not at the 

beck anc call of anyone. It comes as a pure gift, to men 

of usually superior spiritual intelligence, who have kept 
th<Jir minds-and-hearts ready and alert. Nevertheless, for 

those who wish to perfect themselves, the great Way and 

th(~ correct path remains t'hat of ext;:;nding and deve loping 

their liang-chih, through the acquisition of great sincerity 

of lIdll and intention, and the conformity of everyone of 

their acts with the inner light givem tQ them aU. 

, Enlightenment is certainly a short-cut to wisdom. But 

there is no method for inducing this experience. It should 

not be sought after for its own sake, But enlightenment, 
and wisdom itself, is present seminally in liang-chih. A 

person needs merely to follow its promptings, attentively 

but without fear or anxiety, to pre-dispose himself for this 

gift, should it come. And then, failing its arrival, he 

can remain confident that wisdom is yet within reach, since 

wisdom is Virtue, and virtue is practised by the extension 

of lianq-chih. which slowly makes of one, his ~ and 
ultimate reality, Tao. And then, once united with uLtimate 

reality. this .l::!§..!!:! becomes also its own authority, the 
reason for its having faith in itself, because it is the 

cause of its own attainment of sagehood and wisdom. 

For this reason, a doctrine of pure enlightenment can 

be often dangerous. When adhered to by an "unenlightened" 

person, it may result in a complete disregard of all known 

criteria of truth and of moral behaviour. And then, 

instead of acquiring wisdom, one will be lost in ignorance 

and Licentiousness. 
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Notes to Chapter VI 

1 WWKC I: 72a-b; Chan, Instructions, 47. See also ~ 
2! I2'6a; 3: 146a; Chan, Instructions, 180, 228. 

2 "Nien-p'u", WWKC 33, 
died childless IilI525. 
by his second wife. 

955b-973b. Yang-ming's first wife 
He later re-married and had a son 

3 Ibid., WWKC 34: 958a-962b. During this time, Yang-ruing 
a lSOWrote several of his most important letters dea ling 
with his philosophical teaching. 

4 WWKC 3. 152a; Chan, Instructions, 245. See also "Nien
p'u", WWKC 34: 960b. 

5 uNien-p'u", WWKC 34: 960b, Yamada Jun, YOrn.ei gaku seigi, 
187-9. 

6 

7 

~ 3: 152a-b; Chan, Instructions, 245. 

~ 3: 152b; Chan, Instructions, 245-6. 

8 By "AU in One" I refer to the belief in a certain 
ultimate reality underlying the apparent multiplicity of 
things, the "whole" of which can be found in each of its 
"parts'. This idea usually referred to as the "Unity of 
All Things" (wan-wu yi-t' i) permeates Yang-ming's phi Loso
phy--metaphysics and ethics included. As support for his 
own unitary teachings, he cited Analects 15.2, where 
ConfuCius declares. "There is one [unifying thread] which 
runs throu~h aU my teachings". [See letter to Ku Lin, 
WWKC 2: 97J. He also alluded to the Buddhist--especially 
T'Ien-t'ai and Eua-yen, but absorbed into Ch'an--notions 
of the total harmony and mutual interpenetration of reality: 
see his letter to HsUeh K'an (1518), WWKC 4: 188. These 
Buddhist ideas can be~o)tnd_especially in the AvatamsaJo 
sutra (Hua-ven ching 1f /l1tJJ j.!t ), ch. 1, See particu lar Ly 
the poem from ch. 9, in ~ No, 279, 1Z 4, 9; 453-8. 

9 The expression, "Pu lling out the Roots and stopping the 
Source" (Eo-pen sai-yuan) is found in the Annals of Tso, 
9th year of Duke ChaoBg-A [Legge, Classics v. 5, 624-5.) 
There was no questioD of p):ltlosOphical significance there. 
With Ou-yang Bsiu's '/ff7 r~ ~l. (1007-1070) "Essay on Funda
mentals" (Pen-tun ;zJ> i~ literally, Discussing "Roots"), 
see au-yang Wen-Chung kunq wen-chi fCollected writings of 
au-yang Psiu] SPTK ed" 171 1a-6b, English translation in 
de Bary, Sources, 387-390J, the famous call for social 
renovat.ion for the sake of removing the underlying causes 
for the popularity of Buddhism, came the idea of the 
physician treating a disease--how he ought to do so by 
ascertaining and hea ling the source of the infection es
peCially by "strengthening the patient's vitality". Yang
;ning frequently spoke of this example too, Most probably, 
he had it in mind when he discussed "pullina the Roots and 
Stopping the Source "in a tong section of this letter Which 
treated the question of personal and social renovation. 
~ 2~ 99-102. 
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10 WWKC 26, 736a; Chan, Instructions, 272. Chu Rsi 
hac explained the titLe of the Great Learning as "educa
tion for an adult". See his preface to the Ta-hsueh 
chang-ch'u, [SSCC], la-b; CTYL 14, 3b. Yang-ming "fave 
it even great.eT importance by de 'Laring it to contal.n the 
learning of a "groat man" or sago, defined as he who is 
"one with all things". He did so, howovor, by explaining 
its first chapter in terms of Mencius 2A 6 and aLso by 
:!.ntroducing the notion of universal syrnpathy, already 
present in sung phi losophere, especia lty Chou, Chang 
and Ch'ong Hao,but certainly of Mahayana Buddhist ins
piration, roca lling to raj.nc in paJ:ticuljF the coctrine 
of t.hc l"ien-t'ai patriarch Ch'an-jan;.:J; .'n:.. (d. 779 A.D) 
t?-:'it insensible beings as plants and stonos, also possess 
the; Buddha'naturo (fo-hsl,!lg). Sbe Fung, che-hsueh shih, 
770-1; Eng, tr" History v, 2, 3135-386. This had a lreacly 
tnfluencea the Ch' eng-Cflu interpnltation of h8inq as Li 
in things, Yang-ming merely developed further the impli
cation of this teaching. 

Professor de Bary compares the developm~mt of Yang
ming's ideal of sagehooo to the proclamation of universal 
Buddhahood through the ]V!ahayana in China, Japan and Korea 
c(~nturies earli8r, and especially "to those forms whj.ch 
emphasized the attainment of Buddhahood in this life and 
this body". He also points out the differenc", between 
Yang-ming's ideal of the sage and·.that of Mahayana Buddhism, 
Where Buddhism identified life with suffering and i lluston, 
the Neo-Confucian thinker consistently exalts life, crea
tivity and the potentialities of the human individual. 
See Self and Society in .tvling 'rhought. Introduction, 14. 

11 WWKC 25, 736a-bl Chan, InstIuctions. 272-273. The 
Confucian character of Yang-mIng' s interpre~"\tio~, is safe
guarded by the emphasis on j~!), \-rith its ethical as well 
as life-givj.ng connctations, uS that by which union of 
self with others is accomplished, 

12 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 1; Legge, Classics, v.l, 
385. See also Mishima F'uku, 2.E.t.cit" 132-138. 

13 A llusion to the Book of Chanqes, Commentary of Hexagram 
Ch'ien, which speaks of the great man as having a character 
which is united to that of Heaven-and-Earth, with a brilli
ance equa1 to that of the sun and the moon, and participa
ting in thEe' movement of thEl four seasons. See Chou-vi 
chenq-vi, 1, 12a-b. Legge,Yi~King, 417. Yasuoka 
Masashiro remarked that Yang-ming's interpretation of the 
Great Learning begins' with the consciousness of "se If'' 'lOll',:) to 
that of a "transcendent self", an Absolute, Beaven. Sea o Yamei ksnkyu, 233-234. . 

14 WWKC 26: 736b; Chan, Instructions, 277-3. Yang-ming 
addea:-"which does not meai1adding -something from the 
outside to this original condition (pen:::t'i)." As in 
spes.king of extending Liang-chih, he was careful to point 
out thl'.t while the "capaCity" for knowing the good, is at 
once inborn and pOssible of development, its "pen-t"i" 
can m;ither be augmented nor diminishec3. thus establishing 
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the independent and transcendent character of this pen-t'i, 
which is one with the pen-t'i of all things. See his 
letter to Lu Ch'eng, WWKC 2, 107b, Chan, Instructions, 
137. Wang Tchang-tche, La Philosophie Morale. 135-136, 

15 WI'I'KC l~ 76a, Chan, Instructions, 56-7. IIlready, before 
Yang:'ming the teachings of Han Yli, Chou Tun-yi and Chi eng 
Hao had vir·tually transformed the meaning of ien into 
universal love. Yang-ming mereLy completalthis transforma
tion. See above, eh, I, n. 54 and belm" notes 18 and 19. 

16 WflKC 1, 76b; Chan, Instructions, 57. Fung, che-hsueh 
8hih-,-960.,962' [Eng, tr',. History v.2, 612-614J. yang
minS' sought to preserve a certe,in distinction in the 
practice of .i'2} which is based on human nature i tse If 
rathe~' ·than on seemingly predetermined "grades". uni versa l 
love :,13 an ideal to be achieved. rather than an excuse for 
"levelling" human affection and responsibility. 

17 ~ 5: 205a. 

18 uv ... u·an ... ·t-ao ll • ;_n ReTe 11 I la _ _. -'-', - . 
19 Ch22:l.,,:tzu T' ung--shu, IlIa. 

20 Al1u13:Lon to Ch'eng Yi's criticism of Han Yu. See Yi
£hu 18g lao 

21 

22 

23 

W",!(C 5: 205a-b. 

Ana lects 12 I 22; Legge. Classics vol. 1. 260. 

WWKC 3: 143b, Chan, Instructions, 222; yamada Jun, 
oD.cit •• 193-4l Hishima Fuku. op.cit •• 93-97. The 
questioner 1tlaS probably Huang Hsing-tseng. who recorded 
this section. The referencQ is to the Great Learning, ch. 1; 
Legge, Classics, v. 1, 359, 

24 
WwKC 3: 144a; Chan, Instructions, 223. 
Knowledge of this "natural order ll is therefore manifested 

through the "grada·tion" of affections according to the 
objects of these affections in the practice of jen. which 
pertains to the general disposition from which actions flow. 
It is also observed in deed through.li (propriety) which 
governs real as well as symbolic behaviour, including 
ceremonial usages. It is "not transgressed"--in actual 
behaviour, by giving to each his due--through:i1 (righteous
ness), It is known to the mind, in the order of thought, 
ti1rough chi:!:! (wisdom). And it is follo1tled through, from 
beginning t.o end, through hsing (fidelity). Together, 
t_hese five virtues are hl,sually known as the five "constant 
virtues II (wu-ch' eng 1-'~ 1 which are based on human 
nature, Ti,e notion of ]-\sin (fidelity) recalls the Hebrew 
'emet ~lhi le jen suggest.s hese.2,. But the Hebrew virtues 
describe the Divine-human relationship more than that 
bGtween human beings theroselves~ 
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25 WWKC 26: 736b; Chan, Instructions, 273. Yang-ming had 
earlIer-explained simi lar ideas on "manifesting clear 
virtue" and i "tovi%l-,t,he people" in an essay, "Ch' in-:-m~n 
t' ang chi" :.!V t\ '!L ~ c; [on the "Love the People Pavl. ll.on"] 
(1525), ~ 7: 247-248. See also below, n. 29. 

26 WWKC 26: 737a; Chan, Instructions, 273; Mishima Fuku, 
op.cIt:; 85-94. Thus. the love Yang-ming recommended 
operates in the manner of a ripple in a pond, which expands 
itself continually, until it effects a unity between man 
and his family, the society at large, his physical environ
ment, all his fellow creatures, and even with invisible 
spiritual heings. 

27 W~<C 2: 99b; Chan, Instructions, 118. The oneness 
between self and others can be understood either as a 
state of consciousness attained through genuine sympathy 
with all, or as a gross form of egoism, by which the ruler 
may, for example, identify the interests of the state with 
his own interests. It is interesting that in Sung and 
Ming China, under a strongly centralised and authoritarian 
dynastic government, the pOlitical ideal was always for 
the ruler to forget and transcend himself in the service 
of his people, while in actual practice, it was frequently 
the contrary notion of an inflated egoism which prevailed. 

28 l~ 2: 100b, Chan, Instructions, 121. See Liang Ch'i
ch'ao, Wana Yang-ming chih-hsing ho-vi chih chiao, in X!n: 
ping shih wen-chih, 431 59-61. Liang points out Yang-ming's 
ideal as being diametrically opposed to the pursuit of 
personal profit. It was thus a development of Lu Chiu-yuan's 
polarisation of y! (righteousness) and li (profit). See 
also Yamada Jun, op.cit., 191-193; Kusurooto Masatsugu, 
So-Min idai 'u aku, 431 for Yang-ming's discussion of 
social renovation po-pen sai-yuan). 
29 "Ch I in-min-t • ang chi ". WWKC 71 24 7b. 

30 WW~C 13: 388b. This memorial, written in 1521 after 
the suppression of Ch'en-hao,requested a thorough investiga
tion into the wealth which the rebel prince had appropriated, 
frequently unjustly, in order to make suitable compensation 
to the victims. 

31 ~£ 261 738a-b; Chan, Instructions, 276. Although 
the name of Chu Hsi was not explicitly mentioned, there is 
no doubt that reference to him is being made, since the 
explanations in question are given in Chu's commentary on 
the Great Learning. See~, Ta-hsueh chang-chu, la-b. 

32 "Loving the people" is close to "manifesting clear 
virtue", since "clear virtue", even according to Chu, is 
"that which man receives from Heaven. It is vacuous,spiri
tually intelligent and unobscurea, possessing all prinCiples 
and [ca.pable of] responding to all events ", in other words, 
it is equivalent to man's originally good nature. see~. 
Ta-hstieh chang-chu. la, And Yang-mingo of course, identifies 
this nature with hsin and with humanity (jen) itself. WWKC 
1: 85a, Chan. Instructions, 80. 
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33 
~ 26: 738b-739a; Chan, Instructions, 277-8. 

34 ~ 26: 740a; Chan, Instructions, 279. 

35 See Chin-ssu-lu chi-chu, 2: 8a-b; Eng. tr. in Chan, 
Reflections, 50. 

36 ~ 2: 112a-b; Chan, Instructions, 147-8, 

37 Letter to Huang Mien-chih, (1524), ~ 5: 204b-205a. 
"Joy in-itself" or the pen-t'i of Joy. 

38 This lack of cLarity in the use of terms will be 
singled out as a serious weakness in yang-mingls philosophy 
in the last chapter of this work, 

39 ~;encius 7A:4; Legge, ClassiCS, v. 1, 450-1. 

40 WlfIKC 3: 155a; Chan, Instructions, 252. See also WWKC 
I: 8sa; Chan, Instructions, 80. In speaking of ~ ~ 
terms of vital consciousness, Yang-ming uses a language 
akin to that of Aristotle who defined the soul as the 
determining prinCiple of the living body, that which gives 
it life and unity, motion and essential nature. See his 
Psychotogy, Book II. 

41 ~ 1: 84b-85a; Chan, Instructions, 80. 

42 ~~C 11 84b; Chan. Instructions, 80. Allusion is here 
made~Lao-tzu ch. 12 [see Chan. Source Book, 145J. 

43 

44 

~ 3: 144a; 

~ 3: 137bj 

Chan, Instructions, 223. 

Chan, Instructions, 208-9. 

45 WNKC 3: 137b-138a; Chan, Instructions, 209. Elsewhere, 
yanq:ming also definedli in terms of ch'i, and of ch'1 in 
terms of li, in a metaphysical discussion, saying: "Li. 
is that which gives a pattern of organisation (t' iao-li 1~,.j;1£ ) 
to~, and ch'i is that through which li functions. With
out the pattern of organisation, there can be no function
ingl without functioning, there is also no way of discern
ing any pattern of organisation", Thus, he makes a concep
tual distinction between 11 and ~. just as he does 
between hsing and ~. but he is careful to assert their 
necessary unity in things. See his letter to Lu Ch' eng, 
~ 2. 106a; Chan, Instructions, 132. The difficulty 
with this passage, however, is the obscurity surrounding 
its context. Evidently, it was an answer to a question 
posed hy Lu concerning r.he line "Be discerning and single 
minded" from the "Cou:Qse 1s of _Great Y\l",. Book of DOCU!T:<;)nts. 
But the question itself is missing in the three editions 
of ~ I consulted: SPTK 1st series double-page lithograph 
ed., SPPY ed., and the annotated edition of Ni Hsi-en 
pUblished by the Shou-yeh shan-fang as well as Shih Pang
yao's (1585-1644) Yanq-ro,in1 hsien-sheng chi-yao. [Essential 
'i'lritings of Wang Yang-ming SPTK eo. 
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for 
and 
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51 

~ 31 143a-b; Chan, Instructions, 221-222. 

~ 31 143b; Chan, Instructions. 222. 

231. 

~ 31 157bl Chan, Inst.ructions, 258. Certainly then, 
those who are alive, there is yet a Heaven-and-Earth 
all things which they may call "theirs". 

~ 31 142al Chan, Instructions, 219. 

.!!?l.£ • 
If one accepts Yang-ming I s definitions of 'raoists and 

Buddhists, one must also conclude that he himself was 
neither a Taoist nor a Buddhist, 

52 "T'ai-he p'ien", CTCS 21 2a-3b. See also Ch. I, yang
ming's fondness for theuse of negative language in describ
ing liang-chih recalls also Chu Rsi's insistence on T'ai-chi 
being described a Iso as Wu-chi, as we 11 as Ch' an Buddhist 
descriptions of the Absolute -"lind. See. for example, Hsi 
y\:in's (f1. 850AD) wan-ling lu • [wan-ling Record J, TSD 
!).To. 2012B, ){t,VIII, 386b, where he spOke of the "Mind-ground" 
as being like empty-space, with neither form nor shape, 
direction nor location. See also Eng. tr, by John Blofeld, 
Th8 Zen Teaching of Huang Po, (London I 1958), 93. Hisamatsu 
Shin-ichi compares such a negative approach to that in 
Christian theology. which refers to God as being beyond all 
predication. See his article, "The Characteristics of 
Oriental Nothingness," Philosophical Studies of Ja..E:S!! II 
(1969), 65-69. Very interestingly, therefore. through a 
language of negation, Yang-ming is pointing out the 
absolute character of l!anq-chih, that in us which is 
greater than ourselves, which is one with T'ai-hsll. 

53 "Letter to Nan Ta-chi I, ;:; 
1487-1541]. (1526), ~ 6: 217. 
that Nan was a fellow countryman 
So-,Min jidai jugaku, 427. 

[Nan Yuan-shan ,:f] 
Kusumoto Masatsugu remarked 

of Chang Tsai's. See 

54 WWKC 3: 142; Chan, Instructions. 220, yang-ming spoke 
little of T'ai-chi. In discussing Chou Tun-yi's teaching 
on that subject, he was more concerned with explaining that 
yin ano ~ refer to the same ch'i which contracts and 
expands, while tung 111 (activity) and ching (tranquillity) 
refer to the same li which is sometimes hidden and sometimes 
manifest. Thus, he-emphasised that tung-ching and yin-yang 
do not rafer to two different stages in the cosmic process, 
but rather to one and the same transformation. Nevertheless. 
in dOing so, it appears that Yang-millg approved of the 
notion of T'ai-chi, as the "ground of being", ancl, to use 
Chu Hsi I s words, the source and fullness of ll. And then, 
keeping in mind Yang-ming's metaphysical definitions of 11 
and ~, as well as the understanding he shared with Chang 
Tsai that T'ai-hsu refers to the fullness of ch'i. one may 
infer that for him, T'ai-chi is that which gives-pattern 
or organisation (li) to T'ai-hsu (fullness of chi i), and 
T'ai-hsu is that through which T'ai-chi functions-and is 
made manizest. Soe also above, n. 45, 
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55 Certainly, according to the context of yang-ming's 
letter to Nan Ta-chi, he was speaking of "scholars of 
virtue" who despise the considerations of wealth, honour, 
profit and position. Kusumoto Masatsugu considered such 
an attitude to be in accord with Yang-ming's "mad ardour" 
(k'uang). See So-Min jidai jugaku, 426-427, 

56 ~~c 3: 157b; Chan, Instructions, 258. Yang-ming was 
using-the aiscrimination of opposing terms to obtain a 
meaning which answered Wang Chi's question. Ch'ien Te-hung 
remarkea that it indicated the fundamental unity of pen-t'i 
ana kung-fu. Ku Hsien-ch' eng conunented that those who 
emphasise pen-t'i unduLy tend to neglect kung-fu, while 
those who emphasise kung-fu may not understand pen-t'i. 
See ~ 58. 11a-b. 

~ 31 155a; Chan, Instructions, 251. 57 

58 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. I, Legge Classics, v. 1, 384-5. 

59 See the essay written by Yang-ming for his aged friend 
and diSCiple, Tung Yun, ~ 7: 246. 

60 

61 

~ I: 85a; 

~ 1: 85a; 

Chan, Instructions, 80-1. 

Chan, Instructions, 81. 

62 ~ 3: 143b; Chan, Instructions, 222. This incident 
has often been cited by those who argue that Yang-ming was 
close to "metaphysical idealism": Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, Wanq 
Yang-ming Chih-hsint ho-yi chih chiao, Yin-ping shih wen
.£!:l:!... 43:40; Jung Cao-tsu, Ning-tai ssu-hsiang shih, 85; 
Forke. op.cit •• 380-399; Wing-tsit Chan, Instructions, 
"Introduction", xxxiii; Carsun Chang, The Development of 
Neo-Confucian Thought, v. 2, 56-57. My interpretation 
differs from theirs. I agree with Ch'ien NUl Sung-J,Vdnq 11-
hslieh kai-shu. [A general Discussion of the Philosophy of 
the Sung ana Ming Dyl1ast.ies]. (Ta!pei I 1962). 67-68, ana 
Yasuoka Masashiro: 0 Yarnei kenkyu, 134, that yang-rning was 
then speaking of the experience of consciousness, not of 
the reality of the flower. 

63 
~ 3: 141a; Chan. Instructions, 216. 

64 Reference to Ch'eng Hao's "Shih-jen p'ien", ~, Yi-shu, 
2Ag 3b. This quotation has been interpreted out of its 
context as meaning "[Liang-chih] can have (or, put up with] 
nothing contradictory to it [or, no 'antithesis']" and even 
given as evidence of Yang-ming's disapproval of "cLass 
struggles" and of the jV;arxist dia lectica 1 method. See Hou 
Wai-lu • .Qbunq-kuo ssu-hsiang t'ung-shih, v. 4, pt. 2, 890-
891. 

65 Letter to Nieh Pao, ~~C 2: 120a; Chan, Instructions, 
166, See Kusumoto MasatSi:i'gU, SO-1>';1n jidai iugaku, 419-424. 

66 ~ 3: 157a-b; Chan, Instructions, 257. 
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67 ~ 11 79a; Chan, Instr~ctions. 63, 

68 WWKC I: 79b; Chan, Instructions, 63-64. Yang-ming 
therefOre affirmed that the emotions are not in themselves 
evil, a fact which Chu Bsi had not clearly asserted, since 
he preferred to distinguish between haing and ts'ai, 1i 
and ~, identifying 11 to all that is gooo., whi le making 
ch'i somehow responsible for the rise of evil through 
excess of emotions. See also, Fung, che-hsueh shih, 942-
944; Eng. tr •• History, v. 2, 614-618. 

69 WWKC 3: 134b-135a; Chan, Instructions, 202. To say 
that-ev:il arises from a certain "devtation" from the 
"highest good" is not really to explain its rise. Takahashi 
Roji discussed the problem of this contradiction in yang
ming's philosophy in "0 Yomei ni okeru aku no seiritsu", 
[The Origin of Evil in the Philosophy of Wang Yang-ming], 
Daito Bunka Daigaku Kangaku-:,ai shi [Bull.etin of the Sino
logical Society of the Dai to Bun~a gni versi ty ] :V (1961 ) , 
19-25. See also Nomura Keiji, "0 Yomei dokirun ni tsuite 
no ichi kosatsu," [li Study of .Hot:!.vism (or Intentionality) 
in Wang Yang-rning's PhilosophyJ, Osaka Furitsu Dai aku Ki 0 
rBulletin of the University of Osaka Prefecture XI 1963) 
93-93. 

70 

n. 
of 
of 

71 

iiWKC 3: 149-150; Chan, Instructions, 236-237, see Ch. I, 
6~r Dubs' judgement regarding Chu Hsi's continuation 
Hsun-tzu's belief in human nature being evil., in spite 
his own declarations in favour of .Mencius' ideas. 

~ 1: 79b; Chan, Instructions, 65. 

72 \ilWKC 2: 110a-b; Chan, Instructions, 140-3. The special. 
effo~ould refer particularly to an arduous practice of 
sitting in meditation, for the sake of inducing a certain 
state of mind. 

73 Liu-tsu ta-sbih fa-pao t'an-ching, l:§12 Nc.2008, XLVIII. 
349. The pen-lai mien-mu refers to ultimate reality. The 
version of the t'an-ching (Platform Scripture) which refers 
to it has no English translation although Yampolsky mentions 
this line in his work [op.cit" 134, n. 48J. 
74 
~ 2: 110a; Chan, Instructions, 141. The story about 

the hare is from Han Fe! Tzu, ch. 49, SPT!< ed •• 19: la. 
English translation by W.K. Liao, The Complete Works of Han 
Fei T3ill (London: 1959), v. 2, 276. For mere ty giving 
partial approval to this Buddhist methoc of seeking to 
refrain from having either gooc or evil thoughts, Yang-ming 
had been severely criticised, See Chien Chien, Hsueh-pu 
t'ung pien, 9: la-2a, Chang Lieh, Wanq-hsueh chih-yi, 4. 
4b-5a. As for criticisms of his acknowledging that the 
pen-..l&!...mien-mu is only another name fox' the Confucian ~ 
or ultimate reality, see below, Ch. VII. 

75 ~ 31 151a-b; Chan, Instructions. 243. There are 
other versions of the "F'our Haxims", usually giving the 
teaching in a slightly different form. But since the 
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accounts of both Ch'ien and Wang Chi coincide--which, in
deed, resulted in their disagre,,".~.~ent over the interpreta
tion of the First Haxim,--:!.t is better to accept. the more 
conunon version of wu-shan wu-o. On the other hand, since 
Yang-ming himself had declared that the state of "highest 
good" lies beyond t.ha t of distinctions between good and 
evil, I keep to the accounts given by Ch'ien and Wang Chi. 

76 This was essentially the interpretation of Huang 'Tsung
hsi [~ 10: IbJ who remarked that wu-shan wu-o referred 
to the absence of thoughts w. ich may be called good or 
evil, rather than a description of human nature itself. 
The mistake would be to take yi-fa [which belongs to the 
rea 1m of t}loughts, intentions ano emotions] to be wei-fa 
[the state prior to the rise of thoughts, intentions and 
emotions]. Kao plan-lung expressed a similar opinion, 
saying that Yang-ming's doctrine did not affect the truth 
of th", goodness of human nature, although it had other 
undesirable consequences. !i:JBA 58: 29b, 

77 ~ 3: 151b; Chan, .!!1.§.tructions, 243; WLCC "T'ien-
ch1uan cheng-tao chi," • 1: la-b. Wang 
Chi objected to Ch'ien's judgement of the J'ilaxims as contain
ing the final. form of Yang-ming's teaching, saying that 
Yang-ming had always insisted on acquiring insights and 
enlightenment for onf~se1f. and therefore woul-d not wish 
others to adhere blindly to any "formula" as expressive of 
his own "definitive thought", 

78 ~ 3: 151b~ Chan, Instructions, 244. See also WLCC, 
1! Ib-2a; ~ 11 I 6a-b. As Yang-ming had said ear tier
[~ 11 79a; Chan, Instructions, 63] t11at the absence of 
good and evil characterises the state of "tranquillity" in 
which 1i is found, ,,'hile the presence of good and/or evi 1 
characterises the movement of ch'i, he would seem to favour 
both Huang Tsung-hsi's explanation [see above, n. 76] and 
Ch'ien's emphasis of self-cultivation. 

79 ~MKC 3: 151b-152a; Chan, Instructions, 244-245. Wang 
Chi's account affirmed that for those of superior percep-
ti vi ty. Yang-ming favoured "sudden enlightenment", but 
delayed saying so, for fear that listeners might be tempted 
t.o forego systematic self-cultivation for an easy short-cut. 
See WLCC I: 2a-b; and a letter he wrote to a friend, in 
121 8ii':b, where he also mentioned that inner en lightenment 
cannot be induced, although he rGgaraed such en.tightenment 
to be the key to wisdom. 

80 WWKC 3: 151b; Chan, Instructions, 244-245. See also 
WLCC-r:-2b. Wang Chi added that Yang-ming recommended even 
for the "already enlightened", the practice of gradual 
cultivation, in order to enter sagehood. For a discussion 
of the Four Maxims and their interpretations, as well as 
for repercussions regarding "enlighterunent" on lieu ltivation", 
see Takahashi KOji, "0 yomei no Ishiku ketsu' ni tsuite, II 

rOn Wang Yang-ming's "Four Maxims"] Chugoku Tetsuqaku, I, 
(1961) 10-18. 
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81 .lli.£. Given this warning, it is difficult to understand 
those men of the T'ai-chou branch who appealed to Yang-ming 
for support of their negligence of self-cultivation, as well 
as of the critics who blamed Yang-ming for this negligence. 
Kao P'an-lung remarked that it was Wang Chi who spoiled 
the teaching of liang-chih. but that yang-ming had also 
lacked in caution in his teachings, see MJHA 58: 36a. 



Chapter VII 

'!'HE Cut..MINATION: THE UNI'lY OF THE THREE WAYS 

"universal 
one shares 
(yi-tuan 

virtue" (t I ung-te J~ r:~, ) is that which 
with ordinary men and women. "Heresy" 

) is that which differs from what 
is present in ordina.ry men anc vomen,l 

Yang-ming's life was that of a stateman. a soldier and 
a philosopher, As a statesman and soldier. he was denied 
adequate opportunity to make use of all his competence. 
since the brilliance he displayed in the assignments con
fided to him aroused such fear and jealousy in high places. 
As a philosopher, he was even less trusted. Time and 
again. the charge of "false learning ", of "heresy", was 
levelled against him. This misfortune pursued him even 
after his death in 1519. :It was not until forty-eight 
years afterwards that his distinguished services to the 
dynasty were fina lly ackno~</'ledged and posthumous honours 
were bestowed upon him. And then, another seventeen years 
afterwards, in 1584, sacrifice was offered in his honour 
in the Temple of Confucius. 2 Although this spelt the 
official approval of his teachings. his philosophy con
tinued to be regarded as a sign of contradiction until 
even the Ch'ing dynasty. 

So far I have spoken of the evolution of the "Confucian 
Way", I have pondered, in particular. on the opening of 
new vistas on this way. introduced by Wang Yang-mingo I 
have discuss~d the emergence of certain of his key-ideas. 
the controversy resulting from them, and the graduaL 
formulation of h:!.::: all-embracing. pract:\.cal method 0 logy. 
I have spoken also of the culmin"1tion of his teaching in 
"the unity of all thingo". I have attempted to draw out 
certain spiritual and metaphysical implications of this 
doctrine, giving special attention to the notion of !l!!.!1-
in-ibelf or liang-chih-in-itsetf, ana discussing the 
problems ensuing from this teaching. It is now my aim in 

236. 
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this chapter to treat Yang-ming's ideas regarding the 
"oneness" and universality of the true "Way", the validity 
of the insights of all--whether Taoist, Buddhist or 
Confucian--as well as the subtle differences which divide 
the Taoist and the Buddhist from the true Confucian. 1 
shall point out the fact that Yang-ming considered as 

"real heretics", not the Taoists or Buddhists, but the 
renegade Confucians, men who voiced admiration of and 
desire for wisdom but acted in contradiction to their 

words. I shall then speak of "the Way of Yang-ming", 
making a fe~l remarks on the new criterion which he set for 

the judgement of truths and error, of wisdom and perversitYi 
lianq-chih. Regarded as that in us which is greater than 
oneselves, the Absolute, it becomes therefore the authority 
for its own truth. 

The unity of the Three ways3 

Yang-ming was fond of saying, ",ru is everywhere",4 
This can be understood in two ways. Firstly, truth is 
seen as that which is within the access of all. rather 
than the private property of anyone man, or anyone school 
of thought. It is both interior to man and universally 
present in man and in all things through man. Secondly, 
the "Way" of acquiring this truth, this wisdom, is also 

broad and open. Whatever "way" brings one there, is the 
true Way. 

One consequence of this attitude was his openness of 
mind regal'ding Buddhism and Taoism. These "Two Teachings II 

had long been regarded as standing in opposition to the 
Confucian Way, Yang-mingls attitude served to clarify the 

difference between truth and prejudice. For while truth 
is everywhere, there is always danger that one seek to 
barricade himself in one place and to say that he alone 

has the truth, and that falsehood reigns everywhere else, 

This does not mean, however, that Yang-ming did not 
recognise important differences between the Confucian 
attitude toward life and the known attitudes of the Taoist 
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and Buddhist schools. He was not only aware of these, but 
assiduous in pointing them out. Where the differences are 
acute, he was unhesitating in giving his views. in pronounc
ing in favour of one side. He was open-mj.nded, but he did 

not believe in making compromises. 

Yang-ming's previous association with the "Two Teachings" 
and his continued tolerance and broad-mindedness drew to 

him many disciples who manifested sym?"thy and interest in 
Taoism and Buddhism. Quite early in Yang-ming's career 
as a Confucian teacher, a discussion took place between 
himsE;'lf and a disciple, Wang Chia-hsiu. concerning the 
relative merits of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism. The 
two agreed that Buddhists and Taoists share w:i.th Confucians 
the same goal.--the same Way. In order to persuade others 
to follow them, however, the Buddhj.sts offer the promise 

of escape from the cycle of life and death (samsara), while 
the 'raoists speak of a long life or even physical immor
tality. Thus, the means they employ for the achievement 

of their goal were improper. 'rhe Confucians, on their 
part. have also lost the true teaching of the sages, and 
have turned to the pursuit of rote study. literary excel

lence, success and profit, and textual critiCism, and 
so have become, at bottom, no different fr()m the so-called 

"hroltcrodox" schools. Indeed, they compare unfavourab ly 
with those Buddhists and 'raoists of pur .. : minds and few 
desires, who are free from worldly attachments. "Today. 
students need not first of all attack Taoism and Buddhism. 
They should rather fix their det2nr.ination earnestly on 
the doctrine of the sages. As this doctrine •••• is made 
clear to the world. Buddhism and Taoism will disappear of 

themselves. 
win not be 
Taoists ". 5 

otherwise, I am afraid what we want to learn 
considered worthwhile by the Buddhists and 

Yang-ming added that the Way of the sages is that of 

the great l'1ean and of perfect Rectitude, which penetrates 
all levels, both of ends and of means, as a thread which 
runs through everything. liThe man of humanity sees it and 

calls it humanity. The man of wisdom sees it and calls it 
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wisdom. The common people act daily according to it with

out knowing it •••• ,,6 He thus implitd that the Way is 

common to all of the "Three Teachings", at though it may 

be known by different pecple under different names. 

Around 1521, yang-ming began his teaching of l1ang-chih. 

In 1523, hE) told his disciples that he __ 'as content to 

follow his liClnq-chih without ·.lOrrying about ~lhat the world 

might say, In other words, he was determined to make sage

hooo·his goal. with no r8gard to human respect. More ana 

more, he wished no longer to distinguish between the "Three 

Teachings", not <3ven by nam<3,7 In a discussion with Chang 

Yuan-ch lung 5k {, )t the question came up as to whether 

the Confucian should also learn from the good points of 

Buddhism and Taoism, especially for the sake of personal 

cultivation. Yang-ming saidl 

TI",) practices of the "Two Teachings" call a 11 be my 

practices. ,,'hen I complete and cultivate mysel.f 

while developing my nature and fulfilling my destiny, 

[what I do] may be ca lled Taoist. When I refrain 

from worldly contaminations while developing my 

nature and fulfilling my destiny. [what I dO] may 

be called Buddhist. But certain scholars of these 

later ages have not understood the comp'LetEmess of 

the Teaching of the Sages, F'or this reason, they 

have distinguished themselves from the "Two Teach

ings 11 as though there exist two views [of truth]. 

This is like having a large hall which can be 

separated ~nto three rooms. The Confucians did not 

know that the who'Le place c:ouLdbe used by themselves. 

When thEq saw the Buddhj.sts. they separated the room 

on the 'left to give it to them. When they saw the 

Taoists, they also sepa-r-ated the room on the right 

to give to them, And so the Confucians themselves 

remain in the middle. 8 

There is no reason , ... hy a Confucian should not enter 

into and make use of the "rooms" allotted to the Buddhists 

and Taoists. There is no reason, indeed. why walls should 

exist at all. Clividing up the hall into three parts. 
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He we:n~:> on to say that since the sage is one with 

Heaven-and-Earth and all PE;OP 1e and a 11 things, he has 
also at his disposal, all that corne from Confucianism, 
Buddhism, and Taoism. He called this manner of accepting 
the good and the true from everywhere the "Great Way". Be 
add<'ld, ho,,,ever, that a certain selfishness manifested by 
the "Two Teachings" of Buddhism and Taoism have caused 
them to bs known as "Small ways".9 

Yanq-mina ana Taoism 

In yang-ming's time, the wora "Taoism" was chiefly 
associa ted with teachings and practices regard ing "Eterna 1 
Life" (ch' ang-shelli! -!} It. ), of the body as weH as of 

the soul. Interest was in the discovery of "the secret 
springs of Heaven-and-Earth" which would bring the key to 

peace, happiness, and even immortality--or at least a 
prolonged life on earth. Effort was thus concentrated on 
self-cultivation, observing certain methods which might 
hopefully help their practitioners to attain their desired 

goals. These methods ranged from the practice of alchemy 
in the quest for the "externa 1 pill" or e Uxir, and the 
consolidation and concentration of the self,--of the sperm 

(ching ~~ ). the spiri t (~ 7'f ) and the ether <'£ll~j), 
through practices of breath control. It is a well known 
fact that Yang-ming had early contacts and long associations 
wi th Taoism and Taoist practices .10 A letter of his, dated 

1503, shows how he was regaraed by some people as being 
possibly in possessio,} of pret6rnatural knowledge and 
powers. T'ung Cheng 1~ '5 . the Prefect of Shao-hsing,?:(; 
had written to ask him for information concerning the "art 

of making rain",!1 In his reply. Yang-ming emphasised the 

importance for the responsible local official to live a 
virtuous lifE: and to carry out his duties properly, saying 
that such conduct would be in itself a continual prayer, 
ana mor", meritorious anc efficacious in its power of 

movin,) Heaven than any forma 1 prayer or sacrifices for 

rain conducted in the time of need. He then turned his 
attentiOl~ t.o thE; so-called magicians and their claim to 

, 
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specia ~ knowle<1ge and power. "A 11 such reports [Of t:heir 

successes], come to us from miscelJ.aneous accounts of 

minor i.mportanc8 and not. from the C}.assics. 'rho gbntler"an 

tends to consi6er thesQ happenings as coincidences. lIS 

t.o our presnnt-day priests ano sorcerE,rs. many of thes,,", 

are little I"iff(erent from the loafers and ruffians of t.he 

market places. How can we therefore expect them to rebuKe 

the thunder, to ca l! forth 'NinC! and rain?,,12 

,''Inel thEm, urging the Prefect. to be c"oubLy fervent in 

the exercise of his officia 1 (3uties as we 11 as in prayer 

and pe,nitence, he explaine<'i that, so long as this was aone, 

"even t.hough Heaven [should] send us no rain, there wi L L 

be no harm.... lmc on my part, though r am no different 

from the common people ••• I too shall pray at Nan-chen, 

to help your fervour. [For] i.f only you beg with your 

.7ho1e heart for the people, without allowing yourself to 

be deceived by false teachings, and without anxiety to 

obtain a better reputation, then, although the way of 

Heaven is distant, it has never failed to respond to a 

case of such fervour" ,13 

If this letter to T'ung gives us Yang-ming's scorn 

for the "priests and sorCi~rers" of the IT,ark€,t places, as 

well as his Confucian pre-occupation with the impact of 

good works and a good life on the cosmic order itself, 

a later lett8r, dated 1508. to an unnamed friena, gives 

us his attitude towards "spirits and imrnortals". After 

admitting that he had been interested in the art of obtain

inq physical imrnortatit.y, or at l.east, in protonging life, 

through the practice of Taoist methods of culi:.ivation, he 

said wit:h some irony, 

More than thirty years have passed.... lV;y teeth 

are becoming unsteady, several of my hairs have 

t.urnE'Jd whi t8, my ey"s cannot see beyonCl a foot's 

distance, and my ears cannot hear beyond the 

distance of ten feet, Moreover, I aIT, often bed

ridden with sickness for entire months. My need 

of ID00icine as WGll as my capacity for it is 

grO\~ing. These are all the rE-'Sult.s of my interest 

in spirits am';' immortals. 14 
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And then, proceeding to a discussion of those figures 

of antiquity esteemed by Taoists as sages and immortals: 

of Kuang-ch' eng t.zu,IS and of Li po-yang ~ 1f:dw [Lao-tzuJ, 

ho said that they were "perfect men, of genuine virtue and 

mature .lao, who lived in harmony with yin and ~ and 

the four 8oasons, away from the world and its vanities. 

Concentrating their sperm (ching) and their energies, they 

moved between Heaven and Eart.h, seeing and hearing things 

which were beyond the scope of ordinary experience". They 

were, however. men of special gifts, for the keeping intact 

of our energiGls and bones "refGr to a natura.l endowment 

rf..lc€"ivea at the beginning of our existence. This is the 

work of Heaven, and not what human force can compass ",16 

'ro LU Ch'eng, a man gifted wj.th a subtle and penetrat

ing understanding but of poor health, and keenly interested 

in Taoist methods of cultivating life, Yang-ming cited t.he 
ff Epilogue of ~:::hen p ~ fifO [On Awakening to Truth], 

where it is stated that lithe Yellow Emperor and Lao-tzu 

took pity on [the people's] covetous desires, and used the 

art of immortals to give them gradual and systematic 

direction".17 He argued that, had an art of immortality 

really existed, tho sages of antiquity, from Yao, Shun on 

to Confucius, !!lust have been aware of it, and would have 

- out of compasslon-revealec it to others also,18 He 

clescribeCl Chien Chih-hsiil9 as a mo.n whe poss(~ssed certain 

Skills IO·#'hich coulo not be catleo the. real ~U--although, 

hE' added I "still. we can not be sure". 20 

But he denied fla.tly any beliof .in the later Taoist 

illolnort" Is, in those men who alleqe<J1y IOcou~d ascend with 

their tamj.lies into the air, transforn: ob jccts. borrow 

corpses ana return to life agaln". 

[Th(:':SE'] refer to deceptive: and s'trangG things 

belonging to the realm of secret I:\agic and ingenious 

arts--·,.,hat Yin-wen-tzu r 1.. -} c'211(;0 illusion, who.t 

tho Buddhists call heterodoxy. If such actions are 

ca lled rea l, you wou 1e be equaUy r'l ()c~d ved • 21 
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In both these letters, Yang-ming disassociated himself 

explicitly from the Taoist attempt to obtain secret knowl

edge concerning the art of acquiring physical immortality 

or a longer life on earth, and spoke rather of the Confucian 

view of immorta.lity--the inm10rtal.ity of virtue. Yen-tzu, 

he said, died at the age of thirty-two, and yet still 

lives today.22 "Generally speaking, the cultivation of 

virtue and the cultivation of life are one and the same 

thing. If what you call t,he "True Self" (chen-wo ~ 1\ ) 
could really remain vigilant when not seen, and apprehen

sive when not heard, and concentrate on such practices, 

then your £h:! (ether) and your ching (sperms) will be 

collected. In this case, what the Taoists call physical 

immorta lity wi 11 also be present 11,23 

Lu ChI eng contemplated abandoning the world for the 

sake of devoting himself entirely to Taoist practices of 

cultivation. Yang-ming opposed such a move vigorously, 

advising his friend to follow rather the Confucian "methods" 

of cultivating one's moral character and personal.ity: 

Since you have a weak constitution and are often 

sick, you need merely to abandon the path of honours 

and reputation, purity your mind and your desires, 

concentrate on the learning of the sages, in the 

S8nse in which the theory of thE, "true se If'' was 

referred to earlier. You ought not to believe in 

heterodox teachings, thUG confusing your understand

ing needlessly, wasting your m"ntal anI] physical 

energies as well as your time. If you stay away 

long and do not return to SOCiety. you will become 

easi ly a frenzied and mentally sick man. 24 

In 1514, Yang-ming wrote two poems to critiCise Chang 

po_tuan. 25 whom he suspected to have written the three 

commentaries on the Wu-chen plien. They contain his 

harshest criticisms of Taoisml 

"On Awa1<ening to 'l'rutb" C";u-chen pI ien) 

than liOn Mistaken Truth" (WU-chen pi ien 

is nothing 
""lZ ~ ~' ) 26 ,,1": -f'. i;;fJ • 
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'rhe Three Commentaries came origina lty from the 

same hand. 
[How I] hate the rq.onstrous demons who, for sake of 

profit, 
spread deceit and falsehood, far and wide, 

Chang P'ing-shu could not have escaped the blame 

of being the first culprit--
Who was the one who f~l.sely attribut8d it· 

to Hs1'!eh Tzu-hsien27 (Hsueh Tao-kuang) 

Let me tell you my friend, quite frankl'll 

Look carefu lly, from head to toe, at "Wi ld-cat 28 
Ch' an" 

Was "On ,. Awakening to Truth" no other than "On 

the Mistaken Truth"? 
AlrEady, in thE time of [Chang] pIing-shu, this 

has been said. 

Ana yet the deep attachment [to life] of wordly 

men" 
GaVE rise to karma, in their feelings and desires. 

How can dreams be discussed in front of a si Uy man? 

~~at noro mystery is there beyond one's genuine 

nature? 

Men still have eyes, for the search for ~-

o look and see, wherd is the b lu" sky?29 

Nevertheless, Yang-ming remained fond of using Taoist 

expressions and examples, in the teaching of his own 

philosophy as well as in his criticisms of Taoist idEas 

and practices. 30 He also discussed directly certain Taoist 

concepts. When asked once the meanings of what the Taoist 

call "prime ether" (yuan-ch'i It·~ ), "prime spirit" 
(yuan-shen h:tf ) and "prime sperm" (yuan-ching 

fr ~~ ), he had explained, in his characteristic way, 

that they all refer to the same thing. which ex,lsts -as 'ether;' 
c:o"lgulates as "sperm", and operates in a marvellous way 

as "spirit".31 He also identified all of them to l1ang

chihi 
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There is only one lianq-chih. In terms of its 

marvellous functioning. it is ca 1 hld "spirit"; in 

terms of its universal operation, it is called 

"ether", and in terms of its concentration and 

coagulation, it is called "spGrm". How can it 

be understood as [objects with] shapes ano forms 

and locations'i/32 

Thus. Yang-ming applies the Taoist language of culti

vation, to a higher plane -- that of ultimate t.ruth. In 

iCGntifying lianq-chih to "spirit", "ether", and "sperm", 

he is not: merely accommodating in a superficia 1 manner, 

concepts that are quite disparate, but rather indicating 

the deeper pre-occupation inherent in Taoism: the longing 

to discover one's true self, to unify one's life and its 

profound energies, of both the body and the spirit, and to 

extend this unity to all things. 

Towards the end of his life, Yang-ming expressed the 

fulfilment of all his desires in the discovery of lianq

£bib, and, by that count, of his having transcended the 

Taoist quest for immortality in the following poem,33 

which presents a summary of his personal evolution I 

Immortality I merely envy 

Lacking pills and money 

Famous mountains I have combed, 

Till my temples yield silken hairs. 

My light body fettered by sm:ti (nien £~ )34 

Daily move I farther from Tao, 

Awakened suddenly, in the middle of life, I find 

the 

Pill of Nine Returns35 

No need for oven, nor for tripod, 

Why seek I k'an-r~ and why li ~~ 36 

No end is there, nor beginning. 

So too, for birth and death--

The magicians' wise words 

Only increase my doubts; 

Confusedly these old men 

Transmit arts difficult and complex, 
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In me is Ch'ien (Heaven), in me K'un (Earth) 

I need not seek elsewhere--
The thousand sages pass as shadows, 

Liang-chih alone is my guide. 37 

Yang-ming and Buddhism 

As philosophy, Buddhism had long been on the decline 

before the time of Yang-mingo Fusion with Taoism Led 

to gradual loss of identity on both sides, effecting, 

thorefore a deeper permeation of certain ideas ana prac

tices. in the lives of people, both high and low. The 

"mirror image", so frequently used by the Ch'eng-Chu 

philosophers as well as by Yang-ming, and the teaching 

t.hat "the emotions of the sage are in accord with a 11 
things and yet he himse If has no emotions", can be traced 

back to chuang-tzu38 as well as to Hui-neng, to Wang pi 
as well as to seng_chao,39 The doctrine of T'ien-li jen-

yg I\.. ~'f' t- l;;Jz and the emphasis on restoring 
the luminous "principle of Heaven" in one's nature through 
the purification of self from all passions and selfishness, 

resembles the Buddhist teaching of the restoration of 

one's "Buddha-nature" from attachment to / passion or klesa, 

but can also be traced back to 

"return" to original nature. 40 
Lao-tzu's idea of the 

And yet, in spite of his 

stronger recorded contracts with Taoism, Yang-ming has been 

accused of being a Ch'an Buddhist in aisguise more often 

than for his Taoist connections, This can be raadily 

understood from the greater antagonism of "orthodox" 

Confucianism against "alien" Buddhist teachings, which had 

made of the word Ch'an the target of all attacks. It is 
also due to the fact that Ch'an Buddhism, had, in fact, a 

stronger appeal for the more speculative persons than the 

practical Taoist quest for "immortality". 

An exhaustive treatment of Buddhist influences on 

Yang-ming's philosophy ,,,ould also be difficul.t. if only 

because 

said. 41 
these can be det.ected in almost everything he 

His highly integrated and very unitary thinking 
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is an excellent illustration of the T'ien-t'ai and Rua
yen teachings which saw unity in multiplicity, "One in 

ALl and At 1 in One". We have mentioned. in pass ing, 

certain traces of Buddhist influence in Yang-ming's 
thought. ,'Ie shaLl speak now only of his conscious atti

tudes towards Buddhism, as these have been expressed in 

his writings and recorded conversations, moving from his 

objections to Buddhism on to his accommodation of certain 

truths which lie at the core of Ch~ doctrine, as well as 

his employment of quasi-Buddhist techniques in teaching 

his disciptes. 

Like many Chinese thinkers, one ofYang-ming's 

objections to Buddhism was based on its alien origin. In 

a memorial which he addressed to Emperor wu-tsuog but never 

submitted, he counselled the Emperor against the sending 

of envoys to Tibet for the purpose of looking for learned 
Buddhist Masters, After praising the Emperor's good 

intentions of seeking for "the way of Buddhism in order to 

save ••• the myricd people under Heaven [from] their suffer

ings". He added that the same goal could be achieved by 

learning from the Confucian sages: 

P'or Buddha was the sage of the barbarians, just as 

[our] sages were the Buddhas of China. In the 

barbarian, lands, the teachings of Buddha can be 
used for the instruction and reformation of the 

ignorant and stubborn. In our own country, we 

ou gnt' natura lly to use the Way of the sages to 

educate and transform [our people]. This is like 

using horses and carriages for land travel and 

boats for crossing the seas. If, living in 

China, we [make ourselves] disciples of Buddhism, 

it witl be like crossing the seas in horses and 

carriages •••• 42 

He explained to the Emperor how he himself had abandone6 

the study of Buddhism, after realising the greatness of 

the "Way of the sages". Be pointed out that Siddharta lived 

a shorter life than either Yao or Shun, and said that 
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resort to oracles and charms haa been condemned by 

orthodox Buddhists themselves as "heresies and perversities ". 

He exhorted the emperor to devote his anergy to the quest 

of 'Confucian ideals, promising that with such a quest, the 

"supreme happiness of the West will be in front of your 
eyes ", 43 

Much more frequently, however, Yang-ming criticise.p 

Buddhist teachings and practices for their "selfish" 

orientat.ions. He saM, for example, 'chat the Confucians 

do not separate 'chemselvss from affairs and things when 

they nourish~, but do so only in a spontaneous and 

natural ~.;~.y, measuring the efforts according to times and 

occasions, 'ine Buddhists, however, preach the &}:;andonment 

of all affairs and things, regard ~ as illusion, and 

lead man to a state of emptiness and void, without giving 

any attention to life in the world. For this reason, 

Buddhism cannot contribute to the goverm",,'nt of the wor ld" 

'fb his disciple Huang Chih, Yang-ming sC'id: 

The Buddhists are afrajd of the burden involved in 

the father-son relationship and so run away from it. 

They are afraid of the burden involved in the ruler

minister relationship and so run away from it. 

The"! are afraid of the burden involved in the 

husband-wife relationship and so run away from it. 

They do all this because [these] .•• relationships 

involve attachment to phenomena •• oWe Confucians accept 

the father'-son re ).ationship and fulfil this 

[res pons ibi 11 ty ] with hurnani ty. We accept the ru ler-

minister relationship and fu~fil it with righteousness. 

We accept the husband-,,,ife relationship and fu lfi 1 

it with attention toche separate functions it in

volves. 'iVnen have we been attached to these •... 
relationships,,44 

He w,ent on to say that the Confucians accept the 

father-son relationship and fulfil it with the humanity 

it deserves, 'l'hey accept the ruler-subject relationship 

and fu1fil it with the righteOUsness proper to it. They 
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accept the husband-wife relationship and fulfil it with 

attention to the separate duties involved. There is, 
therefore, no inordinate attachment. 45 

Yang-ming's language abounds with Buddhist allusions, 

to a greater extent than that of the Ch'engs. Chu Hsi and 

even Lu Chiu-yuan. He openly identified liana-chih to the 
Buddhist "ultimate reaUty"--the pen-lai mien_mu. 46 He 

quoted with approval. the famous line from the Diamond 
J-

.§lltra: "Yin wu-suo-chu erh sheng-ch'i;::bsin Il!, ~ ~II ~i 
,JiV If '* 10' ,,47 These two facts alone gave rise to 
much criticisms, since they showed acceptance of a fun

oamental truth of Ch'an metaphysics as well as of its 

"methodology" of inner enlightenment. 
be point_(~d out that in both instances, 

It must, however. 
he did so only in 

passing mention, in answer t,o a disciple's letter. 

Yang-ming also manifested a certain fondness for using 

quasi-Buddhist techniques in instructing his disciples. 
by means of parables and riddles--even what 
inso luble Ch' an ridd le I kunq-an I ~ tkl. c, --1, 

resembled the 

[Japanese: 

koanJ. For example, when asked by Hsiao Hui how selfish 

desires are to be overcome. he replied in a manner 
r-eminiscent of the patriarch Hui-k I 0 

!fji J{, (486-593) 

speaking to his disciple and later successor, Seng-ts'an 
.\.1' .~~ 

~rg ~ (ft. 592)! "Give me your selfish desires, and 
I shall overcome them for you". 48 

To Liu Kuan-shih ~l ~ ~ who questioned him 

on the state of equilibriumbefore emotions are aroused, 

Yang-ming also answered with a parable taken from a 

collection of Ch'an stories: "I cannot tell you this any 

more than a dumb man can tell you about the taste of the 

bitter melon he has just eaten. If vou want to know it, 

'lOll will have to eat the ••• melon YOtlrself.".49 

Yang-ming made generous use of Buddhist allusions 

especially in his poems. It is for this reason that Ch'en 

Chien, in Hsueh-pu t'unq pien. cited many of Wang's poems 

to demonstrate the extent of Buddhist influence on his 

philosophy. Wang visualised his own role of prophet 

world of inert men in one such poem;Owhere he relied 
to o

very 
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much on Buddhist imagery' 

The whole world is drowned in sleep, 
But the lonely man--who is it~--by chance still sober 

Cries aloud but cannot stir the others. 

Who stare at him in great astonishment. 

Calling him mad, they rise up 

Only to surround him and belabour him. 

The waters of Chu and Ssu coverec the pfla 1s of the 

Golden Bell,51 

'l'he rivers Lien and Lo carried faint voices. 52 

who is sounding the poison-painted drum,53 

While the hEarers rEmain dull and unrEsponsive? 

Alas, what are you all intent on doing. 

Going about, toi ling so rest less ly? 

How can you be made to hEar this drum, 

~Ihich can opr.an your innate intelligencel?54 

Il"deed, the line which divides the authentic disciple 

of the sages from the Ch'an Buddhist is a very narrow one, 

Yang-ming knew that those scholars, like himself. who were 

interested in the inner cultivation of mind-and-heart, were 

frequently accused of being Ch'an Buddhists in Confucian 

disguise. He has now given his own criterion for "orthodoxy": 

the sense of social responsibility. He has described the 

Buodhists as selfish men, concernec only with their own 

salvation, and not with that of SOCiety at large. They dre 

escapists who run away from these responsibilities which 

hind a man to his family, his country, and the world. The 

Confucians, however, seek to "develop his mind-and-heart 

to completion, by regarding Heaven-and-Earth and all things 

as one body", They are not merely satisfiGc with the 

performance of their own duties. 'They a Iso des ire to 

rectify atl that ie amiss in the proper network of human 

relationships which make up the world. "When he finds 

affection in his father-son relationship, but knows it to 

be 'lacking for others in the world, he will not consider 

his mind-ana-heart to be fully ceveloped.... When his own 
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family is well fed and warmly clad, and has leisure for 

enjoyment, but he knows there are others in the world who 

have not these essentials of life and advantages, can he 

expect them to have affection, righteousness, differentiation 

of duties and faithfulness~ •••• This shows that his mind

and-heart is not yet fully developed. Cn that account, he 

sets up laws and govE,rnment, and dispens(~s rites, music 

and education, in order that these may promote and contribute 

to the completion of htmself and of others, through the full 

development of his mind-and-heart. ,,55 

Thus. there is a broad view of what is "mind-culture", 

as well as a narrow one. The Confucians take the broad 

outlOOk, embraCing the world and all things in his vision 

and in his practice of humanity, the Ch'an Buddhists adhere 

to the narrow view, and, in the end, fail to save themselves. 

The Real Heretics 

In the final analysis, Yang-ming considered as the worst 

enemies of the school of sages, not the Buddhists and 

Taoists. but the "mediocre scholars" of his own days. He 

compared these scholars to Yang Chu and Mo l'i, and himse lf 

to Mencius, who condemned them as "heretics" and exposed 

the fallacies of their teachings. While Mo Ti supposedly 

erred in preaching a universal love which went too far in 

the practice of humanity, and Yang Chu erred in advocating 

an egoism which went too far in the practice of righteous

ness, Yang-ming considered that the scholars of his days 

who trrat0d the study of Confucian doctrines merely as a 

means of personal advancement on the official ladder to be 

teachers neither of humanity nor of righteousness. 56 He 

considered that their misinterpretations of true doctrine 

mislead others and hinder the progress of those persons 

sincerely interested in the way, turning them rather to the 

study of Taoism and Buddhism, the teachings of which, he 

claimed, were in fact superior to those of th(~ mediocre 

Confucians. 'rhus, the decline of Confucianism should be 

blamed on the renegade scholars who purported to be the 

disciples of the sages rather than on the other "Two Teach

ings".57 
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All his life, Yang-ming showed his great abhorrence for 
such ro/pocrites, who paid lip service to the words of the 
sages. while contradicting them by their manner of Ufe. 
If, on the one hand, even Buddhists and Taoists possess 
valid insights into the true Way. on the other, the false 
doctrine of tho wor 1d ty scho tars is to the, tX"UG teaching 

of the sagGs what ~ jade, is to jade. 

There is only one Tao,... The medioc?'e Confucian 
scho'l.ars alL start from a partial view of it, 
and embel Ush their irr.as,;'" with comparisons alld 
imitations. giving expresoion to it through 
d.ivisions of chapters and senter,ces and borrowed 
explanations. They are used to such practices, 

which can instil enough self-confidence, producing 
sections and items which give them a sense of 
make-belief security, with which they can deceive 
themselves and others, remai,ling in this pitfaLL 

for a whole Ufe-time without rea Using it. 58 

The root of their evil, however. is less the fragmentary 
nature of their insights than the moral ba:").icruptcy of 
their intentions. It i.. se lfishr.Gss which ctOt:'t'upts their 

knowledge, and e;, Lists tneir/.earning in ser".vice of 
hypocrisy. 

The width of their knowLedge of memorised texts mereLy 
serves to increase their pride. The wGatth of learning 
they possess mereLy contributes to their eviL actions, 
The breadth of information they have accumulated by 
hearing and s0eing merely helps them to indulge in 
arguments. Their s1<i 11. il, pros e-, .. r i ting mere Ly 

covers up their hypocrisy ,59 

Yang-ming repeated his conck"rnnation of the mediocre 

Confucians in his "lnquiry into the Q.:£.~l~.in'l". He 
criticised first and foremost t::10S8 penple who did not 

realise that the highest good :'8 ~lahen:nt in Jl§.:!.!2,_ but 
exercised their sel-fish ideas and their cunning to look 

for it outside, with the belief that every event and 
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every thing or object must be thoroughly investigated 

before virtue can be known and practised, "In so doing, 

th,)y obscurE, the law of right and wrong. [causing the 

mind-and-heart. to become] concerned with fragmentary and 

isolatEld details, [until] selfish desires become rampant 

and the 'principle of Heaven' is lost. In this way. the 

teaching of manifesting virtue and of loving the people 

[Of the Great Learning] is thrown into confusion in' 

the who te world". 60 

He followed this up with a much milder criticism of 

the "Buddhists and Taoists", "who wanted to manifest 

their clear virtue, but did not know how to abide in the 

highest good, but press their minds and hearts to something 

too lofty, thus losing themsE,lves in illusions and empti

ness, and refusing to be at all concerned with social 

responsibilities toward the family, the country and the 
world".61 

ThE) opportunists, or the promoters of "prof i t and gain", 

corne next under fire. These wanted to love the people, 

but Cl(id not know how to abid e in the highest good. And so 

they sank their minds in base and trifling tricks, losing 

all feeling of humanity and commiseration. 62 

Yang-ming's at.titude toward the mediocre Confucians 

wa e not lost on those who were thfo object of his criti

cisms. On their part, these scholars never ceased to 

launch counter-attacks of heresy and of faLse ~earning 

against Yang-ming himself. They pestered and persecuted 

him al ~ during his life and even after his death. Yang

ming's student. Ch'ien Te-hung, has testified to this fact. 

Our Teacher was, during his whole life, the object 

of criticisms, slander, intrigues and other attempts 

to destroy him, He survived the dangers of ten 

thousand deaths. Yet he a lways kept himse If busy 

and never relaxed his effort of teaching, lest we 

might fail to hear the real Way, and fall into the 

pitfalls of worldly honour and profit and unpr.inci

pled opportuni,J , and degenerate unconsciously to 

the manners of barbarians and beasts ••••• 63 
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Yang-mingls sentiments regarding Taoist and Buddhist 
teachings as well as mediocre Confucian scholarship, to
gether with his view of his own doctrine, have been well 
summarised in a poem which he wrote for his discipLes 
Wang Chia-hsiu and Hsiao Ch'i. He saysl 

Student Wang wishes also to cultivate life, 
Student Hsiao is an admirer of Ch'an Buddhism. 
From several thousand l! away 
They come to ch l U_yang,64 to pay respects. 

My Way is neither Buddhist nor Taoist--
simple, direct and open, 

It gives nothing deep and mysterious, 
Listening first with mixed doubt and belief, 
They find their hsin finally revealed. 55 

After d.welling upon the need of "polishing the mirror 

[9f lll!!!:l]. he goes on to decry the state of learning in 
his own times as being superficial I 

The pursuit of worldly learning resembles the 
cutting of festoon, 

It serves as decoration, it curls over extended 
lengths. 

Leaves and branches are all present, entwined-
Yet powerless to give life.66 

The gentleman's learning. on the other hand-
Digs for itself roots, deep and firm. 
sprouts come forth gradually. 
strength and prosperity will come from 67 Heaven. 

Yang-ming describes his Way as "neither Buddhist nor 
Taoist", It is simply that which leads to the "revelation" 
of minds-and-hearts, of the true and universal !s.2 which 
is already present in all men. 

The New Criterion 

For Yang-ming, "virtue" is that which. is universally 
present in ordinary men and women. Heresy (yi-tuan). on 
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the other hand, is that by which one diverges from this 

universal "virtue". 68 He was anxious, therefore, that no 

exterior criterion be set up for truth and orthodoxy and 

the quest for sagehood, which should discourage people 

from its pursuit. He said of his disciple Lu Ch'eng, for 

example. that Lu was too concerned with questions of 

textual. understanding. "If one has faith in lianq-chih 

and maJ<es effort on ly [to extend] liang-chih. one wi 11 
find that the thousand classics and canons will all conform 

to it and all heretical doctrines ••• will be destroyed 

when measured against it. ,,69 

For Yang-ming, liang-chih is the only criterion of 

truth, just as its extension to the utmost is the only 

reguisi te for the attainment of sagehood. He he Ld up this 

criterion especially in opposition to that of classical 

learning, and to all intellectual endeavour which he 

classified as "knowledge through seeing and hearing". He 

also recalled to Nieh Pao the experiences of Confucius 

himself during life-time--how he had been criticised, 

ridiculed, slandered, denounced and insulted. "people 

lilce the gate-keeper [of Shih-men 1 rj ] and the basket

carrier, [conSidered] at the time to be virtuous men, said 

of [Confucius] that 'he knows a thing cannot be done and 

still wants to do i·t', and that 'he is contemptible and 

obstinate, and should stop seeking [official serVice] when 

no one really knows him'. Even his disCiple Tzu-lu.-1}~ 
rebuked him for going to see a woman of i 11 repute ".70 And 

yet--Yang-ming reasone:d--t.he !'laster could not but act as 

he did, because, as a sage, "his humanity regarded Heaven 

and Earth and all things as one body". 71 Confucius was so 

keenly aware of his responsibilities toward the world that 

he could not abandon his desires and attempts to serve 

other men, even though he was being thwarted at every step. 

Such a mind coulr3 only be appreciated by the mind of 

another sage, by someone else who was also one with Heaven 

and Eart.h and a 11 things. 

Yang-ming declared that he had the same ~ as 

Confucius--he felt· the same urgent responsibility to save 



256. 

a world which wa'5 proceeding head long on a course which can 

only bring it dest.ruction. If this attitude of his shouLd 

cause people to consider him insane, it did not matten After 

all, thisWas the insanity of a !nan who was willing to run 

the danger of drowning himse if to save others who were 

sinking and falling down an abyss. liThe minds (hsin) of 

all the; people in the world an; my mind (hsin) also. If 

there are people in the world who are insane, how can I 

not be insane also? If ther(0 are people who ha'.re lost 

their minds, how can I not lose my mindi?,,72 He W6tlt on 

to excuse himself for having the boldness of comparing 

himself to Confucius: 

How dare such an unworthy person as I regard the 

Way of the I'laster to be my own responsibi 11 ty? 

However, to some extent, I realise in my mind that 

there is [the same] sickness and pain in my own 

body, and so I look everywhere for someone who may 

be able to help me, with whom I may discuss ways 

and means of removing this sickness and pain. If 

I can rea lly find heroic men who have the same 

ambitions, in order to help one another to promote 

the spreading of the learning of liang-chih in the 

world ... and bring about a state of Great Unity 

[Ta-t 'ung], then my insanity should cf,rtain Ly be 

cured allot a sudden, and I can finally avoid 

losing my ~ •••• 73 

Is it. after all. the Classics, together with the 

officially approved commentaries, that define the meaning 

of wisdom and point out the way toward its acquisition, 

or is it rather the sage, the man who has succeeded in 

finding and hecoming his "true self", the man who knows 

no deceit, whose mind-and-heart has become completely 

identified with the true and the good and the beautiful, 

who fixes the criteria for true wisdom and authentic 

learning? And, if the sage, the man qualified to write 

new Classics, is the best arbiter of matters orthodox and 
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heretical, the best judge of true and false wisdom, can 

one not say, with Yang-ming, that he is so by right of, 
and through the use of, that which makes him a sage: his 

liang-chih? And again, is not this liang-chih present in 
every man, the seed oL possi'ble greatness and sageliness, 

the criterion of its own movements, the authority for its 

own beliefs, and its own wisdom? 

In a series of four poems written for the instruction 

of his disciples. Yang-ming has expressed for us his ideas 

of liana-chih 1'.s t.ne criterion of true doctrine and of 

wisdom, a criterion which can be compared to the authority 

of Confucius himself, the sage par excelLence, to that of 
the Taoist text, the Ts'an-t'ung ch'i, which "tallies the 

ideas of the Confucian Book of Changes with those of the 

Taoist classic, Lao-tzu",74 and to the mariner's compass, 

He refers also to the Buddhist quest for tranquillity, 

saying that the supra-sensory experience of the self 

contains within itself the higher experience of that 

ultimate reality which is "the ground of Heaven and Earth 

and all things", 

Confucius resides in every man's .b.§.!!:: 

Hidden by distractions of ears and eyes. 

The real image being now discovered, 

No longer suspect your liang-chih 

Why, sir, are you always agitated: 

Wasting efforts in the world of sorrows-

Do you not know the sages' word of power: 

Liang-chih is your Ts'an-t'unq ch'i 

In every man there is a compass. 
His mind-and-heart is the seat of a thousand 

transforlP.ations. 

Foolishly, I once saw things in reverse: 
Leaves and branches I sought outside. 

The soundless, odour less moment of solit"'-ry 

knowledge. 75 

Contains the ground of Heaven, Earth and all beings. 
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Foolish is he who leaves his inexhaustible treasure, 

with a bowl (t'o-pen 1-b~ ) moving from Cloor to 

door, imitating the beggar. 76 

Lianq-chih, indeed, begins with the self and brings 

one back to the self. In doing so, however, it also 

enriches the self, expanding ano ClE"epening it until it is 

fully cognisant of its own 9reatness and depth, wbich is 

no less than t.he great.ness and t.he depth of Heaven-and

Earth and tb.e myriad things. 
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Not.es to Chapter VII 

1 'iI'i'IKC 3 g 142b; Chan, Instructions, 220. Allusion to 
l'lenC'IilS 61\,8, regarding how men's hearts (hsin) agree in 
approving of virtue, and adding, "the sages only appre
hended before me the t which my hsin shares with other men". 
See Legge, Clas~, v. 2, 406-40';:-

2 See Y,K. Shryock, l'he ..Q':£2:sJl1S al1sLQ£vGlc>J2!Il~Lof the 
state .C£1Lof Confucius, (NEM York, 1966), 183-189. 

3 The movement of ama 19amation of Confuci",n, Buddhist and 
~_raoist ideas began early!! especial.ljT v.lit.h interact5 .. ons 
bet,.;reen Taoism and Buddh:l.sm, in both their teachj.ngs and 
practices. See T'anq, fo-chiao shih, 87-120~ Maspero, 
}e TaoisIT;G, 185-199,' E-. Zlirche-:r, The Buddhist Conquest of 
Chinaj-\l,eiden, 1959), v, I, 288-9, 309-319. I agree 
wIti1'ZHrcher that the distinction made between "philosophi
cal" and "popular" or religious 'raoism is misleading, 
si!~?e it:, sU'il'ges~s a dc;ctri:-,:,l d:iff.erenc;e acc~mpa::,:l:e~l by a 
soc~al cLstJ.nctlon o HG cl,nms chat hsuan .. hsueh 0- ":f 
(profounrJ Learning), sometimes ca 11ed "Neo-Taoism", so 
dominant in the Wei-Chi::1 t.imes, was act.ually a Confucian 
recasting of early Taoist phi losophy, "yhicrl has drastica). Ly 
re-interpretecl the 0 Ld Taoist doctrines. The fusion of 
Bud6hist and 'raoist j.deas in the sung times has already 
been described in Ch. I. Chu Hsi IS phllosophica 1 synt.hesis 
as well as Lu Chiu-·yUan IS ri va L thoughl: bot') embod ied a 
fUsion of the "'l'hree Ways", Yang-ming certainly took 
another, :firmer step toward that direction, with an open 
admission of his thoughts on this subject. As for Later 
developments in the Ning dynasty, especially the conscious 
amaj.gamation of the "Three Ways" on the part of scholars, 
frequentl:¥ influenced by Yang-.ming's philosophy, see Sakai 
'l'adao, ~huqOku zenshu no kenkVl! [A Study of Chinese Hora li ty 
BOOkS], ('I'okyo~ 1960), 226-304, passim., and Prof. Liu 
Ts'un-van's article, "T"in Chao-en", 253-278, and AraJd 
Kengo o- Il Minmatsu ni okeru Ju Butsu. chowaron no seikaku," 
[on the 'l'hought of the Late Fing .Era es Revea led in the 
Attempts._ a t Harmony B.o:tween Confud.Clnism and Buddhism J ' 
Nippon Chugoku gaJ::l<cliho XVIII (1966). 2J. 0-224. 

4 Wl;-)KC 3, 1561 

" ~ ,';!lIKe I: 701'1 j Chan, .Instructions. 40-41. 

6 \f.TWKC;:). g 70b; Chan, InstrucU.ollli!. 41-42. Yang-ming Has 
citing from the Appendix to the Book of Changes. See Chou·· 
ti chenq'-yij' 7::7b; Lagge, t:r~, yi Kingjl 355,-356. See 
also Yang-rning' s "LE!tte:c ·to ",'sou Shon-yi, (1526), WWKC 6, 
212b. 

7 ,-IWKC 34, 958a-b. 

8 ~JWKC 34: 959b-960a. See also l;vLCC, "San-shan U-tae lu." =- J, i ;,~ ~ 1 g 19a-b., vlang Chi said that -yang-m~ngl s 
teaching on lianq-cj1iI-l can be considerec1. as the opening 
in-to all "Three Teachings". 
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9 ~ 3 cj, 960a. 

10 See Liu Ts'un-yan, "wang Yang-ming yu Tao-chiao", [wang 
Yang-ruing and Taoism], written for yamei qaku daikei [A 
Compendium of Yang-ming's Philosophy] to be published in 
Japan, 1971-2. I helVe used Professor Liu' s private manu
script. 

11 According to Shao-hsinq fu-chih [Shao-hsing Prefecture 
Gazetteer J. compo by Hsiao Liang-kan et a 1., and pub Lished 
in 1586, 2bll1b. This was the name of the Prefecture. . 
InCidentally, the compiler, Hsiao Liang-kan, was a discipLe 
of ('iang Chi. See~, Preface, 3a, 

12 This letter t.o T' ung is in WliiKC 21: 634b-635a. 

13 .D?ld. yang-ming's own prayer for rain on this occasion 
is givtm in ~ 25, 723. AaHelichose to pray at Nan-chen, 
a place east of K'uai-chi'~ +~ ,probably on account of 
the temple there dedicated to the sage E,r(!~rerYu. . S8e 
Chechianq t'ung-chih, [Chekiang Gazetteer]. (1899 ed., 
Shanghi'li reprint, 1934), 1, 210-4. 

14 WWKC 21. 638a-b. Not.e that thes" two an, the earliest 
extant letters of Wang Yang-ming, and that 1508 was the 
year of Yang-min'] I s en lightenment. Noreover, this letter 
testifies to Yang-ming's weak health. At the time he 
wrote it, he was only thirty-four YGars oLd. Certainly, 
this letter, 3S also the previous one to T'ung, prove 
Yang-ming's repudiation of the Taoist quest for physical 
immortality or the prolongation of life. 

... ,;,' 
15Kuanc,_ch I eng-tzu J~ loX" j- was a lElgendarx immorta 1-
who supposeely lived in the K'ung-t'ung oiI't} illlil,! mountain 
and was visi t,,(! by t.he Yellow Emperor who asked for his 
aoviuJ concer.l1ing the way of immortality. See Chuang-tzu, 
"Tsai-yu" It if'l rLet it Be] 4. 18a, Eng. tr. by Burton 
Watson. op.cit., 118-120. 

16 lE!,£. Yang-ming considers theSE! TaOist sages as men 
specially endowed with a propensity for long Ufe. This 
differs from his teaching--already crystallised in 1508,-
concerning Confucian sagehood which can be acquired by 
all who oevote themselves to its quest. The obvious 
difference is that between "preternatural" longevity and 
human fulfilment in i'I life of virtue. See his lett6r to 
Lu Chi eng, written in 1521 [Ww~C 5. 199] where he includes 
pleng Keng t:;. 4~ ,a legendary-immortal who lived during 
the Bsia and Shang dynasties, in this same category. 

17 This,~s Siom an Epilogue (dat~d_l078) written by Chang 
Po-tuan S~ ]8 X1r1J [Chang pI ir:9-shu 5fk.>I" {~ 983-1082], and 
is inCluded in Tao-tsanq ;;~ i#iv [abbrev. as TT], 64, 
Epilogue, lb. See also L1uT~lun-yan. "Taoist Self-culti
vation in Ming Thought." in de Bary, ed., Self and SOCiety 
in Ming Thought, 311-5. 
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18 ~S~ 5: 199b. 8E;e SKT".l, op.cit .. 28:88. " ,. 
For his life, seE) "Yuan Ch'iu Ch'u-chi Nien-p'u," ;LJ): 
Jf.~"Jj-~t [Chronological Biography of Ch'iu Ch'u-chi of 
th;""kuan Dynasty] in Yao Ts'ung-wu, Tung-rei-shih lun
!slung, [on the History of the North-east ('Taipei I 1959), 
v. 2, 214-276. 

19 Ch I en Chih-hsu f't" Zk. Ai ,a Lias Shans-vang-t,zu J:: I'f;.}- , 
who campi led the book, Chin-tan ta-vao 1j;..:Jt 1\.r 
[Essentia Is of :the Go iden Pi n ] in 1335. See Liu Ts I un
yan, "}ling- ju yu Tao-chiao" ['Taoism and Neo-Confucianists 
in Ming tim<'Js] in Hsin-ya hsUs,h-j.:lao, VIII (1967), 4. 

20 The preference for Bodhidharma and Hui-mmg was based 
on their exemplification of a high mora 1 character. Both 
were then considered also as Immortats by the Taoists. 
However, Ch'en Chien said that this letter shows Yang-ming's 
constant desire to reconcile the "Three Teachings". See 
HsUeh-pu t'ung-pien, 9, 4a. 

21 
WWK~ 21. 638b. 

22 Ihid. Ch'en Chien criticised Yang-ming particularly 
for sayIng that Yen Hui was still alive. See HSlleh-pu 
t'ung-pien, 9: 4a-b. 

23 WWKC 51 199a-b. The references are to the Doctrine of 
the Mean, ch. 1. 

24 ~ 5: 199b. 

25 ~f 20: 606a. Chang Po-tuan promoted the fusion of 
retigious Taoism and Ch I an Buddhism through practices of 
"internal alchemy", See Wetch, The Parting of the Way, 
147-148. 

26 
A play on words. For a textual discussion of wu-chen 

p'ien, its three commentaries. and their authors, see 
Liu Ts'un-yan, "Tao-tsang Wu-chen p'ien san-chu pien-wu," 
[on the Ed ition of the Combinc!c Three Commentaries on the 
Wu-chen plien in the Taoist canon], Tung-hsi wen-hua 
(East-west Culture) xv (1968), 33-41. One of the three 
commentaries is attributed to Hsueh Tao-kuang f! iL'0 
[Hsueh Tzu-hsien ~1 ~ fl. 1106]. '1 

27 See above, n. 26. 

28 Ch'an Buddhists spoke of "fake" Ch'an Buddhists as 
"Wild-cat Ch'an", aUuding to the story of the punishment 
inflicted on a Buddhist monk who had given an incorrect 
answer in speaking to his Master and had to go through 
a series of transmigrations, becoming a wild-cat after 
500 such lives before liberating himself. See Wu-ming, 
Lien-teng hui-vao 4;ZOkuzOkyo,lst coil., pt. 2 B case 9, 
248a. The name was frequently given to the 'r'ai-chou 
branch of the Yang-ming school in late IVling, for their 
obvious Ch'an sympathies and to signify contempt. 
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29 

30 ~ 2: 123; Chan, lllstructions, 173-)+. 
In a letter to Nieh Pao, written in 1526 he thus m~Qe 

use of certain lines from M~nciu& 2A: 2: ' 

Now, if one does not devote himself to the task of 
l1ahlays doing something" but clings j.n ,a Vacuum 
to "not forgetting" and ('not asslsting", it is like 
heating the pot to cook rice without first putting 
in 'vater and rioo 1 but concerltrat:tng only on putting 
in fuel and startl,ng the fire" I do not know' what 
kind of' thing lifOuld be cooked in this way. I fear 
that before T,he tntensity of the fire can be adjusted, 
the pot USBlf will already have cracked. 
The parab18 0f the pot ar.J of cooking is ob-viously an 

allusion to Taoist cultivatien that connected l"ith the 
"Golden PilI", ';rhether internai or extGJ.'nal. Sse Chang _ 
P o~ tuan., W_u~ Cb;9~~!,l chuc s'1 [c ommentary on XJ:no::'.9heR.P' i."enl, 
in T'T LXI; It: 9b, given in L:i::i'Ts lu~yan, "'Wang Yang-ming 
yCi Ta~ chiao," manuscript ropy. The term ,Lil~,ll;;;~J".l"M if, 
translated by Chan Wing_tsit as "prime essence", I say 
"prime sperm" to indicate Taoist allusions. 
31 The questioner 

32 According to Chou Tun-yi's _~~hi-t'u shuo: "T'ai-ch:i, 
generates Yll.J1g through movement. When this acti vi ty 
reaches its limit, it beccmes tranquiL Through tranquil-
11,ty T I ai-chi generates the ,;[,;1n, 1tJhen tranquillity 
reaches its limit, activity begins again. Thus movement 
and tranquillity alternate and become the root of each 
other; giving rise to the distinction of Y;!-)2 and y'aUg." 
See SY'l11\ 12: la-2b. Eng. tr. adapted frcm de Bary, "SO\,[1:C8S, 
45'8. That Yang~ming Was referring to Chou's cosmology is 
supported also by the discussion in arother part of this 
letter, sometimes classified as a separate letter j };I1iJKQ 2: 
108a; ChanjInstruc~j,on§.j 137-138, 

33 See It.'WKC 20: 
34 

35' 
Smrti is the --

632b for 

Sanskrit 

the poem, 

word for recollection or thoug.'lt. 

!hese words as 4 ~.Sln 1md l:i.? tak.en frcm the 1309§~9f 
Chanoes had specific mean:ings in Taoist metheds of self_ 
cuItba:honj referring to alchemy related to the quest for 
the "ext;ernal" or "i.nternal" elixjxs. See Liu, ,mTaoist Self
cultivation in Ming Thought," in de Bary, Self anil..Jl,2cijitYj 
293, 
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37 See Chao T'ai-tingM~~ (fl.l570), Mai-wang [on 
Conducting Breath-circulation J. TSCC ed., 4jlj: l,J where the 
author quotes his father, Chao Chen-chi lZt!... ~ ~ (l508-
1576),oisciple of wang Chi, saying that lianq-chih "was 
heretical doctrine" during the reign perioo of ChI eng
hua ~ Ai (1464-1487) and only became acceptable to 
Confucian scholars afterwards, 

38 
Chuanq-tzu 7, Sppy ed,. 3:19a; Burton 

tr •• op.cit •• 97. See also Demi~viLLe, "~e 
rituel," Sinoloqica I, (1948),117-1.21. 

Watson I S Eng. 
mirroir spi-

39 
See Ch.I,n.20. See also Fung, A Short History of 

Chinese Philosophy, 237-238, 287-288, ana Chao-lun,TSD 
No.1858, XLV, 152; Eng. tr. by ~iebenthal, op.cit.,56-57. 

40 MiyuJ<i, An Ana lysis of Buddhist Inf Luence, l05-UO. 

41 Yang-ming's extant writings and recorded conversations 
point to his wide knowledge of Buddhist scriptures and 
teachings. He was acquainted with the important texts of 
Mahayana Buddhism,. includin9iLth.e Saddharma pundarIka (Miao
fa lien-hua ching ~~ ;! ~;r~ or Lotus sutra), the 
SUraflSl:am~ (~enq-yen ching ~ lIt _~~ ) .. the Va jracchedika 
prajna-Para~ lChi~-kang chi.!lq i' f~~Yf or Diamond 
sutra), !;he ~afJkavatara (Lenq-chia ching 1(f NN Fit ), the 
Parinirvana (Nieh-pl an ching ::€i .::f ,1~ "), the ytlan-
chtleh ching i~r ~ ili ("Perfect Enlightenment" sutra), 
and Hsi ytln's 'l::h uan-hsin fa-yao 1~ "'-"':1. ~ • 
He cited most frequently from the Llu-tsu ta-shih fa-pao 
t'an-ching. He was also familiar with the biographies of 
many eminent Ch I an monl<s and wi th their recorded d ia logues. 
alluding to the SaYingtOf Tsung-mi, Ch'eng-kuan 
(760jj,838), Ch'u-shih . .(~ (1290-1370), and Ch'i-sung 
J.K ~ (f1.1062). Ch en Chicn mcntioned in particular 

Yang-ming's knowledge of Ching-te ch'uan-ten£ lu [Hstleh
pu t I unq-pien, 9: 4b]. See p, C. Hsil, Ethical l<ea Lism in Neo
ConfuCian Thouqht, 145-148, See also Ch.II, n.73. 

42 WWKC 9: 279a-b, 

43 'A'WKC 9: 279b. 

44 WWKC 3:l36a-b; Chan, Instructions, 205. 

45 -
~. ,_see also Tokiwa Di"_ijo, Shina ni okeru BuklsY0 to 

Jukyo Dokyo, 456-470. Tokiwa pointed out how Yang-ming's 
way of uniting activity and tranquillity was opposed to 
the Euddhist quest for tranqui 1 Li ty alone. 

46 Letter to Lu Ch'eng, WWKC 2l109b-UOal Chan, ',nstruc--
tions, 141-142. See also Ch. VI, n.73. 

47 
~etter to Lu Ch' eng, ~<c 2:112b: Chan, Instructions. 

148. The quotation from the Diamond Sutra refers to the 
importancc of achieving a state of consciousness of the 
pure self (.£:!J:.1:.s!) which is not attached to rupa[matter or 
the six sense objects]. See above,Ch.IV,n.72. For criticisms 
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of Yang-mingo see Ch'en Chien, op.cit.,9:lb-3bl Chang 
Lieh,op.cit.,4:4b-5a. 

48 W1NKC 1 : 84a-b I Chan, Instructions, 79. Hui 1<' 0 
had responded in like manner to a disciple, by saying' 
"Give me your sins, and I shalt do penance for you." Soe 
Ching-te ch'uan-tonq lu, TSD No.2076,LI, 3:220. For a 
fuller discus.e:ion of Buddhist influence on Yang-ming, 
see Toldwa, .~, .:!it.,46L-466. 

49 Wl>1I<C 1:85bl Chan, Instructions, 82. Allusion to a 
parable from Yilan-wu (ft, 1125), Pi-yen lu [Records of 
the Green Cave],TSD No.2003,}~VIII,143a. 

50 For Chien Chien, see 9B,4i".-6a, lOa. This poem al
so contains an allusion to the poet Ch' tl Yilan ~ Ji;r, 
(340~?-278 BC), ,~ho allegedly spoke of himself as the 
only sober man in a world of people fast asleep. See 
Shih-chi, 84:210. 

51 The Golden Bell is an allusion to the Chou-li FiijAt 
(Rites of Chou) where it describes the official post of 
a teacher of music. Yang-ming refers here to the teach
ings of Confucius, a native of the state of LU,through 
which the waters of Chu and Ssu flow. See Chou-li Cheng
chlllr Ri tes of Chou with Cheng Hsilan IS Corruncntary ] ,SPPY ed. 
"t"2i'Ba-9b. 

52 Reference to Chou Tun-yi and the two Ch'cngs. 

53 In the Mahaparinirvana sutra, there is a parable re
garding a "poison-painted" drum, the sound of which 
killed all but one of the h""arers. It repnosents the 
teachings of the sutra itself, which can extinguish all 
covetous desires in men's hearts. [TSD NO.375,XII.66L]. 
In Chih-yi's (530-597) Commentaries on the Saddharma 
pundarika. there are references to two drums. the Heaven
ly'onEi which is productive of good,and the poisoned one 
which is pr00uctive of evil. See Miao-fa lien-hua ching 
hstian-yi [The J.Vietaphysical Ideas of the Lotus sutra],TSD 
No.1716 ,XXXIII, 758, 76 L In Chih-yi' s Miao-fa lien-hua . 
chinq wen-chti [on the Sentences of the Lotus sutra],he 
refers to the "poisoned drum" as the symbol of the Buddha
nature, which brings good to those who hear it.[TSD No. 
1718, XX:XIV, 141 ] 

54 This poem, written around 1524. is from l/IWKC 20,629. 

~5 (~JC!1' unq-hsiu Shan-yin hsien-hstleh chi," i ~%- tL ~ 
';I(l J'f; ·~U [cn.the ReCoOlotruction of the' Shan·ytn Fro-
f~lctUPll school] (L525),WWKC 7:252b. 

56 Letter to Lo Ch'in-shun, itJVJ}CC 2:1.19a. Chan, Inctruc
tions, 163. "'or Hencius' conch:mmation of these two phi
losophers, see Mencius 3B, 9, Yang-ming also J1lentioned the 
example of Han Yt.i. who combatted the Buddhists and Taoists. 
In comparing himself to Han, he obviously implied that 
the new"heretics" of his days were the mediocre adher8nts 
of the Ch I cnCj-Chu schoCll. 
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57 "Chu -tzu wan-nien ting-lun bsu ll
, WV1KC 3: 160a-b; 

Chan, Instructions, 265. Yang-mingls attitude was in 
accord with that of Lu Chiu-yuan, who had pointed out the 
incongruity of calling Buddhists and Taoists "heretics" 
(yi-tuan). in the name of continuing the teaching of 
Mencius, who had not known Buddhism and had not attacked 
Taoism. See ~ 13, Sa, 

58 Letter to Tsou Shou-yi, (1526), WWl<C 6: 212b-213a. 
There are five letters to Tsau, all da'ted 1526, This is 
the fourth letter. 

59 Letter to IfU Lin, "/WE 21 101b; Chan, Instructions, 
123. 

60 
~ 261 737a-b; Chan, Instructions, 274-5. 

61 Ibid. Earlier, Yang-ming had said that"tG rtlClnifos,t 
clearvIrtue" without al.so "ioving the people" is to fall 
into the error of the Buddhists and TaOists. See WWKC 1: 
75bl Chan, Instructions, 5b. ----

62 WWKC 26, 737h; Chan, Instructions, 275. 
By the opportunists, Yang-ming probably had in mind 

thE. people who were interested too much in statecraft as 
such, particularly, the Confucians who were much influenced 
by Legalist ideas of "enriching the state and strengthening 
the army", Although a soldier and statesman himself, he 
believed that such concrete and limited objectives shouLd 
always be made subject to the higher work of pursuing sage
hood, 

63 
PrefacE', to Ch'uan-hsi lu, pt. 2, in ~ 21 88a; Chan, 

Instruction~, 90. In other words, Yang-ming advocated an 
authentic humanism, based on the self-perfecting hsin, in 
opposition to a false humanism, which pays lip service to 
moral ideals, but risks the loss of its hsin, through a 
pattern of behaviour which is not in accord with ~. 

64 Since mention is made here of Ch'u-yang, the poem was 
probably written in 1513 or 1514, during Yang-mingls 
sojourn there. 

65 Allusion here again to the gathas of Shen-hsiu and 
Hui-neng. Yang-ming makes use of a. known Bucldhist--and 
also Taoist--imagery to describe his Way, which he claims 
to be "neither Buddhist nor Taoist", 

66 

67 

68 

69 

70 

Reference to the study of classical exegesis. 

The poem is taken from WWKC 201 600a. 

~ 3: 142a-b; Chan, Instructions, 220, 

~ 21 113a; Chan, Instructions, 149, 

WWKC 2: 121b; Chan, Instructions, 169-170. The refer-
ence~e t.o llna Lects 141 41-42; 6: 26 [Legge, Classics, 
v. 1, 290-291; 193]. 
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~ 2: 121bl Chan, Instructions, 170. 

72 \i>iWKC 2! 121a-bl Chan, Instructions, 169. 

73 W1'11<C 2! 121 b-122a I Chan, Instructions, 171. Note that 
the Chinese word for "insanity" is again k'uanq, also 
trans lated in Ch. II as "mad ardour ". In describing his 
"insanity", however, Yang-ming compared himself to Confucius. 
hence revea ling his belief in his own charismatic mission. 
But this cannot be called pride, since he also beLieved 
in the universal caii to sagehood. 

74 This is the 1 itera 1 mE:aning of the book's title. 

75 A r<3ference to the Book of Odes, "'ra_ya" t.1~ "well-wang 
ohih-s:(1ih,l'Legge, tr •• Classics. v. 4, 431, where the 
"soundless, odourless" image refers to Heaven's operations. 
It is quoted in the Doctrine of the J'liean. eh. 33. where 
it refers to the practice of virtue in solitude. See 
Legge tr •• Classics, v. 1, 433. Chu Hsi used the same 
image in his commentary on Chou Tun-yi's T'ai-chi-t'u shuo 
to describe the T'ai-chi (Ultimate), whieh is also wu-chi. 
See CTYL, 941 Ib-2a. "SoLitary k.nowledge" refers t9 what 
is known to one person a lone. Sf"e Huai-nan-tzu. {() , 
SPPY ed •• IS! 16a. Together, the line alludes to the 
moment of enlightenment, which, as the next line reveals, 
is concE.,rneCi with the insight into the ultimatE, reality 
of the universe, See, for this interpretation, Chien 
Chien, Hsiieh-pu t' ung-pien, 9B: 5b.-

76 The poem is from M'iKC 20: 629a. The last line contains 
an obvious allusion to the mendicant Buddhist monk by his 
use of the words t'o-pen (Sanskrit: paindapatika, holding 
a bowl), See Hsu Chi uan-teng lu, [supplement to the Trans
mission of the Lamp], ch, 10, TSD No. 2076, 1,11 527, Yang
ming was criticising the practice of seeking perfection 
outside of oneself. As to the allusion in the previous 
line to the abandonment of one's OvTn inexhaustible tr8asurc~, 
this is ta]<en from Clling-te ch I uan-tenq lu, TSD No, 2076, LI. 
6:246, 



Chapter VIII 

CONCLUSION 

How perfect are the secret springs of Heaven and Earth! 
A divine abyss seFarates mad ardour(k'uang) aDd 

sagehood--
Truth and error diverge on an infinitesimal point,l 

As a study of the philosophy of Wang Yang-ming, with 
special reference to its "correctness· or "orthodoxy", the 
underlying polarity in the foregoing chapters of analysis 
has b8en that of "orthodoxy versus heterodoxy", I have 
pointed out the inherent ambiguity of the problem, with 

reference to the development of the Confucian tradition as 
a whole, and particularly with regard to the "Confucian 
versus Ch'an Buddhist" debate generally associated with 
the criticisms of Yang-mingls philosophy. But I have also 

indicated the presence of certain minor tensions within 
the broad controversy of the question of "orthodoxy",such 

as the "whole versus parts" and the "knowledge versus 
action" controversies. 2 Other tensions have also been 
touched upon. such as that between lll4 (the ''inner''. or con

templative) and wai (the "outer", or active), between ~ ~~ 
(en'lightenment) and ~ 1'~ (cultivation), and, with 
greater relevance to the problem of orthodoxy. what may be 
called the tension between "self" and "authority", There 
is also a more fundamental dichotomy, that which Yang-ming 
sought espeCially to reconcile: between t'i (reality, or 

3 
the "metaphysical") and ~ (practice. or the "mora 1" ) , 

In this final chapter of critique and inquiry, it is 

my intention to reviEoM the results of !Try analysis in terms 
of these four final polarities. for the sake of bringing 
to 'light the many ambiguities related to the philosophy of 
Wang Yang-mingo This will not entail returning to pre

Chlin Confucianism ana looking again at its historical 

evolution. I propose rather to examine at closer range 
the simiJarities and differences between the philosophy of 
Chu Hsi on the one side, and that of Wang Yang-ming on 

the other. referring back to the position of Lu Chiu-y6an. 

267. 
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Chu's contemporary and Wang's "mentor"--although separated 
from him by three hundred years of history-- whenever 

this seems helpful. 

Nei (the Inner) versus Wai (the Outer) 

At first sight, it may seem that LUIS attempt to in

ternal-iss the whole pursuit of wisdom by his philosophy 
of a self-determining, self-perfecting~. tends to the 
"inner" pull of setf-cultivation in silence and contem

plation at the expense of social involvement. Chu's 
balanced method of both "reverence" and "extending know
ledge", on the other hand, appears to be more "outer"
oriented, since it takes the person out of himself, to the 
investigation of truth in classical texts. In reaUty, 

however, Chuls attention was focused on hsing (nature), 

whic:h he regarded as containing all "goodness" in potency 
(li). but which awaits the effort of being cleared from 
the obscuration cast upon it by passions or evil desires. 
It is, therefore, a more passive principle, which must be 

acted upon, through the work of ~. the mind-and-heart, 
which control-s both hsing (nature) and ch'ing (emotions). 
Chu placed much emphasis on quiet-sitting, as a technique 
which helps to restore to man, his originall.y good nature, 
'Luis vantage-point was quitEl different. 

ciple. ~(mind-and-heart). is a source 
While its development is promoted by the 

His basic prin-
of dynamic action~ 
practice of quiet-

sitting. it is not necessarily depeneent upon this "inner"

oriented technique. It is, by nature. independent. Thus 
it need not appear so remarkable that, with all his desires 
for social inVolvement, Chu had 'Led the life of a near

recluse, while Lu, who never attained a very high position, 
was content to exercise the duties of the minor official 

posts entrusted to him. S But the culmination of 'Luis philo
sophy would come only with Wang Yang-ming, whose life re

vealed the same contrary pulls between concerns for the 

"inner" and "outer" realms of existence, but whose metr.od 
of self-perfection, based on a dynamic ~. which con
fronts all events as they occur, would direct him to under
take social and political activities as the opportunities 

arose. 
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This method, however. was not discovered without di
ficulty. Political conditions had been such that many 
early M.1ng thinkers felt obliged to abstain even from 
the civil examinations, in order to avoid the compromise 

of exchanging their convictions for official advancement. 6 

Such a voluntary departure from known Confucian teachings 

on social commitment was made as a sign of protest rather 
than as a surrender of responsibility, But it could not 
become incorporated into the COnfucian tradition as a 

permanent feature without destroying the tradition itself 

from within. Whether engaged in political activity or 
living as 2~ecluses. Ming scholars searched earnestly 
for a single, alL-inClusive method of achieving sagehood, 

which woutd resolve the "inner" and "outer" contradictions. 
It is in the tight of this context that Yang-ming's enun
ciation of chih l.ianq-chih, as well as Chan Jo-shui's pro
posed method of "recognising T'ien-li everywhere", should 
be understood. 

Yang-ming was determined to find wisdom. He was ready 
to try all methods and recipes, in the hope of discovering 
the right one. His chief difficulty, as he himself acknow
ledged, was not knowlng where to begin. 

When I learned a little [Of the importance of 

acquiring] correct learning (chenq-hstleh 11'~ ) 
I was much puzzled by the differences and con

tradictions [which I found] in the many ideas 
[Of the various philosophers]. and was worn 

out [by their divergent recommendations]. I 
was at a complete loss. not knowing how to begin 
the whole effort. 7 

Yang~ming moved from ~onfucian studies to the investi

gation of Taoist and Buddh.1.st beliefs and practices, even 
abandoning the world for some time. This gave him a certain 
peace and tranquillity. He came near to believing that 
he had foun<l in this "unorthodox" way of Ufe. the secret 
of attaining sagehood. But he was troublec by their di
vergences with Confucian teaching, and by their Lack of 
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attention for action ana social involvement. ' "I was 
torn between following them and rejecting them, between 

. believing them, ana ,doubting them. ,,8 . Not satisfied with 

whatever gains he made in insight and virtue, he was 

severa 1 tim<;ls near the verge of ('ecl:1ring that sage
hoo(i was not universally accessible, since he himself 
could not get ~li thin sight of the goal.. 

Light finally dawn(;ld, during his exile in Kweichow, 

in the form of a cert-'.in insight into his .own human 

nature. Yang-ming finally discovered the meaning of 

sagehood: it flows from~. and returns to~. It 
is nothing other than the dew: topment of T'ien-l1 
(perfect virtue) in hsin. Thereupon. he formulated the 
tentative doctrine of the "Unity of Knowledge and Action". 
Against the accepted teachings of Chu Hsi, he contended 

that the knmlledge of particular virtues could not bring 
one the fullness of virtue'itself. which is less the sum 
total of particular acts and of the. knowledge of these, 
than the intrinsic, harmonious development 0f one's moral 
character(~).9 

By personal practice, 'lang-ming discovered the merit 

of the "technique" of quiet-sitting. The stillness it 
inculcates in the heart enhances the deepening of a 
gen'~ine self-knowledge, opening the person who practises 

it to a new world of life and conscious activity within 
himself. 10 However, as it is only a technique, which can 
be practised from time to time, but remains subject to 

abuse. its importance is yet secondary. It is not the 
method for which he was searching. 

The quest for a methodological formula brought Yang
ming first to the doctrine of the "Unity of Knowledge and 
Action". This evolved, through personal effort of reali

sation accompanied by refinement of thought, to the "exten
sion of the k,nowledge of the good". and then, f ina Ity. to 
the attainment of consciousness of the unity of man with 
all things. For Yang-ming's understanding of "knowledge 11 

was not the knowledge of particular truths, but that of 



271. 

universal truth, of wisdom,of the Tao, the possession of 

which must necessarily be accompanied by the development 

of a perfect, moral character. The same, however, cannot 

be said of his understanding of "action", which, by its 

very nature, refers to innurmn,jrable,particular (\ct5,But. 

for the man determined to find wisdom through the deve

lopment of his ~. every act merges with the whole ef

fort (kunq-fu) of self-realisation, which should eventual.

ly bring him int,o the consciousness of the very oneness of 
his being with an things. He ",dn then find Heaven 

(T'ien) and Earth (~i~) and the myriad creatures in h~m

self. Seen in this perspective, one may explain the asser

tion, ytl wan-wu yi-t' i J,2!- J& 1~ - Jlrf (being one body with 
all things), as "maJ<ing all things (wu) one". 'rhrough 

moral action allied tc cnowledge, man comes into vital 

contact with things-- whether persons or events-- and 

transforms all into his own life, making of all, a unity 

identified with himself. n 
The culmination of Yang-mingls philosophy in the 

vision of wan-wu yi-t'i (the unity of all things) repre

se~ts. therefore, a personal. practical life-goal, an at

titude of mind which is capable of constant growth and de

velopment, and one which necessarily overflows into social 

action. l2 For Yang-ming, the reconciliation of the "inner

outer" tension was clearly in the realisation of "sageli
ness within and kingliness without, II l3 

WU (Enlightenment) versus Bsiu (cultivation)l4 

Ch' eng Yi and Chu Bsi both recognised the universal 
capacity for sagehood and wisdom, Ji'or them, however, its 

acquisition was a task ~"hich required tremendous effort, 

usually the fruit of a sudden, inner enl'"_htment which fol

lows the accumulation of encyclopaedic knowledge, and the 
perrnea tion of the spiri t of "n;lVer.:mce" and "tranqui ll,' ty II 

into daily living. Lu Chiu-ytian, however, disagreed with 

the assumption underlying this approach. E'or him, human 

nature is, in itself, an entirely adequate instrument of 

its own perfection. It is not merely the tranquil locale 
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where enlightenment occurs. It is identical with the 

dynamic .l:l!i!1n (mind,.and-heart). Lu regarded this .l:l!i!1n 
to be somehow one with ultimate reality(!!!.£). Whoever 
sought enlightenment should therefore grapple with this 

~. this~. wi.thout allowing himself to be dis
tracted by other affairs and pursuits. Lu once said of 
Chu that he could be compared to the sublime Mount T'ai 

~ J4, "but, unfortunately, in spite of his [great] 
learning, he has not seen Tao. He merely wastes his own 
energy."lS It was the comment of an "enlightened" man, on 
an "unenlightened" man. 

Lu pointed out the correct direction to sagehood. 
But he merely spoke of it in random fashion, as a sup
port for his exclusive concern for "honouring one's 

virtuous nature". Yang-ming pushed it to its final con
Clusions. Much more than Lu, he always referred to his 

personal experience as the proof for the truth of his 
words. Yang-ming's inner life developed through a series 

16 of enlightenments. But the insights he attained in the 

these experiences helped him to develop a method, not of 

"enlightenment"-- for there is no such method-- but of 
"cultivation". The "extension ofUang-chih" refers not 
to the app'!.ication of innate, uncha.nging. ready-made con
cepts of right and wrong to life and action,17 but rather 

to the; gradual and steady development of one's character, 
through ,an experience acquired in an orderly manner, with 
emphasis on searching in one's pernonal behaviour,although 
without discounting the role of classical learning. It 
was his way of coming to grips with life at its deepest 

level. of pre-ai",posing the self for entrance into a 
state of vital sympathy and cosmic consciousness with all 
things. Yang-ming recognised the difficulty of describ

ing such a process in logical language. RIO) spoke of puri
fying the mind-and-heart, of maintaining the equi Librium 

and harmony of the emotions. He madE) use of parables, 

such as "polishing the mirror", planting a tree, and so 
forth. The former recalls the ability of hsin to reflect 
all light. the latter suggests that it is also capabLe of 
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organic growth. 

The formulation of the "Four Maxims" has often been 

interpreted as Yang-mingls preference for enlightenment, 

and rejection of cultivation, in the quest for wisdom. 

A careful study of his answer to Wang Chi and Ch'ien Te

hung, however, shows that this was not the case. Yang

ming saw clearly that enlightenment cannot be induced at 

wi 1 L It is a free gift, usua lly more accessible to the 

man of "superior spiritual int.elligence. II But that was 
no reason why a man less endowed spiritually, should not 

have access to wisdom itself. 18 An analysis of the mean

ing of the Four Maxims considered o.s a whole, demonstrates 

rather the greater importance of cultivation. Yang-ming 

was not a Ch'an Buddhist ~ester. a teacher of enlighten

ment who relied mainly on ".hock techniques" to induce 
19 psychic and spiritual experiences, He was rather a 

teacher of virtue, a man who believed in'poiishing the 

mirror", in developing the mind-and_heart. 20 He indicated 

a "Way" of acquiring wisdom; he did not presume to have 

the power to "given it to others. 

In other words, a sudden, traumatic experience of "en

lightenment" is useful but not absolutely essential to the 

quest for sagehooo, which can also be attained through 

constant development of the dynamic~. The effort of 

cultivation is not to be strained or painful. but spon

taneous and confident. l~fter aU .• the quest is for that 

which one already possesses. if only in potentiality. 21 

The discovery will. come as a revelation of that which is 

h1dc'en, within onese if. And it will be a revelation of 

all things. as reflected in a clear mirror. Therefore, 

in stead of deepening a dichotomy between "enlightenment" 

and "cultivation". Yang-ming opted for their reconcili

ation. Enlightenment need not be sudden; it may come 

gradually, through the process of cUltivation. 22 

,,,, question which naturally arises, however,is the 

foundation of the reality of one's "enlightenment", and 

finally, of one's "sageliness". How can a man decide, 
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that his experience of enlightenment, or his many in

sights, derived from earnest inquiry in reflective 
thought as well as from virtuous behaviour, is genuine?' 
Bow indeed can a human being. so limited in his capacity 
for that which is unlimited --wisdom-- know for sure that 
he has acquired enough of this ultimate truth to consider 
himself "wise"?' It is a question of authority. But 
whose authority?' 

This question must have pursued Yang-ming throughout 
his own quest for wisdom, for virtue, for the Absolute. 
It cOlours the entire evolution of his thought. It under
lies the whole foundation of his method. 

"Self" versus "Authority" 

At first sight. the philosophy of Chi eng Yi and Chu 

Hsi seems to support the ro'Le of authority in the acqui
sition of wisdom and in the orCiering of society. The 
harmonious universe of li andch'i which revolves around 

the notion of T'ai-chi-- the "Ultimate" in being and good
ness-- may argue well for a hierarchic structure of a 

strongly centralised government. 23 The ~ppeaL to the Clas
sics and to the sages, consic'ered as "lineal forebears" 
o~ the exponents of this philosophy, provides another 
corner-stone for a regimented system of education. The 
turth, however, is far more complex, since the philosophy 
which Chi eng Yi and Chu Hsi had developed was founded on 

an independent interpretation of the Classics. The 

authority to which they gave adherence was indeed higher 

than the state-- which saw itself as the guardian of 
classical exegesis-- higher, indeed, than the Classics. 
In fact, they relied primarily on their own authority, as 

24 self-appointed interpreters of the sacred message. For 
this reason. they acted as mora 1 judges of their sov(~r

eigns rather than as dutiful ministers. 

Lu Chiu-yfian, on the other hand, appears to be a re

bel against the entire classical trac!ition, and a pro
phet of pure insight. He proposed the recognition of 



275. 

~(mind-and-heart) as Tao(ultimate truth). He sought 

to internalise wisdom and virtue completely. and to make 

the pursuit of sagehood entirely independent of claosical 

studies. Naturally. therefore, such a rejection of 

external authority. did not bring to his philosophy, the 

favour of state power, which always r(~l.ies on external 

sanctions. 

In fact. however, Lu was only inf8rring certain lo

gical conclusions from Ch'eng yi's and Chu Hsi's atti

tudes toward the Classics. He clearly pointed out 

the significance of that "higher authority", to which 

appeals had been made: it was the sages' l::!!l.i!!. as Chiang 

and Chu also acknowledged, but it was seminally present 

in man's ~. a fact which neither Chi eng nor Chu clear

ly demonstrated. In Yang-ming's case also, in stead of 

being accepted as an important contribution to the "Con

fucian quest", his teachings were criticised as "heresy" 

on doctrinal grounds -- because based on "private inter

pretations" of the Classics, through his accomodation of 

Ch'an Buddhist ideas. 25 The controversies he sustained 

led Yang-ming eventually to question not only the exact 

role of personal insight or of intellectuaL inquiry, of 

inner enlightenment, which relies solely on insight, and 

of cultivation, which includes studies, in the quest for 

wisdom, but even of the very role of "authority" itseLf-

whether of the sages, of the Classics,or of government-

in the determination of truth. For if authority can be 

detrimental to that which it claims to defend, by what 

right does it continue to demand respect and adherence~ 

Yang-ming's debate with Chan Jo-shui, for example, 

put the focus on the problem of the "criteria" of truth. 

Chan admitted the value of insight, but regarded the CLas

sics as a source of rich inspiration and insight which 

should not be set aside. Yang-ming, on the other hand, 

tended to give other pursuits in life equal value with 

the study of the Classics. But then, to what authority 

can the man of insight appeal as a support for the cor

rectness of his views7! If truth is only regarded as the 
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product of action -- that is. of trial and experience 

and therefore quite independEmt of intellectual know

ledge. he can orlly appea 1 to his own mora L character as 

final arbiter. His only authority, it would seem, is 

himself , 

Th:l.s "fould be the case :If man's mora L chara.cter, his 

hsi.n. contains nothing greater than itself. Yang-ming,. 

ho,\\'ever. discovered in :U: a certain o;elf-transcending 

qua tity, It \'7aS th~' agent as ·,<81 i as the goc.1. of sage-

hood. It was also the meeting place of HeavE,n-and-Earth 

and all things, Yang-·ming s.]:oke of hsin and j.iaEg:-chih 

as the ultimate authority of wisdom and pE-)rfection. He 

formulated the first of the ~'our }>';axims in this light. 

explaining how hsin-in-itself, the finaL and most pro

found centre in man, that which is beyond ordinary con-

sciousness and yet capab 10 of being "a'i'mkoned" t.:o itse if 

t:b-rough enlightenment, defies ethical different:i.ation and 

judgement. BasicaHy, it is responsibLe b.) it.self alone. 

Its authority. with regard ·to itself, i., absolute, It 

is t.herefore a more fitting object: of "faj.th" than the 

Classics. 

Indeed. Yang-ming dec tared that he h:"lQ the sarne mind

and-heart as Confucius -- he felt tho same urgent responsi

bility to save a world which was proceeding headlong on a 

course that coutd only bring it destruction. 26 By this 

act of bol(Jness, he virtua Uy assumed to be his own. the 
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double mission of restoring the true teaching of the 

'" fit' 1d e h' . 27 sages. an" 0 - sav ng ,1e wor . OJ: loS tJ.IDG. He did 

not openly claim to be a sage himself. But his criti-

cisms of the Ch'eng-Chu commentaries, his independence 

of the Confucian classics themselves. as ~vE'U. as his 

personal teaching of disciples, i;:l a n<-:rw ''''Jay'' of acquir<-

ing wisdom and s<:1g81100('. marked hlm out as the self-

appointed spirii:uc.l helr of CO •. ::::UCiU8. - And 11 U t.his 

Yang-rning was and did. i,O he explained. by right of. 

and t.hrough t.he use of. that. in him which united him 

to 'the sages of 0 La. whiCh contained i tse l.f the 8ecret 

of sagehooo. his hs in (mincl-ana-heart). hiD .l~ang_,"::s:hih 

(Jwow1E:dge of the good). 

Thus thE' authority to which Yang-ming appealed. as 

support for the tru'th of his teaching. ana as guarantee 

for the success of his "'Way". is identical with the core 

this light" this se if-detErmining agent of wisdom and 

perfection ;i,s transformClo into all. abe 0 lute norm, an 

authority for itseLf. 

discover';jd the Good itself. 

Yang-ming advocat~Jd having fait.h in this "1{nowl.edge 

of the good" (jJ,ang_Chiq}.28 He ident:ified the object of 

faith with this authority itself, He 'was speaking of 

ultimate tr:'cth. the unc'lerstanaing of 'l<rhich bl':l.ngs wisdom. 
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Paradoxically. therefore, this philosopher who ac

.knowledged no earthly authority, who desired to subject 
the words of Confucius hirnsetf to the examination of his 

own hsin, recognised one sote authority! that of ~. 
the vehicle itself of wisdom. For him. this referred not 

merely to his own mind-and-heart which is one and the 

same with the minds-and-hearts of all the sages. past and 

present. b<.;t also to -'.:hat constitutes the sacred Legacy of 

all orthodox transmission. 29 It is what he called, hsin

in-itself or liang-chih-in-itself. It is also, accord
ing to hlrn, the ~(ultimate truth) and even Heaven. 

In this light, Wang Yang-ming merely gave the finish

ing strokes to the work which Lu Chiu-ytlan had begun. He 

developed a philosophy of hsin which sees everything only 

in relation to hsin. He also formulated a new "lir,e" of 
"orthodox transmission"-- and why should he not do so, if 

Chu Hsi could do it~ 

T'i (the Metaphysica U versus Yung (the NoraO 

Before discussing the probLem of "orthodoxy" in itself, 

a brief look at Yang-ming's attempt to unite the two con

cerns of: ~ (the r",etaphysical) and YE.!l9: (the Morat), and 
in particular, of the search for pcn-t'i (ultimate reality) 

and the self-exertion or kung-fu which it ciills for, may 

be helpful. For it wi n show us how the increasing Iy 

practical orientation of post-Sung Neo-Confucian philo

sophy. which culminated in the thought of Wang Yang-ming, 

could also become miscontrued loy certain of its adherents, 

as to defeat the very purposE' of th~') moveroent itse if. 

This. in turn, wi n serve to emphasise the ambiguity of 

Yang-mingls philosophical legacy, which must be pointed 

out in this concluding chapter. 

Compared to the earlier Confucians, the thinkers of 

the Sung period speculat"'(J much more deeply about the 

meaning of llk,n, and of his p.ace in the universe. The 

system of thought which they cc:structed has been inter

preted largely in terms of such abstract concepts as 
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T'ai-chi. Ii and ~.30 A closer examination, however. 

has revealed that even Chou Tun-yi' s understanding of ~

chi cannot be separated from his ideas of moral goodness 

and sagehooa. and that Chu Hsi had interpreted Chou's T'ai

chi-t'u shuo in terms of his other book. T'ung-shu. em

phasising thereby the ethical dimensions of this "Ultimate" 
~round of Being. Indeed, by identifying T'ai-chi with the 

Ch'eng brothers' T'ien-l! the inner, "heavenly principLe" 

in man -- Chu had given more immanence to the transcendent 

First Principle, while recognJ.sJ.ng also man's possession of 

the power to transcend himself. 31 

wang Yang-ming continued and completed in the l'ling dy-

nasty ~u Chiu-y~an's efforts to strengthen and 

the practical orientations of Sung philosophy, 

intensify 

Yang-ming 

seldom spoke of T'ai-chi, except in terms of its operations I 

of yin ""lDr: yane, "tranquillity· and "activity", Even then, 

he emphasised that such processes were difficult to explain 

in words. and could best be understood in silence by those 
who already knew the "Way" (Tao). 32 Otherwise, he added. 

one ran the risk of allOWing one's mind (hsin) to be "turned 

around by the ~otus sutra in stead of turning the ~otus Sutra 
" .33 arounc.. 

~u Chiu-~an and wang Yang-ming both speak of ~ as 

that which explains the meaning both of the universe and of 

man. Yang-ming also takes a further step. going deeper in

to~. and discovering therein, the meaning of lianq-chih, 

--that in man which enables him to transcend himself, which 

is identical with T'ien-H, with Tao, with the Absolute. 

In order to discern between the unstable, changing. "mind

and-heart" of man, and that in him which is constant and un

changing. he speaks of hsin chih pen-t'i and lianq-chih pen

~.34 And since he discovers pen-t'i(ultimate reality) in 

!!.!!.!:n. he is obliged to describe hsin chih pen-t l i as the un

differentiated First Principle. that which is above ethical 
categories of good and evil. 35 
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Through his untiring emphasis on the work of chih 
liang-chih as that which combines moral CUltivation with 

the quest for sudden enlightenment and so fuse together 

the seemingly contrary pulls of contemplation ana of 

action, Yang-ming a Iso seek" to explain his id.entifi

cation of pen-t'i (reality) itself with Kung-fu (moral. 

effort)36 indicating thereby that the meaning of ultimate 

reality. hidden in~. can only be discovered through 

moral and spiritual ascesis. and that ~ or liang-chih 
is its own adequate authority. Thus, lianq-chih. or lianq

ohih pen-t'i. is both the agent which achieves a certain 

ena -- its own determination and perfection -- and the end 
itself. while the effort of chih liang-chih refers to the 

discovery, in the start.ing-point. of the goal to be 
achieved, which is the realisation of the pen-t'i of hsin 

or lianq-Chih. 37 But the very fluidity of his use of such 

terms, as also of ~ andlianq-chih -- frequently with

out carefully distinguishing them from their pen-t'i -
givES the impression that he hardly noticeo any difference 

between the changing and the unchanging. the relative and 

the ll.bsolute. This was to prodvce serious consequences 

on the later development of his school of thought, which 

easily became a haven for the restless and eccentric, for 

all who claimed to be in possession of the Absolute within 

themselves, without adequate realisatior.of the meaning of 

such an assertion, or of the need of a sense of responsi

bility and of moral asc:esis. 38 Thus, Yang-ming's proposal 

to unite the "inner", contemplative life and the "outer" 

active life, became easily the victim of his own attempt.s 

to regard all reaJity as a "whole" rather than in terms 

of its "parts". Even if he himself offered the example 
of a life of action permeat~a by contemplation, many of 

his latter-day disciples preferred to pass their time in 
empty speculation on the pen-t'i of their~. rather 

than embrace any discipline which a life of cuLtivation 

necessari ly rsc.uired. As a resu lt, even the understanding 

of the absolute character of liang-chih waslost. 39 
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The Problem of 'Orthodoxy' 

The examination of the "inner-outer"/'enlightenma:tt-oiltivatiOl1 ': 
"self-authority" and "metaphysical-moral" tensions in the 
development of a new Confucian Way of acquiring wisdom, 

and in the evolution of Yang-mingls universal method, shoul-d 

help us to decide upon the issue concerning the "orthodoxy" 

of Yang-ming's philosophy, This can be done by first 

reviewing the thought-content of his underlying vision, 

and then, by consideration of the various implications of 

the method toward which his thought was oriented. 

Yang-ming's exposition of the "unity of all things" 

(wan-wu yi-t'i) manifests resemblances with as well as 
divergences from both the primitive idea of lIunity of 

Heaven and Man II (T' ien- jen ho-yi) and the later vision 

developed by Chiang Yi and Chu Hsi with the help of other 
Sung philosophers. But the transformation of the meaning 

of Heaven (T'ien), from the conscious. intelligent Master 

of the universe to the vague, more ambiguous notion of a 

natural Power with transcendent attributes occurred very 

early.40 This shift enriched the understanding of Man, 

regarded earlier as being in all things subject to the 

will of the reasonable and mysterious One, rewarder of good 

and punisher of evil. and then attaining later a higher 

dignity through the teaching of the immanent perfect virtue, 

"principle of Heaven" (T'ien-li) in his heart, The "unity" 

between the two became also more conscious, with the crys

tallisation of a method of realising it in greater depth, 

through the dual practice of "reverence" and "extending 

knowledge". All this was accomplished long before the time 

of Yang-ming, He accepted the thought-content of the 

Confucian ~. already modified by his predecessors. His 

own contribution was also through his method, which, by its 

focus on the self-determining hsin. made the " unity" between 
Heaven and Man more dynamically conscious of itself. But 

there was no question about his acceptance of the expansion 

of the earlier notion of T'ien to include "Heaven-and-Earth 

and all things", He did not return to the primitive idea of 
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a personal deity, which. in any case, became quite early, 

one of the many components inherent in the meaning of the 

word "Heaven II (T' ien). On the other hand. however. it may 

be pointed out that Yang-ming never rejected either the 

possibility of the possession by Heaven of conscious, 

intelligent attribut.es. Rather, his description of Man 

in terms of the dynamic .b.§l!::!. a.no his insistence upon the 

oneness between Man and all things, indicated that he saw 

the dynamic. human intelligence as the reflection of a 

greater. more dynamic Intelligence, present in the depths 

of the self and yet master of the whole universe. But 
this WdS never articulated in unequivocal terms. According 

to Yang-ming's usage, the word Heaven (T'ien) remained 

ambiguous. with the emphasis on the continuum comprising 

man and all things pre-dominating over the presence of a 

masterly intelligence clearly transcendent and immanent. 

In terms of his content, therefore, Yang-ming's philo

sophy manifests a basic resemblance with the thought system 

of the Ch'engs, Chang Tsai and Chu Hsi, effecting a lesser 

shift than that made by his predecessors of the Sung 

dynasty. In terms of the method he developed, however, the 

picture is different. Indeed, Yang-ming revealed a reaL 

concern for the continuity of the Confucian transmission. 

Be proposed that liang-chih was the sacred legacy in 

question, used it as a key in his explanation of the 

"formula of faith" which ha(, been crystallised earlier, 

and established in retrospect a new line of transmission 
. " tracing the handing down of the legacy through Lu Ch~u-yuan 

rather than Chu Hsi. Such daring was sufficient to 

indicate his entire independence of the offiCially approved 

Ch'eng-Chu philosophy. Moreover, his explanations of the 

universal, fool-proof method. chih Liang-chih, expressed 

clearly his faith in the correctness of personal insight, 

so long as the mind-and-heart (hsin) remains open and 

sincere, free from unruLy passions and evil desires. The 

Confucian classics. regarded always as the guardian of 

truth and wisdom, preserved a place of honour in his heart. 

But the gates of sagehood were flung open to all, whether 
Confucian or barbarian. 
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And it is this teaching which resolves the inherent 

contradiction contained in the doctrine of "orthodox trans

mission", For insights, unlike techniques of exegesis, 

cannot be transmitted. 41 They must be acquired anew, by 

and for oneself. But faith in lianq-chih, which deepens 
itself into faith in ultimate truth, in what is caUed, 

"the sages' .h!!.!!!". can be passed on, by inspiration, Just 
as Confucius had inspired it in i'1encius, without having 

known or taught him personalty, so too Mencius inspired it 

in tu Chiu-yuan, after an intervention of over 1,500 years. 

And tu Chiu-yUan, in turn, had inspired it in Yang-ming, 

after another interval of over 200 years. In other words, 

the transmission of hsin, an entirely interior process, 

requires the person to look into his own hsin to discover 

the orthodox legacy itself. which, in turn, is sometimes 

described in a negative vocabulary, for the sake of empha

sising its un-differentiated character and the consequent 
ineffability. 42 

In this way, Yang-ming completed and perfected certain 

teachings of Chu Hsi, while rejecting others. He taught 

the doctrine of "orthodox transmission", and of a truth 

which was transmitted, But he did so only in order to show. 

that truth or wisdom cannot be delineated by human ideas 

of "correctnGss", There is ultimately only one truth and 

it is everywhere, our h~in being fundamentally one with all 

things. Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi had both incorporated Taoist 

and Buddhist ideas into their system. Yang-ming declared 

that this was perfectly natural and legitimate. There are 

no Confucian, Taoist. or Buddhist taos. There is only one 

~. 

Therefore. Yang-ming's method precluded any attempt 

of continuing to use the time-honoured classification of 

philosophies as "orthodox" and "un-orthodox", "Confucian" 

on the one side, and "Taoist" or "Buddhist" on the other. 

Whether and how much Yang-ming had been influenced by 

Taoist and Buddhist ideas loses, therefore, its importance. 

In fact, the whole question of orthodoxy itself becomes 

irrelevant. By its very meaning, "orthodoxy" should refer 
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to thought. Where methods are concerned, correctness can 

only be decided by the test of their effectiveness. 

And so, how effective was the method of \!lang Yang-ming'il 

The answer lies partly in what it produced. The best 

example is the life and character of Yang-ming himself. 
From all evidences, his was the exemplification of a life 

which fused together the "inner and "outer" puLls of contem

plation and of intense activity, of wisdom sought for and 

discovered through enlightenment and virtuous action, of 

the harmonious integration of such div8rse pursuits as 

philosophy, statesmanship, and even war. The tensions were 

not always completely resolved. Yang-ming continued to 
show throughout his life of activity, a desire for tranquil

lity and silence. He made intermittent attempts of with

drawal from active life. But his strong sense of social 
responsibility and commitment. inherent both in his vision 

of the "unity of a n things II and in his practica 1 idea 1 of 

sagehood, always brought him back into the arena of active 

affairs and their resultant conflicts. It was the best 

demonstration of his inner adherence to his own method: 

the extension of liang-chih. of his knowledge of the good, 

gained through life and action, making of one, tranquillity 

and activity, permeating all decisions and acts with the 

inner light of the good. 

An Ambiguous Legacy 

The sublime moral character of Yang-ming as man and 

philosopher, the degree of unity he achieved in his own life, 

argues well for the effectiveness of his method of self

perfection. There is, however, another question. Does this 

necessarily imply that the method itself is a viable one 

for all seekers of sagehood? 

It is not easy to answer this question, The very nature 

of the method of chih liang-chih, so dependent upon persona L 

insights. which vary from individual to individual. and 

change according to the contexts of time and place, makes 

the jUdgement of its tenets according to any set of unchanging 
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criteria a well-nigh impossibility.43 The "School of Wang 

Yang-ming" produced many great men, although none of these 

equaled or surpassed Yang-ming as a philosopher and a sage. 

But the philosophical legacy of Yang-ming was so ambiguous 
that diverse interpretations soon set in, putting once more 

in motion the tensions in thought and action of the "inner

outer" pulls, of the "enlightenment-cultivation" debate, 

of the "self-authority" dichotomy, and of the "metaphysical

moral" polarisation. The group which fo 11 owed the leader

ship of wang Chi and Wang Ren sought particularly to draw 
certain logical conclusions from the enlightenment versus 
cultivation debate, arguing in favour of an instantaneous 

enlightenment of the mind-and-heart, hsin, which is suffi
cient to assure the acquisition of Wi~.44 But it offered 

no way of determining the authenticity of such enlighten

ment and of the possession of wisdom. In the end, every 

"aspiring" sage considered himself an already "made" sage, 

and acknowledged only the rules of behaviour which he him

self had made. Such a development contributed to the 

growth of the Yang-ming school into a popular movement, 

penetrating into all segments of the stratified society 

of late Ming times, and effecting a marked tendency toward 

individual and eccentric behaviour, and of an attitude of 
independence and resistance with regard to all authority, 

especially that of the political state. 

Other followers of the Yang-minq school sought to pre

vent or remedy the above tendency, which, with all its be

neficial consquences for the development of the ideas of 

social egalitarianism based on men's equal dignity, was seell 

in the context of traditional China as bringing havoc to 

the oroorly pursuit of philosophy and of wisdom. They either 

emphasised the importance of silence and of tranquillity, 

acquir"Cl in quiet-sitting, for the sake of confronting events 

and circumstances, or insisted upon the development of moral 

virtues in the "extension of liang-chih". In both instances 

a certain return to some of the ideas of the Ch'eng-Chu 

school was achieved. 45 
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It is interesting to note here that the development of 

a popular, protest movement in the Yang-ming school also 

prevented it from being ever clearly accepteQ as official 

doctrine without leading either to sufficient rational 

planning or to constructive action aimed at changing the 

status guo in late }ling China. 46 But the rich ambiguity 

of Yang-ming's legacy, which allows such diversity of in

terpretation and of application in practice, permitted 

the eventual development in Japan of a movement of thought 

and action which drew from the fusion of moral ideals, so

cial commitment. and the cultivation of an "inner" person

ality, a certain strength and freedom 01 \ction that served 

well the latGr, mid-nineteenth century Meiji reforms. 47 

yang-ming's method fUnctioned well in producing many in

spiring individuals of high charactGr in Japan and Korea 

as well as in China. In Japan especially, it also helped 

to effect a certain socia 1 transformation, l)as"d on ancient 

moral id"als, but looking forward to an independent con

frontation with new political. social and intellectual 

realities which entered Japanese life and awareness with 

the incursion of European and American interests. 

In cenclusion, let us remember that the very quest for 

a universal, all-embracing method of self-cultivation im

pl.ied that the method looked for must be one of great 

breadth of view, based on the common human nature, but de

pendent upon changing ideas and circumstances. A certain 

ambiguity, therefore, cannot be avoided. But this merely 

underlines the ambiguity inherent in the primitive ideal 

of the "unity of Heaven and Han", for which a clear method 

of personal realisation was never enunciated. as well as 

that contained in its revised version, of the "unity of 

all things", as taught by the Ch'engs and Chu Hsi-- al

though Chu's strong insistence on intellectual inquiry, 

nearly jeopardised the credibility of the universal acces

sibility of sagehood. It was for tho sake of resolving 

this dilemma that Yang-ming embarked upon the search for 

a method which would make of the theory of "universal ac-

cessibilityll a practical possibility. In doing so, it 
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was also inevitable that he should radically change the 

notion of "orthodoxy", declaring as real heretics. not the 

adherents of alien creeds or practices. such as Taoists 
and Buddhists, but the hypocrites of the Confucian sch00' 
itself. who mouthed traditional ideals but denied them in 

life and action. By rendering obsolete the old criteria 

of correctness and orthodoxy, which were applied to a man's 
thoughts rather than to his life and action. and by sub

stituting a new criterion, that of personal insight into 

the good, Yang-ming performed a signal service to the cause 

of sagehood itself. He declared himself in favour of truth 

rather than of ideology and of virtue rather than worldly 

success. He also pointed out that sagehood confers an 

assurance of its own correctness or "orthodoxy", because 

it reveals to man that in him which. united to a H things, 

is greater than himself: his .l::!.§.!n. which is also called 

1il2. 

Yang-ming's "Way" of acquiring wisdom has also made 

manifest the nature of wisdom: it is the recognition by 
man, of that in him which is greater than himself. which 

unites him to Heaven-and-Earth and all things. The object 
of this quest is well within one's reach, for it is already 

in his possession, And it is this knowledge which consti

tutes the fruit of yang-ming's enlightenment. which makes 

of his "method", a transcendent philosophy: the discovery 

of ~. of the Absolute. 
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Notes to Chapter VIII 

1 ~ 19:573b-574a. 

2 See Chapter IV, 123-133. I wish to point out that I 
have found Benjamin Schwartz' article, "Some Polarities 
in Confucian Thought," in Confucianism in l"ction, ed. by 
David S. Nivison and Arthur F. wright (Stanford: 1959), 
50-62. very stimulating. 

3 I admit that the t'i-yunq and nei-wai tensions may be 
interpreted in a similar way. to refer both to the "La
tent" and the "manifest", and even the wu-hsiu dichotomy 
may be explained in terms of emphasis on the one or the 
other of the same metaphysical pattern, However, in 
this chapter, by referring to t'i-yunq, I have in mind 
the tension between the "metaphysical" and "moral" con
cerns, and, by extension. between "metaphysical" or 
even "ultimate" truth, and the "method of cultivation" 
required for acquiring a penetrating understanding of 
this truth or wisdom. When I speak of the nei-wai ten
sion, it will be in terms of the attractions of the con
templative and the active ways of life, and when I speak 
of the wu-hsiu debate, it will be in terms of the roles 
of enlightenment and cultivation in the quest for sage
hood, Thus, within the context of this chapter, both 
the nei-wai and the wu-hsiu tensions belong more to the 
realm of ~ than to that of~. On the other hand, 
it should be kept in mind that Yang-ming himself saw a 
fundamental unity between t'i and ~, finding the for
mer in the latter, just as he held also that contemplation 
should permeate action, and enlightenment sfDu1t' be at
tained through cultivation. 

4 Kusumoto lflasatsugu, ~S~O:;:-;I;M;;;i::.:n~..Ij.:::ic:::d:::a:;.::i::....lJ:..;u::::q::ta=k.::u~s1..!h",i::.:s~o:;:...~n::::o:....:;k~e~n
kyU. 237-239; 341-346. 

5 For Chu Hsi, see Chapter I. n,93. 
see §§. 434:1114. 

For Lu Chiu-yfian. 

6 The reluctance of many scholars to assume official po
sitions has been attributed to the severity which the early 
l\1ing emperors manifested to their ministers. See Chao Yi. 
Erh-shih-erh shih cha-chi, 32:5b-6a. The early Ming 
scholars who refrained from partiCipating in government 
service, often even from takin~ civil examinations. in
cluded Ii,u Yfi-pi. Hu Chfi-jen tJj..f1r1:::' (1434-1484), Lou Liang 
and ChIen Hsien-chang. all of whom spent their entire lives 
in semi-retirement. See MJHA llla-2b; 2:La-2a; 8a-9al 51 
la-3b. --

7 Yang-mingls preface to Chu-tzu wan-nien 
~ 3:160; Chan, Instructions. 265. 
8 lli£. 

tinq-lun • in 
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9 
See above, Chapter III, 100-103. 

10 Of the Ming thinkers who preceded Yang-ming, Chien 
Hsien-chang was the best known for his practice of quiet
sitting and for the discovery of an interior world of 
vital activity through this practice. See ~ 5:2a-3a, 
6al Jen Yu-wen, "Chien Hsien-chang's Philosophy.ll in 
de Bary. ed •• Self and S8ciety. 53-57, 75-78. 

11 See Chapter VI, 217-218. 

12 In Self and Society, Introduction. 15, Prof. de Bary 
describes Yang-mingls ideal of sagehood in these words. 
liTo be a sage, then, was to be the master of 1".11 creation. 
For \Jang Yang-ming and many of his followers. the sage
hood to whiCh any man might aspire was no less cosmic in 
its significance, with a belief in the direct attain
ment of sagehood, and a vision of man standing at the 
centre of creation, the ingredients of a spiritual revo
lution were at hanc." 

13 ;;;;-,::Ff 
Chuang-tzu, 1fT I ien-hsia p' ien, II J.-- I AifJ [All under 

Heaven]. 10:14a; Eng. tr. in Burton Watson. op.cit., 
364. 

14 In this respect, I have founc Prof. ce Baryls craft 
paper on "Spiritual Cultivation and InteUectual. En
lightenment in Neo-Confucian Thought, "(Sept., 1970). very 
stimulating. 

15 HSCC 34:14b. Lu himself is a gooc example of an "en-
1ighteiled n man, who acquirec profound insights into the 
meaning of ~ curing early youth. But his jUdgement of 
Chu should not be regardec as expressive of conceit. To 
a disciple who suggested that both he and Chu should pub
lish boOks, in orcer to allow posterity to choose between 
the two of them, Lu had replied severely that neither his 
own presence nor that of Chu could make the universe a 
better or greater place. See alsO HSCC 3613b. 
On my own part, I wish to point ou~at I am not denying 
Chu's wisdom, nor the possibility of attaining enlighten
ment and sagehood by following his method of cultivation. 

16 Yang-ming' s critics. especia lly Ch' en Chien, referred 
especially to his tetilching of inner enlightenment as a 
proof of his Chlan Buddhist affiliations.[op.Cit .. 9Bt6a-bJ 

17 See above, Chapter V, 167-l72. See also in this regard 
the article by Ho Lin, "S ung-ju te ssu-hsiang fang-fa,n 
[The Method of Thinking of the Sung Philosophe~s], in 
Sung-shih yen-chiu chi [Collected Studies in Sung History] 
comp, by the Study Committee on Sung History(Taipei:1964), 
54. See also Jung Chao-tsu, fiiing-tai ssu-hsianq shih. 92-
94. where Jung explains how Yang-ming's teaching of .£bih 
lianq-chih permits the acquisition of wisdom either by a 
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sudden and thorough-going "en lightenment" or by "gradua 1 
cultivation" through doing good and avoiding evil, which 
leads to complete understanding of pen-t'i. He also 
claims that Wang Chi was the real heir to Yang-ming's 
thought. [See p.109]. 

18 Let it be noted that the differences of emphases bet
V9sn Ch'ien Te~hung and Wang Chi on the relative merits 
of inner enlightenment and gradual cultivation have Led 
them to interpret Yang-ming's inner evolution each in a 
slightly different way. Ch'ien spoke of the "triple 
changes" in Yang-mingls evolution, first as a student, 
and then as a teacher, emphasising his gradual shifts 
of focus in his own thought as well as in his spiritual 
direction of disciples. See Chapter II, 66-67. 
Wnag Chi described Yang-ming ' s superior inteLligence, his 
wide interests -- including his sympathy for Taoist and 
Buddhist teachings-- and his experience of sudden en
lightenment during exile. He placed emphasis on the in
sights into the meaning of lianq-chih, which Yang-ming 
acquired through this.,rxperienc<il,'..kyJe5> "Yang-ming hsien
sheng nien-p' u hstl, " 110 r#J! t :i .;f~·ii It [preface to 
Yang-mingls Chronological. Biography], WLCC 13:2b-3a, 
aho given in WWKC 36:1021b-1022a. 

19 For the Ch'an Buddhist's "shOCk therapy", see Suzuki, 
Essays in Zen Buddhism, 2nd series, (Longon:1950),15-69. 
For Yang-ming's use of these pedagogical techniques, see 
Chapter VII, 249. However, Yang-ming never relied sole
lyon such methods for his instruction of disCiples. 

20 Besides speaking of "polishing the mirror [Of hsin] " 
as did the momk Shen-hsiu, Yamg-ming also referred some
times to the very "absence" of the fuirror"itself, compar
ing this absence to the fact that T'ai-chi(Ultimate) is 
basically Wu-chi(Ultimateless). See his poem in WWKC 
20:620a.- This, of course, is no argument for his denial 
of the reality of hsin, but points rather to his dis
covery in hsin of something greater than itself, which 
can only be described in negative terms. In this re
gard, Hisamatsu's article, which discusses especiaLLy 
the concept of "nothingness" in Ch'an Buddhism, can also 
help us to appreciate Yang-ming's intended meaning. See 
"The Characteristics of Oriental Nothingness," 65-97. 

21 Hence it may be said that Yang-ming advocated a kind of 
"cultiVation" \'lhich is akin to "non-cultivation" and so 
reminiscent of the ideas of Chuang-tzu and of Ch'an 
Buddhism. This "CU l ti vation through non-cultivation II, based 
on faith in the possession within oneself of the object 
of one's desires, regards any anxiety for the acquisition 
of this object as being harmful to the maint.enance of an 
unperturbed mind-and-heart. one and the same in action 
and contemplation. One speaks therefore even of "having 
no mind II (wu-bsin)if: i'::: )which refers, even in Ch' an Buddhism 
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to independence or transcendance of one's thoughts and 
images, in a state of mind described as "void" (hstl). 
See the discussion on the spontaneity which should accom
pany the work of extending liang-chih, in chapter v,176-
177. See also the discussion of "cultivation through non
cultivation" in Ch'a.!:! Buddhism. given in Fung Yu-lan's 
History of Chinese Philosophy as translated by Derk Bodde, 
v.2. 392-399. I have not been able to find the Chinese 
original to this section of Fung's book in th,e che-hstleh 
~ of Shanghai, 1935. 

22 I n~peat therefore that I considf.)r the later excesses 
of the T'ai-chou branch of the Yang-ming school. made in 
the name of acquiring sagehood through "sudden enlighten
ment", as being qUite contrary to the true spirit of Yang
ming's teaching. See above, Chapter VI, n.81, 

23 Joseph Levenson, Confucian China and Its Modern Fate, 
v.2: The Problem of Monarchical Decay (London: 1964), 
65-66. 

24 True, in the Ch'eng-chu system, T'ai-chi holds the place 
of the Absolute, immanent in a 11. and yet somehow transcen
dent, the "Ground of Being" with moral attributes, des
cribed as I~ull of goodness ", But the Ch' eng-Chu method 
of investigating 1i and practising reverence for the sake 
of attaining a fuller realisation of T'ai-chi,also caUed 
T'ien-li, the presence of which fills the "sages' hsin" 
considered also by them to be the "sacred legacy", does 
not clearly indicate the basis of authority to which they 
appeal for the truth of their words. The usual claim of 
correct interpretation of the Classics' spiritual message 
and of self-rea lisation through "reverence" shOvJS uncer
tainty regarding their "starting-point". 

25 See above, Chapter IV.pp.123, 142. 

26 Letter to Nieh Pao, W'WKC 2:121 ; Chan, Instructions. 
169. 

27 l£!Q.~~TKC 2:122; Chan, Instructions, 171. 

28 "Nien-p'u". WWKC 33:951 • See also Wang Tchang-tche. 
La philosophie jV'orale de Wang Yang-mingo 68-71-

29 See above, Chapter V, 182-183. 

30 See Wing-tsit Chan, "The Ch'eng-Chu School of Early 
)\Iiing," in de Bary, ed •• Self and Society. 33. 

31 See Chapter I. n.66. 

32 Letter to Lu Ch'eng. WW'"KC 2:108a-b; Chan. Instructions, 
137-138, 
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33 
Ibid. The allusion is to Liu-tsu ta-shih fa-pao 

t1an=chIng, 1[Q No.2008, XLVIII, 355, 

34 

35 

36 

See Chapter V, 169, and Chapter VI, 207-208. 

See Chapter VI, 221-225. 

The idea that the sagels response to ordinary af-
fairs in the world (kung-fu) constitutes, in itself, 
the mysterious ~ (pen-t'i) was first taught by Ch'an 
Buddhists, who spoke of bodhi (wisdom or enlightenment) 
as being present in klesa (passions, afflictions, de
lusions) for those who have eyes to see, and recom
mended "cultivation through non-cultivation", See 
Bodde's translation of Fung's History of Chinese Phi
losophy, v,2, 402-406, The fact that it entered the 
mainstream of Neo-C0nfucian thoughtis as much indi
cative of Buddhist influence on Sung-Ning Confucianism 
as it i.s of Confucian "penetration" of Buddhism. Among 
the Sung thinRers, Ch'eng Yi taught especially that ~ 
and ~ corne from the same source, See~. Wai-shu, 
12:8a. Yang-ming referred to this, while teaching his 
disciples. See WWKC 3:132a. His personal teaching on 
the fundamental unity between pen-t ' i(u1timate reality) 
and kunq-fu(moral effort)was espeCially given during 
his instruction of Ch lien 'l'e-hung and Wang Chi on the 
m8aning of the Four l"axims. He sa id then tha t the man 
of superior spiritual endowment was capabLe of receiving 
enlightenment by direct contemplation of pen-t'i, thus 
discovering the unity between it and kung-fu, See WWKC 
3:l5lb-152a; Chapter VI~ 221-225. 

37 
Chapter VI, 207-220, 

38 The discovery of liang-chih pen-t'i(ultimate reality) 
in hsin is also reminiscent of the Ch'an Buddhist ~seF
tion that the "ordinary mind II (p I inq-ch I anq hs in -1' '+!0 ) 
II tho Way(~), and that this 'flay belongs neither to the 
realm of ]<.nowledge nor to that of non-knowledge. Araki 
Kengo cited this passage, taken from the Wu-men kuan 
1§Q No.2005, XLVIII,2951German tr, by Dumoulin,p.32. 
while discussing Yang-ming's doctrine of knowLedge and 
action, See Bukkyo to JUkyo, 390, The danger, of course, 
is the possible confusion of the relative and the Abso
lute, especially by persons who have not discovered for 
themselves ana in themseLves, the pr(~sence within of the 
Absolute. but who engage merely in phiJosophical. conver
sations on the nature of this Absolute, and presume that 
they have been dispensed from the need of making any par
ticuJar (-}ffort to seel{ the good for themse 1 ves. 
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39 See MJHA 32:1a-4b. This danger had been pointed out 
by Chan Jo-shui. See Chapter IV, 141-143. In an article 
on Wang Chi, Yamashita RyUji said that while Yang-ming 
had insisted on lianq-chih as the highest and unchanging 
Absolute, "lang Chi had made of it a relative principle, 
being able to see the Absolute only in terms of negations 
such as ~(non-being) (ind hsti(void). See n5 Hyokei ron," 
Nippon Chugol~u gakkaih15 VIII, (1956). 91-93 •. 

40 See Chapter I, n.6. 

41 This has been pointed out especially by Ku Yen-wu. 
See Jih-chih lu chi-shih 1.8: 14b-17b. 

42 understood this way, the Buddhist influence in the 
'transmission of hsin" cannot be denied, both in the case 
of Chu Hsi and in that of Wang Yang-mingo Ku Yen-wu re' 
ferred to it at length[}bid. ] • See also Chapter I, 
n. '~Cl. 

43 . , It l.S difficult enough for the person concernea to 
decide his own "sageliness", given his personal awareness 
of the degree of realisation of his hsin. It is more dif
ficult for one to decide the "sageliness" of others, since 
the experience and awareness would be less direct. 

44 3 - -~ l2:1a-2b; 2:1a-4b. OJ<ada TakehiJ<o, 0 Yomei to 
J.Hn-matsu no ,JJ.gaku, 122-137; 183-255. These men made up 
the so-called "leftist" Yang-ming SChool. Prof. Okada 
prefers to ca 11 them "Existentialists" '211 accgu!'\t of. 
":he famous lianq-chih hsien-ch' eng lun [< *'" ~ fA( 1"0 
de"+1010ped by Wang Chi, which emphasised t:he "innate" qua
lity of liang-chih and taught the possibility of sudden 
enlightenment by which itwas at once realised. Through 
him, Yang-ming's doctrine aLso tooJ~ on a much more reli
gious character, with frequent exhortations to "faith" in 
liang-chih. See also Prof. Okada's article in English, 
"Wang Chi and the Rise of Existentialism, II in ce Eary,ed. 
Self and Society, 121-144. 

45 MJHA 16'la-4a; 17g1a-2b; 18:1a-2b. Ol~ada Takehi)<o, 
o yOiiiGI to JI:'.in-matsu no JugaJ<u, 138-182. 

46 One must not, however, forget the contribution of Yang
ming's philosophy to the gradual amalgamation of the "Three 
Teachings", See Chapter VII. See aLso Araki Kenge. "Min
matsu ni okcru Ju-Butsu chowaron no seikaku, "[ On the 
Thought of the Late rFng Era as ReveaLed in the Attempts 
at_Harmony between_Confucianism anCl Buddhism]. NipP2!! 
ChugoJcu gaJ<J<aiho XVIII, (1966), 210-219. 

47 See belm-1, Epilogue. 



Epilogue 

Was he the sage of Oroi. or was he the sage of Japan? 
Was he the sage of the East, or was he also the sage 
of the whole world? 
But a sage is a sage in the same way in the past and 
the present. in the East and in the west. 
As the sage of Oroi, he was also the sage of the world,1 

The Yang-ming school in Japan is associated in the first 
place with Nakae T5ju r ::ijf- 111 (1608-1648), "the sage 
of 6mi".2 This is a tribute to Yang-mingls doctrine of sage
hood, based on the "universal virtue" (t'unq-te f~ tit )3 
present in men's minds-and-hearts, and to his "method" of 
attaining this sagehood. Understandably. however, the devel
opment of the Yang_ming school in Japan showed similarities 
as well as differences with its development in China. Its 
early advoca-ees were semi-recluses or low-ranking samurai, 
It 'manifested strongly contrasting attractions for "inner 
contemplation" or "outer activity". as exemplified by the 
two disciples of Nakae TOju. the retiring FuchI Okayama 
5Xii !~ t, (1617-1686)4 and the active Kumazawa Banzan 
31;~ ,"V.,h(1619 .. 1691).5 These tendencies continued to be 

manifested in the later disciples of the Japanese "YOmei" 
school. described sometimes as having had a "rightist" and 
a -leftist" branch. 6 But the yamei school as a whole cer
tainly provided a high moral idea 11sm for the po 11 tica L move
ment leading to the Me'l:-j:l: Restoration of 1868, which appealed 
to the "restoration" of the Golden Past, but looked forward 
to Westernisation and modernisation. 

A Japanese nOrthodoxy"? 

The establishment of a militant Ch'eng-Chu "orthodoxy" 
in 17th century Tokugawa Japan appeared as a contradiction 
to the very origin of the history of this school, which had 
been introduced into the country by Zen (Ch'an) monks return
ing from China,7 It seemed to have been more the result of 
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a conscious imitation of "things Chinese" than a response 
to felt needs. For the same reason. the Yang-ming school, 
considered "heretical n in China, could find its way more 
easily in Japan to a position of dominance in men's minds. 
once it demonstrated its adequacy in fulfilling the intel
lectual and social needs. On the other hand. the anxiety 
of the Tokugawa government to defend the Ch'eng-Chu "ortho
doxy", offered additional reasons to the followers of the 
Yamei philosophy to work more arduously for an Imperial 
Restoration. 

As for themselves, the Japanese disciples of 0 YOmei 
usually kept their esteem for the philosophy of Ch' eng Yi 
and Chu Hsi even when they preferred that of Yang-mingo The 
scholar accredited with the renewal of 

philosophy, Miwa Jissai ?.~ ~ Jkt 
interest in the YOmei 
(1669-1744)8 and the 

philosopher whose thinking exerCised a great influence on 
the Meiji period. Sate Issai 411. Att -j~' (1772-1859), ex
plained the First of Yang-ming's Four Maxims according to 
the teaching of self-cultivation given in the Great Learning, 
and even according to Chou Tun-yi's and Chu Hsi's descrip
tion of T'ai-chi. effecting thereby a certain recon~liation 
between the two schOOls. Sato declared himself to be a 
teacher of Chu Hsi's philosophy, but most of his disciples 
were known as Yang-ming adherents. 9 

This greater flexibility of the Yomei school in Japan 
was also extended. first to Shint5 ideas, by Nakae T5ju and 
Kumazawa Banzan. each in his own way, and then to Western is
ing influences. Hayashi Shihei # :} 1" (1738-1793) suf
fered imprisonment for his interest in and discussion of 
naval. affairs. 10 Sato's famous diSCiple, Sakuma Sh5zan 

41i i. p.':lJ ,.$<.. JJ (1881-1864). raised the cry of "Eastern 
Ethics and Western Science" ('rOyo no dotoku, Seiyo no gakugei 

~ 31' '7 i~ 'fJ;. , tW ::-t j ~ ~ ),11 the counterpart, 
in China. of the slogan "Chinese learning as [moral] basis, 
Western learning for functional use". , (Chung-hsueh wei-t 'i. 

Hsi-hstieh wei-yung l' ,! &1 1M', \1:v '¥ ~ m ) . However. 
he attributed his interest in Western science and technology, 
less to Sato's teaching, and more to the doctrine of "inves
tigation of things" of the Ch'eng-Chu school. 12 
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The Heroic Legacy 

During the late Tokugawa Period (1571-1867) the reconcil
iation of the "inner-outer" tensions resulted in the quasi
religious exaltation of "faith" in ryachi (tiang-chih), the 
realisation of which was frequently sought for in attempted 
social reform or political action, usually against the 
Shogunate. Thus, the Japanese united the courageous spirit 
of Yang-ming the soldier. which flowed from his "transcen
danceD of questions of life and death, achieved first in 
exite and then in the midst of many battles, with their own 

discovery. through ryechi. of the need for social or politi
cal change. which they attempted to fulfil by individual 
protest or organised reVolt. The feudal structure which 
prevailed under Tokugawa rule permitted them to appeal to 

the virtue of loyalty in different formsl Gshio Chusai 
~ ~ 

1:,.1;lL. '1~l (1793-1837) sold all his books to help the needy 
of Osaka during the famine, but was led to rebellion by the 
attitudes of the local authorities who had refused to open 
the granaries. He carried out this action in the name of 
the sage kings of China who haa founded the Shang and Chou 
dynasties, and of the legendary Emperor Jimmu of Japan, for 

the realisation of benevolence toward the people. 13 The 

revo1t was doomed to fail, but his heroic spirit can be 
d.iscerned in these stirring words I 

In face of a crisis. a hero certainly transcends con
siderations of fortune or clil'last,er, life or death. 

But even when [the crisis is over and] the work is 

accomplished, he should stitt question [the importance 
Of] fortune or disast,er. life or Cleath. This is the 

same with the gentleman whose learning has become 
refined and genuine. 14 

This same courage which defied death itself was manifested 

in Sakuma Shozan I s diSCiple, Yoshida Shein ~ l:;ij fit::: 11 
(1830-1859), the fiery young warrior, a believer in the 
ability and destiny of the "common man" in facing the crisis 
of the superior military and technological Challenges coming 
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from the West. Killed at the age of thirty for organising 
an assassination plot, he became a hero to generations of 
his countrymen, giving inspiration also to the Chinese 

reformers and martyrs of 1898. 15 Saigo Takamori d!7 ~r 1'1: 0 ~ 
(1827-1877). who shared actively in the work of Imperia 1 
Restoration by his role as chief of staff of the imperial 
armies at Bdo, displayed the same independence of mind and 

samurai spirit by his later opposition to Westernisers which 
led to his violent death in 1877,16 

In each case. ryochi was the source of their courage 
and the authority to which they appealed for their convic

tions. 

"Restoration" or "Modernisation"/? 

The practical, social-political orientations of the 
Yang-ming school in Japan, COmbined with a high ideal of 
self-sacrifice acquired in quiet cultivation. prepared its 
adherents for an important role in the final Meiji Reforms. 

The restoration of rightful authority to the Emperor was 
hailed as a glorious return to the Golden Fast, indeed, not 
merely too the Tai_ka -K I! t Reform of 645 or to the time of 

Prince Sh15toku ~ !~. and Empress Suiko rrl(. (r.592-
628), when Japan first embarked on modelling its government 

and institutions on the Chinese pattern. but even earlier 
still. to the legendary past of Emperor Jimmu.17 The prag

matic needs of government and of technological skills were 
not overlOOked. Sakuma Shozan and Yoshida Shoin were both 

interested in "Dutch Learning". particularly in the casting 
of cannons apd other weapons. Sakuma's other disciple, Katsu 

Kalshu * ;l9 4 (1823-1899) became known later as the 
"Father of the Japanese naVY",18 Other y15mei scholars were 

more concerned with "enriching the country" than with 
"strengthening the army", Another pupil of Sate Issai, 
Yamada Hekoku .11 tfJ -0);; (1805-1877)19 and his friend 

Kasuga Senan fa'- H ;~}Ii, (1811-1878) offered ideas of 
economic reform to the Shogunate government. 20 Kasuga's 
anti-Shogunate activities brought him imprisonment, and, 
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save for the intervention of Yamada, possible ex:cutiolc . A 
cotnmon friend of Yamada and Kasuga. Ikeda Sowan .5<:f> \11-t~ 
(1813-1878) preferred a life of retirement and of education 

to political activities. 21 

The young, low-ranking samurai who had contributed so 

much to the success of the Imperial Restoration, drew up 
the Charter Oath of 1868. a vague statement of general 
principles which were derived in grea.t part from the ideas 
of Saigo Takamori. 22 These vague egalitarian principles, 

enshrined in the Constitution of the same year, were 
balanced hy the Imperial Rescript on Education of 1890, with 
its emphasis on the "Confucian" virtues of loyalty to the 
Imperial House, of filial. piety, conjugal. harmony, brotherly 
love and friendship, which recall the more "orthodox" 
influences of Chu Hsi's school. Its conclusion statedl 

The Way (~) here set forth is indeed the teaching 

bequeathed by our Imperia 1 Ancestors, to be observed 
alike by their Descencants and subjects, as infallible 

[doctrine] for all ages ••••• 23 

This "Confucian" moral Way, so strongly re-asserted in 
a time of institutional changes and adaptations to Westernis

ing influences. gave inspiration to the political activities 

of Ito Hirobumi if ~ .~ L (1841-1909), a disciple of 
Yoshida Shein, whose statesmanly leadership assured the 

establishment of a constitutional government for his country, 
the victoriOUS outcome of the SinO-Japanese War of 1894, and 

the successful revision of the "unequal. treaties" imposed 
upon Japan by Western powers a few decades earlier. 24 The 
success of Japan's effort of modernisation. cannot, of course, 

be entirely attributed to the Yomoi school. It appears quite 

clearly that the. "radicals" of the late Tokugawa Period, who 
were often attached to the Yomei teaching as it was inter
preted in Japan, turned "conservative" after the Meiji Resto

ration, and pleaded rather for the preservation of tradi
tional "Confucian" values against the rapid tide of continued 
Westernisation. Ito Hirobumi himself is known today more as 
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a Westerniser than as a Confucian traditionalist. 

And so, Japan entered the 20th century, dynamic and 
rejuvenated, ready to confront events and affairs as they 
arise. The events of the Second World War provided a 
traumatic experience to the modern. militant nation, and 
all ·the more to the deeper thinkers, as they reflected in 

their EYochi on the significance of the victories and 
defeats. The "heroic spirit" of the yornei philosophy was 
made manifest by the bravery of the soldiers. But was such 

heroism the result of blind obedience to military commands, 
or the manifestation of an adherence to an inner light, to 
an authority higher than that of the state~ Had the true 
spirit of (5 yomei been lost in the formation of an ideology, 

with its exaltation of the anti-intellectual tendencies of 
the new Shintoist nationalismll These questions carne to 
the fore in the post-war years,25 which witnessed the 
gradual emergence of a capitalist society, with cll1)arly 

pluralist valul1)s. Studies on the philosophy of 15 Yomei 
continued. with the application of more Western, scientific 

teChniques, as well as philosophical categories. E.'Ven the 
"P-laterialist" versus "Idealist" dichotomy which prevai is 
in Communist China affected t.he examination of 0 yomei IS 

thought in Japan. particularly in the case of the debate 

regarding the T'ai-crDu branch of theYang-ming school and 
thela.ter decline of Ning and Chi ing thought. 26 And now, 

with the advent of the fifth centenary of Yang-mingls birth, 

a ,J?ro ject is underway to pub Ush the yorneigaku daikei fJy ll}i 
,~ ~~, [A Compendium of the Philosophy of Wang Yang-ming], 

which shoUld provide the summation of the development of 
the yomei school in Japan. 27 
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Notes to Epilogue 

1 The praise of Nakae Toju, by Sugiura Jugo "tt'i ,if! ,t i11\'1 
who had been tutor to Emperor Taisho 1\ L (r. 1912-1926). 
It is cited in Chang Chlin-mai, Pi-chiao Chung-Jih Yang-ming 
hsueh [A Comparison of the Study of Yang-ming's Philosophy 
in China and Japan], (Taipei: 1970), 61. Eng. tr. in W.T. 
de Bary, Ryosaku Tsunoda and Donald Keene, ed •• Sources of 
Japanese Tradition, (New York: 1964), v.I. 370. 

2 Nakae Toju was known as "Master Yomei of Japan ". He 
devoted his life to teaching disciples, and manifested a 
great filial piety toward his mother .~. He believed in a 
Supreme Being, called Taotogamif u~· whom he regarded 
as Creator and Ruler of Heaven-and-Ea th and al.l things. 
See Inoue Tetsujiro et a!., Nihon rinri ihen.yomeigakuha no 
~ [A compendium of Japanese Ethics: Section on the Yang
ming school]. (Tokyo I 1970), V. 1, 1-6, This Compendium 
gives also the CoLLected writings of certain selected yomei 
scholars of Japan.!. includi~g Nakae Toju, Kumazawa Banzan, 
I'liwai Jissai, Sato Issai, Oshio Chusai. It does not include, 
however. certain others which ha.d been included in Inoue 
Tetsujiro's Mihon Yomeiaakuha no tetsuqaku fThe Philosophy 
of the Yang-ming School in Japan], ( Tokyo 1.1936) • A Chinese 
work, by Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih-pen te ku-hsueh chi Yang-ming 
hsueh [The School of Old Learning and the Yang-ming School 
in Japan]. (Shanghai: 1962), is very comprehensive. 

3 
~1<C 3. 142bJ Chan, Instructions, 220, 

above-In Ch. VII, n.1. 
This is cited 

4 Inoue Tetsujiro, Mihon yomeiqakuha, 167-171; Chu Ch'ien
chih, op.cit •• 262. He remained a teacher all his life, 
and showed an absolute faith in the teaching of Nakae. 

5 Kuma;aw~was a samurai in the service of Ikeda Mitsumasa 
;,.6 111 ru lSL feuda 1 lord of Ol<ayama I~ J.I and interested 

himself in political and economic action, See Inoue, Mihon 
rinri, v. I, 6-8; Chu Ch'ien-chih, op.cit,. 260-261. 

6 Chu Ch'ien-chih, op.cit,. 220-221, 383-387. 
7 See Inoue Tetsujiro's Mihon Shushi akuha no tetsu al<u 
fThe Philosophy of the Chu Hsi School in Japan , (Tokyo; 
1945), 605-615; Chu Ch'ien-chih's Jih-pen te Chu-tzu hsueh 
[The ~hu Hsi School in Japan]. (peking: 1958), 31-78, passim. 
The Yornei school. was a lso a Jj,eged lYt

lntroduCed into Japan 
by the monk RyOan Keigo })~ if"t \2 who claimed to have 
met Yang-ming in China. See Chu Ch'ien-chih. Jih-pen te ku
hsueh chi Yan -min hsUeh, 220-221; Ishiyori T5kOku, Yomei-

akuha no inbutsu The Personalities of the Yang-ming 
School, TOkyo: 19 7), 62-73. 
8 

Inoue, Mihon rinri, v. 2, 2-5; Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih-pen 
te ku-hsUeh chi Yang-ming hsueh, 276-279. 
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9 Inoue, Nihon rinri, v. 3, 1-6; Chu Ch'ien-chlh, Jih
pen te ku-hsuah chi Yang-ming heueh, 294-279. 

10 Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih-pen te ku-hsueh chi Yang-ming 
hsUeh, 288-291. " . 1l. jjI. b" 
11 See especially his "Seiken roku" I!:I \'j: '~if- [Examina-
tion of conscienceJ, in Shozan zenshu [Complete Works of 
Sakuma Shozan] (Tokyo, 1913), v. 2, p.6. 

12 Inoue, Nihon no Yomeigakuha, 515-520; Chu Ch'ien-chih, 
Jih-~en te ku-hsueh chi Yang-ming hsueh, 314-319. Sakuma 
is sometimes classified as a follower of the School of Chu 
Hsi. 

13 Inoue, Nihon rinri, v. 3, 6-11; Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih
pen te ku-hsueh chi Yang-ming hsueh, 337-3~?, ~assim. 
Oshio· s Hohon Daiqaku katsumuku --(;.$ t ~ ii, El 
[Collected Commentaries on the Old Version of the Great 
Learning] is a collection of all the commentaries on this 
book by Han, T'ang, sung, Ming and Ch'ing scholars, es
pecially those written by the disciples of the Yang-ming 
school. It is included in the Nihon rinri ihen, v. 3, 
143-442, together with one version of Yang-ming's Side 
Commentaries on the Great Learning [194-198] which is 
different from that given in Han-hai. 

14 "SenFlhi.ndo toki" ;::t, 10 ;I;q i~ iG (Notes of Senshindo]. 
in Inoue Tetsujiro at al., comp., YOme2gakuha (Tokyo: 1936), 
v. 3, 15. 

15 Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih-pen te kU-hsueh chi Yang-ming 
hsueh, 374-382. Earlier, he had attempted, without success, 
to leavd Japan for Europe or the United States, with the 
aim of learning military technology. Called a "madman" 
by his critics, Yoshida Shoin once wrote an essay entitled 
"Kyofu no gen, " J;£ "L ") ~ [word s of a Mad JV'.an J, in 
which he remindc)Ci his readers how sages had been ca 11ed 
"mad" (k'uanq) men. See Yoshida Shein zenshu rComplete 
Works of Yoshida ShoinJ, (Tokyo: 1934), v. 4, 13-19. For 
his influence on the Meiji Era, see Kosaka 1'1.assaki, ed., 
Japanese Thought ir. the Mei ji Era, (,I'okyo: 1958), 37-38. 

16 Chu Ch'ien-chih, Jih-pen tEl ku-hsueh chi Yanq-minq 
hsueh, 371-373. The development of an ultra-nationalism 
can also be associated in part with the ideas of the 
Japanese Yomsi school. Its theory and psychology have been 
described by Maruyama Masao, in Thought and Behaviour in 
Nodern J"lpanese politics, (London, 1963), 1-23/ 135-154. 
The contemporary Yomei scholar Yasuoka IVlasashiro (Masaatsu), 
(b. 1898) was one of Japan's most respected intellectuals 
in the pre-War Nationalist movement~ [Maruyama, 332J. '1'he 
deceased novelist Mishima Yukio ;;.. (Jg W Ju L aCknowl
edged the influence of the Yomei school on the evolution 
of his own thought in an artic~e he wrote, "Kakumei tetsu~u 
gaku to shi te no YC5meigaku," f Ip- ~ ,f;¥: k . L .{ 'J Nb ~ if
[The YC5mei Teaching as a Philosophy of Revolution] in 
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Shokun ~~t (Sept. 1970). It is referred to in Tasaka 
RBis "Sono shi no bawai. Nishima Yukio no Nihilism," 
[Mishima1s Nihilism: the Circumstances Surrounding His 
Death], Tenbo J; ~ No. 148, ([',prit. 1971), 106. 

!~ ;!-
17 During the time preceding the M.eiji Restoration, 
writers appealed for political. action and change in the 
name of the "restoration" of an old moral. and social order, 
described as the Golden Past of the Chinese sages or of 
the JapanesegocJs, and for t,he sake of resisting the 
"foreign barbarians." See ;V,otoyama Yukihiko, f.lei ii shiso 
no keisei [The Formation of Neiji Thought]. ('rokyO: 1969), 
47-67. 

18 See Katsu's autobiography, Katsu Kaishu jiden. Hika ... m 
seiwa (Chibaken I 1968), especi.a lly his praise of 15 yomei 
on p.105. 

19 Inoue, Nihon no Yameigakuha, 497-503; Chu Ch'ien-chih, 
Jih-pen te ku-hsueh chi Yang-ming hsueh, 320-323. 

20 Inoue, Nihon no Yomeigakuha, 521-536; Chu Ch'ien-chih, 
Jih-oen tEl ku-hsUeh chi Yang-ming hsUeh, 323-325. See 
also Yasuoka Masaatsl.t·, "Ming-chih wei-hsin yu Yang-ming 
hsueh." [The Meiji Reforms and the Yang-ming SchoolJ. tr. 
into Chinese by Ching-chia I ~ in 'I'ung-hsi wen-hua XXV, 
(1969), 10-15. ,. 

21 Inoue, Nihon no Yomeigakuha, 537-543; Chu Ch'ien-chih, 
Jih-oen te kU-hsUeh chi Yang-ming hslieh, 325-327. 

22 Yoshino. Sakuzo et at., camp., J'tlei j i bunka zenshti 
[Collected Writings on the Meiji period], (v. 2) Seishihen 
[Section on History], pt. 1, (TOkyo! 1927-1930), 33. 

23 Yoshino Sakuzo et al., comp., Meiji bunka zenshu, (v.3) 
Seishihen, pt. 2, p.275. Eng. tr. in W.T. de Bary, et aL, 
ed., Sources of Japanese Tradition, v. 2, 140. 

24 Kimura Ki, ed., Mei'i 'inbutsu ronshu [on the Person
alities of the Meiji Period, Mei ji bunJ<a zenshu--Collected 
Writings on the Literature of the Meiji Period-- v. 92J, 
(Tokyo: 1970), 3-25. 

25 See Goto Motemi, "Studies in Chinese Philosophy in 
Postwar Japan, "Mo]}ument:.a Seri.<::§. XIV (1949-1955), 164-187. 

26 Shimada I<enji's ChugOku ni okeru k.indai shiso no 
zasetsu [The Breakdown of of Modern Thought in China]. 
(Tokyo I 1949), regarded the concept of man as the central 
problem of hsin-hstieh, tracing it from Wang Yang-ming to 
Li Chih, and calling it "modern thinking". He considers 
its eventual decline to have come from the rigidity of the 
Chinese social structure. This theory occasioned a debate 
between himself and Yamashita Rytiji, who locates the anti
Confucian movement in the Taoist and Buddhist thinking of 
the philosophers concerned. Their debate went on in a 
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series of articles. Se8 Goto Motomi, op.cit., 185-187, and 
Yamashita's article, uYomeigaku kenkyu no rekishi kara," 
[on the History of the Study of yang-ming's Thought], 
Rekishi kyoiku III, (1955), 71-77. 

27 This work is under the supervision of th8 best Japanese 
scholars on Chinese thought, including Araki Rengo, Uno 
Tetsujin, Okada 'rakehiko, Yasuol<a .1'iasaatl!; u , Yamashita 
Ryuji and Yamai Yii. It is to consist of 12 volumes, with 
sections treating of Yang-ming's life, thought, disciples, 
and the development of the Yang-ming school in China and 
Japan, written by Japanese and Chinese scholars, to be 
published in the course of the years 1971 and 1972. 



Appendix I 

On the Interpretation of Certain Technical Terms 

The following terms, both single words and expressions, 

have been selected for discussion because of their frequent 

occurrence in this study, and also because--with the excep

tion of the historical terms-they often illustrate the 

unitary character of the thought of Wang Yang-mingo Very 

often, they manifest the different dimensions of the same 

truth which persistently pre-occupied Yang-ming's mind. 

That this truth pertains both to the ontological and method

ological orders is a fact which should emerge from the 

reading of his works and from this discussion. The words 

and expressions are being given roughly in the order of 

their occurrence in this thesis, aLphabetically whenever 

possible, and are grouped together according to the associ

ations of meanings to which they are attached. 

A. The Historical Terms I 

Tao-hsueh 

~ I' 
Tao-t'ung 

J-tJt 
Hsing-li hsueh 

ft :pI 'I 

The movement of thought heralded by Han 
Yii and Li Ao, developed by Chou Tun-yi, 
Chang Tsai, the Ch'engs and Chu Hsi, and 
continued through the Yuan, Ning and 
Chi ing dynasties, translated into English 
as "Neo-Confucianism". 
It is synonymous with hsing-ii hsUeh, 
although it refers sometimes to the earlier 
stages of development of that movement, 

The line of orthodox transmission of the 
Tao or of the meaning of ultimate reality 
in the Confucian schooL 

The movement of thought which concentrated 
its interest in the investigation into 
the meanings of hsing and 11, the Confucian 
philosophy as re-interpreted by thinkers 
of Sung and Ming times whe gave it a much 
mere interior dimension. It is usua Ity 
translated into English by the word "Neo
Confucianism" • 
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Hsin-hsueh 

10 ~ 
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The mOV0ment of thc.ught which concentrated 
its investigaticn into) thE: meaning of l.!. 
It refers sometimes to the whele hsing-li 
mevement, and sometimes te that particular 
scheol of thought connected with the names 
of Ch'eng Yi ane Chu Hsi. 

The movement of thought which concentrated 
its investigation on the meaning of hsin. 
The term refers sometimes to the whole 
hsing-li movement, but more often to that 
particular school of thought connected with 
the names of Lu Chiu-yuan and Wang yang
mingo 

B. The Philosophical Terms: 

Hsing 

f'r 

Literally knowledge, wisdom. 
For Wang Yang-ming: moral knowledge, wisdom, 
the mind-and-heart itself, the knowledge 
which is united to action and experience. 

Literally, to walk, to act, 
For Wang Yang-ming: every conscious and 
voluntary human act, which proceeds from 
the mind-and-heart, and is united to the 
knowledge of the morality of the act in 
question, 

Chih-hsing ho-yi 
J- /, .- "-
~, 11' 1&-- 'I'he Unity of Knowledge and 

Ko-wu 

Chih-chih 

. ~ ~\7-

Action, according as Yang-ming himself 
understood knowledge and action. 

a) Usually translated as "the investigation of 
things ". 

b) For Chu Hsi, it refers essentially to 
"investigating into the meanings (li ) 
of things (including external reality and 
man's mind-and-heart)" 

c) For Wang Yang-ming, it refers to "rectifying 
the mind-ana-heart", i.e,. espeCially 
through the acts in which man's mind-and
heart is engaged. 
Thus, Chu understood the word ko mainly 
as "reaching", whi le Yang-ming understood 
it to mean "rectifying". Chu also under
stood ~ as "things" while Yang-ming meant 
by it primarily "affairs" and "acts". 

Usua lly trans la tea as lithe extens ion of 
knowledge " • 
For Chu Bsi, knowledge is extended es
pecially through the investigation of the 
meanings (1i) of things. 
For Wang Yang-ming, the only knowLedge to 
be extended is the "J<now ledge of the good" 
( liang-chih) • 



Chung 

't 
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Usually translated as "making the intention 
sincere". The word Y.i refers to both 
thought and intention: an interior movement 
of hsin, the mind-and-heart. which has a 
moral value. 

Literally. the middLe, the jV;ean. 
In the Doctrine of the !",ean, it refers to 
the state of "equilibrium" which governs 
the person's Clisposition before his emotions 
have been aroused or "stirred". Chu Hsi 
spoke of "equilibrium" as the characteristic 
of the pen-t'i of hsing. that is. of pure 
nature as such. 

Literally, harmony, peace. 
In the Doctrine of the Mean, it refers to 
the state of "harmony" which ideally speak
ing. should govern the person's disposition 
after his emotions have been aroused or 
"stirred ", 
Chu Hsi had spoken much of the importance 
of acquiring a "harmonious" disposition, 
as close as possible to that of one's pre
stirred "equi Ubrium. " He later deve loped 
the doctrine of uniting "activity" and 
"tranqui lli ty" by permeating one I slife 
with the spirit of "reverence" (ching ~L). 
Liang-chih makes no distinction between 
"equi librium" and "harmony", or even between 
"activity" (tung) and "tranquillity" (ching), 
since the work of extending liang-chih 
unites these states of the mind-and-heart. 

Litera ny. the mind-and-heart, the seat of 
consciousness and the source of all human 
activity. 
In Ch'an Buddhism. it refers to the un
differentiated First Principle. 
For Chu Hsi: it is composed of both li and 
ch'i, and is inferior in importance to 
hsing (nature) which is identified with 1i. 
~is the active principle. It controls 
both hsing (nature) and ch'ing (emotions), 
but it is inferior in importance to hsing, 
the more tranqui 1 principLe, which is full 
of li (being and goodness). 
For Lu Chiu-yuan, ~ and hsing are ident
ical. In other words, there is only one 
principle, of both activity and tranquillity, 
which is full of Ii, and which possesses 
the capacity of transcending itself, because 
it is somehow greater than itself, one with 
the universe and all things, ' 
Yang-ming adopted LUiS understanding of 
h§.!!:l. More clearly than LUI he explained 
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that hsin is the principle in man which is 
capab~f self-determination and self
perfection. which hides, within itself, 
that greater than itself, the Absolute, 
and which is identifical with lianq-chih. 

Literally, nature, the natural. human nature. 
Chu Hsi regarded hsinq as the source and 
principle of moral and ontological goodness 
in man and the universe. that which is full 
of li. while he took hsin as that which 
contains both 1i and Ch'I and therefore 
morally ambivaLent. ----
Lu Chiu-yuan and Wang Yang-ming understood 
hsinq and hsin to represent one and the 
same reality, considered under its more 
tranquil dimension, that by which man 
shares in T'ien-U [principle of Heaven] 
(hsing) and its more dynamic aspect, that 
which directs all human activity, that is, 
the ngiven" nature of man as well as that 
which is to be acquired, through experience 
and action. 

Literally. Jdndness, benevolence, humanity, 
goodness. love. 
In Confucian philosophy, the perfect and 
universal virtue. 
Ch' eng Hao and other Sung philosophers gave 
this word a cosmic, life-giving connotation, 
making it that power or virtue by which 
man becomes one with Heaven-and-Earth and 
all things and shares in the creative pro
cesses of the universe. 
Wang Yang-ming also identified jen with the 
pen-t'i of hsin, that is. with the mind-in
itself, the Absolute. 

Etymologically. the veins in jade. 
According to ordinary usage. reason, truth, 
or meaning. pattern. 
For Chu Hsi, it is being, reality, the 
principle of organisation, that which 
constitutes the essence of a thing, moral 
truth and goodness. the transcendent and 
normative prinCiple of moral. action. 
Lu Chiu-ylian and Wang Yang-ming considered 
.ll espeCially under its moral aspect. They 
regarded hsin to be fun of li. thus de
parting from Chu Hsi's views. 
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Literally, breath, ether, vitaL force 
Chu Hsi considered it to be the concrete, 
material, differentiating principle of 
things, that which together with 11 consti
tutes all beings, that which gives life to 
things. 
For Wang Yang-ming, 11 and ch'i represented, 
not distinct principles. but the rational 
and moral versus the irrational and vital 
manifestations of the same human nature or 
of nature at large. 

LiteraLly. knowing the good, lmowledge of 
the good. 
In Mencius 7AglS, the expression refers to 
man's inborn capacity to know the good. 
For Wang Yang-mingo it is that in man which 
enables him to discern between r~.ght and 
wrong, the inborn capacity to know and do 
the good, a capacity to be developed as 
well as a goal to be attained, since the 
perfect development of liang-chih wouLd 
signify sagehood. 
Yang-ming also spol<:e of liang-chih as the 
principle of vitality, of consciousness. 
and of conscious activity in man. 
Besides. he identified it to hsin, es
pecially to the latter in a state of "equi
librium"--before emotions are aroused. In 
this sense, he spol<:e interchangeably of the 
"original substance" (E.en-t'i) of ~-
the "mind-and-heart-in-itseLf"--and of the 
"origina 1 substance" of lianq-chih-- Liang
chih pen-t'i or "liang-chih in-itself". 
In this context, he gave it certain cosmic 
qualities, identifying it to T'ai-hsu, and 
making of it, that which is the ultimate 
authority to its own acts. 

Literally. "inner"/"outer"; or "within"/ 
"wi thout " • 
It has the same metaphysical meaning as 
t'i-yung. referring thereby to the One 
Reality and its external manifestations. 
It can also refer in practice to the oppos
ing attractions of contemplation and of 
activity. 

UsualLy translated as "substance"/"func
tion". 
For Wang Pi! they refer to two cosmic 
states, the "latent" (t'i) and the "mani-
fest" (Y!:m9). -
For Seng Chao, t'i refers to the One Re
ality, hSin, (M'ind). the "Within", and 
Y!:m9 refers to its manifestations, the 
"Wi thout" • 
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Tung!ching 

~ ~ 
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In T'ien-t'ai Buddhism. t'i refers to 
Reality, the Absolute, and ~ to its 
manifestations. 
For the Sung Confucians, t'i-yung may refer 
to the essential components of the 
Confucian teaching and to its application 
in moral practice (Eu YUan), or to the 
metaphysical "within" and "without". 
Yang-ming spoke sometimes of t'i-yung in 
terms of pen-t'i and kung-fu. 

Usually translated as "original substance". 
For Yang-ming, it refers to "metaphysical 
reality", at its deepest leveJ: eg., ~ 
chih pen-t'i, translated as hein in-itself, 
refers to hsin at its deepest level, the 
"true" mind::and-heart, as-contrasted 
against the mind-and-heart which is affected 
by selfish desires or passions. 
Yang-ming identified hsin with hsing, and 
with lianq-chih. Thus. for him, the pen
D of ~ is identical to the pen-t'i 
of hsing and of liang-chih. 

LiteraLly, work and effort. 
For Yang-ming, it refers to the effort and 
work of moral cultivation. He equated 
pen-t'i with J<unq-fu, meaning by it that 
reality is to be discovered in the effort 
of searching for it. 

Usually translated as "activity"!"tranquil
li ty", or "movement "!"quiescence". 
The Sung and Ming thinkers often identify 
tung to Vi-fa, and ching to wei-fa. 
They may refer to "action" and "contempla
tion" • 

In the Doctrine of the Mean, they refer to 
the two successive states of mind which 
prevail before and after the emotions are 
aroused or stirred, 
Chu Hsi spol<e of wei-fa in terms of chung 
(equilibrium), and recorrunended that it be 
restored and preserved. 
Yang-ming regarded them as referring to 
two aspects under which lianq-chih, always 
active and yet aLways the same, can be 
understood. 

Usually translated as "enlightenment"! 
"cultivation". Taken together, they refer 
to the relative emphases placed on inner 
enlightenment or moral ascesis as a means 
of acquiring wisdom and sagehood. 
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T'ai-ho 

h ~\Z 

T'ai-hsu 

:no, 

Chu Hsi emphasised hsiu (cultivation), but 
looked upon it as a-prBparation for ~ 
(enlightenment) • 
Yang-ming's explanations of his Four 
Maxims seem to show a preference for ~, 
but without neglecting the importance of 
.l:!§.i!:! • 

Literally, the Great and Ultimate, or the 
Supreme and Ultimate. 
For Chou Tun-yi, it represents the Source 
and Principle of all being and goodness, 
the Ground of Being, the One behind the 
Many, the Fullness of 1!. 
Chu Hsi identified it with the Ch'engs' 
T'ien-li, the embodiment of all truth, 
wisdom and virtue. He thus internalised 
Chou's ~ai-chi, describing it as immanent 
not only in the whole of the cosmos, but 
in each individual being as welt. 
Yang-ming seldom referred to it, and then 
usually as the Source and Principle of 
moral goodness. 

Literally, the Great Harmony. 
For Chang Tsai, it is synonymous with Chou 
Tun-yi's T'ai-chi. that is. the undiffer
entiated First Principle, the fullness of 
11. 
Wang Yang-ming spoke little of T'ai-ho, 
and much more of T'ai-hsU. 

Literally. the Great Void. 
For Chang Tsai, it is fun of ~ (ether), 
the shapeless stuff which makes up the 
universe. 
Wang Yang-ming spoke of liang-chih as 
being somehow one with T'ai-hsu, thus 
endowing the latter not only with life and 
vitality but also with consciousness and 
a certain intelligence and spirituality. 
He spoke, for example, of liang-chih pen
D as T'ai-hsu, describing it as a self
transcending state of mind-and-heart. 

a) Literal meaning: the "way" by which one 
travels. 

b) Extended meaning I "reason", 
c) In Taoist philosophYI ultimate reality, 

nameless and inef
fable. 

d) In Taoist occultism: the secret of life, 
and of the art of 
prolonging life, 

e) In Buddhism I the meaning of life, ultimate 
rea 11 ty. Buddhahood, 
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f) In Confucianism: the moral way of life-,.. 
especially the observance of the "five 
relationships", the meaning of life, 
ultimate reality, 

a) 
b) 

c) 

d) 

-Chu Hsi. all the above, and also knowl
edge of ultimate reality or of the 
Absolute, which was being transmitted 
to posterity by the Ch'engs and himself 
after the interruption which occurred 
with the death of Mencius. 

-Wang Yang-ming: a'LL the above. includ
ing the meaning given to it by Chu Hsi. 
but as identified to ~. 

Literally, "the mind-and-heart of Tao", or 
the "moral mind-and-heart". 
In the movement of thought called "~ 
hsueh". it refers to the sacred legacy which 
is transmitted by the sages,., As such, it 
is opposed to jen-hsin, 1---'v literally, 
"man's mind-and-heart n. 
ChI eng Yi explained jen-hsin as the mind~ 
and-heart which is affected by jen-yu /" ';J;'r" 
(passions or selfish desires) and Tao-hsin 
as the mind-and-heart which is full of 
T'ien-li. 
Chu Hsi explained ien-hsin as man's mind
and-heart, considered as the seat of con
sciousness. composed of blood and "ether". 
and Tao-hsin as the same mind-und-heart. 
considered as the source of moral discern
ment. 
yang-ming regarded ien-hsin as the mind
and-heart contaminated by passions and so 
become prone to error, and Tao-hsin as the 
pure mind-and-heart. without passions or 
selfish desires, and identifical with liang
chih. 

Literally. "Heaven", "sky". 
In the Book of Documents, it is synonymous 
with "Shang-ti" or the "Emperor-on-High". 
i.e .. , God. 
For Confucius, it refers espeCially to the 
Supreme Being. 
For Mencius. it refers sometimes to the 
supreme Being, sometimes to the ultimate 
truth of the universe, or to the fullness 
of goodness, and sometimes to Fate. 

e) For Hsun-tzu, it refers especially to the 
physicaL heaven, or nature. 

f) For Tung Chung-shu. it refers sometimes to 
nature at large, to which he attributes 
qualities of intelligence and spirituality. 
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g) The Sung and j\"ing thinkers sometimes speak 
of T'ien-ti, i.e,. Heaven-ana-Earth, as 
representing the whole universe, and some
times speak of T'ien aLone, as representing 
the whole universe. or of the fuLLness of 
being and goodness. 

h) Yang-ming identified T'ien with 1e2. with 
~. and with T iang-chih. 

Literally. heavenly reason, 
The Ch' engs speak of T'ien-li as the full
ness of being and goodness. innate in human 
nature (hsing) as well as in nature at large. 
To it. is opposed jen-vu J)(:!j', • passions 
or selfish desires. 
Chu }lsi followed the interpretation given 
it by the Ch'engs. and identified T'ai-chi 
with T'ien-li. 
Yang-ming explains it also as the fullness 
of being and goodness, innate in all. the 
ideal norm to which a n our mora 1 judge
ments and actions should conform. At times, 
he also opposed it to jen-vu, He also 
identified T'ien-I.i 'ltlith r ianq-chih. 

T'ien-jen hO-Vi Literally. the "Unity between Beaven and 
Manll. 

1: A-- %-- "-

Wan-wu vi-t'i 

$; tfV - it 

It refers in particular to the teaching of 
the Confucian school. developed especially 
by Mencius and Tung Chung-shu, each in his 
own way. that Heaven and Man make up a 
certain continuum, 

Literally, the myriad things form one body. 
It refers to the aoctrine of the "Unity of 
All Things". the central doctrine of the 
Sung and Ming thinkers of the hsing-li 
movement, As such, this formula represents 
a development of the earlier doctrine of 
"T'ien-jen ho-yi". with certain shifts in 
words and meanings, giving more emphasis to 
"A 11 Things" rather than to "Beaven" and 
"Man". These shifts manifest the incorpor
ation of Taoist and Buddhist ideas into a 
new "Confucian II world view. 



Appendix II 

Selected Essays and Poemsl Translations 

The following pages present certain selected essays 

and poems written by Wang Yang-ming which provide sup
porting evidence for the interpretation of his thought 
as it has been given in this work. The texts have been 
classified roughly in chronological order. The poems 
are difficult to date accurately. and most of them have 
never been translated into English before. On account 

of their content, some of the translations of the poems 
will resemble more prose than poetry. A list of titles 
of the essays translated are given here below. 

- A Farewell Essay in Honour of Chan Jo-shui(15l1} 

- Preface to the Old Version of the Great Learning ( 1518) 

- Preface to the Annotated Edition of the Bool< of Rites 
(1520) 

Preface to the Collected Writings of Lu Chiu-y6an ( 1520) 

On the "Love the People" Pavilion(l525) 

On the "Respect the Classics" Pavilion of Chi-shan 
Col.lege (1525) 

- On the Reconstruction of the Shan-yin Prefectural 
school( 1525) 

As the titles of the poems do not usually give much 

indication of the content, no special list will be g,iven 
of them here. 
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A Farewe n Essay in Honour of Chan Jo-sh,ui( 1511) 

With the death of Yen-tzu the teaching of the Sage was 
lost. 
ing[of 

Tseng-tzu alone transmitted the one-pervading mean
the sage's teaching] to Mencius. with whose death 

the transmission ceased. After another two thousand and 

more years. Chou [Tun-yi] and the Ch'eng brothers res~d 
this transmissiQo_l From their time on, the more words' 

were '1900, the more obscure the Way becl'lme. The better 
11 was analysed. the more fra~nented and dispersed learn
ing became. It was more and more concerned with external 
pre-occupations. more and more compLicated and difficult. 

Mencius had feared the growing influence of 'fang-tzu 

and Mo-tzu. 2 During the time of Chou Tun-yi and the two 
Ch'engs. Buddhism and Taoism were very widespread. Today, 
all scholars know how to honour Confucius and Mencius, 

how to despise Yang-tzu and M.o-tzu. and to keep away from 
Buddhism and TaOism. The Way of t.he Sages seems to be 

well understood. But, when I follow their instructions. 
I cannot find any Sage. Is there [today] anyone who can 
practise Mo-tzu's doctrine of universal love. or Yang-tzu's 
teaching of self-interest, or keep himself pure and un
defi led as the Taoists. or investigat.e the mind (.h.!!.i!:!) and 
the destiny(ming,~) as the Buddhists? I mention these 
people: Y'ang-tzu, jII,o-tZtl. Taoists and Buddhists, because 

white their ways differed from the way of the Sages, they 

did possess certain insights. But the scholars of today 

[spend their time] Underlining words and digging into 
sentences in order to flatter the world. They \JI\(a. their 

cunning to pretend to agree [with others]. and seek to 
protsct one another with hypocrisy. They say that the 

Way of the Sages is wearisome and no longer worthy of at
tention. Theyengag§l l!:Qre1.y in verbal arguments, o.ccus

ing themselves with such words: "In the past, there had 
been scholars who were Unable tc 'nderstand [What tHey 
studied] after having spent their entire lives in such 
investigation. Now we all understand, and can explain, 
certain general ideas [regarding the teaching of the 

Sages]. This is already quite SUfficient." In this way, 
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the teaching of the Sages has gradually.been abandoned. 

Thus, we can see that the greatest threat confronting 

us toq~y is the [scholars'] habit of Learning by heart 
and of seeJdng to understand the literal meaning of words 
and sentences, a habit which is all the more dangerous 

when the explanations given an~ the analyses made are of 
such minute details. The mistake of Yang-tzu, Mo-tzu, 

the Taoists and tha Buddhists, ,all of whom studie.d the 

virtues of humanity and righteousness,and soughi:: the .. mean
ing of human nature and destiny, but without finding the 

way,was in diverging from the Mean. Our scholars of to

day. however, consider that humanity and righteousness 

are not to be studied, and that nature and destiny are 

useless topics. Therefore. I n~gard today as worthy men 

those who study humanity and righteousness, seek the 

meaning of nature and destiny, and avoid learning by 

heart the [detailed] explanations of words and sentences, 

even though they may make the same mistake as did Yang

tzu, jIIio-tzu, the Taoists and the Buddhists. For they 

still seek in their minds-and-hearts for personal in

sights, and this is, after all, the necessary pre

disposition for learning the Way of the Sages. 

As a child. I had not sought true learning. For 

twenty years. I meddled with perverse doctrines and here

sies. Later, I began to make a study of hsin in Taoism 

and Buddhism. Thanks to Heaven, I acquired some insights, 

and continued my quest by following the teachings of Chou 

Tun-yi and the Ch'engs. from which I received some en

lightenment. I had only one or two friends to help me in 

this endeavour. Time and again, I fell down only to rise 

up once more. Still later, I made friends with Chan Kan

ch'Uan. and my determination [to seek after the ideals of 

Confucian sagehood] became firmer and stronger, and quite 

irrevocable. This shows how much I have received from 

Kan-ch'Uan. The teachings of Kan-ch'6an insist on acquir

ing for oneself personal insights. The world has not been 

able to understand it. Those who know of it suspect it to 

be Ch'an Buddhism. If that be so, then I still have not 
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,known Ch'an Buddhism. For, with such sublime ambitions 

as his. how can someone like Chan Kan-ch'6an not be a 

disciple of the sage~! ••• ,3 

(v~KC 7:232a-233a) 

IFor reference, see Chapter I, pp.8-10, and Chapter 
V, pp. t 79-183. 

2See Mencius 7A:26; Legge, Classics, v.2, 464-465. 

3part of this paragraph is cited in Chapter IV. See 
p.127. 
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Preface to the 016 Version of the Great Learning(lS18) 

The essential teaching of the Great Learning is that of 

making the intention sincere, The work of making the in

tention sincere lies in the investigation of things. To 

make the intention sincere means, at its utmost, to rest 

in the highest good. To rest in the highest good requires 

the extension of knowledge, The rectification of the mind

and-heart (hsin) is aimed at the recovery of the pen-t'i 

(pristine goodness)[of the mind-and-heart]. The cultiva

tion or perfection of self expresses the operation [of 

such rectification]. This is called manifesting virtue 

with reference to the self, and loving the people with re

ference to others. That is why the supreme good refers 

to the pen-t'i of the mind-and-heart. When this has been 

aroused, and when something extraneous comes in, it is al

ways recognised by the knowing faculty of the pen-t'i. 

The word "intention" (y!) refers to activity; the word 

"things" (~) refers to affairs. When one extends the know

ledge of the pen-t'i, such activity is always good. How

ever, unless one investigates such affairs as they arise, 

one cannot extend knowledge. That is why the extension of 

knowledge is the root of the sincerity of the intention. 

The investigation of things refers to the reality of the 

extension of knowledge. When things are investigated, 

knowle(.ge is extended. Wnen the intention is Sinc8re, 

the pen-t'i [of the mind~and-heart] can be recovered. 

This is ca llea "resting in the highest 9.000 • ,,1 

Fearing that people would seek all this outside of 

themselves, the Sage repeats his words over and over 

again. If the Old Version [Of the Great Learning] were 

to be divided into sections. as it is the case with the 

version [currently in use], the meaning which the Sage 

desired to communicate would be lost. That is why, to 

fail to make the intention sincere, and merely to inves

tigate things, results in fragmentation, to neglect the 

investigation of things, and merely to seek the sincerity 

of the intention, brings about emptiness[of mind]. 
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Besides. not being rooted in the extension of knowledge. 

but merely investi9'1ting things and making the intention 

sincere, would lead to falsehood. Fragmentation [of 

knowledge], emptiness[of content] and falsehood are far 

from the highest gOOd. 

,qhen we taJ<e the who 1e text together as an entit. "/'> 
approaching it in an attitude of reverence, then every

thing falls well into perspective. When we seeJ< to 

amend it by acding a commentary, we tend more and more 

to divide the meaning up. For fear that learning be

come daily fUrther removed from the highest good, I have 

abolished the chapter divisions and restored the Old 

Version, while providing it with some side explanations. 

This makes it possible again for the reader to discover 

the mind(~} of the Sage, and allows all who seek to 

acquire this mind, to grasp the essentials [of his mes

sage]. Inc'leed, to extend knowLedge, one must keep to the 

mind(~), and seek to awaken (~ +~) to the extension 

of knowledge, That is all. 

l This is 
Learning. A 
Chapter IV. 

a discussion 
part of this 
See p.122. 

(~vWKC 7:241a-24lb) 

of Chapter 1 of the Great 
first paragraph is cited in 
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Preface to the Annotated Edition of the Book of Rites 
( 1520) 

The observance of rites and of propriety(ti~;pertains 
to the moral realm(li l'!.). I'Joral principles are disco

vered in human nature(hsinq}. Human nature is ordained 

(ming )[by Heaven]. "The ordinances of Heaven are pro

found and unceasing." 1 With reference to man, they are 

called nature(hsing). When they are expressed in rules, 

they are called rites. When they assume the form of pure 

virtue, they are called humanity(jen). When they express 

decisive judgements, they are called righteousness(Yl). 

When they appear as a clear 

they are callc-:>d knowledge. 

human natureJ all have the 

form of moral consciousness, 

All of these are related to 

same moral principles. That 

is why humanity can be called the "substance" of the rites, 

righteousness is their essential attribute, and knowledge 

refers to clear perception. 

There are three hundred rules of canonical rites and 

propri e tv· (chinq-li ,)1 It ) and three thousand add i tiona l 

rules of-demeanour (ch'fi-li 1lt71t). There is not a single 

one which is not based on humanity, nor one which is not 

based on human nature. Such are the ordinances and 

arrangements of Heaven. Such is the very mind of the sage~ 
Everyone of them is likewise in accordance with the or

dinances(minq) of Heaven. That is why the conquest of 

self and the restoration of propriety is called humanity. 

The exha~tive investigation of moral principles leads 

first to the completion of nature and then to [the dis

covery of] destiny(minq). The completion of nature im--

p li~lS that activity, demeanour and interactions wi th 

others sha.a all be in accordance with propriety. 

The later teachings on propriety. however, perplex 

me. These include disputes about the articles and num

bers [Of sacrific.i.al vessels] and minor items of criminal 

taw._ Those who propagate such interpretations work very 

hard. They mal<e the mistaJee of specia tising in the know

ledge concerning the dregs of wine and rice, left over by 

the priests. ana in forgetting human relationships and the 
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fundamental virtue of humanity. After aU. "Do rites re

fer mErely to jade and silk:I,,3 And, "if a man is lacJdng 

in the virtue of humanity, what can propriety or the rites 

do for him,?,,4 

That is why the followers of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu 

have abandoned propriety in order to speak of human nature. 

They say that propriety arises out of the decline of real 

virtue. Hence, with the loss of humanity and righteous

ness, we have already fallen into the abyss of nothingness. 

Yet worlc1 1y scholars continue to abandon nature and to 

seek propriety. Saying that propriety consists merely in 

the knowledge of sacrifical utensils-- of their numbers, 

and of regulations [governing their use], they discuss 

th,,' sounds and shadows of this virtue. as though these 

comprehend the whole meaning of propriety. We ought 

therefore to recognise the fact that if the rules of pro

priety of the ancient Sage Fings have been obscured by 

smoke and even reduced to ashes. the disaster cannot be 

attributed solely to the fires of the ChI in dynasty,S 

Foolhardy and without considering my linutations, I 

had a lways wanted to maJ<e an exposition of the main themes 

and of the founda·tions of the Book of Rites, and to give 

explanations of its contents. in order to make manifest 

the unity of the "roots" ane "branches" of the way (Tao). 

HoweVEr. my lack of virtUE as well as my fear that the 

time was not yet ripe, inhibited mE. But I have often 

saic! "propriety is to the ceremonies what the compass and 

the quadrant are to the shape~ of circles and squares. 

Without circles and squares there can be no use for qua

drant or compass. Yet Circles and squares are made by 

compasses and quadrants, without being themselves compass 

or quadrant. When the COMpass and the quadrant are applied 

to maJ<e circles and sqt''lres, they can be used indefinitely. 

But When the compass and the quadrant are not used to make 

circles ane squares, ancl when the shapes of circles and 

squares are used as though these were themselves compasses 

and quadrants, then the real compass and quadrant would no 

longer have any usefulness. For the compass and the 
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quadrant are not li~ited to certain definite circles and 

squares, while circles and squares are ruled by definite 

compasses and quadrants. ,,6 This explains the essentia l 

meaning of propriety. On this account, men of abundant 

virtue remain in accord with the hean in their action 

and demeanour. and in their relationship with one an-
7 

other. 

Lamenting the confused state in which the canonical 

ritual texts found themselves. the Sung scholar, Chu 

Chung-hui l {t ~ [ChU HsiJ w:anted to examine. correct 

an(' revise them, taking Yi-li It A! [The Ceremonia ls ] 

to be the canonical book, and the Book of Rites to be its 

commentary. However, he was unable to finish the work. 

After him, Wu Yu-ch'ing [wu Ch'eng] decided to compile 

an annotated edition,8without repeating anything that 

Chu had already said. He explained many important 

points, distinguishing between questions of precedence 

and of gravity. The opinions of both Chu and Wu are 

based on the instructions Left behind by the Han scholars. 

I only regret that I was born too late to be able to hear 

what they said about [the importance of] seeking the fun

damental unity of the rules of propriety. in order to act 

in accord with the prinCiples of the rites. True, if the 

later Sages had written on the subject, there would then 

be no need to say more. But since the later Sages had not 

written on the subject, Wu Ch'eng's book, the Annotated 

Edition of the Book of Rites rernains the necessary "sieve 
9 to 

and fur-coat" and "fish-trap and bait" for anyone who 

wishes to LE,arn the rites. It cannot, therefore, be ne

glected •••• 

(~ 7;241b-242b) 

IThe~, "Chou-sung" ~ I~~ [ChOU Sacrificial Odes], 
Legge, Classics, v.4. 570. This is cited in the Doctrine 
of the Mean, ch.26. [Legge, v.l. 421.]. 

2The preceding part of this paragraph is cited in 
Chapter IV. See p.139. 

3Analects 17dll Legge, Classics, v.l, 324. 
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4Analects 3,3; Legge, ClassiCS, v.l, 155. 

Ssee Shih-chi 6,25 for the account of the burning of 
books in the Ch'in dynasty, 

6part of this paragraph is cited in Chapter IV. See 
p.140, 

7ChU 's un~in~hed work wafl entitled 
t' ung-chieh { • '?~.~~.f~ IiJJJlt[ Complete 
the Classic an commentaries f Yi-li]. 

Yi-li ching-chuan 
Explanations of 
See SKTY 22.26. 

8ror Wu Ch'eng's book, see §!51X 21:4. 
Q 

;7Al1usio~.to t.he Book of Rites. See Li-chi cheng-vi 
"Hstieh-chi" ':r"%0 [on Learning J, SPPY eo" 11, 5b-6a; 
Eng. tr. in Legge, Li Ki, v.2, 90. The reference is to 
sons learning their fathers' trades. 

10Allusion to Chuang-tzu 26, SPPY ed,. 9:6a; Eng. tr. 
by Burton watson, op.cit., 302. See also Chapter Ill, 
n.2. 
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Preface to the Collected Writings of Lu Chiu-y6an(lS20) 

The teaching of the Sages is that of hsin(the mind-and

heart), Yao passed it to Shun, and Shun to Y6, saying: 

"lVian's mind-and-heart is prone to error, [whi le ] the mind

and-heart of the Way(Tao-hsin} is subtle. Remain discern

ing and sing le-minded; keep steadfast Ly to the jv,ean". 1 

This was the beginning of the teaching of hsin. The ").V,ean" 

refers to the Tao-hsin. 'The discerning quality and single

ness of mind of the Tao is called jen(humanity), which 

again, refers to the Mean. The teaching of Conf4cius and 

Mencius, centred on the quest for l2nL transmitted to us 

the coctrine of discernment and of singleness of mind. 

However, at their time already. certain people made the 

mistake of see;-:ing the Tao in externa l things. Tzu-kung 

for example, ~Gked [the Master] if it might reside in an 

abu:'.3ant learning; and regarded as jen the practice of "pro

curing extensive benefits for the people, ,,3 The IVlaster, 

however. taught him to seek an "all-pervading unitY",4and 

to learn to judge others by what is near oneself,S that 

is, to seek that Tao in one's own mind-and-heart. At the 

time of M.encius, the phi losopher Mo-tzu spoke of the virtue 

of jen to the point of Tubbing his head and wearing out 

his heels,,6 and the disciples of Kao-tzu taught that al

though jen(humanity) resides inside the person, Y1 
(righteousness) is to be found outside of the self. 7 Such 

teaching greatly injured the school of hsin. Mencius at

tacked the opinion that righteOUsness was external to man, 

and insisted also that humanity pertained properly to the 

mind-and-heart. He said: "There is naught else in learn

ing except the restoration of the lost mind-and-heart. ,,8 

He said also: "Humanity, righteousness, propriety and 

wisdom are not infused into us from without. We pos-

sessed them from the beginning, but we do not think much 

of this fact. ,,9 

When the Way of the Sage-Jdngs was forgotten, the art 

of the hegemons took over. The seekers of fame and profit 

pretended to act according to T'ien-li(perfect virtue}, 

but only in oroer to fulfil their selfish desires. They 
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deceived others by saying: "Such is the 'principle of 

Heaven''', without realising that he who no longer has 

the right mind cannot possess the "principle of Heaven". 

Thenceforth, the mina-and-heart(hsin) and virtue(li) 

became two different things, and the teaching of dis

cernment and singleness was tost. The sCholars of the 

world became fragmentary in their learning, seeking ex

ternally for the detailed knowJ.edge of laws, of [sacri

ficial] utensils and of [their] numbers, in order to 

understand what is ca lled "the meaning of things" (~ 

11 1fiJ ,yIl). They did not know that the mind-and-heart is 

itseLf the source of all being and virtue(li), which 

need not be sought outside. As tor the Buddhists and 

the Taoists. they spoke of emptiness(sunyata) and the 

void, abandoning the regular principles of human rela

tionships and of worldly affairs, in order to seek 

the understanding of the mind-and-heart, without rea lis

ing that the mind-and-heart is itself the source of all 

principles, and cannot be attained by neglecting these 

very principles. In the Sung dynasty, th~) philosophers 

Chou [Tun-yi] and Ch' eng [Hao] sought again to return to 

the sources of inspiration in Confucius and Yen-tzu. They 

taught of Wu-chi{Ultimateless) and T'ai-chi(Ultimate),and 

confirmed these teachings with explanations of jen(hu

manity) and Yl(righteousness), of remaining in nccord with 

the l"'.ean, and of the importance of tranquillity. They 

saie that the mind-and-heart is always the same, whether 

active or tranquil, there being no division beLween the 

Hlrier and the outer, between following after or going for

ward to meet external events. 10 Thus they nearly recovered 

the message of discernment and singleness. 

After these men, came Lu Hsi.ang-shan[Lu Chiu-y1'1an]. 

His teaching did not equal that of Chou and Ch'eng ij'l 

purity and harmony. But it was direct, and transmitted 

to us the genuine teaching of Mencius. [True], certain 

features of his doctrine were peculiar to him, but that 

was due to the differences of temperament and opinion 
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wLtch distinguished him from M(mcius. However. in his 

teaching others to seek the ~ in the mind-and-heart, 

he remained united to that great philosopher. F'or this 

reason I used to say that Lu's teaching was the very 
teaching of Mencius. 11 The critics, however, attacked him 

for his disagreements with Huj,-an[ Chu Hsi], and accused 

hiln of having been a £h I an Buddhist, [As we know J, the 

Ch I an Buddhists advocated the abandonment of mora 1 rela-

t5.onships and of the principles of ,thj,ngs (wu-li), and, 

what is more important, forbade the service of the country 

and the world. Was Lu I s teaching rea, tty like theirs? If 

the answer be Yes, he would have to be classified as a 

~~ Buddhist. But there are books in existence today 

which explain both Ch'an Buddhist teachings and Lu's. 

Scholars need merely read to find out the truth for them

selves. And then, the causes of right and wrong, as well 

as similarities and differences, need no more debates to 

become lmown, Yet people act like a dwarf who fol10'/s the 

crowd in an open-air theatre, conforming to t,he opinions 

already expressed, without knowing why they are laughing 

or weeping, Is this not a case of honouring the ears ex

cessively and neglecting the eyes?' Are they not commit

ting the fault of "not seeing in the mtnd-and-heart what 

is not attained in wordslJ~?12'I'al.J<s of right and wrong. si

milarities and differences. often take their rise from 

the fact that people desire to excel, to justify themselves-

their old habits and their own opinions. For this reason 

even '<lOr thy men are not entirely free from the desire to 

excel and from certain habits. 

t,i Hao-ytlan ~ 7{' iU, the Pr0fect of Pu-chou d'~ Hj , 
wishes to publish again the Coll.:"cted W'ritinqs of Lu Chiu

ytian. He has asked me to write 21 preface for it. What 

elsG can I say, except to exhort the readers to seek the 

answer in their own minds-and-hearts, without being hin

d«2red by o1d habits and by private opinions~ Then will 

the difference between coarse husks and fine rice naturally 

become known to the mouths of those who tastE! 'chern, 

(i'lWKC 7:242b-243a) 
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3:16. 

l BOOk 
'11',3, ,61. 

of Documents, "Ta-'I{fi rnu". 
See also Chapter I, n.95 • 

See Legge, Classics, 

2Analects 15:2; Legge, Classics, v.l. 295 • 
., 
Analects 6:28; Legge, Classics, v.l. 19'. 

4~nalect_s 15 2 L Cl' 1 29" " _ I.; egge, assl.CS, v.~. ~. 

5Analects 6128; Legge, Classics, v.l. 194. 

6Mencius 7A:26$ Legge, Classics, v.2. 464-465. 

7Hencius 6AI4-5; V"gge, Classics. v.2, 397-400. 

8Mencius 6A:l1; Legge, Classics, v.2, 414. 

9Mencius 6AI4-5; Legge, Classics, v.2,397-400. 

10 Allusion to Chuanq-tzu 6. "Ta 7~sung-shih", 
3:7b. 

l1This is cited in Chapter V. See PD.181-182. 

12Reference to the teaching of Kao-tzu. See hencius 
2At2; Legge, ClassiCS, v.2, 188. 
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On thl~ ·Love the People" Pavilion(152S) 

When Nan Ytlan-shan was appointeo Prefect of ytleh 

[Shao-hsing]. he came to Yang-ming to ask for counsel. 
Yang-ming said: "Government consists in loving the 

pElople.~· Be asked, "How does one love the people'!" 

Yang-ming answered, "By maJ<ing c lear virtue manifest. " 

He asked I "How does one make clear virtue manifest'?''' 

The answer was, "By loving t.he peop).e." He pursued. 

"Is 'making clear virtue manifest' and 'loving the 

peop).s' the same thing?" Yang-ming repliec:, "Yes, they 

are one and the same thing. ~~king clear virtue mani

fest means making manifest the nature of the 'ordinance 

of Heaven'(T'ien-ming). [The ordinance of Beaven] is 

the intelligible and brilliant principle(ll) of all 

principles [of being and virtue] (11). A 11 men know what 

being filial to their fathers, or being fraternally 

respectful toward their elder brothers. entails. All 

possess a natura 1 understand ing [of such virtues], 

which operates when they are requinJc to respond to 

events and things. 'I'his flows from the [knowledge] in 

their minds-and-hearts(~), which is full of spiritual 

brilliance, ane which continues through past and pre

sent without chan~ing and without becoming obscured. 

This is what we call 'clear virtue'. If, at times, 

it suffers hindnmce from unruly desires (wu-ytl). the 

man of understanding is capable of removing t.he hindrance 

and of keeping l~tact the brilliance of the pen-t'i [of 

his ~]. But it does not mean that anything can be 

added to this pen-t 'i," 1 

[Nan] continueo: "But why should all this consist in 

loving the people?" 1 answered: "Virtue cannot make it

self manifest. The man who wishes to make manifest his 

virtue of filial piety, must love his father, Then only 

will the virtue of filial piety become manifest. The man 

who wishes to make manifest his virtue of fraternal res

pect, must love his elder brother. Then only will the 

virtue of fraternal respect become manifest. Thf'; same 

is true of the virtues which govern the re lat. ions hip 
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between sovereign and subject, husband and wife. friend 

and friend,· This is why making clear virtue manifest 

must consist in loving the people, while loving the 

people is the way by which clear virtue can be made 

manifest. Thus they refer to one and the same thing." 

He asked, "I can see how loving the people is the way 

by which clear virtue is made manifest and the cultiva

tion and perfection of self is prometed. But what has 

it t.o do with the family, the country, and the world?" 

I answered I "Han is the mind-and-heart (~) of Heaven

ana-Earth. The word 'people' refers to the self. With 

people[i.e., 'man'], the way of the 'Three Powers' (~

ts'ai ~~ ) is complete. 2 This is why. when I extend 

affection for my father to other people's fathers, 
there will be affection between all the fathers and sons 

of the wor 1d. If I extend love for my eleer brother to 

ot.her people's elder brothers, there wi 11 be affection 

between all the elder and younger brothers of the world. 

The same can be said about the virtues which govern the 

relationships between sovereign and subject, husband and 

wife, friend and friend, and even about [What touches 

the life of] birds and beasts and trees and grass. 3 

There can be affection for all. And this affection will 

always promote the complete development of the mind-and

heart, as it makes its clear virtue manifest. This is 

[What I mean by] making manifest clear virtue, giving 

order to the family, good government to the country, and 
peace to the wor 10. ,,3 

He saidl "But then, what does 'resting in the highest 
good' consist of?" 

I said I "In the past, there were men who rea 11y 

wanted to make their ciear virtue manifest. But some of 

them made the mistake of falling into [the state of men

tal] emptiness and void, neglecting thereby the service 

of the family, the country, and the world, as they did 

not know that 'making manifest clear virtue' consists 

in 'loving the people', These were the Buddhists and the 

Taoists. There were also others, who made the mistake of 

relying on power politics ana on cunning dealings, 
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while neglecting the practice of sincere benevolence 

and of commiseration, as they did not know that lov-

ing the people is the way of making clear virtue mani .... 

fest. These were the disciples of the Five Despots, 

seekers of fame and profit. Neither of these kinds of 
people knew the meaning of 'resting in thEl highest good.' 

In fact, the 'highest good' refers to the 'ultimate' in , 
'clear virtue' and in loving the people'. The 'ordinance 

of Beaven' (T'ien-ming) is full of pure goodness. Its 

spiritual brilliance reveals this highest virtue. This 

is the pen-t' i of 'c leal:' virtue', which may a Iso be 

called 'knowledge of t,he good' (liana-chih). 'l'he highest 

good clearly reveals right 'l.na wrong, It is the discern

ing principle(li) with which the mind-and-heart(hsin) is 
naturally endowed, and it cannot bEl increased or dimi

nished, Increase or diminution comes through selfish 

motives or petty cunning, and does not pertain to the 

'highest good'. However, beca!,lSc peop).e do not know 

that the highest good resides in the mind-and-heart, they 

apply their cleverness to seek it outside, They thus 

obscure the principle of right and wrong, to the point 

of confusing [the two], In this way, unruly desires 

are let loose and the 'principle of Heaven' (T' ien-li) 

is lost. The teaching of manifesting virtue and of lov

ing the people is thus di.storted. From all this, we can 

see 'resting in the highest good' stands in relation to 

'manifesting virtue' ana 'loving the peop~e', as do the 

compass and quadrant to circles and squares, and what the 

ruler and measure to length, as also what the scale does 

to weight, If circles and squares are not ruled by the 

compass and quadrant, they would lose their functions. 

If length is not governed by the ruler and the measure, it 

would disturb the usage. lfweight is not controlled by 

the scale, it would lose its criterion. And if '~anifes

tat ion of virtue' and 'love of the people' do not rest 

in the highest good, they would ).ose their governing prin

ciples. This is the teaching of the Great Man. For the 

Great Man is he who regards Heaven-and-Earth and a 1 ~ things 
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as one body, and who can also really become one body 

wi th Heaven-and-Earth and a 11 things.' 

[on hearing this], Y~an-shan sighed and said. 

"Really. how very simple is this teaching of the Great 

Man. Now I kl'low that Heaven-and-Earth and aLl things 

are one body. Now I know that all under Heaven is one 

family, and the whole JVdddle Kingdom is one person. 

So long as there is yet one man who has not received 

the benefit [Of the good rule of the Sage Kings], it 

will be as though I myself had pusheC' him into a 
4 ditch. Yi-yin must have had the samG insi(::rhts as my 

own mind-and-heart." 

the "Love the People 

saying I "1>';y officia 1 

So he named his official hall 
... ~. ~ 1t- .':¥> 

Pavi lion" (Ch' in-min t' ang'ifJJ II\! ':!t. ) , 
duty is to LOVE, thE! peop 1e. I 

must love my people in order to make manifest my clear 

virtue." So he had these words engrav~'d on the wall 

to remain as a record for all to soo. 
(~ 7,247a-248b) 

IThe discussion revolves around the main themes 
of the Great Learning. 

2S(W Chou-vi cheng-vi, 9i2a-b; Legge. Yi King, 
423-424. 'l'he roferonco is to the "way" of Heaven, 
which is allegedly that of yin and :i@!!g, the "way" of 
Earth, which is that of "softness" and "hardness", and 
the "way" of Man, whiCh is t.hat of humanity and 
righteousness. 

3part of the preceding paragraph is cited in Chap
ter VI. SGO pp.203-204. 

4See f.'jencius SA:7; LeggEl, Classics, v.2,363-364. 
Thu allusion is to the words of Yi-yin, explaining his 
reasons for accepting the invttation of King T'ang, 
founder of the Shang dynasty, to serve in his government. 
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The Classics (chinq!1 ) contain the constant Way 

(~). In Heaven, this is cal'J.ed "destiny" or "ordi

nance" (ming). Bequeathed to man, this is called hu-

man nature(hsing).l As the master of the person, this 

is ca lled min<"-and-heart (hs in) • The mind-and-heart is 

one with nature and destiny. They are all one. This 
"Way" penetrates persons and thj.ngs, reaching the four 

seas, filling up Heaven-and-Earth, going t.hrough past 

and present, comprehending all that exists. one with 

all that exists, and without changing anything. This 

is the constant Way. When it responds to events, it 
becomEB compassion, sense of shame, modesty in yielding 

to others, and discernment of right and wrong. When it 

is expressed in affairs, it becomes the affection bet

ween father and son, the righteousness between sovereign 

and subject, the relationship between husband and wife, 

juniors. and the fidelity the order between elders and 

between friend and friend. 2 Thus, compassion, sense of 

shame, modesty. discernment of right and wrong, intimate 

affection, righteousness, order, and conjugal relation

ship, as well as fidelity, all refer to the same thing, 

ana express the same mind-and-heart. Thus too, nature, 

destiny,pC,netration of persons and things, extension to 

the four seas, the fi tling of Heaven-and-Earth, and the 

continuity between past and present, as weLL as the com

prehension of all that exists and the oneness with all 

that exists, but without changing anything-- all these 

refer to the constant Way, 

Thus. this constant Way explains the movements of 

yin and yang, in the Book of Changes, presents the execu

tion of decrees, ordinances and government in the Book of 

Documents. gives expression to human nature and emotions 

through songs and poems in the ~, and lays down the 

rules and regulations of propriety in the ritual texts. 

It also expresses joy and peace in the Classic of Music, 

distinguishes between sincerity and hypocrisy, perversity 
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and orthodoxy in the Spring-Autumn Annals. Hence, 

everything is one-- from the movements of yin ana 

~. to the discernment of sincerity and hypocrisy, 

perversity and orthodoxy. Everything expresses the 

same mind-and-heart, the same nature and the same des

tiny-- a 11 of which penetr"l. tes persons and things, 

reaching the four seas, filling up Beaven-ana-Earth, 

joining past and present, embracing all, and identi

cal with all that exists. without changing anything. 

Such are the so-ca tiee Six Classics. They are nothing 

other than the constant Way in n:y mind-ane-heart. 

Hence, the Book of Changes gives the operations of 

my mind-ana-heart. The Book of Documents gives the 

laws, ordinances and government of my mind-and-heart. 

The Odes give the musical and lyrical expressions of 

my mind-and-heart. The ritual texts give the regula

tions of my mind-ana-heart. The Classic of ~lusic 

gives the joy and peace of my mind-and-heart. The 

Spring-Autumn Annals give the distinction between 

sincerity and hypocrisy, perversity and orthodoxy of 

my mind-ana-heart. 

In using the Six Classics, the gent,ldman seeks the 

movemcmts of yin and Y.2..!l9: of the min(J-and-heart. in 

order to act in accord~nce with them, by his reverence 

for the Book of Changes. He seeks the laws and ordi

nances and government of the mind-ana-heart, in order 

to put them into practice, by his reveronce for the Book 

of Documents. He seeks the musical and lyrical. expres

sions of th,,, emotions of the mind-ana-heart, in order to 

give vent to these, by his reverence for the Odes. He 

seeks the regulations and rules of the mind-and-heart, 

in order to pay attention to them, by his reverence for 

the Book of H~. He seeks thG joy and peace of the 

mind-ana-heart, in order to give expression to them, by 

his revenmce for the Classic of Music. He sEleks the 

distinctions between sincerity and hypocrisy, perversity 

and orthodoxy of the mind-and-heart, in order to under

stan" their differences, by his reverenC8 for the ~tll.g-
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~.!lt!c!!!!n-Ann~!!. 3 

In the past, the Sages who were the support of the 

ultimate human criteria of morality, made a written re

cord of the Six Classics for the benefit of posterity. 

They acted in the same way as the ancestors of a rich 

clan, who, fearing that their descendants might forget 

and scatter the accumulated wealth and become reduced 

to poverty and destitution, committed to writing an in

ventory of their property, and then, in bequeathing 

everything on their descendants, toto them t.O preserve 

this accumulated W';?a lth, and avoid falling into poverty. 

Thus, the Six Classics are the "records II of my mind-and

heart. The reality of the Slx Classics is contained in 

my mind-and-heart, just as the real. accumulated wealth 

of all kinds" and ·$ach item of this, is preserved in the 

rich family, white the inventory book merely presents an 

account of their names, kinds and numbers. The scholars , 
of the world, however, do not know how to seek the reality 

of the Six Classics in the min(l-and-heart, and instead 

look for it in shadows and sounds, becoming hindered by 

details of words and meanings, which thFJy proud Ly consi

der to be the Six Classics. Their behaviour resembles 

that of the descendants of the rich clan, who have been 

careless in their management of the inherited property, 

until all has been forgotten and lost, whjle they them

selves are reduced to poverty and begarry. They can 

only point in vain to the inventory books, saying, "Here 

is our accumulated wealth!" What difference is there 

between the two courses of action~ 

Alas, the teachings of the Six Classics have been 

lost to the world for a much longer time than a day or 

a night! To esteem fame and profit anc false teachings 

is to transgress the [teachings of the] Classics. To 

study exegesis and to remember words and sentences by 

heart, to become attached to superficial knowledge and 

inferior ideas. using these to cover the ears and eyes of 

the world, is to insult the Classics. To indulge in ex

travagant language, to resort to cunning debates, to 
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cover up treacherous motives, to perform wicked deeds 

in the world and yet occupy important pOsitions, mono

polising knowledge by claiming to be Classical scholars, 
is to pilfer the Classics. Such people are even ready 

to tear up and discard the inventory books of their 

wealth! How can they retain any reverence for the 
Classics? 

The ci,ty. Yt1eh, used to have a school called the 

Chi-shanft ~\ College, which was situated on the Wo

lung iI~ ~ Hill in the west. The place had long been 

neglected. The Prefect, Nan Ta~chi [YUan-shan] ••• 

ordered ••• the restoration of the College, and the ad

dition to it of a building called Tsun-ching 

Pavilion, saying: "When the Classics are respected, the 

people will prosper; when the people prosper, there can 

be no wickednes." Now that this building has been com

pleted, he requested a few wores from me to serve as a 

notice to other scholars. Not being able to decline 

from the honour, I have written this essay. Bow I wish 

that the scholars of the worle, on hearing my words, 

would seek for the way in their minds-and-hearts! Then 
will they know what is the meaning of reverence for the 

Classics (tsun-ching). 
(~ 7g250a-251b) 

lReference to the Doctrine of the !Viean, Chapter 1. 

2part of this preceding paragraph is cited in Chap
ter IV. See p.137. 

3This paragraph is cited in Chapter IV, See p.138. 



On the .Reconstruction of the Shan-yin 
Prefectura 1 School (1525) 

335. 

On account of age, the Shan-yint-L ~ Prefectura 1 
School has been in a di lapidated condition. The Edu

cation Officer, Mr. Wang Han;:f ~ and others, requested 

••• that it be renewed. They also asked me to write an 

eSll'ay to serve as notice to the stuC!ents. As I was 

then in mourning, I declined the invitation •.•• [Since 

] ~ -~ 
then • ~tr. Wu yin ~;~of Loyang. who had become Pre-

fect. renewed the request for an essay. Earlier, when I 

was serving an official position in Nanking, I once res

ponded to the request of the Mayor, and wrote an essay 

for his school. My general message was: "In promoting 

scholarship, the desire of the court is not specifically 

to have the students pass their civil examinations, but 

rather to dispose them to the learning of sagehood. Here 

too, by enlarging and restoring the school buildings, by 

providing it with boarding facilities and by introducing 

regulations. the authorities desire to encourage learn

ing. [They] seek [as students] those persons who regard 
the entire world as their large houseland peaceful dweLl

ing~ to offer them [the opportunity of] the cUltivation 

and perfection of their selves. This is the way by 

which both teachers and students can promote [true] 

learning. II All those who read these words then were 

moved to reflection. However, 1: die not say much about 

how learning is to be carried out. I shall do so now, 

for our students of y~eh. 

The teaching of the Sages is that of ha!n(mind-and

heart). The goal. of learning is the complete deve lop

ment of~. the mind-and-heart. The teaching which 
Yao transmitted to Shun, and Shun to YiI, was I "I'1an IS 

mind-and-heart is prone to error; the mind-and-heart of 

the Way(Tao-hsin) is subtle. Remain discerning and sin-
9'1.e-m1nde~, ano keep steadfastly to the I'lean. ,,3 This 
Tao-hsin refers to [pure} human !1ature--without ac1mi'xture 

of s,' lfish 0;.::sires-- which is to be fo 1 lowed. It is 

beyond sound or odour, extremely subtle and yet very 
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clear, the very source of sincerity. The mind-and
heart of man, however, being tainted with selfishness, 

is prone to error. [Among other things]. it contains 

the beginnings of hypocrisy. For example, while com

miserat:l.ng an infant falling into the well is in ac

cordance with nature, rescuin,g h:l.m and bringing him 

back to his parents in order to gain their favour and 

obtain a good name in the vilLage, cernes from man's 

mind-and-heart. Also. to eat. ;4hen one is hungry, to 

drink when one is thirsty. is to act in accordance with 

nature. But to seek for what is best in taste, to in

dulge one I s mouth and be lly, is to foJ low man t s mind

and-heart( ien-hsin). 

As to the word "single-mindedness". it refers to 

the intent quest for the Tao-hein, while the 'Vlord "dis

cernment" refers to the effort of l<eeping oneself in 

singleness of purpose v7ithout becoming tainted with the 

jen-hsin. To have the Tao means to hold always to the 

Mean. To remain singly intent on the Tao-hsin is to 

hold steadfastly to the Mean. When one is intent on the 

Way (1la2). one is a hlays in accord with the l'Ijean whi 1e in 

a state of rest, and always attains harmony when aroused. 

Thus, when this mind-and-heart of Tao is expressed in the 

relationship between father and son, there is always af

fection; when it io expressed in the relationship bet

ween sovereign and SUbject, there is always righteous

ness; when it is expressed in the relationships between 

husband and wife, elders and juniors, and between friend 

and friend, there is always differentiation of duty, order 

and fidelity. Such is the harmony of due degree, the uni

versal path of all under Heaven, It reaches the four 

seas without going astray, joins past and presert without 

becoming exhausted. It is the same mind-and-heart. the 

same human nature, the same universal path, which is 

sharm'1 by all under Heaven. Shun asked HSiElh.~ to be 

the Grand Tutor, to teach the people, his people, the 

moral prinCiples governing human re).ationships, ;~hich is 

nothing other than this universal path,4 At that time, 
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all. me!'! were gentlemen, all qualified for enfeoffment. 5 

For those who taught, taught only this teaching [Of 

~]. those who studied, studied onl.y this teaching. 

However, with the disappearance of the Sages, the 

teaching of hsin became obscure. Men practised hypocrisy, 

and aimed at fame and profit. They applied their efforts 

to the work of exegesis, to studying by heart, and to 

writing artful prose. With the passage of months and 

years. learning became more and more fragmented. Year 

after year, scholars copied from one another, seeking to 

make their mist.akes appear correct. The jen-hsin became 

dai).y more prominent, and no longer knows the subt lety 

of the 'I'ao-hsin. If, at t.imes, certain persons per

ceived these errors, and sought to return to the roots 

and sources[of the teaching of the Sages], they were 

criticised and accused by the multitudes as diSCiples 

of Chlan Buddhism. Alas, how, then, can one make known 

again the teaching of hsin? 

The teaching of Ch'an Buddhism and the teaching of 

the Sages both seek the complete deve'Lopment of the 

mind-and-heart(hsin). There is on'Ly a slight difference 

between the two. The Sage seeks to develop his mind

and-heart completely, by regarding Heaven-and-Earth and 

an things as one body. When he finds affection in his 

own father-son relationship, but knows it to be lacking 

for others in the world, he will not consider hi$ 

min<i-and-heart to be completely developed. When he 

finds righteousness in his own sovereign-subject relation

ship, but knows it to be lacking for others in the world, 

he will not consider his mind-and-heart t.o be completely 

developed. When he finds the proper differentiation of 

<'luty in his own husband-wife relationship, when he finds 

order in his own elder-junior relationship, and fidelity 

in his relationship with friends, but knows these to be 

lacking for others in the world, he wiLl not consider 

his mind-and-heart to be fully developed. When his own 

family is ~n fed and vlarrnly clad, with leisure to enjoy 

themselves, but he knows there are others in the world, 
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who hav~ not the essentials of life and these advan

tages, can he expect them to have affection, righteous

ness, oifferentiation of duty and fidelity[in their 

relationships]?' This shows him that his own mind-and

heart is not yet fully developed. On that account, he 

sets UPl' la'l-Ts and government, and dispenses rites, music 

and education, in order that the completion of himself 

and of others may be promoted, through the full develop

ment of his mind-and-heart. When his mind-and-heart is 

fully developed, his family wilt also be in good order, 
his country will be well governed, and all under Heaven 

win enjoy peace. That is why the teaching of the Sages 

is nothing other than the full development of hsin (the 

mind-and-heart). 

[on the ot.her hand], the teaching of Ch I an Buddhism, 

while it also speaks of the mind-and-heart, considers 

the universal path, that of the mind-and-heart, as con

sisting merely in keeping it free from passions, without 

having to see),; for any external fulfilment. And, when 

there is something amiss in the external [Circumstances], 

it does net bother to seek for understanding from within. 

This is what they mean by the compleb3 development of the 

mind-and-heart. However, in holding to this teaching, 

they hardly realise that. they have fallen into the pit

fall of self-interest. That is why the abandonment of 

human morality, and of affairs and things of the world, 

may perhaps contribute to the perfection of the self, but 

cannot promote the government of fetrd ly, countrY.- and 

world. 
'1'he teaching of the Sacres makes no distinction bet

W8df, the self and others, between the innm: and the outer. 

It considors Heaven-and-Earth and all things as hsin, 

CL'he teaching of Ch I an Buddhisf<1, however, is rooted in 

self-interest, and cannot avoi,] the division between the 

inner an;; the outer. 'rhat is why it. is ('iff8rent. Those 
persons today who devote themselVEls to the learning of 

~(mind-all{)-heart) and hsin'1{nature) would certainly be 

diSCiples of Ch' an Buddhism if they were to abandon human 
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morality and concern for affairs and things. But if 

they do not abandon hurr~n morality or concern for affairs 

and things, but concentrate on keeping to the mind-and

heart. and on nurturing human nature, theirs would be the 

learning of discernment and of singleness of mind, taught 

by the School of Saljes. How, then, can these be called 

dlsciples of ,£b'anBuddhism? Unfortun,'.tely. scholars of 

to(~G_y inherit the practice of preparing for ci vi 1 exami

nations through the writing of artful prose, and injure 

their minds-and-hearts by such indulgence. They depart 

daily from what the Sages teach of the complete deveLop

InGnt of the mind-an<J-heart, until it looks as t:hough the 

two will never meet. When they are presented with the 

teaching of the mind-and-heart and of nature, by those 

",ho wish to lead them back to the right path, they become 

astonished, accuse their benefactors of Ch',,"n Buddhism, 

an(! rega.rd them as enemies. Is this not. very lamentab Le? 

To be ignorant of one's wrong, and yet to accuse others 

others ef betng ,,;rong, may be due to the htndrances of 

01<4 habits, and cannot be consiCiered a fault. However, 

there arc'! people who know " .. hat is wrong, who ("espise the 

mistal<es of ethers. and yet refrain froIn te Liing them, 

This is plain selfishness. 'rhere are also people who 

are told of their mistakGs, but Whl' continue blindly with

out maklng any self-examination. These seGm to despise 

themselves •••• 

(WilKe; 7:25lb-253b) 

lMencius 7A:36j Legge, Classics, v.2, 471. 

2Mencius 2A:7j 4A:lO; Legge, Classics, v.2,204,302. 
The a1J.usion is to the virtue of jen(humanity) which 
Mencius considGred to be the gentleman's "peaceful dwell
ing .. u 

3 See Chapter I, n.95. 
4 . ,,{l liP 
See Book of Documents, "Shun-tien 1I1~ ."" 

Shun]; Legge, Classics, v.3,44. 

5ReferencG to certain words used by Wang 
when speaking of the days of the sagG-kings. 
shu, 99A:35. 

[Canon of 

Mangl~ (6--13) 
Sep }'lan 



Poems Written in the Company of Chan Jo-shui 
on My Departure for the SouthL 

The waters of Chu and Ssu flow over a small area, 

140. 

The waters of Yi and Lo appear to be only a thin line. 

As to the three or four later philosophers--

Their qualities cannot adequately maJ<e up for their 
defects. 

Alas, that I should refrain from measuring my own 
weakness: 

Limping in my walk, yet I desire to go so far. 

Repeatedly, I fall down and I rise up again, 

Breathing heavily, often near the point of breaking. 

On the way I met a man with the same ambition, 

Together, we dare to proclaim the greatness of moral 
character, 

We fight for the important differences which exist 
between nuances, 

And encourage each other to go forward ten thousand li. 

The winds and waves are rising; I suddenly lose sight 
of you--

As I utter these words. my tears are vainly falling. 

(~JWKC 19:572bJ 

2 This same hsin and this same li we both share, 

What need is there to discern between self and other? 

Whose sigh has been immortalised throughout the ages, 

Lamenting his separation from the others .. 3 

Between the vastness of Heaven and Earth. 

Is there someone who does not share the same Spring~? 

Our thoughts of each other should serve as mutual 
encouragement--

We must not let worldly affairs separate us. 

Do not allow our minds to be separated by any distance, 

Then will ten thousand .l! only serve to strengthen 
our friendship • 

. . ' ..... . 
(~ 19:572b-573a) 
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~~ 4 
~ $", and Tao are inseparable. 

To maJ{e two out of one is against nature(hsing), 

Confucius. the Sage, preferred to remain wordless. s 

Inferior learning can only lead to flippant responses. 

The gent Leman is assiduous in 11 tt le things; 

Their accumulation builds up his conduct. 

I recitei'l the chapters of ceaseless searching, 

.And heard, with you, the meaning of i'lestiny. 

How can the solitary scholar 

Find tranqui 111 ty in an empty va lley~ 

(~ 19:s73a) 

Tranquil emptiness is not empty nothingness I 

It contains within itself, the pre-stirred equilibrium. 

What does it possess within itself, 

W~thout which one would be really empty1 

"/'hen the desire to see the True Self6 is lacking, 

"Not forgetting" and "Not assisting,,7 are no longer 
genuine efforts. 

The secret of mysterious transformation is profound 
indeed, 

With whom else can I probe it, if not with you~? 

(~lS:s73a) 

IThe poems translated here are the third, fourth, 
fifth and sixth of the group, all of which were written 
in 1507. The first one of these has been cited in 
Chapter II. See p.65. 

2AlltIsion to HSCC 34:8a. 

3Allusion to the words of Tzu-hsia .J l . a dis
Ciple of Confucius. See Li-chi Chenq-chu, "T'an-kung" 
it~' pt.l. 2:10al Legge, Li Ki, v.l. 135-136. 

4Allusion to the Appendix of the Bool<". of Changes. 
See Chou-yi cheng-vi. 7.l8bl Legge, Yi King, 377. 

to 

sAlllalects 17.19; Legge, Classics, v. l, 326. 

6 The words used here are 
"metaphysical rea li ty". 

chen-t'i 1~ --Rry which refer 

7. . 2A 2 C1' 2 190 HencJ.us :; Legge, assJ.cs, v., • 
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Two Poems for Ch'u Ch ' ai-hs8 L 

Once we decided: you and I 

To probe into the Book of Changes and seek its mysteries. 

You had to travel to the Western Mountains. 

Returning only after one entire year. 

And then, on thE; point of this endless quest, 

We had to utter new farewells again. 

Separated by a cistance of over ten thousa ncl 11 

How can we count on a future re-union71 

You ask for the secret of long life: 

I do not wish to deceive you. 

Hidden behind growths and declines, 

How perfect are the secret springs of Heaven and Earth! 

A civine abyss separates mad ardour(k'uang) anc sagehood-

Truth and error Cliverge on an infinit<lsimaL pOint. 2 

To Cliscern an infinitesimal error: 

Look into the mind-- Cloes one seek Self, or the Others? 

The Unselfish differs from the Selfish 

As the action of Heav<ln from that of Y~n, 

How precious is this body of ours, received from parents: 3 

The fulfilment of character4 can bring it no loss. 

]\fay you excel in respect of moral nature,5 

And avoid division in your learning. 

Let not temperament lead you astray, 

nnd do not allow things to deceive you • 

• • • • • • • 

1 !:±'i: JJ;b ~ 
'I rIEl ~ tIlt. was a lso known as Ch I u 

1573). There are really three poems in 
only the first two are translated here. 

(~ 19,573b-574a) 

Huan 1~ til (1457-
this group, But 

2The last three lines have been cited at the very be
ginning of Chapter VIII. For the reference to an "infini
tesimal error", see Chapter IV, n.7. 
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Crossing the seal 

Thoughts of danger and safety do not form in my breast 

But pass, as floating clouds, across the infinite space 
above. 

On a qUiet night, over thirty thousand 1i of roaring 
ocean waves, 

The boat travels, under a bright moon, pushed by 
heavenLy winds. 

(!~JNKC 19" 575b) 

In the Wu-·yi lYountains 2 

JA sedan-chair flies through the clouds between ten 
thousand peaJ<s" 

Turning behino, I hear thE~ roaring waves under the moon. 

Having been envoy of the blue ocean waters, 

I mee·t Prince Wu-yi 3 in the Mountains. 

(W,.,KC 19,5 76a) 

lThis F~·em, as we 11 as the one following. ",ere 
allegedly written in 1507 during Yang-mingls traveL t.O 
Kweichow, the place of his exile. According to Chan Jo
shui, Yang-ming did not really cross the sea to l:!'uJdcln, 
as the lines here describe, but wrote these verses to 
feign madness and so escape the notice of Liu Chin. SUe 
Chapter II, n.29. 

2The Wu-yi it\.:f::. Mountains are in Fukien. 

3 
The goo of these mountains. See §hih-:c1:!..:h 28, 116. 



On the Departure Home of My Disciples, 
Wang Chia-hsiu· -:;00 l'ls1,ao Chi! 

I write this Poem, to be Sent also tO
l My worthy Students in Chien-chou. 

Student Wang wishes to cultivate Life, 

Student Hsiao is an admirer of Ch I an Buc1dhism. 

From several thousand li away, 

They corne to Ch'u-chou, to pay respects! 

My Way is neither Buddhist nor Taoist--
simple, direct and open, 

It gives nothing deep and mysterious. 

Listening first with mixed doubt and belief, 

[)\y stucents] find their hearts (hsin) fina Uy 
reveal.ed. 

[Their hearts] are like the mirror in the mud, 

Enclosing the light within the darkness. 

Dust and dirt, once removed, 

The mirror wil.l reflect the beautiful and the ugly. 

The wor 1d' s Learning is Lil{e festoons: 

345', 

They serve as decorations; they curl over extended 
lengths; 

Leaves and branches are all present, entwined 

Yet they are powerl.ess to give life. 

The gentLeman's learning, on the other hand-

Digs for itself roots, deep and firm. 

Sprouts come forth gradually, 

strength and prosperity will come from Heaven, 

(WWKC 20 1600a) 

lpart of the second, and the whole of the third 
stanzas of this poem are cited in Chapter III [p.97]. 
The remainder of the poem is cited in Chapter VII. See 
p.258. 
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For the Scholars anci Officials of Mangsi 1 

Four years in armour galloping here and there. 

In the autumn wind, bent homeward, my mind remains a 
blanl<. 

Ashamec that I am, to know no skills to cure the 
people's ills, 

Possessing merely empty titles for which I receive 
undeserved recompense. 

The laJees anG seas are ca lmer l the winds and sand 
have settlec). 

But the regions around Yang-tze and River Hsiang 
sti 11 suffer floods and droughts 

one after another. 

A s I write this poem, 2he lines from the 1" ing-chou 
[Song] come stlddenly to my mind: 

For I know well that Kiangsi is my old home. 

(~ 20:611a) 

On the Joy of Returning Home3 

Not the least contribution Have I made in the service 
of the august Dynasty, 

As I watch in vain, the growth of hairs on my temples. 

Han Bsin was surely never a true credit to his country, 

While Shao yung certainly was a hero among men. 

The times are difficult, and offer no security: 

No longer able to improve the state of affairs, 
I wish to keep my ]<nife intact. 

I go to seek my old place of retlrement east of the 
Yileh wa ters. 

In a thatched hut, high above the mountains, in the 
company of cLouds. 

(~ 20:611b) 

L ThiS poem, as well as the one following, were written 
in 1519 after Yang-ming's capture of Prince Ch'en-hao. 

2 .' t~ Reference to the Ping-chou ~ 7 J Song which sings 
of the predicament of a scholar who was made a generaL. 
See Yileh-fu shih-chi( CoU<lI:::ted llncient Ba llad s], compi led by 
Kuo JYiao-ch'ien. (Pek~ngl 1955), 85:7a. 

3This poem is cited in Chapter II, See p.54. 



On Climbing Mount Lotus l 

On Hount Lotus' Peak Lives an old monk, 

Treading on lotus flowers without touching mud. 

At mid-night the flower's heart gives forth a 2 bright moon: 

A lone, suspended, a pearl-liJ<e grain in the sky. 3 

350. 

(WWKC 20:619a) 

IThe exact location of this Mount Lotus is not known 
to us. There is one of such name in Anhwei, Kiangsi and 
Fukien. The one in Anhwei resembles a lotus in shape, and 
the climber must wind his way up to the tep. The Sung 
philosopher Chou Tun-yi made his dwelling at the foot of 
the one in Kiangsi. He was known to be a lover of lotus. 
See SS 427:1096. 

In the Buddhist sutras, the lotus is a symbol of purity 
and also of the Pure Land of the Buddha. See Avatalttsaka 
sutra (Hua-yen ching), 1§Q No.278, IX, 411-412. i 

2Allusionto the experience of enlightenment (bodhi). 
The so-called Buddhist "moon contemplation" applies the 
sixteen nights of the waxing of the moon before it reaches 
fullness to the development of the bodhi within, especially 
to the "sixteen kinds" of bodhisattva-hood. The idea is 
that the pure mind is comparable to the full moon, and con
templat.ion of the moon may help one to attain bodhi. Sae 
Chu-fo ching-chieh she chen-shih ching f,"l§ 4~ vi Ji'J :t1itl .Ii ji. [ The Sutra of Co Llected Truths of \:he Buddhas I 
Realms], 1§Q No.868, XVIII, 274. 

3"'11ile this line can be undertood as a continuation of 
the Buddhist symbolism expressed in the preceding line, it 
contains also a reference to a Taoist class.i..c. 'f,r. S~e Lin
ao wu-lian tu- en shan - 'in miao-chin ~ '~~~ 
9... "- 1:..,i", 1t;)( }:f The Exce llent and M.arvellous Classic 

of the Most Precious salvationJ' TT No.1, 1:2b-3a'!1I The 
allusion is to the ytlan-shih T ien-tsun i,-IfG .K- 4-
--Taoist god of primaeval times-- who preached a sermon to 
all the gods and immortals in a precious pearl. which 
looked like a grain suspended in the sky. 
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On the T'ai-chi Cave, written for Wang Chin-chih 1 

Whose j.ntelligence made an opening forprimaeval chaos, 

To give Tao-chou2 its thousand-year old form~? 
To believ,," that the mind IS no bright mirrorl 

l<now we 11 that the 1" ai-chi (Ultimate) was origina lly the 
wu-chi.(Ul tima te less). 

To believe that the mind '.s no bright mirror 3 

Know well that the bright mirror is smirchec: with dust. 

Every man carries his own little circle: 

Do not sit on the rush-mat till your mind turns to de~d 
ashes. 

(ViWKC 20,620a) 

1. 51 ilLz- His other name was Wang Bstin ;;r. 1~ 
:2 ~ a+j a place in Hunan, home of Chou Tun-yi, 

3 This allusion again to the gathas of Hui-neng 
and Shen-hsiu. SaG Ch.III, n.33. 

4chuang-tzu 
E:qua 1], tllOa. 

2"Ch'i-wu Iun. It j1j-' 'tfj}1fiil r Cn 1'1aking'''Tl Things 
Eng. tr. by Burton ~atson, 36. 
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On A Moon-lit Night l 

The whole world is drowned in sleep, 

But the lonely man -- who is it7?--by chance still sober 
Cries aloud but cannot stir the others, 

Who stare at him in great astonishment, 

Calling him mad, they rise up 

Only to surround him and belabour him. 
The waters of Chu and Ssu covered the sounds of the 

Golden Bel L. 

The Rivers Lien and Lo carried faint voices. 

Who is sounding the poison-painted drum, 

While the hearers remain dull and unresponsive?' 
Al.as. what are you all intent on doing, 

Going about. toiling so restlessly7? 
How can you be made to hear this drum 

Which can open your innate intelligence? 

(~ 201625a) 

IThis poem is cited in Chapter VII. See p.250. 



Nurmud.ng Tunes I 

The wise have no doubts, the humane no worries, 2 

Why are you sad, and why do you frown? 
Pass on, and you will find the road wide and even. 

Put your trust in Heaven's judgements, not in man's 
cunning. 

353. 

To serve, when called uponl to retire, when set asidei 
[Such is my desire.] 

Keeping myself free, as a light vessel floating on open 
, ~ waters. 

Man is made for lifting up Heaven and Earth, 

Can he regard his bonds as those of a poor prisoner's? 

The pearl worth a thousand gold pieces is not meant 
for shooting birds, 

The precious, carved sword is not made for dig~ing 
ground, . 

Don't you know how the old man, our Eastern neighbour, 
after all his apprehensions and preparations, 

Was devoured by the tiger that jumped into his room 
a.t night, 

While our ~l,,'stern neighbour's little child, without 
knowledge or fear of the beast, 

Chased it away with a bamboo, as if driving a bull? 

To prElVent choking, the fool stops eating, 

To avoid drowning [in a sinking ship], the thoughtless 
man jumps first into the water. 

Stay free and natural, above life's vicissitud8S, 

Fear of slander and criticisms leads merely to 
vain murmuring. 

(WWKC 20:626a-b) 

lThese poems were written around or after 1520. 

2Analects 9:29; Legge, Classill. v.l, 225. 

3Analects 7:10; Legge, Classics, v.l, 197. 

4Allusion to the precious sword given by the King of L 
the state of Wu, to his faithful minister Wu Tzu-hst! 1±- ~/11 
with which he committed suic,.ide. See Annals of Tso, 
nth year of Duke Ai of Lu -f Xi ~\ (789 Be), Legge, 
Classics, v.5,823-826. 



354. 

Sitting at Night at the Pi-hsia pond l 

An autumn rain brings in the newness of a cool night: 

Sitting on the pond's edge, I find my spirit st1mulated 
by the solitary moon. 

Sw1~~ing in the depths, the fish are passing on words 
of power; 

Perched on the branches, birds are uttering the veritable 
Tao. 

DO not say that instinctive desires are not mys'teries of 
Heaven: 

I know that my body is one with the ten thousand things. 

People talk endlessly about rites and music; 

But who will sweep away the heaps of dust from the blue 
sky? 

(~ 20:627a) 

Two Poems on a !Vioon-lit Night 
While Singing with l-ty Disciples on T' ien-ch' tian Bridge2 

The bright mid-autumn moon shines high above ten thousand 11 
The fair clouds appear suddenly over the four mountains 

A momentary fog disperses quiCkly with the winds. 

Leaving the sky again blue and the moon bright. 

If you believe that liang-chih was originally unobscured, 

How can external objects interfere? 

Old as I am, I sing wild songs tonight, 

To be transformed into heavenly music, filling up the Great 
Purity. 

Everywhere brightly shines the mid-autumn moon, 

Where else can you find another assembly of such talents? 

Alas, that learning should already have been interrupted 
for a thousand years! 

Waste not your one 11fe, men born to greatness! 

Whether our influence wi 11 outreach Chu Hs1' s is 
of doubt. 

Yet in no wise shall we imitate Cheng Hstlan's quest for 
details and fragments. 

Setting asick the lute while the notes are still vibrating 
in the spring breeze: 

Tseng Tien, the ardent and eccentric, understands my mind 
best. 

(WViKC 20 :627b) 
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Sitting at Night 3 

Under the new autumn moon, I sit alone in the courtyard, 

Where else between Heaven and Earth has ~~n more freedom 
and easel? 

My loud songs move away with the fresh breeze 

My quiet feelings flow off with spring's clear water. 

The thousand sages have no secret outside hsin, 

The Six Classics exist only to wipe away the mirror's dust • 

. As long as the dreams of Duke Chou sti 11 disturb me, 

r have not awakened to the beauty of Uving in a poor alley. 

(~ 20:628a) 

Two Poems: Answers to Questions on liang-chih4 

Knowledge of the good is knowledge of self, 

Outside of this there is no knowledge. 

Who is there without th1s knowledge7? 

Yet who is there that understands it,! 

Who is there that understands this knowleCige,? 

ene's pain "l.nd irritation is known only to on8s<3lf. 

Should one ask others what is pain and irritation, 

They will answer: what elsa is it'i?5 
(~ 201629b) 

lThi.s pOi2.ffi is cited in Chapter IV, p.141. 

2The last two lines of thG first poel:! haw~ been cited 
in Chapter II. together with tho entire second pOem, See 
p.74. 

3'1'h1s poem is cited in Chapter IV. Sec p. 148. 

4 These poems were written around 1524. 

5By giving the example of pain or irrit"l.tion--especi"l.lLy 
related to the sense of touch-- Yang-ming sought to empha
sis8 tho experiential character of the knowledgG of tho 
good. 



A Poem Written on the New Name of 
Ch'ien Hsi-ming: Hsin-ytll 

A fisherman sings: 
The art of fishing depends not on the eye, 

but on the mind (hsin). 

The mind is not on the fish, but on something 
more profound. 

356. 

The whales of the Northern Ocean are a 11 very sma 11,2 

It is not enough to catch six sea-tUftles at one 
cast of the net. 

Nay I ask then, how do you fish? 

Yes-- My net is the Way(Tao) 

My ropes are my knowledge of the good ( liang-chill) 

My bait is the Great Harmony(T'ai-llo) 

My boats are Heaven and Earth. 

I adjust the net wtthout thinktng, 

And cast it without consid€'rtng the direction. 

So I c:mn'jt glory in my gains, 

Nor need I fear lest anything be forgotten. 

(WWKC 20:628a) 

1 Ch'.ian Hsi-ming ~' :4 ~ was the father of Yang
ming's disciple Ch'ien 're-hung. He was blil}~ since 
early childhood. The new name, Hsin-ytl 1(; ;.. .. , means 
"fishing with the mind (hsin)". The dialogue form of 
this poem, as well as the theme of fishing, recalls 
to mind the conver"!:Ption which supposedly took place 
between Ch I tt ytlan /::1: J~, (3407.-278 Be) and a fisher
man, some time before the poet committed suicide by 
drowning himsolf in the River 1':1-10;t1j;1 ,See Shih-chi 
84: 210 j Ch' u-tz I u pu-chu [An AffiEmded ant) Armota ted 
Edition of the Songs of Ch'u], ed. by Wang Yi, (Taipe.i: 
1966), 7: lb. 

2Allusion to Chuanq-tzu 1, lIla; Eng. tr. by Burton 
Watson, op.cit., 29. 

3 .Vl 'l q 
Allusion to Lieh-tzu, "T'ang wen" ?fiJ /oJ [Questions 

of King T'ang], SPPY ed., 5:5a. 



On the Departure of Lin Ju-huanl 

Every man can emulate Yao and Shunt 

357. 

This saying of the ancient worthy is no deception. 

Bencefort.h, you can go forward a thousand II in one day, 

Remember that 1 too, was once lost a.no l.ed astray. 

'The myriad principles have always residel9 in my nature, 

ThE' Six Classics serve merely as steps of the ladder. 

The rustic life offers its own joy and le' ,ure, 

'Ylhe,n will you cross the waters again, in your solitary 
boat;? 

(~15.r;:. 20: 6 2 7b) 

t ..J'-i', 'OJ.<. .} \iiJ. Th' . tt . f t If'~ ,\t f ~s poem was ,.rr~ en some tHue a 8r 
1521. 

2Mencius 6B,2; Legge, Classics. v.2, 42 fl • 
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Four Poems on liang-chih Written for ~¥ Students 1 

Confucius resides in every man's heart, 
Hidden by c1istr1',ctions of sa.rs and ey€::s. 
The real image being now discovered, 

Doubt no longer [your] !ianq-chih. 

Why, sir, arb you ."Ilways agitatd;i I 
Wastin9 t,fforts in the wor Ld of sorrCMS-
Know you nDt thb Saglols' C)c<cu!t W'Ord I 
Liang-chill is y;:our 'fs I an-t' unq ch' i 

In every 'Tlan there is a [mariner's] compass, 
His mind-and-heart is the Sei'l.t ()f a thousand transformations. 
Foc'lishlv, I once saw things in reverse I 

Leaves and branches sought I outside, 

The soundless. odourless moment of solitary s8lf-kn0wledge 
Contains the ground ()f Beaven, Earth and all beings. 
Foolish is he who 1eave,s his inexhaustive treasure. 

With a bowl, moving from door to door, imitating the beggar. 

(~ 201629a-b) 

lThese poems, written in 1524, ar.e cited in Chapter VII. 
See p, 257, 



Three poems for My Students l 

You, students, have each your genuine nature, 

You need not ask or beg of others. 

~laste not your efforts on old texts 

359, 

Merely extend your knowledge of the good to accomplish 
good works. 

fb: ieD[ Heaven] abd ~.!:!E[ Earth] are transformations, not 
diagrams. 

The M.ind and Nature can collect no dust, since they
2
have 

no shape, 

Say not. that your teacher speaks the language of Ch I an 
Buddhism, 

He offers these words sincerlely for your reflection. 

g-,;·l0ry man has a road that leads to Ch'ang-an. 

It stretches ahead, level and wide. 

Yet, th:i.nking that sagEls have SElcret formulas, 

People abandon the simple and direct "my, to seek the 
more difficult. 

Imitate Yao and Shun by filial piety 

Do not copy Liu [7.'sung-ytlan]3and Han 

daily 

and fraternal 
devotion. 

[Xl:!] by the ,,,riting 
of artful prose! 

affair, Reflect upon yourself 

If you do not believe 

in every 

that you have everything you need. 

The road to Ch'ang~an is quite clearly )<nown, 

i'1hy do recluses in the wi Iderness aba.ndon it, 

Ma.Jcing a waste of idleness with your straw huts, 

Where deers gallop at ease without fear of capture'il 

Havj.ng heard of a dangerous path, their imaginations wander, 

8hm, them the road and they are greatly disturbed. 

TaJ<ing· great risks, they cast themselves into the vipers' 
pit, 

Or lose their lives in hurrying over the cliffs. 

(~ 20:629b) 

IThese WE,re 'l'Tri tten around 1524. 

2Allusion to the gathas of Shen-hsiu and Rui-neng, Note 
that Yang-ming expresses preference here for Hui-neng's in
terpretation. See Chapter III, n.33. 

3For Liu Tsung-yt1ani~f~- V (773-8l9),see Chiu T'anq-shu 
160:442. 



Answers to Questions on the ~l 

To eat when hungry, 

To sleep when weary:2 

Such is asceticism--
3 The Mystery of Mystery. 

The world cannot believe when it hears this, 

It seeks immortality outside of the body. 

360. 

(~ 20:630a) 

Bidcing My Stuaents FareweH4 

The sages' instruction lasted a thousand yuarsl 

t,iang-chih is its oral transmission. 

Compasses give circles and quadrants squares, 

To discover pristine unity, do not wield an axe. 

Without leaving the ordinary realm of actions and 
movements 

Go straight to the primaeva1 moment, before any diagram 
was made. , 

,. . ,. . ,. . ,. . . ,. 
(~ 20:630a) 

lThese poems were written around 1524. 

2See Ching-te ch'uan-tenq lu, 1§Q No.2076, LI, 6:247. 

3Lao-tzu, ch.l; see~ SPTK ed., lao [In tho, SPPY cd •• 
thEe' wora used is y1!lan iLl rather than hstian '1: , which 
is given here in the poem.] Wing-tsit Chan translates it 
as "de8p " and "profound ", See Source Book, 139. 

4This poem is cited in Chapter V. 5,,,,, p. 183. 



On Immorta li ty 1 

Immortality I merely envy 

Lacking pills and money, 

Famous mountains I have combed, 

Till my temples yield silken' hairs. 

Hy light body fettered by smrti , 
Daily move I farther from Tao, 

361. 

Awakened suddenly in the middlo age of life, r find the 

Pill of Nine Returns. 

No need for oven, nor for tripod, 

Why seek I ~~;Z and why 12: ;1;,11-

No end isfuere, nor beginning. 

So too, fer birth and death.-

ThE; magicians' wise words 

Only increase my doubts; 

Confusedly those old men 

Transmit arts difficult and complex, 

In me is Ch'ien(Heaven), in me K'un(Earth): 

I need not seek elsewhere--

The thousand sages pass as shadows, 

Liang-chih alone is my guide. 

(WWKC 20:632b) 

IThiS poem is cited in Chapter VII. See pp.245-246. 
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Ban Yti 5;-t; ~~, '" (?r 8 - 824 ). li"Ul,c Cl1~.£l!29.:'..lJ...slD\un-chi >':'i 

, li\ J~~ [CompLete ~Jorl{s of Hall 'ffi) SPPY ed • 
..., 

Hsi-ytin '4 (flo. 850 AD). ~11~q:""eo-sh<;m .. T1~~n-9J:!i ,',,-
Ch' all,-sluh Ch 'uQ.n~ll€t~!L:t't::X:ll..2 .. ,::., J[ ,L,. ,ii:;lr 17;j~. 
~'f't 'Ij\ ,,,, .. ' :ltl TI1G ESS()l1!:J.at Teachmg of 
the Tr~nslnission 01: the 1"!.:tndJll Com.p" by p'ei 
HS

7
iU 1:, q. {'l67-870), .f'§.l:? No, 20L21'.. :l\."VIII, 

3 9-38iq,. 



Rsia Hsieh 

liuan"·· 0 Tuan-·chi Ch' an-shih Wal'J.-lin lu 
'CiJ,' ~f 1~, i!'f ';'l' Rr~ ~:t- l'l1e Wan·· 
ltnf~\~lecbr:.' cf Ql~~ Iilas-c4~lr Rsi-yun j .. 
Compiled by F'ei Hsiu. TSD Ho. 2013B, XINIII, 
384-387. 

1 t ([l.18 50). llin[; I' ung-chien ,,)1 l,~~3t;
rCo;nprehensi ve Uirror of the l;~ing Dyngsty)" 
Fel,inc; ChUI1s-hua shu·-chu, 1959. 

11 '" rf-
Hsiao Lian,c;-kan I\fll , ff~~:O ., , et 0.1. comp ., Shao-hsine; fu-

chih 4'(', vi' /::] '1, (The Shao-hsing Frefec---- ~-" '" ture Gazet eer • 1586 ~do ~licrofilm copy .. 

Hsiao-chin;,s chu-su }t j~~ J~u (?be Cl2.ssic of ]'11i£11 
Piety~ vlith Er;l.per"'r ESllan-tTun:;'G Com:acn-cary) 
SPPY 8'-lo 

Hsieh Liang-tsojl\1,~ 1fi (1050-1103). Sh"l"?;··cs'ai .tJi.-lu 
l ff; i\ I~;}, [?-eoorded Convemations<>of 
Hsieh~IJi,~g-t3oJo Edited by Chu Hsi<o CYTC ed. 

'il '-nr '. 
Hsieh Lin-yun,1'ILlli ~ !ff 3Jl5-V3). '" ;:H'flf ~u tc10-~e~ pien-· 

oSlli'lcS lun ,--" ;j; !lL t.-..~, l' lim> (On che 
Essentials of Learning 9 Addressed to thq l..z.ever~~" 
enet CentlS.G(811) ~ ,Ku8....Ylg Huang-ming ch~ j;, ,3t.., ,!">f\ Yt 
8PPY ed.. 20" Ja-10o. '7.' f\ 1, 

~ c) .,. ,'"' 
Hsien Jo-c,hll if.,\ A'; '1'$" (~S36-17Q4) ',\c :eu-wen f:lhiH1;';-shu su" 
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chen:;; ~ , ~ \~ .-~ };t) it (A J)ocur.18nted Coramen
-Cary on the Old. Text Verslon of the Bool.:: of 
po cUL1ent E;) , j"n Iluaflg'-c,;h'~ng ohinG-chie]}, hsLI.-p'i:n. 
1i' ;1. 4~t Ir1 _f'i ~;;" (Supplement to the Collect;Lon 
of e~·8.ssi_cal ... ~corr1n.en.~ aries ?f t~e QJ; f ing . Dynasty J~ 
Com)lled :J:/ :V321g HSlen~Dchi J_8n '1. 1J TAr (1842-1917)" 
Contrac·ted ed~ Preface 1889~ 

P:STI en' uan~~t eng lu ~~1 f~ t9~l -1i'f~ [Supplement to the ~ransmi8sion 
of' the Larnp)" ':rSD iTo" 2076'1 119 46';1~-~714" 

c!e- ,I Ti 
Hsu. Shen ~1 "!-p, (g.3?<'-]~~Lt ,t:-:"D_t)" ,""Shuo~we:;.~ ch:Le~-~zy~ Tuan'~ 

O'r",,"*h C1 ,\,,2 I "0 [""18 I~v' C{VO 0" "~i' , ~ ~ t,,--, J..- f1 l 7- ,t' y-- J....l..... Iv ..... _'- '-_.1.... J... J.~,_.) L;.l __ "1;" ~ 

SheJ..'l~ witt..! .A.lJl'lotations by TUaJ.l yu-ts i ai ft -L, :;r2\' 
173~-lG15). 'J'aipei. reprint; Yi-Vlen7~ 1. 1964·. 

0- .,:::c .:;", ~ !,'l. . 
Hsueb. Hsuan ~,1,v~ (1~2_2,~16~4). )'u - s hu Iu n " "+Zf\ [Study 

Note~ & vL~v SUo 

Hsueh Tao-'maYlg iIL,)0 (fl. 1106), ee. 1:' '" ,Tzj*-:/ang 
,ch ~'l~'en Viu"""chen n 1 ien S8.i1.-chu ,1 __ F.<fD ~ /" 

icY) ;;- t\-0. "":' ,ri The Tnree COLIL~e:lli8.ries to ~!On 
AWa_[enlIl~ 'co ~rut1111] ~ faa-esan:;. LXIII/LXIV ~ 

" Hsful-tzub) _~ SPPY ed, 
~ L , 

Eu Hung tA, #.\ (1105-1155). ~hih-yE)n h" L [I:l'lowled,';e of 
Words], in Po-tzu C{l'U3.n shu. Shan;:;hai; Shou-

h 'h -r ' 19 2' ( • ye . SJ."t.!?Jl~"L211G!l '- " 

"", ,1' I'" 
Hu Kuang 7;,~M: (13'70~,,'Hl8) et. 3.1: H8~ng(li, t~'·ch'1,\-'3.l1, '1,1: q: 

-+- J:;. (;' "l"~~+ ConlD,ondl"" 0-- 'i'he 'ls'l-'O'-ll ~"ll-I", '1 ~-l. ",~~~<.J,V -"-'-.;;: "-' _ IA..UJ. ..L u _ .L.Lg ..I;).J..l- ...... 

osophyj. 1597 eel. 
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1962. 
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[Tr1le Records of 
Academia Sinica, 

Huang Tsung-hsi 4, ~ J>i (1610-95). Minq- iu hsueh-an 
(il11 1,'$,!!1;;;- [Phi losophicaJ. Records of the 

Huang Wan 

Hui-k'ai 

Hing uyn"ts ty ] • S PPY ed. ' 

and Ch' \.ian Tsu-wang If)@. (L 705-1755 ). 
Tsenq-pu Sung-Yuan hsueh-an j~ ;Y%i'Jj: iu fl.t 1 
[Philosophical Records of the Sung and Yuan 
Dynasties, Expanded Version]. SPPY ed. . ~~ 

,(', " (1477-1551). Ming-tao p'ien a-fl ~fi7 
[An ELucidation of n,El way]. With introduction 
by Hou Wai-Iu. Peking: Chung-hua shu-chU, 1959, 

Z' p:f] (1184-1260). Wu-men kuan ~ 114 flfj- [The 
, Pass t'lithout Door]. TSD No, 2005, d:; -292-99, 

Hui-ssu ~,~, (51,4-77). Ta-ch'eng chih-kuan fa-men I:.. 
~ ,-,.:L >JUt>.' 11 [The ~-'!.ethod of Concentration and 

Insight."in the Nahayana]. .TIm No, 1924, XLVI, 
642-661. 

Kao plan-lung", ;l;;*Jl (1562-1626). 
_~ ~ [surviving Works of 

1631 Ed. 

Kao-tzu vi-shu ,~1,.
Kao plan-lung], " 

Fo Hung r;, ,-JL ) cV 'h (253-3331? 
Philosopher who 

1-0 >' 7 
Pao-p' u Tzu 10 'J-r :r 

Embraced Simpiicity]. 
[The 

Sppy ec'l. 

Keng ;ring-hsiang Jiff<Jt. \J;(j (1524-159~). Keng T'ien-t'ai 
hsien-shen wen-chi 'ij< I: ;:;fJ ':! it)f- . 
Coilected Writings Qi,!<eng Ting-hs1'ang], in 

Shen Yun- Lung's ::t1: .J1f;/, Minq- len wen-chi 
ts I ung-k I an 9H J:. Jk:Jr-~1-'1 [ Co l.lected 
Wri tings of JIIfng Persona Ii ties] • Taipei, 'Vlen-
hai ch' u-pang-she 1: ;@' ~ it 1970. 

,kill 'jL "\' "" I<u Yen-wu I'~!I, %,< If:", (1613-85). Jih-chih Iu chi-shih \'j r,k.-
;fJl< lit 1 ~ [Record of Daily Knowledge, with 

Colte~_edT CommEjlntary]. Compiled by Huang Ju-
chi eng {t HJ- 6lc • SPPY ed • 

• w _ 

Lankavatara sutra (Leng-chia ching 1';;-~:ft>:y ,j§: ). TSD 
No, 670, XVI, 479-514. 

,e- 2 
1.ao-tzu ;:0 -1' SSpy ed. 

-oL 1 ., It, 
1.i Hsin-ch'uan ~~ " IPS "(1.126-1243) ',h ":!;lui-an hsien-sheng 

fei su-yin" " lIM;1{t ;j'J't. ~F ;Ii: I\~' [~,astE;r 
Chu was not a ~ecldie]in Chien-yen yi-lai ch~ 
yeh tsa-chi-ItJ'" r/ :t.~R !j'f' ~~.{;, 1;u [ Misce 1-
laneous Notes on'court an~ coUWfry Since Chien
yen Period (1127-30)]. 'rscc ed. 
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_ (795?-762). Li T'ai-po chi. 
.~ lc· 17) Jf [co llected Poems of Li po], 

Sb:).nghld. Commercia 1 Press, 1930, 

Li Po 

t,i Yen-shou f~ (7th Cent, AD), Nan-shih 
4f,'.t. . [History of the Southern Dynasties], 

Efh-shih-wu-shih series, R'ai-ming ed, 

Li Ytlan-J<ang /1 \::~ ~ (f 1..j}-1~0), "Sheng-men 
reh t I U, " !f. f1 * Ji: ht:J 

shih-

LDiagram of 1:he JTransml'ssion of 
sages]. in Po-ch'uan hsUeh-hai 
Vol. 2, 1001-2. 

the School of 

"I I 
:t. 
lit 

, .;: 

,l.1",i..:-:;c,-!r.~q!..· . ...:c ... h=eCLnu.Q"I.:-~yi it[ -;!, (;, t #( [correct j';"aning of 
of~the Book of Rites], with Cheng Rsuan's 

Lin-pao 

(1).1 annotations, E6ited by 1(' ung Yin-
*.1 t: 

ta; I $L1fl SPPy ed, 

wu-liang tu-jen shang-piing miao-ching i~ ~~ 
ft. A- t :v )j);7 J, <f" [The 

Exce llent anel /won6erfu 1 Canon of the l',ost 
Precious and Limitless salvation]. Tao-tsang I, 

"'" , Lit! An 4'1 (d, 122BC) at.at, Huai-nan tzu 
SPPY ee. 

Liu Hsiang )',fA i-;; d. £.7. 77-6BC) Chan-kuo tsla chiao-chu 
I ~ i~ it 1:t )t [ Intrigues of the 

Warring StAtes Annotated version]. SPPY ed. 

LieJ2::-hsien chuan 1'1 1,Ji-l tit [Biographies of 
the Taoist Immortals], in Ku-chin Vi-shih 

t (f ~ t. [Histories of Hermits, Past 
and present] Ming ed. Reprinted in Shanghai: 
1937. 

Liu Hstilf,/ l;r~ (887-947) fit a1. Chiu T'ang-shu 
~ ~ t [Tlang Dynastic History, Old 

Vers~oh], Jilrh-shih-wu shih series, K8ai-ming 
ed. 

Liu, Tsung-chou ";J ~ 11:] f£ 4'. (1578-1645), Liu-tzu 
ch I u"ln-shu 11',I} 1. <'3 [ The Com-
ploto "iorks of Liu Tsung-chou], 1824 ed, 

----, Yanq-ming ch' uan-hsin lu i-iJ \;>}l i~ ,j! /~ 
[ Yang-ming's Transmission of Trutn] in Liu

" '" d' -tzu ch' uan-shu. yi-p 'ien /V'I} i3:$ 
i1 Z~ [supp}.ement to the Complete Works 

of~u Tsung-chou]. 1850 ed, 

• • J. t~ .J: '~..;!i? 4-Liu-tsu. ta-shih fa-pao t I an-ching -A JiI§.. I, T "'" 'J,f ,il ,~,}' 
[The Platform Scripture of the Sixth'~atr{ach], 
Compi led by Fa-haLf;~ . ~ull title of this 
version is: Nan-tsung Tun-chiao tsui-shang Ta
ch'eng prajna paramita ching -:- ~:Lu_t1;\l).l ..... 
Hui-neng ta-shih yU Shao-chou Ta-fan-shih shih
fa T' an-ching \~] t it~.,;,z 1" .t j:. t J¥ ~'t. t ~#Z jj$. 
~ ~t . ;1.;t1l. t· ~~ ~ IV)' 1'; ;~G"I'I'I ~ Jt41~ )~ , 
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1ifI [ t'l iff';. ihe Southern School SLdCi"m Doctrine 
Supreme Mahayana Great Perfection of Wisdom: 
The platform sutra preached by the Sixth Patri
arch Hui-neng at the Ta-fan Temple in Shao
chou] TSD No, 2007, XLVIII, 337-345. 

Compi led by Tsung-pao Ji, IJf- TSD No. 2008, ;,), 1'1 
XLVIII, 345-65. 

Ch I in-shun fit 1;1; "I~ ,p (J 165-:-15,,47) • Lo Cheng-an chi 
ts' un-kao )}t ~/r[;;{} Nil r Survi ving Writings 
of Lo Ch'in-shunJ. CYTC ea, 

----, K'un-chih chi i~ [Record of Assiduous 
Learning]. CYTC ed. 

Lo Hung-hsien Nien-an Lo hsien
&Col~ected sheng chi 

Writings of 15 6 ",d. 

Lo Ju-fang ,'lft ~. (1515-1588). Lo Chin-hsi yli-lu 
!rl.i£r)~ t~ 4* ~Th7 Recorded conversatic;,ns, of 

Lo Ju-fang). Ta~pe~: Kuang-wen shu-chu ~Z 

Lu 

Nao 

~ J;J ,1960, . 

(1139-93). Hsiang-shan ch I uan-chi 
[Cowplete Works of Lu Chiu-yuan]. 

, ,.h; A:! 
Lung-ch' j. [':;: 11l1!c* (1630-92)' 

- _! [ Co ll.ected Works 
CYTC ed. 

Lu 
of 

Chia-shu chi M iit,-t 
Lu Lung-ch' iJ. 

,*72"-
\\,;1-. 

[Ta-p' an Ni(~h-p' an ching t. J,i)Zl q~ 
TSD No. 375, XII, 1-852. 

/ f >a/~ 
Ch' i-ling L-':{ iJE" (1623-1716). Minq Wu-tsung Wai-

chi Of;f jj\- i jr {![J [An Unofficial Account 
of Emperorwu-tsung). Taipei: Kuang-wen shu
chu, 1964. 

---_. Wang Wen-ch I eng chuan-pen 1--;( tx. iJ~ J. 
[Draft Biography of Wang Yang-ming). in Hsi-ho 
ho-chi ,;lP}ifi I;;!~ [co l1ected Wn tings of 
Mao Ch'i-lin~] 2~olumes. Preface 1685. 

Mo Tzu ~ 1 SPTK ed, VVi' a-
-JI:' ,wz1i './, )" 

Mo Han-chai ,~~, ri [FengMGng-lung :1ft; ~ ffb ] (d, J645)1 
Wang Yan -min chlu-shen ch~n -nan lUJ_rt ~8 
~ -r~ ~jt~· "lang Yang-ming's Life aIi'd 

Pacfl iCi;lt on Campaigns]. Taipei reprint: Kuang
wen shu-chli, 1968. 

Nieh Pao -A ~3 (1487-1~63 ),\-, ShBanrchi,:n~ Nieh hsien
sheng wen-ch~ "t.)';1.:r. '--' .:f >( I [The 
Collected Writings of 1lJieh Pao J, 1572 ed. 
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;J, "1. ,:;? 
Ou-yang Bsiu I!!JJ: 1'0 "j (1007-72). Ou-vang Wen-chung kung 

wen-chi Iffit I~ :Z Zc- )~ ~ ~ [ Co L Lected 
Works of ou-yang HsiuJ. SPTK ed. 

au-yang 'I'e ~x: i1)~· (1496-1554). 9~-lang Nan-yeh hsien
sheng wen-hsUan {P7. I~ m fJ v 'i ;(,~ . [ S~ le~ted 
Writings of Ou-yang TeJ. tdited b;;F-tlJ.S (hsc~ple 
Li Ch'un-fang 1:4 J Preface 1569. 

Pan Ku ~~{~ (32-92 A,D,). han-shu 
the Former Han Dynasty]. 
series, K'ai-ming ed. 

)~ t [History of 
Erh-shih-wu shih 

Saddharma pundarIka sutra (lV,iao-fa li8n-hua ching J;.1yJ, 
;tJ ~ i:gc ). TSD No. 262, IX, 1-62. " 
~ 1 ",.t-

Ssu-met Ch' ien ~ 1? ~ (c .145-c. 86 B. C, ) • Shih-chi 
[Historical Annals], Erh-shih-wu shih series, 
l<'ai-ming ed. 

Ssu-ma Kuetng ;;J ,Jiy1J (l019-86). Wen-kuo "ren-cheng Ssu-
me: wen-kun wen-chi ;1& ~1 ~,f. :.J Jb 9: ~ 
R L Collected Works of Ssu-rna KuangJ. 

SPT ed. 

ffiI 5:t. )~ >1 
!, fi 11[ (374-414) . Chao-l un :<1\ 0<ib 
ChaoJ. TSD No, 1858, XLV, 150-61. 

S.e ng-chao [BOOk of 

Sun Chi i-feng ,J~{ It (1585-1675). Li-hsiieh tsung-
chuan r1'-!'dt l ~f [The OrthCA'lox Transmission 
of Neo-Conf6c~an Philosophy]. 5 volumes. 1666 
ed. Reprinted in Taipei, Yi-wen, 1969. 

Sung Lien i 1ft (1310-81) et. a 1. Yuan-shih -L ~ [yuan 
~1nastic History]. Erh-shih-wu shih series, 
R'ai-ming ed, 

Surangama sO'tra (Lenq-yen ching 1'1 j(~!k 
XIX, 105-55. 

). TSD No. 945, 

Tai Chen J'~ l ' (J- 724-1]) . )V.eng-tzu tzu-vi su-cheng ~:\-:r $v' yteJ : 'L [ll Documentary Commentary of 
the Me2l"nings of Words in the Bool<;. of jVjencius J!. 
Appendix to Hu Shih's Tai Tung-yuan te che-hsueh. 
Taipei! 1963, 37-137. 

.. 7&*. Yuan-shan /l} ~ (An Inquiry into Goodness). 
Appendix to Hu Shih's Tai Tung-yuan te che-hsueh. 
TaipEoli! 1963, 1-36. 

$~, . t:vJ> 
T' ang Chen / '0 flJ~ (1630-1 704). C~' ien-shu )V J; [BOOk of 

-1' ,1f~ Depth]. Peking! Ku-ch1 ch'u-pan she 
\;2.. Fif 3: ~i':f:-.' 1955. 

T' ang Chien ;f 1~ (1 7?8iB,61). 
'7*;ifi :0- ;"'"~ [ A 

phieaI! Rifcords" ~f the 
1845, Taipei reprint, 

Ch'inq hstieh-an hsiao-shih 
Pew Notes on the Philoso
Ch'ing Dynasty]. Preface 
Commercial Press, 1969. 
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v., ," 
Tao-yiian;~ljj: . (fJ 

I-~! lP'iY 
l ';; /';£-

1004). Ching-te ch'uan-teng lu 
TSD No, 2076. LI, 196-497. 

T'o-[q]-t'o fiL f.., (fl. 1320) et. at, Sung-shih 
[sung Dynastic History]. Erh-shih-wu shih 
series, K'ai-ming eo.. 

Tsou 

Tsung-mi 
, 

If. , 
into 

(780-841) , 
Man], TSD 

Tung-kuo hsien-sheng 
[CoLLected Writings 
r·Ucrofilm copy, 

" ..~ / "",. Yuan- jen l.un /;;t:." 1j:.~iJ 
No, 1886, XLV, 108-10. 

[Inquiry 

Tung ~. I" 1 Chung-shu ~:t !p,r /$1' M 2,DO cent $ .B. c. ) . 
f l. .,ft.,'. 41.·if? [T . <-

Ch'un-ch'iu 
Gems of the an- u _,~~ 1'''-- ':fj:' !?- l..Iuxur::tan ... 

ppring-Au~umh Annals]. SPPY eo, 

Vajracchedika sutra (Chin-kang ching 
No, 235, VIII, 748-52 • 

wang . / I::' ~ • • iii.- i1i 
An-shih;£- .ft/>2 (1021-86). LJ.n-ch'1.1an chJ. ~. "r~ 

[Collected Writings of Wang An-shih]. SPTK 'ed, 

Wang Chi 1-'~' (1497-1582). Wang Lung-hsi hsien-shenq 
clhian-chi t;;{ '~!f:! t ,~:'ft [Complete 
Works of Wang cni j,' 1822 ed! Taipei reprint, 
Hl.la-wen shu-chu f 1( ~ JG) ,1970. 

Wang Chun -~:£- ~ t (ft. 1494). Ta TSl.lng-po ",ang Shih-t' an 
hsien-shenqchuo-chiOQkao !---t I,IJ ';{ .£ ·;~?u '15-. 
}t %& j,f.q [Selected Writings of Wang Chi.m]. 

prefiice' 'tif 1529, Handwritten copy of Edo 
kept at the Naikaku Bunko \1] etl ;( /1 

Wang Fu-chih tz 11519-92). Chang-tzu Cheng-meng 
chu ",fL 3- ;t If!< '~1 r A Commentary on Chang 

---_. 

Tsai'~'Treatise c;;:; the"Correction of Ignorance]. 
Reprinted in Peking, Ku-chi ch'u_pang she, 1956. 

Sung-lun M,r; [on Sung Historyl. Reprinted 
in Peking, Chung-hua shu-chu '11" 1 /i;J ,1964. 

Wang Hung-hsu .:.,:~ J/,q (1645-1723), Ming-shih kao >7r1 t #; 
[A Draft History of the Ming Dynasty ] ' 1714' eo. 
Reprinted in Taipei by Wen-hai ch'u-pan she 

.:z . '. ' 1962 J {If ~ tU. ;{.1:. • 

Wang Ken j. V,,- (1483-1541) • ..' Wang Hsin-chai hsien-sheng 
Chi uan-chi r ,,,' "Uf*. {: /.f-- 1$ [Complete 
Works ?f Wang'-Ken,;,'~ !Wit~ A<fifitions by Wang 
Yuan-t~ng 0, ~ • MJ.ng ed. 

/L> rL-

Wang Mou-hung ,1 ;~. t~ (1668-1741). Chu-tzu nien-p'u 
:t 3-:t;1j [Chronological. Biography of Chu 

RSi]. TSCC ed. 
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Wang Wen-lu J. ilj:f< (fl. 1531). T'ai-hsi ching-st.1 
81; fl." ',f f/0 [commenta~:y on the Embryo Breath 

Cil.nonj. in Po-tzu ch' uan-shu. Shanghai: 1927. 

"lang Yang-rning ::- ~~ "d (1472-1529). Bsianq-chu Wang 
Yang-rninq ch'uan-shu t¥ H 1- rfj f8 /~ t 

---' 

---' 

----, 

Wu-ming 

[A Fully Annotated Version of ehe Complete 
WorJ<s of wpng Yang-ming]. Annotated by Ni Bsi
en I,~ ~~ ~ , Shanghai t Shou-yehshan-fang 

, 1935. 

Ta-hslieh Ku-pen p' ang-chu -( ,ffj {; 4- # ~t 
[The Old Version of the Great Learning with 
Side Commentaries]. Han-hai :if::; i~. Compiled 
by Li Tiao-yuan. f -i;~ tel' Taipei I Hung-yeh 
shu-chu 0c;jjf ;t ~ , ,'I , 1967, vol. 13, pp. 8155-
8164. Ji.,,;} \'9 "7 

Wang Wen-ch I eng kung ch I uan-shu 1-.:Z ti\' :;.; /f $ 
[ Complete Works of Wang Yang-ming]. Compi led 
by Hsieh T'ing-chieh jiM z;,?l' 1572 8PTK 1st 
series, double-page litBbgraPfi ed, 

Yang-ming ch I Uan-shu 1~ ill! 1: ~ [ Comp lete 
Works of Wang Yang-mingJ, SPPY eo. 

Yang-ming hsien-sheng chi-yao r~ 'iJ Jv 'f ;tf ~ 
[The Essential Writings of Wang Yang-mingJ. 
Compiled by Shih Pang-yao 2';;;, h 9%1 (1585-1644) 
SPTK ed. '--" 'I 1 

Yang-ming wen-iu 1~ ifH Z. ~ rCollecteCi Writ
ings of Wang Yang-m1ng]. 1536 ed. Library of 
Congress Microfilm No, 2015. 

~~ 1>8 (fl. 1189). Lien-teng hui-yao ,~"f if 1-
[Essentials of the Combined Lamps] 'Zokuzokyo 

~,~ ~:i l~~ [SuPflement to the Buddhist canon] 
Pt, '2J:i~'case 9, v. 136], 208-475. 

Yin-fu 
• '1/: l-(i;' , j" • 

ch~ng-chtl d,lrf ~.1' rCommentary on the '(~n-fu 
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Translator's Note 

There are enough books published on the subject of the life and 
thought of Wang Shou-jen, more commonly known as Wang 
Yang-ming (1472-1529), to fill a library, but these are written 
in Japanese or Chinese. Where European languages are concerned, 
the situation is quite different. There are only two English 
translations of Yang-ming's selected writings. The first, of 
Frederick Henke (1916), contains an abridged translation of the 
Ch'uan-hsi lu, thirty-six of Yang-ming's letters, and twelve of 
his short essays. The second is Wing-tsit Chan's Instructions for 
Practical Living and Other Neo-Confucian Writings (1963) which 
gives a complete translation of the Ch'uan-hsi lu together with 
certain official documents on social and political affairs issued by 
Yang-mingo This has filled a definite need since Henke's trans
lation is incomplete, very faulty, and lacks the support of critical 
scholarship. However, on account of the wealth of biographical 
material and especially philosophical content contained in Yang
ming's private letters, students of Yang-ming must still refer 
to Henke's translation, which was republished even after the 
appearance of Wing-tsit Chan's book, under the title, The 
Philosophy of Wang Yang-ming (1964). 

These considerations have led me to the translation of all 
of Yang-ming's letters with sufficient philosophical content to 
justify the effort, and to offer critical annotations and references 
where necessary. Sixty-seven letters have therefore been chosen, 
of which thirty-one had never been translated before. Simple 
subject-headings have also been given for each letter. A biblio
graphy of reference books used is included at the end. 

Letters chosen for translation have all been taken out of the 
Wang Wen-ch'eng kung ch'iian-shu [Complete Works of Wang 
Yang-ming] of the Ssu-pu ts'unak'an [Four Libraries Series] 
edition, which is a reproduction of the 1572 edition compiled by 
Hsieh T'ing-chieh. It contains a total of some 160 letters -
including the seven that make up Ch'uan-hsi lu, part 2.1 They 
were written to about one hundred people: some letters were 
written to several persons, others to individuals whose names 
have not been given. A few, written to Yang-ming's superior 
officials, are concerned with details of practical administration 



or military campaigns. Many are of a friendly nature, with little 
philosophical content. Several were written to various members 
of his family, giving either news or practical instructions. All 
these extant letters were written between 1503 and I 528,2 the 
year of his death. We have no letters for the years I504-6, nor 
for I5IO. 

All of the letters translated were written between I503 and 
I527, and so cover a span of twenty-four years. No letters for 
the year 1520 have been translated, although two short ones are 
extant. 

Before making this selection for translation, other existing 
selections, such as Liu Tsung-chou's Yang-ming ch'uan-hsin lu 
[Record of Yang-ming's Transmission of Truth] from Liu-tzu 
ch'uan-shu yi-pien [Supplement to Master Liu's Complete 
Works],' Huang Tsung-hsi's Ming-ju hsiieh-an [Philosophical 
Records of Ming scholars],' and the earlier Sun Ch'i-feng's 
Li-hsueh tsung-chuan [Orthodox Transmission of the 'School 
of Principle']' were examined. Other available collections of 
Yang-ming's writings, such as Yang-ming wen-lu [Collected 
Writings of Yang-ming] of I536,6 Shih Pang-yao's Yang-ming 
hsien-sheng chi-yaa [Collection of Important Works by Master 
Yang-ming] originally of 1636/ Ni Hsi-en's Hsiang-chu Wang 
Yang-ming ch'~an-shu [Complete Works of Wang Yang-ming, 
Fully Annotated], as8 well as the Yang-ming ch'uan-shu of Ssu-pu 
pei-yao [Essentials of Four Libraries] edition,' have also been 
consulted. 

In his article, 'Tegami yori mitaru 0 Y ~mei no shis'; daiyo' 
[The Essentials of Wang Yang-ming's Thought as Seen in His 
Letters],10 the Japanese scholar, Yasuda Kiyoshi, has pointed 
out for us the importance of studying Yang-ming's letters in 
order to attain a better appreciation of his philosophy. Referring 
first to the fact that Yang-ming's friends and contemporaries, 
as well as later Ming scholars, have offered varying ideas of what 
they consider to be the philosopher's 'essential thought', he goes 
on to indicate six recurring themes, which, he contends, have 
been important in the evolution of Yang-ming's ideas. Five of 
these themes are taken from one early letter, that of I509, written 
to his students at Ch' eng-chou, 11 shortly after the end of his 
exile. They show Yang-ming's concern for the all-pervading 



universal truth or wisdom, his preoccupation with the cultivation 
of the inner self and the contrary attraction of official service, his 
disapproval, however, of working for motives of gaining reputa
tion and profit, and his conviction of the need for mutual 
encouragement and admonition as a help to those seeking the 
same moral goals. The sixth theme is taken from a letter, written 
in 1518, to Wang's younger brothers.12 There, he explains how 
the minds of sages and those of the ordinary man are similarly 
prone to error, the difference being that the sages know how to 
correct and avoid faults. Yasuda then refers extensively to other 
letters where these themes are also present and traces especially 
the gradual development of Yang-ming's most important con
tribution to philosophy - the idea of liang-chih, and, even more, 
that of extending liang-chih - which pervades the letters of 1527 
and 1528. He also explains how the letters of 1527 provide a 
background for a better understanding of the theory of 'Four 
Axioms', expounded that same year, and given in Ch'uan-hsi lu, 
part 3.13 

An example of how the letters of Yang-ming provide further 
light on ideas expressed in the Ch'uan-hsi lu and in the Nien-p'u 
[Chronological Biography] is shown in Yang-ming's answer to 
his student, Liu Yuan-tao, who desired to retire to a life of 
contemplation in the mountains. The Ch'uan-hsi lu gives only 
a few sentences: 

Liu Chun-liang wanted to engage in sitting in meditation in the mountains. 
The teacher said, 'If you seek tranquillity because you feel disgusted with 
external things, you will only build up an air of arrogance and laziness. 
But if you are not disgusted with external things, it will be good for you to 
cultivate yourself in a quiet place.'14 

The Nien-p'u states: 

Liu [Ch~n-liang] asked about retiring into the mountains for the cultivation 
of tranquillity ... He [Yang-ming] told Liu that the gentleman's learning 
regarding the cultivation of the mind resembles the art of healing of a 
good physician, who measures the gravity of the disease and the temperature 
of the patient, in order to decide on the use of medication. The essential 
need is to remove the disease. He has no fixed prescription in the beginning, 
which must be followed by everyone. If a person is merely intent upon 
retiring into the mountains, abandoning the affairs of the world, and giving 



up thought and worry, he [Yang-mingJ fears that when a disposition for 
emptiness has once been developed, even if the person wishes no longer to 
fall into such emptiness, he can no longer prevent it.I 5 

The letter written to Liu, which is much longer, is Letter 44 
in this work. A comparison of the three passages will show that 
Yang-ming regards quiet meditation as one of the means of 
self-cultivation, but not as the only or absolute means. The 
emphasis he makes is always on flexibility and judgment. The 
parable of the good physician is thus important. But that is not 
given in Ch'uan-hsi lu. The Nien-p'u refers briefly to the parable, 
but does not explain the issue sufficiently to show the recognition 
by Yang-ming of the role of quiet meditation in self-cultivation, 
as well as the need for flexibility of judgment in making use of 
this means. 

The translation of certain philosophical terms, especially 
those used most frequently by Wang Yang-ming, has posed a real 
problem. I realise that Professor Wing-tsit Chan and others have 
made a great contribution in this regard by their lucid translations 
of Neo-Confucian texts. However, to preserve the richness and 
ambiguity of meaning inherent in the Chinese characters, I have 
preferred to transliterate certain key-words, such as hsin [mind 
or heart, principle and source of all human activity], liang-chih 
[man's inborn capacity for knowing and doing the good, that 
which, when developed to the utmost, unites him with heaven 
and earth and all things], and so on. I have included in this book 
a brief Selection of Terms - 'On the Interpretation of Certain 
Key-words' - ende~~ouring thereby to point out the hidden 
richness of the words themselves as well as the difficulty which 
every translator of Chinese philosophical texts encounters. 

Finally, the translations presented here have been arranged, as 
much as possible, in chronological order. This has been done in 
accordance with the wishes of Yang-ming himself, who desired 
that readers in later ages should be able to discern the develop
ment of his thought. 16 

The translator hopes that this work will serve to promote 
greater knowledge and understanding of the philosopher who has 
exerted such an important influence on East Asian thought for the 
past five hundred years, and who also has much to say to the 
Western reader of the twentieth century. 



Wang Wen-ch'eng kung ch'uan-shu, Ssu~pu ts'un,~k'an double-page lithograph edition 
(hereinafter referred to as WWKC). See Wiri~-tsit Chan (trans.), Instructions for 
Practical Living and other Neo-Confucian Writings (1963), pp. 88 ff. (hereinafter referred 
to as Instructions). 

2 An important letter written by Yang-ming shortly before his death in 1528 was that 
to Nieh Wen-yu (1487-1563). It has been included in Ch'uan-hs-i lu, pt 2. See Chan's 
Instructions, pp. I 172 fr. 

3 Liu's dates are 1578-1645. The edition used is of 1850. 
4 Huang's dates are 1610--95_ Ssu-pu pei-yao edition. 

Sun's dates are 1584-1675. 
6 Library of Congress microfilm no. 2015. 
7 Ssu-pu ts'un1..k'an edition. 
S Published inVShanghai by Shao-yeh shan-fang, 1935. The edition used was of 1568. 
9 This is the sarpe as WWKC, but contains many mistakes. 

10 In Tetsugaku!i.'enkyii (Philosophical Studies], vol. 380 (r949), pp. 665-82. 
11 See Letter 3 in this work. 
12 See Letter 28 in this work. 
13 See Chan's Instructions, p. 243. 
14 Ibid" p. 214. 
15 WWKC, 34:961-2. 
16 See Preface by his student, Ch'ien Te-hung (1496-1574), in WWKC, p. 12. 
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Events in the life oj Wang Yang-ming 

1472 Birth of Wang Yang-ming at Yu-yao on 31 October. 
1482 The family moves to Peking. 
1484 Death of Yang-ming's mother. 
1488 Journey to Kiangsi to get married. 
1489 Visit to the philosopher Lou Liang (1422-91). 
1492 Yang-ming passes provincial examinations. 
1499 Yang-ming obtains the chin-shih degree and serves in 

minor official posts. 
1501 Visits to many Buddhist and Taoist monasteries in 

Anhwei. 
1502 Retirement to the 'Yang-ming Cave' and practice of 

Taoist cultivation. (several months). 
1504 Return to official life and Confucian principles. 
1505 Yang-ming begins to receive disciples as a Confucian 

teacher. 



1506 Flogging and imprisonment as a result of the memorial 
intervening on behalf of some officials imprisoned 
unjustly by the powerful eunuch Liu Chin. 

1507 Exile to Kweichow. 
I50S Enlightenment. 
1509 Yang-ming begins to speak of the unity of knowledge 

and action. 
1510 Return from exile, to Kwangsi and Peking. 
IS II Minor official posts and teaching of philosophy In 

Peking, Nanking, and other places. 
1516 Yang-ming appointed Censor-in-Chief and Grand 

Co-ordinator of the border regions of Kiangsi, Kwang
tung, and Fukien. 

15 I 7-I S Pacification of bandits and re-organisation of local 
government. 

I5 IS 

1520 
15 21 

I52S 

1529 

Publication of two works: 'The Old Version of the 
Great Learning' and 'The Definitive Views of Chu Hsi, 
Arrived at Late in Life'. Hsueh K'an, Yang-ming's 
disciple, publishes the first collection of his recorded 
conversations with the Master, the Ch'uan-hsi lu. 
Suppression of the rebellion of Prince Ch'en-hao. 
Southern expedition of the Emperor Wu-tsung (r. 
1506- 21 ). 
Emperor Wu-tsung returns to Peking. 
Yang-ming begins to speak of the 'extension of liang
chih'. Accession of the Emperor Shih-tsung (r. 1522-
66). Honours accorded to Yang-mingo 
Death of Yang-ming's father. 
Six years of teaching in retirement. 
Yang-ming recalled to active service to suppress 
rebellions in Kwangsi. Teaching of the' Four Maxims'. 
Pacification and re-organisation of Kwangsi. Yang
ming's health deteriorates steadily. Homebound 
Journey. 
Death of Yang-ming at Nan-an, Kiangsi, on the way 
home, on 9 January. 

7 



Abbreviations 

Chu-tzu yu-lei CTYL 
CWKW 
HSCC 
MJHA 
SPPY 
SPTK 
TSD 
WWKC 
Classics 

Hui-an hsien-sheng Chu Wen Kung wen-chi 
Hsiang-shan ch';;an-chi 
Ming-ju hsu'eh-an 
Ssu-pu pei-yao edition 
Ssu-pu ts'ulifk'an edition 
Taisho shinshu daizokyo , 
Wang Wen-ch'eng-kung chuan-shu 
The Chinese Classics 

Instructions Instructions for Practical Living and Other Neo
Confucian Writings 

Li Chi Li Chi, Book of Rites [The Li Kt1 
Reflections Reflections on Things at Hand 

Contents 

Translator's Note page 00 

Acknowledgments 
Events in the Life of Wang Yang-ming 
Abbreviations 00 

LETTER 

1. To Prefect T'ung, on Asking for Rain 
(1503) 00 

2. In Reply to Questions about Spirits and 
Immortals (1508) 00 

3· To Students at Ch' eng-chou, on Learning 
(1509) 00 

4· To Hsii Ch'eng-chih, on Learning (lSI!) 00 

5· To Huang Tsung-hsien and Ying Yuan-
chung, on the Mind (hsin) as a Mirror 00 

6. To Wang Shih-t'an, the Han-lin Acade-
mician, on Emotions (lSI!) 00 

7· To Chu Yung-ming, on Civil Examina-
tions (1511) 00 

8. To Wang Hu-ku, on Spontaneity (151 I) 00 

9· To Huang Tsung-hsien, on Humanity 
and Reciprocity (IS I I) 00 



10. To Wang Ch'un-fu, on Patience (1512) 00 
II. To Ch'u Ch'ai-hs{i, on Friendship (1512) 00 
12. To Ch'u Ch'ai-hs~, on Being a Teacher 

(1512) 00 
13. To Ho Tzu-yuan, on the Rites (1512) 00 
I4- To Huang Tsung-hsien, on Sincerity 

(1513) 00 
IS. To Wang Ch'un-fu, on Sincerity (1513) 
16. To [Tsai] Hsi-0ian, on Learning (1513) 
17- To Tai Tzu-liang, on Determination 

(1513) 
IS. To Hu Po-chung, on the Gentleman

Living with Inferior Men (IS 13) 
19. To Huang Ch'eng-fu, on Fixing the 

Determination (1513) 
20. To [Wang] T'ien-yii, on Fixing the 

Determination (1514) 
21. To [Wang] T'ien-yii, on Investigation of 

Things (1514) 
22. To Li Tao-fu, on the Educative Mission 

of the Official (ISIS) 
23. To Lu Yuan-ching, on Learning (1516) 
24- To Yang Shih-te and Hsueh Shang

ch'ien, on Moral Cultivation (1517) 
25- To Wen-jen Pang-ying and [Wen-jen] 

Pang-cheng, on Civil Service (ISIS) 
26. To Wen-jen Pang-ying and Pang-cheng, 

on Civil Service (ISIS) 
27. To Hsueh Shang-ch'ien, on liang-chih 

(15 18) 
28. To My Younger Brothers [and Cousins], 

on Correction of Faults (IS I 8) 
29. To [Ts'ai] HSi-yuan, on Patience under 

Criticism (r 5 19) 
30. To [Chan] Kan-ch'uan, on Similarities 

and Differences in Opinion (15 19) 
31. To Fang Shu-hsien, on the Old Version 

of the Great Learning (1519) 
32. To Hsia Tun-fu, on Learning (1521) 



33. To Hsi Yuan-shan, on Lu Chiu-yilan 
(1521 ) 

34. To [Chan] Kan-ch'uan, on Similarities 
and Differences in Opinion (1521) 

35. To Lun Yen-shih, on hsin (1521) 
36. To T'ang Yu-tso, the Regional Inspector, 

o~ Learning (1521) 
37. To Fang Shu-hsien, on Learning (1521) 
38. To Yang Shih-ming, on the Extension of 

Knowledge (1521) 
39. To Lu Yuan-ching, on Cultivation of 

Life (1521) 
40. To Lu Yuan-ching, on Patience under 

Criticism (1522) 
41. To HSll Ch'eng-chih, on Chu Hsi and Lu 

Chiu-yuan (1522) 
42. To Hsu Ch'eng-chih, on Chu Hsi and Lu 

Chiu-yuan (1522) 
43. To Shu Kuo-yung, on Efforts and 

Spontaneity (152 3) I 

44. To Liu Yuan-tao, on Cultivation of Life 
(15 2 3) 

45. To Hsueh Shang-ch'ien, on Extending 
liang-chih (1523) 

46. To Yang Sui-an, the GrandSecretary, on 
the Art of Government (1523) 

47· To Huang Mien-chih, on Learning (1524) 
48. To Huang Mien-chih, on Various Ques

tions \1524) 
49. To Liu Nei-chung, on Learning (1525) 
50. To Tung Yun (La-shih), on liang-chih 

(15 2 5) 
51. To Tsou Ch'ien-chih, onliang-chih (1526) 
52. To Tsou Ch'ien-chih, on the Rites (1526) 
53. To Tsou Ch'ien-chih, onliang-chih (1526) 
54. To Tsou Ch'ien-chih, on Unity of the 

'Three Ways' (1526) 
55. To Tsou Ch'ien-chih, onliang-chih (1526) 
56. In Reply toa Friend, on Learning (1526) 



57. In Reply to Inquiries from a Friend, on 
Knowledge and Action (1526) 

58. No Nan Yuan-shan, on liang-chih (1526) 
59. To Chi Ming-te, on hsin (1526) 
60. To Wei Shih-yueh, on Extending liang

chih (1527) 
61. To Ma Tzu-hsin, on liang-chih (1527) 

·62. To Mao Ku-an, the Vice Regional Com
missioner, on Extending liang-chih (1527) 

63. To Huang Tsung-hsien, on Extending 
liang-chih (1527) 

16+ To Ch'en Wei-chlin, on Extending liang
chih (1527) 

65. To My Friends in An-fu, on liang-chih 
(15 2 7) 

66. To Lu Ch'ing-po, on liang-chih 
67. To Hsu T'ai-chung, on Emotions 
On the Interpretation of Certain Key-words 
Selected Bibliography 
Glossary and Index 

On Prayers for Rain 

1. TO PREFECT T'UNG, 
ON ASKING FOR RAINl 

Yesterday, your two subordinates, Yang and Lee, came with 
your letter, and inquired about the art of making rain . 

. . . The Way of Heaven is hidden and distant. How can an 
ordinary mortal probe and understand it? However, your 
concern for the welfare of the people, and your diligence on their 
behalf, are so sincere, that I must not neglect sending you a word 
of reply. 

Confucius once said, 'I have already been praying for a long 
time." The prayer of a gentlem m is not limited to the moments 
spent in formal pra} er for Yueh, but refers especially to daily 
conduct. You have been governor in Yueh for several years 
already. All that pertains to removing evils for the people, 
promoting their welfare and benefit, can be called 'prevenient' 

f i 



prayer, and need not wait until today. But the summer drought 
is still with us, and the rain has not yet come. Is there perhaps 
some reason for this? In the ancient times, during periods of 
drought, the ruler would eat less and refrain from enjoying 
music, re-examine judicial cases, and decrease taxation. He 
would pay special attention to sacrifices, to inquiring about the 
sufferings of the people, and take the blame for the drought on 
himself - distributing alms, and praying for the people to the 
spirits of the mountains, rivers, of earth and harvest. That was 
why there were sacrifices begging Heaven for rain, and proclama
tions of self-criticism and examination, and vows for self-reform. 
What historical records referred to by saying, 'King T'ang [d. 
I753 B.C.?] blamed himself for six things',' what the Book of 
Rites said: 'During the great summer sacrifice for rain to God, 
all the instruments of music are employed': what the Spring
Autumn Annals recorded: 'In autumn, during the ninth month, 
there was a great sacrifice for rain"-all belong to this category. 
I had heard of these ancient practices, but never of magic or 
charms for obtaining rain. Only later magicians practised these 
from time to time. When these were men of integrity and 
perseverence, then, even if their actions were not always in 
accordance with the Mean, but differed from the ordinary, they 
were still able to obtain rain. All such reports, however, come to 
us from miscellaneous accounts of minor importance and not 
from the Classics. The gentleman tends to consider these 
happenings as coincidences. As to our present-day priests and 
sorcerers, many of these are little different from the loafers and 
ruffians of the market places. How can we therefore expect them 
to rebuke the thunder, to call forth wind and rain? h 

I would rather advise you to come out and col]'ltemplate 
yourself at the official hall, to stop whatever business is not 
urgent, open the door for the reform of self, to set aright cases 
of injustice, forbid luxury and sophistication, strengthen your 
sincerity and purify your mind, reproaching yourself, and 
praying on behalf of the people of the eight counties [of yu.eh},6 
the spirits of the mountains, rivers, of the earth and grain. And, 
if the people wish to employ the service of priests to pray for 
them, let them do so without interference, but also without your 
sponsorship, and without your relying on them. For, with your 
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style of conduct, you have certainly nothing to be ashamed of in 
front of the spirits. And if, facing such events, you examine 
yourself even more, leading your subordinates to beg sincerely 
for rain, then, even though Heaven sends us drought, there will 
be no harm. If only human affairs can be regulated, some response 
from Heaven ought to come within ten days. And, on my part, 
though I am no different from the common people, if I did know 
the art of obtaining rain, how would I dare to sit back and watch 
the people suffer without doing anything about it? ... In one or 
two days, I too shall pray at Nan-chent/ to help your fervour. 
If only you beg with your whole heart for the people, without 
allowing yourself to be deceived by false teachings, and without 
anxiety to obtain a better reputation, then, although the way 
of Heaven is distant, it has never failed to respond to a case 
of such fervour. 

WWKC, 2I :634-5 

1 Ace. to Hsiao Liang-kan et at. (comp.), Shao-hsing fu-chih [Shao-hsing Prefecture 
Gazetteer) pub, 1586, 26:11b. T'ung Cheng was Prefect of Shao-hsing. 

2 Analects (Lun-yu), VII :34. See James Legge (trans.), The Chinese Classics (1893, 
reprinted by Hong Kong University Press, 1960; referred to hereinafter as Classics), 
voL I, p. 206. I have modified Legge's translation nearly every time, but still refer to 
him in the footnotes to show that I have consulted him on every occasion, 

3 Although 'historical records' are mentioned, this line is not found in Ssu-ma Ch'ien' 
Shih-chi. The reference, rather, is to Wang Ch'ung (h. AD. 27) and Hsun-tzu (fl. 
2g8-238 B.c.). See 'Kan-hs'U' ['Fictitious Influences'] in Huang Hui (ed.), Lun-heng 
chiao-shih [Annotated Version of Wang Ch'ung's Lun-heng], Taipei, 1964, vol. I, 
pp. 237-8 and Wang Ch'ung, Lun-heng [Balanced Inquiries), t.ranslated by A. Forke, 
Lun-heng (1962), vol. 2, pp. 183-4. The six things are enumerated in Hsun-tzu, 
'Ta-Iueh' [Miscellaneous Items], SPPY ed., Ig:gh. See Herman Koster's German 
translation, Hsun-tzu (1967), 27:354. 

4 Book of Rites (Li-ch£j, 'Yueh-ling' (Proceedings of Government in Different Months). 
See Legge (trans.), U Chi, Book of Rites (1885, reprinted by University Books, New 
York, Ig67, hereinafter referred to as Li Chi), voL 1, pp. 273-4. 

5 The great rain sacrifice often took place 'in autumn, during the ninth month', as, 
for example, during the sixth and the sixteenth year of Duke Chao, the first year of 
Duke Ting. See Spring-Autumn Antwls (Ch'un-ch'iu), Legge's Classics, vol. v, pp. 607, 
661,742 . 

6 These counties were: Shan-yin, K'uai-chi, Hsiao-shan, Chu-chi, Yu-yao, Shang-y~, 
Sheng, and Hsing-ch'ang. See Che-chiang t'ung-chih [Chekiang Gazetteer], Shanghai 
reprint, 1934, 1:114 and Ming-shih [Ming Dynastic History], K'ai-ming ed., 1937, 

ch·44: 100 . 

. 7 The name of a place east of K'uai-chi in modern Chekiang, with a temple dedicated to 
t;=""f.t.-n>:king Y~. See Che-chiang t'ung-chih, I :210-14. Also see Yang-ming's prayer for 

rain in WWKC, 25:723. 



On Spirits and Immortals 

2. IN REPLY TO QUESTIONS ABOUT 
SPIRITS AND IMMORTALS 

You asked me whether spirits and immortals exist. Thrice you 
have written and I have not replied, not because I do not wish 
to reply, but because I did not know what to say ! Yesterday, 
your younger brother came, and desired very much to get an 
answer. Actually, ever since the age of eight I have been interested 
in such matters. More than thirty years have passed since then. 
My teeth are becoming unsteady, several of my hairs have 

. turned white, my eyes cannot see beyond a foot's distance, 
and my ears cannot hear beyond the distance of ten feet. More
over, I am often bedridden with sickness for entire months. My 
need of medicine as well as my capacity for it is growing. These 
are all the results of my interest in spirits and immortals. But 
people who know me still say glibly that I can yet attain this 
Way of Immortality, and you too, having heard such talk and 
believing it readily, have asked me about it! Since there is 
no way out for me, I shall say a few foolish words to you about it. 

In ancient times, there were perfect men, of genuine virtue 
and mature tao, who lived in harmony with yin and yang and 
the four seasons, away from the world and its vanities. Concen
trating their sperm [ching] and their energies, they moved 
between Heaven and Earth, seeing and hearing things which were 
beyond the scope of ordinary experience. Such were Kuang
ch'eng-tzu 1 who lived to the age of one thousand five hundred 
years without weakening his powers, Li Po_yang2 who lived 
through the dynasties of Shang and Chou, and who went west 
through the Han-ku Pass. These men really existed. To deny 
that would be to deceive you. However, to correspond to the tao 
in our breathing and movements, to keep our energy and bones 
intact, refer to a natural endowment received at the beginning 
of our existence. This is the work of Heaven, not what human 
force can compass. 

Stories concerning men of later generations who could ascend 
with their families into the air, transform objects, borrow corpses 
and return to life again, refer to deceptive and strange things 



belonging to the realm of secret magic and ingenious arts - what 
Yin-wen-tzu3 called illusion, what the Buddhists call heterodoxy. 
If such actions are called real, you would be equally deceived. 
After all, words cannot describe what lies between existence and 
non-existence. One can understand after long reflections and 
deep self-cultivation. Before having reached the proper state, 
it is not possible to force such knowledge. 

However, we Confucians also have our own doctrine of 
immortality. Yen-tzu· died at the age of thirty-two, and yet still 
lives today. Can you believe this? Men of later generations such 
as Shang-yang-tzu' possessed certain skills, which could not be 
called the real tao. As to Bodhidharma [fl. 46o--S34?]' and Hui
neng [638-713]/ they would be closer to the tao. But we can still 
not be sure of this. If you wish to hear more about this doctrine, 
you need to retire into the mountains or forests for thirty years, 
perfect your ears and eyes, unify your mind and ambition, keep 
your breast free from the least particle of dust. And then you 
can discuss this Way. But at present, you are still far from the 
Way of Immortality. - Please forgive my bold words! 

WWKC, 21 :638 

1 A legendary immortal who supposedly lived in the K'ung-t'ung mountain and was 
visited by the Yellow Emperor who asked for his advice on the way of immortality. 
See 'Tsai-yu' [To Put the World at Peace] in Chuang-tzu, SPPY ed., 4:18n; English 
translation by Burton Watson, The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu (1968), pp. I r8-20. 

2 One of the names given to Lao-tzu in Shih-chi [Historical Records of Ssu-ma Ch'ien]. 
See Erh-shih-wu shih series, K'ai-ming ed., 63:180-1. 

3 A philosopher of late Chou times who studied under the logician Kung-sun Lung 
(b. 380 B.C. ?). See the book ascribed to him, Yin-wen-tzu, 2 vols., SPTK ed. 

4 Favourite student of Confucius. 
5 Ch'en Chih-hsu, alias Shang-yang-tzu. He compiled the Shang-yang-tzu Chin-tan 

ta-yao [Essentials of the Golden Pill] in late 1335. See Liu Ts'un-yan, 'Ming-ju yu 
tao-chiao' (Taoism and Neo-Confucianists in Ming times] in Hsin-ya hsueh-pao 
[New Asia Journal), vol. 8 (1967), p. 4. 

6 The supposed first patriarch of Ch'an Buddhism in China (fl. A.D. 420-79). See Tao
hs{1an, Hsu kao-seng chuan [Supplement to the Biographies of Eminent Monks], TSD 
No. 2060, voL 50, p. 55 I. 

7 Sixth Patriarch of Ch'an Buddhism in China who started the Southern School of 
Sudden Enlightenment. He lived supposedly from A.D. 605 to 706. See Tao-yuan, 
Ching-te ch'uan-teng lu, SPTK ed" 3:1¥-16a. 



On Learning 

3. TO STUDENTS AT 
CH'ENG-CHOU' 

,~ .• , Since the tradition of learning has been abandoned, few people 
seek the Tao [Way]. A man of Ch'i living in the midst of a 
multitude from Ch'u is very easily swayed by temptation. 2 

Except for men of heroic virtue, very few remain firm and 
unchanged. True, there are some among our modern scholars 
and officials who know a little about seeking the Way, but they 
all show off their attainments before having acquired genuine 
virtue, drawing to themselves criticisms in the world, and 
therefore often toppling down for lack of solid foundation and 
becoming even a hindrance to this Way. You, my friends, ought 
to take that to be a warning. Detaching yourselves from wordly 
fame, you must apply real effort in your innermost selves. What 
I said earlier in the temple about sitting meditatively was not 
meant for the sake of your attaining samadhi. 3 Rather, since we 
are usually distracted by many objects and affairs, and do not 
know how to take care of ourselves, I wished to recommend 
such a remedy to our lack of learning by an effort of the 
recollection of the mind. [Ch'eng] Ming-tao [1032-85] had said, 
'When one begins to study, one ought to know where to apply 
one's effort; when one has already studied, one ought to know 
where one has acquired strength'! You, my friends, ought to 
apply your efforts here, in order to make progress. Later, you 
will see where you have acquired strength. 

Study requires directing the whip towards the inner self. 5 

'The way of the gentleman is hidden but becomes more 
prominent every day': Although reputation and profit imply a 
greater or lesser degree of purity and impurity, nevertheless they 
manifest the same desire for gain. 'Modesty brings its reward'. 7 

'Seek not to be different from others, but to be in agreement with 
li [moral principle or reason]''' These words should be written 
on the wall, to be looked at many times by the eyes. Our learning 
to write examination essays will not prevent our pursuit of 
knowledge (or virtue), but may injure our firm determination 
[to become sages]. 9 If you proceed systematically in your work, 



according to what we agreed upon the other day, neither will 
interfere with each other. As it has been said, when we know how 
to sprinkle water on the floor and sweep it, how to answer the door 
and respond to the questions of other people,10 the refined 
meanings of knowledge will have entered our spirits.11 

WWKC,4: 170-r 

These students included Chi Yuan-heng, Chiang Hsing, and Liu Kuan-shih. See 
'Njen~p'u' in WWKC, 32:91 l. Ch'eng-chou is in the present province of Hunan. 

2 This refers to the parable given in lVIencius, comparing the difficulty of keeping one's 
own convictions alone to that of a man learning the language of Ch'i while living in 
the midst of people speaking that of Ch'u. His lone teacher, a man of Ch'i, cannot help 
him very much if the men of Ch'u are continually shouting into his ears. See 2'viencius, 
3B :6, Legge's Classics, vol, II, p. 275. 

3 The Chinese work ling is a translation of the Sanskrit samadhi rendered into English 
by Derk Bodde as 'intent meditation'. See his translation of Fung Yu-Ian's History 
of Chinese Philosophy (1953), vol. 2, p. 395. 

4 Ch'eng Ming-tao was the other name of Ch'eng Haa. This saying comes from Erh
Ch'eng ch'i1an-shu [Complete Works of the two Ch'engs], Yi-shu [Surviving Works), 
Sppy ed., 12 :20, :-i-shu, Wai-shu, Ts'ui-yen, Ming-tao wen-chi, and Yi-ch'uan wen-chi 
are all from Erh-Wt'eng ch>it.an-shu. 
A famous sentence of Ch'eng Hao, advocating the direction of our efforts inwards, 
Yi-shu, 1 t: I lb. See also Chiang Yung, Chin-ssu lu ch£-chu [Collected Commentaries 
on Chu Hsi's Chin-ssu lu], SPPY cd., 2:1 Ib, and vVing-tsit Chan's translation, 
Reflections on Things at Hand (1967; hereinafter referred to as Reflections), p. 58. 
Chan translates this: 'In learning it is only necessary to drive with a whip, as it were, 
so that one may get nearer to the inside and be genuinely concerned with one's internal 
life'. The expression pien-p'£ (drive with a whip), according to Chu Rsi, was a colloquial 
expression in Lo-yang, where the Ch'eng brothers lived. The driver of a carriage had 
to whip people to make them get off the streets into the houses. See Chu-tzu yu-Iei 
[Classified Sayings of Master ChuJ, 1473 ed. (Taipei reprint, 1962), 45 :3a. This book 
will be abbreviated as CT YL. 

6 Doctrine of the lVIean (Chung-yung), 33:t, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 431. 
7 Book of Documents (Shu-ching), 'Ta-Yu mu' ['Counsels of the Great Yu']. See Legge's 

Classics, vo1. III, p. 65. 
8 Mencius, 6A:7, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. 430. 
9 Ch'eng Yi (1°33-1°7), Wai-shu [Other Works], I I :sa. See Chin-ssu lu chi-chu, 7:6b; 

also Chan's Reflections, p. 199. 
10 Confucians and Neo-Confucians have always esteemed manual work and training in 

the ways of ordinary life as part of their program of education, following the instance 
given in the Analects, 19: 12, (Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 343). Ch'eng Haa had said, 
'Even sprinkling and sweeping the floor and dealing with and answering questions 
belong to the realm of what exists before physical form, for in principle there is neither 
great nor small.' See Yi-shu, 13: lb. 

11 Allusion to Book of Changes (Yi-ching), 'Appended Remarks', pt 2, James Legge 
(trans.), The Yi King, Oxford, I822, Delhi reprint, 1966 (referred to hereinafter as 
Yi King), p. 390; also Yi-shu, 4:4b, Is:8a. 



On Learning 

4. TO HSU CN'ENG-CHIH' 

... The perfection of self and the government of men are not 
actually two different things. Administrative duties are complicat
ed, but remain within the realm of learning. I believe that you, my 
Ch' eng-chih, benefit much from every situation .... 

While reflecting recently upon your efforts to make progress in 
learning, I had the slight impression that you are over-exerting 
yourself. Former scholars have said that while the earnest 
determination to attain the tao [Way] is sincerity, too much 
haste and impatience in seeking it would make of it instead 
selfishness. 2 This cannot be left unattended to. In our daily life, 
is there anything that is not the functioning and movement of 
T'ien-li [Principle of Heaven]? If we only guard this mind and 
not allow it to become dispersed, the principles of reason will 
mature themselves. This is what Mencius meant when he said: 
'Let not [the mind] forget its work or assist [the growth of the 
vast, overflowing ch'i]',3 and also: '[The gentleman] advances in 
learning with deep earnestness, [wishing] to get hold of it in 
himself'.' True, how can the work of learning be left to move 
slowly? And yet, I fear that too much effort to force and exert 
ourselves, even if it brings progress, may not allow us to have 
security .... 

1 His private name was Hs~ Shao-ch'eng, and he was, like Yang-ming, anativeofY~-yao. 
See Shao-hsing fu-chih, 41: 48a-b. 

2 A paraphrase of one of the sayings of the Ch'eng brothers, identified by Chu Hsi as 
Ch'eng Yi. See Yi-shu, 2A:la and Chin-ssu-lu chi-chu, 2:7b, Chan's Reflections, p. 48. 

3 Mencius, 2A:2. Earlier in this passage, Menelus had spoken of the 'vast, overflowing 
ch'i', or hao-jan-chih-ch'i, as a certain moral rectitude in one's character which can 
somehow unite the gentleman to Heaven and Earth. Later in the passage, he gave the 
parable of a foolish man who seeks to assist the growth of his crop by 'pulling up' his 
plants, only to cause them all to wither away. For Legge's translation of this passage, 
see vol. II, pp. 19o-r. 

4 Mencius, 4B:!4, ibid., p. 322. 



On the Mind (hsin) as a Mirror 

5. TO H1jANG TSUNG-HSlEN' AND 
YING YUAN-CHUNG' 

The heart and mind of the sage cannot tolerate the least particle 
of dust and has naturally no need of polishing. The heart and 
mind of the average man, however, resembles a spotted and dirty 
mirror which needs thorough polishing to have all its dust and 
dirt removed. Then will the tiniest speck of dust become visible, 
and only a light stroke will wipe it away, without our having to 
spend much energy.' At this stage, one already knows the 
substance of perfect jen [virtue 1: When the dirt is not yet removed, 
the mirror may still have certain bright spots, which allow us 
to detect falling particles of dust and to rub them off. But 
whatever accumulates on top of the dirt and dust cannot even be 
seen. This shows why learning benefits from hard and diligent 
work.' Please do not doubt my words because of the difficulties 
involved. Human nature tends to prefer ease and dislike difficulty; 
it is naturally affected by selfish desires and habits. But when we 
see through this, naturally we no longer find it difficult. There 
were men in ancient times who gladly risked their lives ten 
thousand times, on account of this realisation. Formerly, we did 
not understand the meaning of directing efforts inwards; and so 
we could say nothing of this work. Now that we realise this, we 
fear being dragged by love of ease and hate of difficulty into Ch' an 
Buddhism. 5 Yesterday we discussed the difference between 
Confucianism and Buddhism. Ming-tao had already disclosed 
eighty or ninety per cent of the truth when he said that [the 
Buddhists 1 straighten their interior disposition by reverence, but 
do not perfect their exterior conduct by righteousness, and 
therefore, in the end, do not even succeed is straightening their 
interior disposition by reverence. 6 

WWKC,4: 171- 2 

1 Huang Tsung~hsien (1477~I55I), private name Huang Wan, literary name Chiu-an. 
He met Yang-ming and Chan Jo-shui in '510, and later became Yang-ming's disciple, 
and also relative through the marriage of his daughter to Yang-ming's SOll. Huang rose 
to the official rank of Minister of Rites. In later life, he was much displeased with the 
excesses of some of Yang-ruing's disciples, and wrote the controversial Ming-tao p'ien 
[Elucidation of the Way] to criticise them. For his biography, see Huang Tsung-hsi, 



Ming-ju hsueh-an [Philosophical Records of Ming Scholars], SPPY ed., (hereinafter 
referred to as M]RA), 13:Sh-6b and Ming-shih, 197:470. 

2 Private name Ying Liang. For his life, see WWKC, 33:91 I; see also Ming-shih, 283:699. 
3 Comparison of the mind or heart to a mirror represents a rich tradition in Chinese 

thought going back to the philosophers Chuang-tzu (about 4th century B.c.) and 
Huai-nan-tzu (d. 122 B.C.). But Yang-ming must have had in mind especially the 
account in the Liu-tsu ta-shih Ja-,pao t'an-ching [Platform Scripture of the Sixth 
Patriarch] concerning the gathas of the two Bu4Jlhist 7!t;; Shen-hsiu and Hui-neng, 
the later Sixth Patriarch (see TSD, No. 200~, 48: . Yang-ming's use of the 
metaphor manifests a preference for Shen-hsiu's gatha. See Wing-tsit Chan's transla .. 
tion, The Platform Scripture (1963) and also Paul Demieville's 'Le miroir spirituel', 
Sinologica, I (l948), pp. 117-19. 

4 Allusion to Doctrine of the Mean, 20:9. See Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 407. 
5 Again he voices his opposition to Ch'an Buddhism. 
6 This refers to Yi-shu 4:4b. Yang-ming, following Chu Hsi, attributes the saying to 

Ch'eng Hao (Ming-tao). See Chin-ssu lu chi-chu, 13:lb, Chan's Reflections, p. 28I. 
The quotation contained in it Comes from the Book of Changes, Hexagram 2, 'K'un', 
Appendix 4, Legge's Yi King, p. 420. Wing-tsit Chan translates ching as 'seriousness'. 
I prefer 'reverence', implying reverence to one's inner self, or to one's moral nature. 

On Emotions 
6. TO WANG GHIH-T'AN, THE HAN-LIN 
ACADEMICIAN! 

... Pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy, are emotions. When we 
refuse to yield to them, they remain wei-fa ['unstirred'j,2 This 
wei-fa of pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy refers to their substance, 
that is to human nature. This explanation began, not with Ch'eng 
[Yi], but with Tzu-Ssu. 3 Since you disagree on this point, let 
us begin our discussion with Tzu-Ssu's Doctrine of the Mean. 

Pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy, as well as thought and 
consciousness, all proceed from the mind (hsin). The mind 
controls nature and emotions! Nature (hsing) is the 'substance' 
of hsin, emotions are its 'functions'. Ch' eng [Yi] said: 'The 
mind is one'. Where the substance is concerned, it is 'quiet 
and passive'. Where the functions are concerned, it 'penetrates 
all things immediately, when it is acted upon'.' I can add nothing 
to this. You can find the answer in this theory of substance and 
function. After all, substance and function have the same origin. 
If you know how substance is function, you would also know how 
function is substance. But substance is obscure and difficult to 
know; function is obvious and easily seen. You are quite right 
in what you said. The person who claims that, from morning 
till night, there is not a moment of passivity, sees function only 
and not substance. 



In his studies the gentleman seeks 'substance' through 
'function'. As Ch'eng-tzu [Ch'eng Yi] said, thought is that which 
is 'stirred'6 (yi-fa), to have consciousness is to have that which is 
active. All this refers to the time before the four emotions have 
been stirred but does not say that they are never stirred. In the 
beginning, Chu-tzu [Chu Hsi, IIJG-r:WO] also doubted this 
theory of wei-fa. He held repeated discussions and debates -
dozens of them - with [Chang] Nan-hsuan [II33-8ol' before he 
finally made up his mind. The results are now gathered together 
in his Chung-yung chu-shu [Commentary on the Doctrine of the 
Mean].8 This is therefore no haphazard theory. Only what he 
said about beginning with vigilance and apprehension, in the 
control of oneself, and arriving at the harmony of supreme 
tranquillity, as well as beginning with caution in solitude, in 
refinement of spirit, and arriving at perfect response to events of 
life, seems to show over-analysis. Later readers divided this 
into two sections, thinking that there might be a special time of 
quiet and passivity, for tranquillity and for nurturing and 

" preserving hsin, the mind. They did not realise that we should 
always preserve a vigilant, cautious, and apprehensive mind, 
without a moment's pause in such effort of self-cultivation, and 
also without having necessarily to preserve and nurture the mind 
by vigilance over self at the times when one is neither seen 
nor heard. 

I would recommend you to make more effort in what regards 
activity, without allowing such effort to suffer any interruption. 
When activity no longer lacks harmony, neither will passivity 
or tranquillity lack equilibrium. Then would one know what is 
called the quiet and passive substance. If, before attaining this 
state, we try to guess its meaning, we would be 'discussing the 
pagoda's finial while looking at it'. 9 Even Chu-tzu spoke merely 
of the conscious person, and not of consciousness. This points to 
a lack of clarity. You have good reasons, therefore, for your 
doubts. But pay attention, that your doubt may not resemble the 
action of a man who abstains from food after an experience of 
choking. When a gentleman has a theory which differs from those 
of the ancients, he should not consider it as definitive, but 
should first investigate it thoroughly, until he really finds it 
inadequate, before he makes his decision. Thus will he be able to 
discuss the question clearly and analyse it properly .... 

WWKC,4: r72 
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1 Private name Wang Ch-~, courtesy name Che-chih. Shih-t'an was his literary name. 
He became chin-shih (presented scholar) in 1493. Later he was dismissed from office 
as Minister of Rites (1524) on account of his uncompromising attitude concerning 
the awarding of posthumous titles to Emperor Shih-tsung's father. For his biography, 
see MJHA, 48:Ia-b. 

2 This whole letter is a discussion on the control of emotions as given in the Doctrine 
of the Mean, ch.1. See Legge's Classics, voL I, p. 384. 

3 Confucius's grandson, to whom is attributed the authorship of the Doctrine of the Mean. 
4 Chang Tsai, Chang-tzu ch'uan-shu [Complete Works of Master Chang], 'Hsing-li 

shih-yi' [Additional Sayings on Nature and Principle], SPPY ed., 14:2a. 
5 Ch'eng Yi, Ts'ui-yen [Pure Words], 1 :xob. The quotation marks indicate Ch'eng's 

citation of the Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt I, ch. xo, see Legge's Yi Kz'ng, 
p. 370. See also the discussion given in Angus C. Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers 
(1958), pp. 51-3. But the translation given for the citation is my own. 

6 Yz'-shu, 18:14b. 
7 See the correspondence exchanged between Chu Rsi and Chang Shih (Nan-hsl.;.an) 

in Huz'-an hsien-sheng Chu Wen Kung wen-chi. [Collected Works of Master Chul. 
SPTK ed., chs. 31-". This book will be abbreviated as CWKW. 

8 Yang-ming is referring to Chu's Chung-yung chang-chit [Commentary on the Text 
of the Doctrz'ne of the 1l1ean] which forms part of Chu's 8m-shu/: hz'-chu [Collected 
Commentaries on the Four Books]. v 

9 This expression was also employed by the Ch'eng brothers. See Yi-shu, I :4a-b. 
It means that one cannot discourse about an experience which one has not yet reached. 

On Civil Examinations 

7. TO CHU YUNG-MING' 

A gentleman has only one fear: that he neglect his study. Whether 
he succeeds in the civil examinations earlier or later is not 
important. Besides, my dear brother, I expect much more of you 
than the passing of examinations. I wonder whether you thought 
of that. Please tell me of it when you have time. I heard that 
my two nephews, Chieh and Yang,> both took the examinations 
last year. Although I do not object to their youthful ambitions, 
I still do not approve of it. If, unfortunately, they succeeded at 
this immature stage, would that not spoil their whole lives? The 
talents of youth should be carefully cultivated in obscurity and 
hiddenness. If the Way of Heaven does not concentrate, it will 
not, later on, radiate. All the more so with human beings. The 
flower with a thousand leaves cannot yield fruit, for its beauty 
is too manifest. If my nephews would not consider my words as 
foolish and unrealistic, they would certainly make progress. 

In your letter, you advised me to enter the government service. 
Surely, I have no intention of keeping myself pure from politics. 
My hesitations are due not only to the times, which prescribe 
my remaining in obscurity, but also to the fact that my studies 
are not yet complete .... 

WWKC,4: 173 



1 The younger brother of Yang-ming's first wife, who, together with his two sons 
became Yang-ming's disciple. See Y{] Ch'ung-yao, Yang-ming hsien-sheng chuan-tska~ 
[Collated Biography of Master Yang-ming) (1923), pt I, p. 39. 

2 Chu Yung-ming's two sons. 

On Spontaneity 

S. TO WANG HU-KU1 

... What you said about being broad-minded and vigorous2 

is very right, but then to say 'we ought neither to abandon our 
efforts, nor to diminish them, neither to stay at a standstill, nor 
to stop short of reaching the goal', shows yet a 'forced' feeling 
of doing what is necessary. Between such 'forced' feeling and the 
spontaneous feeling of advancing without cease, is yet another 
step. Ch'eng-tzu [Ch'eng Yi] said, 'to reach it because we know 
it, implies that it is a joy to conform to principle, and a deprivation 
of joy not to conform to principle'. 3 That which naturally cannot 
cease to advance is finding joy in conforming to li [moral prin
ciple]. But this cannot be easily attained except by those who 
really know their nature. To know nature is to know jen 
[humanity]. Humanity is proper to the mind of man. The 
substance of the mind is of itself naturally broad and vigorous. 
When it is not broad, that is on account of some obstruction. 
When it is not vigorous, that is on account of some hindrance. 
So when the principle is clearly seen, selfish desires naturally 
cannot hinder the mind, and hen selfish desires present no 
hindrance, our mind cannot but naturally be broad and vigorous. 
To be broad does not mean having to expand or enlarge 
something. To be vigorous does not mean having to do or 
strengthen something. For there is no need to make any slight 
addition to what lies within the realm of our duty. Tseng-tzu4 

said, 'Do not lack in breadth of mind and vigour'. This was 
meant for the scholar. But Tseng-tzu said this after he had 
exhausted the depths of principle, and after he had already seen 
the substance of jen. Yet our own scholars only know they must 
not lack in breadth and endurance, and do not know how to 
exhaust principle, believing only that to expand [knowledge] 
is to be broad, to work on strengthening it is to be vigorous. This 
too comes from a momentary selfishness of the temperament, 
and is still quite far from the way of jen. It shows a distinction 
between the universal and the particular, between righteousness 
and working for profit .... 



1 The literary name of Wang Yun-feng (I465-1517), whose courtesy name was Ying .. shao. 
His biography is in Ming-shih, 165 :388. 

2 Analects, 8:7. See Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 210. 

3 Yi-shu, lS:16b, I8:sa. Yang-ming paraphrased Ch'eng Yi's words. 
4 Disciple of Confucius. His name was Tseng Shen. For the quotation, see note ~. 

On Humanity and Reciprocity 

9. TO HUANG TSUNG-HSIEN ISII 

... What men do to me, that I do not wish, I do not do to them. 1 

What I do wish, proceeds from the desire of my heart, naturally 
and spontaneously, without being forced. Not doing to others 
[what they do not wish] is possible after some effort. This 
indicates the difference between jen [humanity] and shu[reci
procity].2 But reciprocity, the method of acquiring humanity, is 
precisely our business. Even Tzu-Iu, with all his courage, was not 
admitted by the Master as having humanity.' To have courage 
but not judgment shows that this courage may not completely 
proceed from the universal T'ien-li.' 

To serve the sovereign to the point of not running away from 
him when he is in danger, is about all that we can ask of a man of 
jen. But not knowing that to serve Ch'e [Marquis of Wei] as an 
official and to receive recompense from him for this service is 
unrighteous, shows that the courage [of Tzu-Iu] was not properly 
directed, and cannot be regarded as jen. 5 But, as a property or 
quality of jen, courage is indeed what people like us yet lack .... 
... WWKC,4: 174 

1 Analects, V:II, Legge's Classics, voL I, p. 177. 
2 For reciprocity, see Analects, XV:23, ibid., p. 301. 
3 Analects, V:7 ibid., p. 175. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Tso-chuan, fifteenth year of Duke Ai. During the rebellion of K'ung Kuei, the Marquis 

of Wei escaped to the state of Lu. Tzu-Iu, a disciple of Confucius, who was in the 
service of the Marquis, died during the troubles. Confucius had predicted that Tzu-iu 
would die an unnatural death. See Tso-chuan (Annals of Tso), Legge's Classics, vol. V, 
p. 843, and Analects, XI:I2, ibid., vol. I, p. 241. 

On Patience 

10. TO WANG CH'UN-FU1 

... I also used to have the habit of looking down on others of the 
same rank as myself, and of despising the ways of the world. 
Later, I knew a little better about how to correct myself, but 



only by resisting [this temptation] and by maintaining an exterior 
appearance [of modesty]. It was only with my three-year exile 
in Kueichow, where I suffered every possible difficulty, that 
I received some insight, and began to believe that the words of 
Mencius about 'b~ing born in sorrow and calamity" are no 
deception. I had often thought that 'the gentleman regulates his 
conduct according to the condition in which he finds himself, 
desiring nothing beyond. In wealth and honour, he seeks to 
adjust himself to wealth and honour. In poverty and abjection, 
misfortune and suffering, he seeks to adjust himself to poverty 
and abjection, misfortune and suffering ... That is why, always 
and everywhere, he is always himself'. 3 The gentlemen of later 
times ought also to act thus .... 

1 Private name Wang Tao. See MJRA, 42:I8a-b. 
2 Mencius, 6B:t5, Legge's Classics, vol. II, pp. 447-8, 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. I4, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 395. 

On Friendship 

II. TO CH'U CH'AI-HSU1 
15 12 

... The gentleman considers only righteousness in his relations 
with others ... Friendship depends on tao and te [virtue] ... and 
has nothing to do with age or position ... len is the virtue of the 
mind or heart. The man who has no jen is not worthy of being a 
man. To promote jen through friendship' is to complete the 
virtue of the mind. This is what friendship means .... Mencius 
said, 'Friendship should not admit presumptions of superiority." 
Meng Hsien-tzu had five friends, but none of these was from his 
own family.4 Did he entertain considerations of nobility or 
lowliness of rank? Chung-yuS was three years younger than Yen 
Lu,6 but he regarded Yen Hui' as a friend. Yen Hui and Tseng 
Tien8 were contemporaries, but Tseng Shen' spoke of [Yen 
Hui] as his friend. Were there considerations of age or seniority? 
... Formerly Ch'eng Yi-ch'uan (Ch'eng Yi) and Lu Hsi-che 
were school friends, and regarded each other as such. Then, 
Hsi-che became Yi-ch'uan's disciple, and was regarded as a 
disciple. Could we say that Yi-ch'uan was respectful to Hsi-che 
when they were school friends, but not when the latter became 



his disciple? Confucius regarded Yang Hu as an officiapo but 
Yen Hui and Tzu-kung as disciples. Could we say that he 
regarded [Yen] Hui and Ts'u (Tzu-kung) with less esteem than 
Yang Hu 1 The way of master and disciple has long been neglected. 
Among younger men, the intelligent and able ones often have 
the intention of seeking tao, but, because their elders do not 
regard them with sufficient seriousness and do not understand 
their hearts, they treat the younger men with empty politeness, 
trying thereby to please them and seek the reputation of practising 
kindness to scholars ... Hence, the way of master and disciple 
becomes daily more degenerate ... I often think how fortunate 
I would be if I had the opportunity to be disciple to such 
philosophers as Chou Tun-yi [1017-73] and the Ch'engs. If not, 
I would still be fortunate if I could become a disciple of Chou's 
and Ch'engs' disciples. However, we no longer have these men 
with us in the world. Whither then, can men of ambition turn in 
disappointment 1 How can they be free from anxiety 1 To have 
anxiety and not to reproach oneself, to express oneself and not 
to seek for help from others, will eventually bring no accomplish
ment. With regard to the younger men of this generation, I do 
not presume to consider myself their master. I only seek to 
discuss with those among them who are intelligent and able, in 
order also to promote jen in myself. But if they regard themselves 
as my juniors, and seek for my teaching, even though they do not 
serve me as their master, there is still a relationship of elders and 
juniors ... It has been said, 'When the teacher is severe, the 
Way is honoured; when the Way is honoured, the people esteem 
learning'." Men need some discipline and fear, in order to listen 
to the words of others. Yi-yin said, 'Heaven, in giving life to the 
people, causes those who are first enlightened to enlighten 
those who are later enlightened, I am [one of] the first enlightened 
of Heaven's people. If I do not awake the others, who will do 
so 1"2 Hence, the very wise enlighten those who possess a little 
wisdom, while those who possess a little wisdom enlighten those 
who have no wisdom; the well-awakened awaken those who are 
slightly awakened, the slightly awakened awake those who are 
not awakened. Would it then be better to wait until one is 
already very wise and awakened before seeking to awaken all 



under Heaven? But this is not possible. And so, if one considers 
oneself as possessing only a little wisdom, and as being only 
slightly awakened, and therefore does not dare to awaken others, 
one will eventually not awaken anyone. Does a man of ien act 
in this way? The man of ien establishes others' characters when 
he wishes his own to be established and enlarges others' [ minds] 
when he wishes [his own] to be enlarged. 13 My idea is that when 
one already has a little portion of wisdom, one ought to wish at 
once to share this little portion of wisdom with others, and when 
one already has a little bit of enlightenment, one ought to wish at 
once to share this little bit of enlightenment with others. The 
more people there are who possess a little wisdom and a little 
enlightenment, the easier it will be to have them share with one 
another their wisdom and enlightenment. And then, after this, 
we might look forward to great wisdom and great enlightenment. 
With regard to the younger generation of today, I hardly dare 
to consider myself as one who possesses a little wisdom and 
enlightenment. Rather, I should use the example of a man 
suffering from hunger and cold. He knows that the farming of 
rice and mulberry can give him food and clothing. He has also 
heard, by accident, of the ways of planting rice and growing 
mulberry, and desires to attempt these. Thereupon, he tells 
others who are also suffering from hunger and cold, to make 
them take part in this work. For he does not let his own lack of 
experience in farming prevent him from telling others of its 
advantages. However, the gentleman first possesses something in 
himself before he requires it in others. I do not possess anything 
in myself. How could I therefore require anything of others? But 
then, I have been speaking about those who, of their own will, 
come to me .... 

WWKC, 21 :642-4 

1 Ch'u Ch)ai-hs~ (l457-X513), private name Ch'u Huan and courtesy name Ching-fu. 
See Ming-shih, 286:708, 

2 Analects, XII :24. Legge's translation of the whole sentence, from which this part is 
taken, is: 'The superior man, on grounds of culture, meets with his friends, and by 
their friendship, helps his virtue' (Classics, vol. I, p. 262). 

3 Mencius, SB:3, Legge's Classics, vol, II, p. 376. 
4 Ibid. Meng Hsien-tzu did not wish his friends to consider him as a nobleman. 
5 The other name of Tzu-Itl, disciple of Confucius. 
6 The father of Yen Hui, favourite disciple of Confucius. He is mentioned in Analects, 

XI:7, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 239. 



7 See note 6. 
8 Tseng Shen's father, also called Tseng Hsi. See Analects, 1:25, Legge's Classics, 

vol. I, pp. 246-7. 
9 Also called Tzu-yu, son of Tseng Tien. To him is attributed the authorship of the 

Great Learning. 
10 Analects, XVII, 17:1, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 317. 
11 Book of Rites, 'Hst;ch-chi' [On Education]. See Legge's L£ Chi, vol. 2, p. 88. 
12 Mencius, 5A:7, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 363. For Yi-yin, see Shih-chi, 3:1 I. 
13 Analects, VII, 28, Legge's Classics, vol. 1. p. 194. 

On Being a Teacher 

12. TO CH'U CH'AI-HSU 

... In your letter, you reproved me for not regarding myself as a 
teacher, and you fear that I have not sincerely spoken out on 
everything. But who am I to dare to regard myself as a teacher? 
In our former letters, when we spoke about the relationship 
between elders and juniors, it was taken for granted that r would 
be slightly older, and that my correspondent would have the 
intention of seeking the tao. If he were about the same age as r, 
and had no intention of seeking the tao, r would naturally regard 
him as a guest or a friend. How can I follow the rule of elders 
and juniors? I would be making a fool of myself! Moreover, is 
there any reason in the world why r should presume to regard 
myself as a teacher without even considering the other person's 
intention in coming to me? One cannot acquire the dignity of 
being a teacher by taking it for granted. If someone comes to me 
to learn the truth from me, then r can respond to him in the 
appropriate way. Alas, in these days, is there any real 'teacher'? 
There are teachers today for the apprentices of various arts and 
crafts. There are also teachers today for those who learn to 
write examination essays and seek after reputation and profit. 
Such students know that arts and crafts can procure for them a 
means of livelihood, while examinations can obtain for them 
reputation, profit, and a high official position. Unless a person 
is well aware of the fact that the development of his own nature 
and endowment is even more important than the means of 
livelihood or an official position, would he seek a teacher? 
However, the ignorance of arts and crafts merely brings with it a 
lack of food and clothing; the ignorance of examination essays 
merely implies the deprivation of an official position. But if the 



person's nature and endowments were somewhat obscured, he 
would no longer be human. People understand the former, but 
not the latter. Is this not a cause for great sorrow? 

Formerly, I attended the t'ai-hsu'eh [State University] together 
with Wang Yin-chih and Liu Ching-suo Yin-chih was always 
ahead of Ching-su in every seasonal examination, but did not 
consider himself Ching-su's equal in systematic studies and 
suddenly one day paid him the respect due to a teacher, and 
asked for instruction from him. I used to admire him for this. 
Such a person can really become a hero of virtue. If Yin-chih had 
only turned his mind to seeking the tao, would there be any 
degree of sagehood beyond his reach? When Tseng-tzu was very 
sick, he changed the mat on which he was lying.! When Tzu-Iu 
was dying he took care to adjust the tassels on his cap.2 Chang 
Heng-chu (Chang Tsai) was humble enough to remove the tiger 
skin from his seat and make his disciples take lessons from the 
two Ch' engs. 3 Only men of great courage and selflessness in the 
world can do this. 

The world today has long been morally degenerate. It does 
not differ from a sick man approaching death. And yet, every 
man continues to hold stubbornly to his own opinions, and 
refuses to seek in humility for guidance and correction. That is 
why, in today's world, only the heroic and independent scholars, 
who really recognise the urgency of the need to seek one's own 
nature and endowment, take upon themselves the responsibility 
of seeking the way of sages, and are anxious to find a teacher to 
follow. And yet, you, my friend, consider it unsuitable to treat 
as guests those younger scholars, though their talents and 
purposefulness are not adequate for learning the tao ... True, 
if there were a great difference of age, the question of seniority 
remains, and hardly needs mentioning. Even Confucius caused 
a youth of the Ch'ueh village to take messages for him, and said 
'I observe that he is fond of occupying the seat of a full-grown 
man. He walks shoulder to shoulder with his elders. He is not 
one who is seeking to make progress in learning. He wishes 
quickly to become a man.'4 However, he did not refrain from 
giving the youth his instructions. I need not say, all this refers 
to people who are less perfect than ourselves. In the case of those 
of great virtue and superior knowledge, who happen to have been 



born several decades of years after me, I would prefer to consider 
the greater ones as my teachers, and the lesser ones as my friends 
How can I yet take into consideration the difference of age? ... 

WWKC, 21 :645 

1 Book of Rites, 'T'an~kung' I Legge's Li Chi, vol. I, pp. I ~8-9. 
;'. To show that he was dying as a gentleman. See Tso~chuan, fifteenth year of Duke Ai, 

Legge's Classics, vol. V. pp. 84~-3. 
3 See Sung~shih [Sung Dynastic History], 427, p. IOg8; also Wai~shu, 12:I3a. 
4 Analects, XIV:47, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 293. 

On the Rites 
i ~ 

13. TO HO TZU-YUAN' 

•... According to the Book of Rites, Tseng-tzu had asked: 
"Suppose the feudal princes are assembled in a body to appear 
before the Son of Heaven. They have entered the gate, but are 
unable to go through with the rites [of audience]. - How many 
occurrences will cause these to be discontinued?" Confucius 
replied, "Four". Tseng-tzu asked again: "Suppose the feudal 
princes are visiting one another. [The visitors] have entered the 
gate after customary bowings and courtesies, but are unable to 
go through with the rites [of audience]. - How many occurrences 
will cause these to be discontinued?" Confucius replied, "Six, 
including an eclipse of the sun". Tseng-tzu said: "If, during 
[an important] sacrifice, an eclipse of the sun occurs, or the 
grand ancestral temple takes fire, what should be done?" 
Confucius replied: "The sacrifice should be hurried on. But if 
the victims have arrived, and have not yet been slain, the sacrifice 
should be discontinued."2 I (Meng-ch'un), however have doubts 
concerning these replies. The death of the Son of Heaven, the 
grand ancestral temple taking fire, the funeral rites of the queen 
[or of the princess of the state], the robes getting unsightly 
through soaking rain are all unforeseeable events which may 
occur. The eclipse of the sun, however, can be calculated in 
advance. When the feudal princes were performing the rites, 
could they not have avoided this? And why should they have 
had to perform sacrifice that very day, and even to hurry it on? 
If the sacrifice may be discontinued when the victim has not yet 



been slain, may I ask why the time of the eclipse of the sun was 
not known when the time for the slaying was fixed? . . . ' 
[yang-ming's answer:] 
... In ancient times, the Son of Heaven had a jz'h-kuan [officer 
of days], the feudal lords hadjih-yu [superintendent of days]' ... 
So how could it happen, that it should not yet be known, on the 
day of the sacrifice, that an eclipse of the sun would occur? I 
suppose that during the time of the Spring-Autumn Period 
[722-48r B.C.] these officials were often negligent in their work, 
so that eclipses of the sun sometimes took place without their 
knowing in advance. Yao had entrusted to the families of Hsi and 
Ho, the work of 'delivering respectfully the seasons to be observed 
by the people'! This meant he considered it a very important 
thing. Yet, during the time of Chung-!<,ang which was not so 
long after Yao, Hsi and Ho were already negligent in their duties. 
Confused in the reading of the heavens, they did not know when 
the eclipse of the sun would occur. That was why Yin was sent 
on a punitive expedition against them. 5 By the times of Shang 
and Chou, this position became even less important. With the 
removal of the capital by King P'ing to the east [77 B.C.], 
the political control and instructions, the commandments and 
orders of the government could not reach the whole world. We 
can therefore imagine how the officials became even more 
negligent in their duties after that. In the Spring-Autumn Annals, 
thirty-six eclipses of the sun were recorded.6 But if we verify 
these in the Tso-chuan [Annals of Tso], we shall find out that one 
out of three times some transgression was committed against 
the rites either by the beating of drums and offering of victims 
and silks, or by other irregularities. 7 Also two out of four of the 
officials were negligent in their appointed duties. Tu Yu8 regarded 
all officials who did not record the days on which the eclipse 
of the sun occurred as being negligent in their duties. That is 
why these things can be verified. In the Spring-Autumn Annals 
it is recorded: 'In the winter of the seventeenth year of Duke 
Huan, on the first day of the tenth month, there was an eclipse 
of the sun'.' The Tso-chuan said: 'Not to record the date would 
be a negligence of official duty' .'0 Again, in the summer of the 
fifteenth year of Duke Hsi [663 B.C.], in the fifth month, there 
was an eclipse of the sun. The Tso-chuan said: 'Not to record 



the character "shuo"ll and the date, was a negligence of official 
duty.''' Hence, the Tso-chuan has already given us this informa
tion. In the winter of the twenty-seventh year of Duke Hsiang 
on the yi-hai day of the twelfth month, there was an eclipse of 
the sun." But the Tso-chuan said: 'This was really the ninth 
month. So the mistakes made in calculations led to the omission 
of two intercalations.''' Hence, the ignorance concerning the 
eclipses of the sun would rather be considered as a small mistake. 
Besides, in ancient times, before the sacrifice, seven days of 
fast and abstinence were observed as a sign of sincerity and respect 
towards the spirits; When the day for the sacrifice arrived and 
the eclipse of the sun occurred, since the rites were already begun, 
it would not have been possible to interrupt them. To hurry on 
the sacrifice means to go faster, with simplified ceremonies. Thus 
could the sacrifice also be preserved without harm. Especially 
with regard to the seasonal sacrifices of the Son of Heaven to 
Heaven and Earth, these should be completed as the great 
sacrifices of the state. Other minor sacrifices could perhaps have 
been stopped. They had to be decided according to their degree 
of importance. For example, during a sacrifice performed in the 
ancestral temple, if the temple was to take fire, it would seem 
that the sacrifice would have to be stopped. Although there is 
nothing clearly written amut this, I would think so .... 
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1 His private name was Ho Meng~ch·un. A chin-shih in 1493, he later became Vice~ 
Minister of Civil Officials. Always interested in questions of rites, he led the opposition 
to Emperor Shih-tsung's awarding of certain posthumous titles to the Emperor's 
deceased father, going to the extreme of kneeling and crying one entire morning with 
a group of officials in front of the palace gate. See Ming-shih, 191 :453. In the light of 
his life, it is interesting that the only extant letter written to him by Yang-ming should 
be on the subject of rites. 

2 See Books of Rites, 'Tseng-tzu wen' [Questions of Tseng~tzu], Legge's Li Chi, vol. 
I, pp. 3Q8-3L 

3 These were court astronomers. See Tso~chuan, Legge's Classics, vol. V, p. 69. 
4 Book of Documents, Yao~tien [Canon of Yao], ibid, vol. III, pt I, p. lB. 
S Book of Documents, 'Yin-cheng' [Punitive Expedition of Yin], ibid., pp. 162-g. 
6 See Feng Cheng, Ch'un-ch'iu jih~shih chi~cheng [Collected Proofs of the Eclipses of 

the Sun during the Spring-Autumn Period], Shanghai, 19Q9. 
7 For irregularities connected with 'beating of drums and offering of victims and silks', 

see Tso-chuan, Legge's Classics, vol. V, pt I, pp. 108-10,268-72. 
8 The Chin scholar (A.D. 222-84) who wrote a standard commentary on Ch'un-ch'iu 

and Tso~chuan. 
9 3 October, in the year 594 B. C., in Legge's Class£cs, vol. V, pp. 67~69. 



10 Ibid. 
11 It meant the beginning of the lunar month. 
12 Legge's Classics, voL V, p. 167. Also, it would seem that the eclipse really took place 

in the third month. See Feng, op.cit., p. 75. 
13 It was 7 October, the IQth cycle day, in 545 B.C. See Legge' Classics, vol. V, pp. 

5211-36. 
14 Ibid. 

On Sincerity 

14. TO HUANG TSUNG-HSIEN 

... Mencius said, 'If anyone loves others but is not loved in 
return, let him examine himself to see whether his jen is perfect'. 1 

and, 'If anyone does not attain the goal sought after in his actions, 
let him examine himself." Unless we have personally experienced 
such things, we would not be able to realise the perennial truth 
and the earnest meaning of these words .... 

. . . Recently, whenever I discussed learning with friends, I 
spoke only of two words: 'establishing sincerity'.3 As in killing 
a man, the knife ought to be placed on the throat, so in studying, 
efforts should be made to enter the fine points of the mind. Then 
would study naturally become earnest and solid and radiate 
brightness, and even if selfish desires sprout up, they will 
disappear in the same way as a few flakes of snow melt upon a 
fiercely burning stove. Thus, the fundamental, universal principle 
will be established. If an individual only pays attention to the 
tips of the twigs, to the unessential decorations and to making 
comparisons, then such things which we usually call learning and 
inquiry, reflection and making distinctions, will only tend to 
increase his pride and conscious error, so that while he considers 
himself to be becoming more intelligent and superior, he fails 
to realise that he is sinking into the depths of hatred and 
jealousy .... 

1 Mencius, ¢: 4, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 294. 
2 Ibid" p. 295. 
3 Book of Changes, Hexagram I, 'Ch'ien', Appendix 4. See Legge's Yi-King, p. 410. 



nn Sincerity 

IS. TO WANG CH'UN-FU 

... In your letter you said, 'while the goal of study is certainly the 
understanding of the good and the attainment of sincerity, 1 

I do not know what is really the good, where it comes from, 
where it now is, how should one make efforts to understand it, 
how these efforts should be begun, whether the search for 
sincerity contains systematic stages, and what sincerity is really 
about. These points are minute and complicated .... ' 

... Your mistake is tOl"have divided things into isolated units, 
and to have gone outside of yourself too much without being 
conscious of it. The mind is the master of the person; the nature 
is within the mind, and the good originates in nature. This is 
what Mencius meant, when he talked about human nature being 
good. 2 The good refers to nature, rather than to any external 
form or any determinate direction. Since it is formless and resides 
in no fixed place how can anyone receive it from somewhere? ... 
You think as you do because you have not inquired carefully 
into the real teaching of the school of sages, but are used to 
stopping at the etymological research of later ages. You think that 
every thing and object has its own good, and so to seek the 
supreme good, one must begin with things and objects, before 
one can be said to 'understand the good'. On that account you 
use such words as 'Where does it come from?' and 'Where is it 
now?' .... 

What one calls 'moral principles' in an event of object, 
'righteousness' in our adapting ourselves towards it, and 'good' 
in nature, are differently designated on account of the things to 
which they refer, but in reality are all manifestations of my hsin.3 

There is no object, no event, no moral principle, no righteousness, 
and no good that lies outside the mind. When my mind regards 
events and objects purely from the viewpoint of moral principles 
(li) and without any falsity, there is good. This is not fixed in 
events and objects, and can be sought for in a definite place. 
Righteousness means to adapt oneself properly to objects; it 
refers to my mind having done what is appropriate. For righteous
ness is not an external object, 4 which one can seize and take over. 



To 'investigate' means to investigate this, to 'extend' means to 
extend this. To insist on seeking the supreme good in every event 
and object is to separate what is one into two things. Yi-ch'uan 
(Ch'eng Yi) has said, 'If you use that you would know this',5 
meaning that this and that are not to be distinguished in nature, 
or principle or goodness. As to what you say about 'how to make 
efforts to understand the good, how to begin such efforts, whether 
there are definite steps towards the attainment of sincerity, and 
what is sincerity all about', these show that you think there is a 
special effort for the attainment of sincerity. But according to 
my idea, the understanding of the good is itself the effort of 
attaining sincerity. When we say sincerity means freedom from 
falsehood, we mean also that the attainment of sincerity means 
to have no falsehood in ourselves. And so the effort of attaining 
sincerity is also that of understanding the good. That is why the 
man of wide learning learns this, the man of careful inquiry 
inquires into it, the man of cautious reflection reflects upon it, 
the man of discernment discerns it, and the man of earnest belief 
puts it into practice. 6 This is all the effort of understanding the 
good and of becoming sincere. And so there is a way to attain 
sincerity, and this way is the understanding of the good. If a man 
does not understand the good, he cannot become sincere. There 
is no other way outside the understanding of the good which can 
be called the effort of becoming sincere. When one begins to 
strive after sincerity, one is not yet sincere, and so one calls this 
work the understanding of the good. But the goal of the under
standing of the good is to become sincere. If we say that under
standing the good has its own effort, while attaining sincerity 
also has its own effort, we are separating it into two things. 
And then it will be difficult for us not to make the mistake of 
falling into the danger of making a slight error which will take us 
a thousand Ii astray from our goal. ... 

1 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 20, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 412-13. 
2 Mencius, 6A. See the discussion between Mencius and Kao-tzu who maintained that 

human nature was neither good nor evil. Legge's Classics, vol. II, pp. 394-9. 
3 This shows the difference between Yang-ming's philosophy and Chu Hsi's. To develop 

the innate moral knowledge in the mind is, for Yang-ming, the only thing necessary 
in the pursuit of sagehood, while Chu Hsi had said that one ought to investigate the 
principles of all things. 

4 Allusion to Kao-tzu's teaching. See Mencius, 6A :4, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 396. 
5 Referring to Yi-shu, 18:5b. 
6 Doctrine of the Mean, 20:19, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 4I3. 



On Learning 

16. TO [TS'AI] RSI-YUAN! 

... There is naught else in the way of learning, except to seek 
for the lost mind. 2 This one sentence is enough. As to the items 
of our effort, these multiply endlessly the more we speak about 
them .... 

I heard from friends that many wish you to keep your aloofness 
and not come out. But then the various factors involved ought to 
be weighed. If your parent could continue to get rice, there is no 
need to talk of remaining aloof, and then, of course, it is not 
appropriate for you to come out. Otherwise I fear that people 
might be trying to 'justify' their selfish sentiments. We cannot 
let this go unnoticed. 

WWKC, 4:180 

1 Private name Ts'ai Tsung-tui, literary name Wo-chat. He was an early disciple of 
Yang-mingo S~ MJHA, J I :sa-b. 

2 Mencius, 6a:l1, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 414. The 'lost mind' refers to a mind or 
heart that has gone astray from the principle of jen or humanity and the path of yi 
or righteousness. 

On Determination 

17. TO TAl TZU-LIANG! 

. .. The man of determination will accomplish his desire. I 
wish you much courage. It is not just for one day already that 
learning has been obscure. For too few people have the ambition 
or determination to apply themselves to it. Yet, since it is common 
and normal for people in general to desire virtue,2 how could one 
say that there is absolutely nobody interested? Rather, what 
happens is that many cannot overcome their selfish desires, and 
fall eventually into the conventional ways, which means the same 
thing as saying that they have no firm determination .... 

WWKC, 4:181-2 

1 His private name was Tai Te-ju. As Prefect of Lin-chiang he assisted Yang-ming in 
his victorious campaign against the rebel Prince Ning in 1519. See 'Nien-p'u' in 
WWKC, 33 :939. 

2 Allusion to Book of Odes (Shih .. ching) I "Tang-chih shih' [Decade of Tang], pt 3. 
bk 3. ode 6 (Leg~e~s Closs£cs, vol. IV, p. 541). 



On the Gentleman Living with Inferior Men 

18. TO HU PO-CHUNG' 

... When a gentleman must live with men of inferior virtue, 
there is no reason why he should compromise himself and become 
like them. If, unfortunately, at the end of his power and reason, 
he is injured by them, he ought merely to endure this in peace. 
If his reactions are not sufficiently in accord with the tao - if he 
has an excessive hatred of evil, or suffers from justifiable anger -
these would be of no help to him, and would only increase the 
hatred and venom of his opponents. It would then all be the 
fault of the gentleman. Men in the past have said, in anything 
which does not oppose the principle of righteousness, custom, or 
convention may be followed. While a gentleman does not follow 
custom or convention lightly, neither does he mind differing from 
custom. 

To live with evil men would be the same as 'sitting with court 
robes and court cap amid mire and ashes'. This refers to the 
purity of Po-yi.' 'Although you stand by my side with breast 
and arms bare, or with your body naked, how can you defile 
me 1'3 This refers to the peace-loving nature of Liu-hsia Hui. 
As a gentleman regards the transformation of natural endowments 
to be learning, it seems to me that you should imitate such a 
peace-loving method of conducting yourself, by not allowing the 
three highest dignities of the empire to change your determina
tion! Surely, the others [with whom Po-chung was having 
difficulty] do not have the purity of Po-yi. But my attitude 
towards you can be described thus: 'Virtue is light as a hair, but 
few are able to lift it. When I think over the matter, [1 find that] 
only Chung-shan Fu can lift it. I love him but can do nothing to 
help him." Upright men are difficult to find; orthodox learning 
is difficult to understand. Vulgar conventions are difficult to 
change; the straight path is difficult to keep to. I feel quite lost 
as I write this letter. I cannot say all that I wish to say. Only 
the heart understands. 

WWKC,4: I82 



i I have not been able to identify him. 
2 Menci.us, SB:I, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 36g. As a hermit, Po~yi refused to serve the 

Chou court. He was regarded as a sage of 'purity'. 
3 Ibid., pp. 37o-r. In contrast to Po~yi, Liu .. h~ia Hui, m.inister of Lu, the sage of 'peace', 

was ready to serve under any ruler and in any capacity. 
4 lWencius, 7A:28, ibid., p. 466. 
5 Book of Odes, 'Tang~chih~shih', Pt 3, bk 3, ode 6 (Legge's Classics, vol. IV, p. 544). 

On Fixing the Determination 

I9. TO HUANG CH'ENG-FU' 

... It sounds almost nagging to talk about fixing our determina
tion. Still, in speaking with close friends, we cannot give it up. 
For those whose minds are fixed on the attainment of virtue, 
glory and fame are not sufficient to deter them. For those whose 
minds are fixed on glory and fame, wealth and honour are not 
sufficient to deter them. But what the recent ages have considered 
as virtue, is merely glory and fame. And what the recent ages 
have considered glory and fame, is merely wealth and honour. 
A man of jen conforms to the requirements of righteousness 
without seeking profit, and understands tao without calculating 
merit. 2 When once he has the intention of calculating gain, then 
even if he conforms to the requirements of righteousness and 
understands tao, it is nothing but vain glory and profit .... 

WWKC, 4:182 

1 Private name Huang Tsung~ming (d. 1536). See his biography in MJHA, 14:4li-b. 
2 Tung Chung~shu, Ch'un~ch'iufan~lu [Luxuriant Gems of the Spring~AutumnAnnalsJ, 

SPTK ed., 32 :33a-b. 

On Fixing the Determination 

20. TO [WANG] T'IEN·YU' 

..• You, T'ien-yii, said of yourself, 'I have the determination, 
but cannot remain diligent'. But then, what is meant by deter
mination, and who is it that cannot be diligent? You also said, 
'the learning of the sages and worthy men can control activity 
by tranquillity'. But then, how can you be tranquil, and do 
'tranquillity' and 'activity' refer to two minds? You say, 'when 



one is performing official and administrative duties, one forces 
oneself to grasp virtue and to imitate virtuous deeds. In so doing, 
one is forcing things to conform to the tao [Way], though in 
the end one does not frequently succeed'. But then, '[The 
gentleman] cleaves [to virtue] in moments of haste and danger'. 2 

What sort of efforts can one make in that regard ? You also said, 
'one can learn something every time one opens a book, and one is 
moved by inspiration when one meets wise worthy men and 
superior men'. But then, what is it with which one is thus 
inspired? And if one must rely on these two things to be inspired, 
what must one do without them? Also where is the so-called 
determination at this moment? ... 

These sentences can only arise because you, T'ien-yU, really 
apply effort. But they are also sufficent to show that you have not 
always understood what you have been taught. If you gain any 
insight after thinking it over, do not hesitate to instruct me in it. 

WWKC,4: r83 

1 Private name Wang Ch'eng-y~ (14.65-1538); T'ien-y~ was his courtesy name. See his 
biography in MJHA, 9 :5· 

2 Analects, IV:5, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p,167. 

On Investigation of Things 

2I. TO [WANG] T'IEN-YU' 

... In your letter you said, 'To investigate things one must attain 
sincerity in person'. On first reading I was not free from doubt. 
Later, after carefully questioning Hsi-yen [Ts'ai Hsi-ylian], 
I understood what it meant. 

But I have not taught about any such relationship concerning 
personal sincerity and the investigation of things. Has it, perhaps, 
come from Hsi-yen? According to my humble opinion, sincerity 
of intention is essential in the learning of the gentleman, while 
the investigation of things and the extension of knowledge are 
the results achieved by sincerity of intention. This can be 
compared to a hungry man seeking satiation as his goal, and food 
and drink as the means towards the goal of satiation. Hsi-yen 
is quite acquainted with my ideas, and ought not give such a 



different interpretation. Perhaps my teaching has lacked clarity 
sometimes; please consider it in detail. 

You also said, 'The Great Learning gives the steps taken 
systematically by the ancients in their striving for learning.' 
Chu-tzu said that the intention become sincere when the 
principles (Ii) of all things have been exhaustively [studied]. 2 

But then, this would be in contradiction to what he also said about 
maintaining a reverent and serious disposition and exhausting 
Ii and about the extension of knowledge being impossible without 
the employment of the mind. 3 For the theory about maintaining 
reverence and employing the mind comes from an addition in 
the commentary, while the holy Classic declared directly that 
the mind is rectified when the principles-are exhausted. Beginning 
scholars use the Classic without investigating its commentary. 
This leads to mistakes. How can our study, therefore, not 
become isolated and£ragmentary? 

The Great Learning discusses systematically only the investi
gation of things, which brings about the attainment of perfect 
knowledge, and the attainment of perfect knowledge, which 
brings about the sincerity of intention. As to the intention 
becoming sincere after exhausting the principles of things, it 
is the doctrine of Chu-tzu, and is not so self-contradictory, 
except that it may not completely conform to the original meaning 
of the text of the Great Learning. As to 'Without employing the 
mind, it is impossible to extend knowledge', not only does this 
sentence not conform completely to the Great Learning, but 
also not to what is meant in the Doctrine of the Mean about the 
respect of virtuous nature and of study through inquiry.4 But 
this would require a long discussion, which we can have only 
when we see each other. Later scholars adhere to added commen
taries, and do not investigate deeply the meaning of the Classics. 
Stopping at the literal understanding of words, they do not 
pay attention to the direct experience of their mind and person. 
That is why knowledge becomes fragmentary, and they achieve 
nothing in the end. This, I fear, is the fault of adhering to the 
Classics without consulting the commentary. 

You also said, 'To apply oneself to the attainment of sincerity 
in person without starting from the exhaustive study of Ii, 
risks the danger of not attaining any real sincerity, but only 
practising pretence.' 

This is very well said. But then how would the effort of seeking 
sincerity in person operate? I hope you will recognise that. 



You also gave the example of traveller for whom the destina
tion is the capital city which can be called the Supreme Good. 
The traveller braves any danger, obstructions and difficulties, 
being determined to advance. This can be called the determination 
of the mind. Now if this man does not know where the capital 
city is, but still wants recklessly to go there, it would be a wonder 
if he did not go south to Yueh or north to Hu. 5 

This example is generally correct. But to take his fearlessness 
of dangers, obstructions and difficulties, and his determination 
to advance, to be the employment of the mind, is somewhat 
far-fetched and misses the crux of the problem. Not to fear 
dangers, obstructions and difficulties, but to be determined to 
advance, is concerned rather with the word 'intention' referred 
to in the 'sincerity of intention'. In that case, all that pertains 
to asking for directions, getting travelling provisions, and taking 
certain boats and vehicles, cannot be neglected. Otherwise, how 
can he be determined to advance, and yet advance recklessly? 
Not to know where the capital city is, but to want recklessly 
to go there, shows only a desire to go, rather than the reality of 
going. Because he only desires to go, and does not really go, 
he neglects asking for directions, getting his travelling provisions, 
and taking the correct boats and vehicles. Otherwise, if he is 
determined to advance, he would really get there. How can a 
person who really goes there act in the way you described? This 
is where effort must be urgently applied .... 

You also said, 'Formerly men spoke about the investigation 
of things as the defence of self from external objects" When 
external objects are kept away from us, our minds are properly 
employed. When the mind is employed, the person can apply 
himself to knowledge .... ' 

This way of speaking makes of the defence of self against 
external objects one thing, and the application or extension of 
knowledge another thing. While the defence against external 
objects is not so harmful, to stop at defending oneself externally 
does not imply the removal of the roots of the disease. It is not 
what has been called the effort of self-conquest to seek jen. My 
theory about the investigation of things is also different from this. 
What the Great Learning means by the sincerity of intention 7 is 
exactly what the Doctrine of the Mean means by sincerity in 



person.' What the Great Learning says about the investigation 
of things and the extension of knowledge9 is exactly what the 
Doctrine of the Mean calls the understanding of the good. IO Wide 
learning, careful, questioning, attentive reflections, clear discern
ment and earnest application are all what is called the under
standing of the good and are all efforts in striving for sincerity in 
person. There is no other effort of making oneself sincere outside 
of the understanding of the good. Outside of the investigation 
of things and the extension of knowledge, is there another 
so-called effort of making the intention sincere? What the Book 
of Documents says about having a single purpose,!1 what the 
Analects say about having a wide knowledge of, books and 
conforming to the rules of propriety, 12 what the Doctrine of the 
Mean says about the esteem of the virtuous nature and the 
direction of learning through inquiryl3 - all mean the same thing 
as we have said. This is the essential point of learning and of 
making efforts. It is here that the difference of a hair's breadth 
can lead one a thousand Ii astray .... 

WWKC, 4:183-5 

1 This letter should be read in relation to Yang-ming's second letter to Wang Ch'un-fu 
(00) in which he also discusses the problems of attaining personal sincerity and under
standing the good. 

2 Referring to Chu's commentary on -the Great Learning, I :4-5. See Ta-hsueh chang-chu 
in Sm-shu chi,..chu, SPPY eq., Ib-29.. 

3 CTVL, 1I : Ia-Sb, t2:4~b~ 'IS:2a-7b. 
4 Doctrine of the Mean, 27:6. Legge's Classics, vol. It p. 422. 
5 Yueh refers here to the present province of Chekiang, and Hu to northern frontier. 
6 Ssu-ma Kuang (IOJg-86), See Ssu-ma Wen-kung wen~chi. SPTK ed., 7' :lla. 
7 Great Learning, ch. 6, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 366. The Chinese wordyi, sometimes 

translated as 'thought'. refers also to 'intention', 
S Doctrine oj the Mean, 20:17-22, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 412-15. 
9 Great Learning, I :4-5. ibid., pp. 358-9. 

10 Doctrine of the Mean, lO:Jl, ibid., p. 413. 
11 Book of Documents, 'Ta-y,U mu', in Legge's Clanics, vol. III, pt I. p. 61. I prefer 

'single purpose' to 'being undivided'. 
12 Analects, VI:25. Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 193. 
13 See note 4. 

On the Educative Mission of the Official 

zz. TO LI TAO-FU t ISIS 
. . . I heard recently that when you first took charge of your 
prefecture, you w:anted to teach people this learning at once. 



This is of course natural to the heart of a man of jen. On this 
account, I am really very pleased with you, but at the same 
time very worried for you. 

Since the learning of the sages has been forgotten and the Way 
of virtue lost, vulgar conventions· have been all powerful, and 
those contaminated may be compared to a man struggling in the 
midst of great sea waves. He needs to be helped to land on the 
shore2 before he can be given clothes and food. If we threw to 
him clothes and food into the waves, we would only increase 
his chances of drowning by adding to his weight. He would thus 
consider it not an act of kindness, but rather the contrary. 
Therefore, in our present times, we ought to adjust to opportunities 
and circumstances in directing and counselling others, making 
use of special affairs which arise to opening and enriching [the 
minds of othersj,1 influencing them in a caIrn and unagitated 
manner. When their feelings are awakened and their interest is 
aroused, we can then begin to expound to them our opinions. In 
this way, we need expend little energy and yet obtain large results. 
Otherwise, there would be danger of meeting conflicts and 
unsurmountable obstacles: Besides, it would also become a 
burden for the gentleman to love others .... 

WWKC,4: I85 

1 I have not been able to identify him. 
2 Allusion to ]Vlencius, 4A:I7, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. 307. ~ 
3 Al1usion to Book of Documents, 'Y~eh-ming' [Charge to Y~eh], Legge's Classics, 

voL III, p. 252. 
4 Book of Rites 'Ch'u-Ii' [Minutiae of EtiquettiJ, Legge's Li Chi, vol. 1, p. 86. 

On Learning 

23. TO LU YUAN-CHING! I5 I6 

... We have already discussed in detail the theory concerning 
an extensive learning. Why should you still be preoccupied by 
it today? I fear this is also due to lack of firmness of determina
tion, and to the obstacles set up by worldly customs. If I had 
really no ambitions of renown and gain, then, even though I be 
engaged in affairs of finance, collecting revenues, or of warfare, 
of transporting firewood or rice,2 I can go nowhere without 
finding genuine learning, and meet with nothing that will not 



be full of Tim-Ii. This is all the more so, if I am reading books 
on philosophy, history, poetry, and literature, But if I still 
harbour ambitions of renown and profit, even though I might 
talk every day about virtue, about jen and yi [righteousness], 
these would still be affairs of merit and gain, all the more so if . 
I happen to be reading books on philosophy, history, poetry, and 
literature. To speak about abandoning and renouncing all 
things, is still to be hindered by old habits. This happens when 
our daily efforts and applications to study bring no special 
discovery. I recommend that you purify yourself of conventional 
concepts, and recover your original determination. Then, if you 
think further of [ my] parables contained in our daily eating and 
drinking for the nourishment of the body, and in the planting, 
cultivating and watering of trees, everything would certainly 
become very clear to you. 'In all things, we ought to distinguish 
between the essential and the accessory; in all affairs, we ought 
to distinguish between the roots and the branches. He who knows 
what comes first and what comes after is not far from the Way 
f f . '3 o per ectlOn. . .. 

WWKC,4: I 86 

1 Private name Lu Ch' eng, courtesy name Ch'ing~po, He obtained his chin-shih degree, 
in 1517. See MJHA, 14:3a-b. 

2 Allusion to the Ch'an Buddhist idea that enlightenment can be found in menial 
labour. The Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng was given the task of pounding rice for eight 
months when he went to the Fifth PatJ;jarch lilfug-jen for instruction. See Liu-tsu 
ta-shihfa-pao t'an-ching, TSD, No. 200', 48:3~ See also Wing-tsit Chan (trans.), 
The Platform Scripture (1963), p. 3r, and Daisetz T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism 
(second series, 1950), p. 41. no. 2. 

3 The Great Learning, I :3, Legge's Classics, voL I, p. 357. 

On Moral Cultivation 

24. TO YANG SHIH-TE' 
AND HSUEH SHANG-CH'@2 

... I have reached Lung-nan3 today, and shall invade the 
bandits' headquarters tomorrow. The soldiers from the four 
routes are all proceeding according to appointed times, and it 
looks as if the bandits will certainly be defeated. When I was in 



Heng-shui,' I once wrote to you, Shih-te, saying: 'It is easy to 
defeat the bandits in the mountains, but difficult to defeat the 
bandits in our minds.' That I am able to eliminate a few petty 
thieves is no cause for surprise. But for you, my worthy friends, 
to sweep your hearts clean of the bandits inside, and to succeed 
in restor" ng inner clarity and peace and calm, would certa'nly 
be an epoch-making accomplishment of great men. I suppose 
that during the past few days, you must have already obtained a 
strategy which will be sure of victory, so that we can already 
await the reports of your tr:umph in the near future. What 
cause for joy is this! 

1 Yang Shi;;te's private name was Yang Chi, He died before his brother Yang Shih-ming 
with whom he had studied first under Chan Kan ch'uan and then under Yang-mingo 
See WWKC, Q5:73I and MJHA, 30: la-b. 

2 Private name Hst{eh K'an (d. 1545). See MJHA, 30:3a. 
3 In the present province of Kiangsi. During Ming times, it was a county attached to 

Ran-chou. See Ming-shih, 43 :97. 
4 In the present province of Kiangsi; Yang-ruing established a county there. See 'Nien

p'u', WWKC, 32 :926. The letter referred to is not included in these Complete Works. 
But according to 'Nien-p'u', Yang-ruing Was in Heng-shui two months earlier. See 
also note 3. 

On Civil Service 

25. TO WEN-JEN PANG-YING 
AND PANG-CHENG! 

ISIS 

... When our family is poor and our parents old, how can we 
not seek after an official's emolument ?2 Yet, when we do seek 
after an official's emolument, but pay no attention to preparations 
for examination, we would merely be negligent in making human 
efforts, and blaming Heaven and fate in yam. This is silly. If we 
could only make our determination very firm, and always keep 
to the tao in every affair, without being moved by considerations 
of gain and loss, j hen, even if we work hard to prepare for 
examinations, and even if we talk daily of virtue, we wou d only 
acquire the defect of becoming listless and vain. That is why men 
in the past spoke about losing one's determinat;on [to seek 
sagehood] as being more dangerous than the hindrances to making 



efforts.' Now, to speak of losing determination means that one 
already has a determination which can be lost. If one has not yet 
a determination which may be lost, must one [not] therefore 
think deeply and reflect upon oneself as early as possible? ... 

WWKC,4: r87 

1 Wen-jen Pang-ying and Pang-cheng were two brothers, Yang-ming's cousins and 
disciples. Their private names were Yin and Ch'uan. See Shao-hsing fu-chih y 33 :436 . • Also Yang-ming hsien-shang chuan-tsuan, pt t, p. 35. 

2 Mencius, 5b:b, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 383. 
3 Ch'eng Yi, Wai-shu, I I :5a. 

On Civil Service 

26. TO WEN-JEN PANG-YING AND 
PANG-CHENG 

The gentleman only seeks to do what is right. If he takes up an 
official position, it is not normally on account of poverty, although 
sometimes it might be on account of poverty. 1 Former men all 
did hat; why should we alone be different? But it is wrong to 
say that the participation in the civil examinations goes against 
the learning of the sages. Ch'eng-tzu said that 'If the mind does 
not forget [its objective 1 even though one might have to take 
care of worldly affairs, there's nothing that is not solid learning, 
nothing that is not tao [virtue],.1 The same is tme of participation 
in examinations. However to say that participation in civil 
examinations does not at all work against the' earning of sages is 
also wrong. Ch'eng-tzu also said that, if the m nd forgets [its 
objective], then even if you spend a whole lifetime, all that you 
do is but superficial.' Th's is all the more so with participation in 
civil examinations. Between 'forgetting' and 'not forgetting', 
the difference is slighter than a hair's breadth. The essential is in 
thinking deeply and understanding in silence, what thing is that 
which he says one ought not forget. To know this is to know 
learning .... 

1 Mencius, 5B:5, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 383. 
2 This saying is attributed to Chang Tsai by Chu Hsi. See Chin-ssu lu chi-chu, 2 :~3b 

Chan's Reflections, p. 85_ 
3 This is the continuation of Chang Tsai's saying (note 2). 



'On liang-chih 

27. TO HSUEH SHANG-CH'IEW 

... Several years of studying together can only help us to fix our 
determination and to distinguish between righteousness and 
profit. 2 If we have not yet acquired strength in this regard, all 
our daily talk will be vain words, and all our daily insights will 
be quite unreal. We must not fail to realise and examine ourselves 
with effort upon this. The man who falls once acquires one more 
experience. There is no reason why the failure of today cannot 
very well become the success of the day after. But we have come 
to the Second Principle, while we really ought to apply our 
efforts first to the First Principle. 3 The truth in one is the truth 
in al1. 4 Since it is the case with this little thing [liang-chih], 
there is no more need to seek for what is not tru~.l;' ' 

WWKC,4: 188 

1 See Letter 24. 

2 Analects, IV:I6, Legge's Classics, voL I, p. 170. 
3 'First Principle' (ti~yi-yi) and 'Second Principle' (ti-erh yi) are Buddhist terms, referring 

respectively to the Highest Truth aod to secondary truths. In Ch'an Buddhism, the 
First Principle is that which is beyond the realm of the conscious mind and hence 
inexpressible. The Sanskrit word for 'First Principle' is param'~rtha, See Lankavatara 
Sutra, TSD No. 670, 16:500, English translation by D.T. Suzuki, The La~kavai;;ra 
S;;tra .. A Mahayana Text (1959), p. 35. 

In the case of Yang-ming, liang-chih is his 'First Principle' and everything else is 
secondary, as the rest of this letter shows. 

4 Allusion to the TJien-t'a£ philosophy of Buddhism, with its 'one-in-all and all-in-one' 
proposition. See the Ta-ch'eng chih-kuan fa-men (The Method of Concentration and 
Insight of the Greater Vehicle) ascribed to Hui-ssu (514-577) in Hs~· kao-seng chuan, 
ch. 17, TSD No. 2060, 5°:562-4. Yang-ming is trying to say that liang-chih contains 
all truth. This is the first time, in these letters, that he hints at his teaching of liang-ch£h. 
We know this to be so -- - that 'this little thing? (che-hsieh-tzu) refers to liang chih -
through the information given in the N£en_pJu ; see WWKC 33:951 for the account 
of Yang-ming's discovery of liang-chih. 

On Correction of Faults 

28. TO MY YOUNGER BROTHERS 
[AND COUSINS]' 

... Our pen-hsin2 is as bright and c1e1f as the sun in the day time. 
No one who has faults does not know them himself. The only 



fear is that he does not correct them. Once determined to reform, 
he recovers at once his own mind. 

Which human being, indeed, is without fault 1 The noble 
thing is to correct one's fault. Ch'u Po-yU: was a very worthy 
man.' Yet he said, '1 wish to correct my fault, but am unable to 
do so'. King T'ang and Confucius were two great sages. And 
yet one said, '1 willingly correct my faults'" and the other, 'I 
wish to be free from big faults'.' Everyone says, 'Except for Yao 
and Shun, who can be without fault l' 

This also is a conventional way of talking. We cannot learn 
adequately from this how the minds of Yao and Shun were like. 
If Yao and Shun really considered themselves as faultless, they 
would not be sages. The advice they gave to each other was, 'The 
mind of man is prone to error, the mind of tao is subtle. Keep 
always to the Mean; practise discernment and single-mind ed
ness'.6 Since they themselves regarded the mind of man as prone 
to error, it shows that their minds were as prone to faults as 
those of other men. Only because they were always wary were 
they able to hold fast to the Mean and avoid transgressions.7 

Sages and worthy men of the past always saw their own faults 
and corrected them. Hence they were able to avoid faults. This 
is not due to their minds being really different from those of 
other men. He who is vigilant without being seen, and apprehen
sive without being heard,8 constantly obtains the results of 
seeing for himself his faults. Recently, I have really seen where 
I can apply effort in this aspect of learning, but, on account of 
accumulated habits and deep-seated faults, I lack courage to 
correct myself. That is why I warn you of this earnestly in 
advance as my brothers, so that you may not allow yourselves 
to develop such deep-seated faults as mine are, and then find it 
difficult to correct them. When people are young, they have 
enough vital energy and physical power to keep up their courage. 
Besides, family worries are not yet so pressing. So they find it 
rather easy to apply their efforts [to the task of self-cultivation]. 
But as they grow older, they become more and more involved 
in the cares of the world while their vital energy diminshes daily. 
If they are able to devote themselves with earnest determination 
to study, they can yet do something useful with themselves. But 
by the time they reach forty or fifty, they resemble the setting 



sun, which decreases in power, and cannot be held back any 
more. That is why Confucius said, 'The person who at the age of 
forty or fifty has not yet been heard of by others, is not worthy 
of being regarded with respect'. 9 Re also said, "When a man is 
old, and his physical powers have diminshed, he ought to guard 
against covetousness'.10 Recently, I have seen this defect also 
in myself. That is why I earnestly warn you of it ih advance, my 
brothers, so that you may make efforts while you still have time, 
and not wait until it is too late, when you will only regret in vain. 

WWKC, 4:189-90 

1 The eldest son of his parents, Yang-ming had three younger brothers: Shou-chien, 
Shou-wen, Shou-chang, as well as a younger sister, married to his favourite disciple, 
HSll Ai. He was, however, the only child of his mother, who died when he was twelve. 
I add 'and Cousins' because of the appearance of the words ti-pei (brothers' generation) 
In China, paternal cousins regarded one another as brothers. 

2 The word pell-hsin, literally 'original mind', was frequently used by Lu Chiu-yuan 
[Lu Hsiang-shan] (1139-93). In the writings ofYang-ming, it does not occur very often. 

3 A famous minister of Wei, and contemporary of Confucius. See Analects, XIV: 26, 
Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 285-6. 

4 Book of Documents, 'Chung-hui chih kao' [The Announcement of Chung-hui], Legge's 
Classics, vol. III, p. 180. 

S Analects, VII: 16, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 200. 
6 Book of Documents, 'Ta-Yu mu', Legge's Classics, vol. III, pp, 61-2, 
7 Book of Documents, 'Rao-yao rou' [Counsels of Kao-yaoJ, ibid" p, 73. 
8 Doctrine of the .L"Vlean, 1 :2-3, ibid., vol. I, p. 384. 
9 Analects, IX:22, ibid., p. 223. 

10 Analects, XVI:7, ibid" p. 3I3. 

On Patience under Criticism 
, 

29. TO [TS'AI] RSI-YUAN 

... Although someone might treat him harshly and unjustly, 
a gentleman would first examine himself saying, 'Could I not 
be lacking in Ii [propriety] towards him?' And if he then decides 
he has not failed in li, he must still examine himself saying, 
'Could I not be lacking in chung [fidelity] towards him?'! Since, 
Rsi-yuan, your effort of self-conquest is becoming daily more 
perfect and sincere and earnest, you certainly will not presume 
to be perfect in fidelity. 

In the past during my exile in Kuei:,choti, not a month passed 
without my suffering tribulation [at the hands of others] all the 
time. Yet, when I think of it now, it was there that I could have 



made the most progress in all that relates to the stimulation of 
the mind, the strengthening of human nature,' the practice of 
polishing and perfecting oneself. At that time, however, I only 
stopped at an imperfect accomplishment of my duties in order 
to pass time, and so I wasted the precious opportunity .... 

1 Mencius, 4B :28, Legge's Classics, vol. II, pp. 333-4. 
2 Mencius, 6B:I5, ibid" p. 447. 

On Similarities and Differences in Opinion 

30. TO [CHAN] KAN-CH'UAN' 

WWKC,4: 181 

... In your letter, you reproached me earnestly for not having 
written to you for so long. This shows how much you love me. 
I am really at fault in this respect. 

Given the same hsin [mind], and the same Ii [moral principles],' 
if we only know how to apply efforts on this point, then, in spite 
of a hundred anxieties and different paths, we shall tend to the 
same goal. 3 Otherwise, even if we seek to prove every word, 
and to pursue the meaning of every sentence, the slightest 
divergence in our beginnings will lead to a difference of a thousand 
Ii [Chinese mile] at the conclusions ... While, in our common 
purpose of advancing forward with the determination of attaining 
the goal [of sagehood], our minds may meet unconsciously and 
inadvertently, it may also not be pussibie for us not to find 
occasionally small differences in Gur insights. But since you 
manifest no weariness to me in this regard, I also am not anxious 
to influence you. What is important is that, sharing the same 
ambition, we resemble two men, both on their way to the capital, 
but possibly taking different routes, whether straight or circuitous. 
They both know that at the end they will arrive in the same 
place. 

Formerly, when we were together in the boat at Lung-chiang 
[Nanking], I used to tell you how I preferred the old version of 
the Great Learning, and also about my theories on the ko-wu 
[investigation of things J. You did not, then, agree with me, and 
I too put such questions aside without insisting upon them. For 



I knew you would, soon enough, come to a thorough under
standing. Now that my judgment has been proved correct, my 
joy is of course beyond description! The waters coming from the 
K'un-Iun mountain' may sometimes flow underground, but they 
will eventually reach the sea. I am like a pauper. Were I to 
discover a translucent jade, others would not believe me, and 
would consider it a false imitation. Such a gem must enter the 
house of Ch'i-tun,5 in order to be made manifest to the world, 
so that its discoverer may at least be free of the crime of forgetting 
the gem. However, even this parable remains ambiguous. A 
translucent jade is obtained after a search outside of self. What 
I have been referring to, on the other hand, is something I 
originally possessed, without the need of any external search. 
But it might occasionally be forgotten, or, without being forgotten, 
it might get obscured from vision .... 

1 His private name was Chan Ja-shui. A native of the present province of Kuangtung' 
he became chin-shih in 1505, and later rose to the rank of Minister of Rites, of Civil 
Service, and of Military Affairs. He was also a famous philosopher, and as tudent of 
the philosopher eh'en Hsien-chang (1428-1500). See MJHA, 37:2a-b. 

2 Allusion to a saying of Lu Chiu-y{;an: 'Sages appeared tens of thousands of generations 
ago. They shared the same hsin, the same Ii. Sages will appear tens of generations after 
us. They will share teh same ksin, the same Ii , , .. 'See Hsiang-shan ch~an-chi[Complete 
Works of Lul, SPPYed. (referred to hereinafter as HSCC), 22:5a, 

3 .Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt 2, ch. 5, Legge's Yi King, p. 389. 
4 The longest mountain range in China. 
S A ancient rich man. See Shih-chi, ch. 129, p. 276. 

On the Old Version of the Great Learning 

31. TO FANG SHU-HSIEN1 

Recently I received your letter together with the two letters 
exchanged between you and Kan-ch'uan. I read quickly through 
them and felt as refreshed as a man being soothed by a clear, cool 
breeze after having been in the heat. Your opinions are above 
the ordinary. You have made rapid progress - going forward a 
thousand Ii [distance 1 a day! 

The re-publication of the old text of the Great Learning is 
especially a great event. I rejoice very much over it. In your 
discussions concerning Hsiang-shan, you cited several passages 

rl 



from Mencius with regard to the 'lost mind',z but Kan-ch';';an 
still did not consider that adequate, and cited in addition: 'Sages 
arise in the Eastern, Western, Southern and Northern Seas; 
they have the same hsin, the same ii', 3 and also 'all that is within 
the universe is our concern'. 4 His quotations are certainly to the 
point. But I prefer the intimacy and earnestness of your insights, 
Hsi-ch'iao! He who grasps the essentials must also make intimate 
and earnest efforts. If such intimate and earnest efforts are not 
made, his seemingly 'important' insights are mere hypothesis. 
Ever since Mencius made of original goodness the source of mind 
and nature,5 scholars have often discussed the problem back and 
forth. But their learning became finally fragmentary and external, 
without their being aware of it, precisely because their efforts 
lack in earnestness .... 

1 Private name Fang Hsien-fu, literary name Hsi-ch'iao. He became a chin-shih in 
1505, and a disciple of Yang-mingo See Ming-shih, Ig6: 466-7. 

2 Mencius, fiA:l I, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 414. 
3 HSCC, ~2:5a, 
4 Ibid. 
5 Mencius, 6A:6, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 401. 

On Learning 

32. To Hsia Tun-fu' I52I 

... Formerly Confucius said to Tzu-kung, "Tz'u [Tzu-kung's 
name] do you consider me as a learned man who remembers a 
great deal of things I' He responded 'Yes - or is that not correct I' 
Confucius said, 'No, I merely seek an all-pervading unity in my 
knowledge'.2 And so, should the learning of sages not possess 
certain essential doctrines 1 The desertion of human morality 
and of the principles of things by the Buddhists and their 
consequent fall into the void, certainly cannot be called the 
understanding of the mind. On the other hand, can the external 
quest of wordly scholars, who seek for knowledge through 
investigations, without knowing how to focus on the mind, be 
called investigation of Ii? ... 

WWKC,5: I 94 



their own thinking, and in so doing, become more conscious of 
its depths. What is your honourable opinion thereof? Where the' 
theory of the extension of knowledge is concerned, I fear that I 
shall not change my ideas, and hope you will have the kindness 
to think it over more and tell me at your convenience what is 
your second thought. For it forms the essential core of doctrine 
in the 'transmission of mind' of the learning of sages. I~ this is 
clear, everything else will be too. When the purpose is sincere 
and earnest, one cannot but be straightforward. Please do 
excuse my boldness .... 

WWKC, 5:195 

1 This was the constant teaching of Chan Kan-ch'{;an. See MJHA, 37. 
2 Book oj Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt .2, ch. 5, Legge's Y£ K£ng, p. 389. 
3 Great Learning, ch. I, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 355-9. 

On hsin: Activity and Tranquillity 

35. To Lun Yen-shih' 15::1 

... The mind (hsin) is that which can neither be described as 
active nor tranquil. Tranquillity refers to its substance, while 
activity refers to its function. That is why the learning of the 
superior man makes no distinction between activity and tran
quillity.2 When he is tranquil he is constantly aware of the 
tranquillity of the mind and therefore it cannot be said to be 
non-existent. That is why he responds constantly to the external 
world. When he is active he is also constantly in control of the 
activity of his mind, so that it cannot be said to be existent. That 
is why it seems always to be quiet. Constantly responding and 
constantly quiet, both activity and tranquillity are present. This 
is called chi-yi' [concentration of righteousness]. Such concentra
tion of righteousness can free one from great regrets: for the 
mind remains fixed whether active or tranquil. The mind is only 
one. Tranquillity is its substance. If you seek for another 
foundation of tranquillity, you are disturbing its original 
substance. Activity is its function; if you fear its being easily 
stirred, you are preventing its functioning. That is why the 
desire for tranquillity is itself activity, while the aversion for 
activity is not [necessarily 1 tranquillity.5 This activity is active, 



1 His private name was Hsia Sh~p'u. He became a chin-shih in lSI I. In his youth he 
had studied under the philosopher Lou Liang {1422-g1]. See MJHA, 4:1a. 

2 Analects, XV:2, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 295. 

On Lu Chiu-yuan 

33. TO HSI YUAN-SHAN' 

... The teaching of [Lu] Hsiang-shan is simple and direct. In 
this, he ranks only after Mencius. While his theories about study, 
inquiry, reflection and discernment,2 about the extension of 
knowledge and the investigation of things,' are not free from 
'conformity' to tradition, his basic insights are definitely far 
beyond what the other philosophers can hope to have .... 

WWKC,5: 195 

1 His private name was Hsi Shu (1461-1527), He became a chin-shih in 1490 and later 
rose to the rank of a Grand Secretary, See Ming-shih, 197:468. 

2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 20, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 413. 
3 Great Learning, ch. I, ibid. p. 358. 

On Similarities and Differences in Opinion 

34. TO [CHAN] KAN-CH'UAN 

... To recognise everywhere the principle of Heaven' is a truthful 
proposition, and quite free from deceit. I used to teach it too, 
in the beginning. But when I investigated the starting points of 
your ideas, I seem to find slight divergences of a hair's breadth 
from my teaching. However, we should eventually reach the 
same destination, even by taking different routes. 2 T ne cultivation 
of self, the ordering of one's family, the governing of the country, 
and the pacification of the world remain always kO-Wt{,3 but if one 
wished to explain these passages repeatedly, one would seem to 
be talking too much. Besides, the simpler and more ancient are 
the meanings of the words used, the harder and more obscure 
they become when compared to the original text, so that readers 
would find more difficulty in searching for understanding. Is 
there not some defect of the mind in this? It would be better to 
use clear and simple terms, to point out briefly the general 
direction, and so to enable others to reach the meaning through 



and even tranquillity is active, the movement back and forth, 
up and down, becomes endless. That is why obedience to 
principles is called tranquillity while assent to unruly desire is 
called activity. Desire does not necessarily refer to the external 
lurings of music and dancing, women, possessions or profit. All 
that which the mind is privy to is desire. That is why the following 
of Ii (moral principles) is always tranquil, even in the midst of 
changing vicissitudes. This is what [Chou] Lien-hsi [Chou 
Tun-yi] meant by the emphasis on tranquillity giving no place 
to desire. 6 This is what is meant by the concentration of 
righteousness. When a man follows the impulse of his desire, 
were he then to practise the fasting of the mind and even attain 
the [transcendental] state of tso-wang [self-forgetfulness], he 
would remain active. 7 What Kao-tzu' meant by forced restraint 
merely promotes [ch'tJ. 9 It makes of righteousness an external 
h· '0 t mg .... 

His private name was Lun Yi-hs~n (born in 1498). A chin-shih in I517 (he ranked 
second that year) he later became Chancellor of the National University in Nanking. 
See Y~·Hsien, Huang-Ming chin-shih teng-k'o k'ao [Study on the Successful Candidates 
of the Chin-shih Degree of the Ming Dynasty] (pub. between 1521 and 1566), in 
Ch~ Wan-Ii (comp,), Ming-tai shih-chieh hui-k'an [Collected Historical Documents of 
th:'Ming Dynasty], Taipei, 1969. 

2 See Ch'eng Hao, Ming-tao wen-chi, 3 :Ia-b (Answer to Master Heng-chu's letter on 
calming Human Nature). See also, in connection with this subject, the letter (00) 
written by Yang~ming to Wang Ch'un~fu (1513). 

3 Mencius, 2A:2, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. Ig0. 
4 Allusion to Book of Changes, Commentary on the Hexagram 'Fu', see Legge's Yi 

King, p. 108. 

5 See note 2. •• 
6 See Chou~tzu Tung-shu [Chou Tun-yi's Book of Penetration), 'Sheng-hsueh' [Learning 

to Be a Sage], SPPY ed., ch. 20. 

7 Allusion to Chuang-tzu, ch. 5, Watson (trans.), p. go. 
8 A contemporary of Mencius, &ee Mencius, 2A: 2, Legge's Classics, voL II, pp. r8g-gI. 
9 Ibid. 

10 Mencius, 2A:2, 4A:4, ibid" pp. Ig0, 397. 

On Learning 

36. TO T'ANG YU-TSO, 
THE REGIONAL INSPECTOR' 

... Fu Y~eh said, 'If you study the instructions of the ancients, 
you will certainly obtain knowledge'.2 To study the instructions 



of the ancients does not refer to being proficient in letters, to 
being eloquent in speech,' and to obtaining knowledge outside 
of one's self through incidental deeds of righteousness! To 
'obtain' means to get in the mind; it is not infused from without. 5 

One must proceed according to the ancient instructions, learning 
all that which the ancients learned, and then make oneself sincere. 
'Completing such task by silent study, and securing the faith 
of others without recourse to words" refers to the fruit of study. 
'To have a humble mind and to maintain a constant sagacity'7 
does not refer to covering up one's feelings by showing external 
humility, while being anxious to obtain success in one's career 
and reputation. To have a humble mind means to act like the 
earth underneath us, which supports everything, or like the 
empty ocean, which contains everything. To maintain a constant 
sagacity means to act in accordance with the virtue of Heaven, 
being always cautious and apprehensive without waiting to see 
or hear things, somewhat like the t' ai-ho [ Great Harmony]' 
which moves without ceasing. In this way, one can 'wait for a 
hundred generations, without misgiving, for the rise of the sage', 9 

'all-embracing and vast, deep and active as a fountain, sending 
forth his virtues in due season, so that he speaks and the people 
all believe him, he acts, and the people are all pleased with 
him.'lO 'His fame will extend to the barbarian tribes', 11 and his 
virtue will last for ever. This is why Y;';eh is Y~eh ... Yen-tzu 
had said, 'Shun was a man; I am also a man.'12 Could you not, 
Y;';-tso, say the same of yourself in relation to Fu Yueh? ... 

WWKC, 5: 196-7 

1 His private name was T'ang Lung. A chin-shih in 1508, he was to fill many important 
positions, such as Minister of Justice, of Civil Officials, and of Military Affai.rs. See 
Ming-shih, 202; 48.2. 

2 Book of Documents, 'The Charge to Yueh', pt 2, Legge's Classics, vol. Ilr, pt I, p. 260. 
Fu Yueh was thetworthy minister of King Wu-ting-(1323-1264 B.C.) of the Shang 
dynasty. Sf'f''f,,-a. l'lfJ.,,-6~~'l.-. 

3 Hmn-tzu, 'Ch'{xim.hsi.ieh', [Encouraging Learninglt\ See Burton Watson (trans.), 
Bas£c Writings of HSlin-tzu (1963), ,l. ~ , 

4 Mencius, 2A:2, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. IgO. 
S Mencius, 4A:6, ibid., pp. 402-3. 
6 Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt I, Legge's Yi King, p. 378. 
7 Book of Documents, Legge's Classics, vol. Ill, pp. 250-I. 
8 An idea developed by Chang Tsai. See his first chapter in Chang-tzlt ch'ltall-shu, 

Chen{(-men; [Correcting YOllthflll Ignorance 1, 2: Ib-5b~ 
9 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 24, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p, 426, 



10 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 31, ibid., p, 429. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Mellcius, SA:I, ibid" vol. II, p. 235. 

On Learning 

37. TO FANG SHU-HSIEN 152 1 

. . . There is only one tao! 1 With regard to its ultimate roots 
and sources, there is not one of the Six Classics and the Four 
Books that cannot be explained in harmony with it - not just 
the Hung-fan [Great Plan]2 in relation to the Ta-hsu:eh [Great 
Learning]. This is what I frequently say to my friends. We can 
use plants as an example. They resemble one another in their 
growth. But if all is to be alike - the display of flowers and fruit, 
the height of leaves and branches - I fear that the creator of 
nature would not do as well as the sculptor of art .... 

. • . True learning has remained obscure for several hundred 
years already. Now, thanks to those who share my ideals, such 
as Kan-ch'uan and yourself, who discuss learning together and 
provide one another with the benefit of mutual corrections and 
encouragements, we have been able to obtain some light. If you 
suddenly return to such excessive concern with the literal 
meanings of words, to whom can I turn? True, in discussing 
learning the gentleman follows only the path of truth, without 
always seeking agreement with others . . . In what pertains to 
the extension of learning and the investigation of things, Kan
ch'uan's theory is still slightly different from mine, although 
that does not prevent their being essentially in harmony .... 
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1 Mencius, SA:I, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. 234. 
2 A chapter in the Book of Documents. See Legge's Classics, vol. III, pp. 320-43. 

On the Extension of Knowledge 

38. TO YANG SHIH-MING' 15 21 

... You spoke of your daily efforts at learning, how you merely 
follow your own liang-chih, doing away with the hindrances, 



while seeking to expand and complete its substance, and doing 
all that without complying with the caprices of our epoch by 
compromising with the conventional practice. This is all very 
good. To act thus is to extend your knowledge and investigate 
things,' to understand the good and attain personal sincerity. 3 

In acting thus, how can your virtue not be renewed daily, and 
your merits not be enriched?4 ... You spoke of watching yourself 
every day without being able to permeate the entire day with this 
vigilance. This means merely that the effort of extension of 
knowledge is interrupted. After all, the value of jen also depends 
upon [constant practice] bringing it to maturity. 5 

You also spoke about testing such effort with the similarities 
and differences in what earlier scholars have written, and find 
that [your effort] does not correspond to what they say. This 
gives rise to frequent doubts. 

What I say about the extension of knowledge is the 'treasure 
of the orthodox dharma-eye' of the Confucian school. 6 He who 
sees the truth of this 'sets it up before Heaven and Earth, and 
finds nothing in it in which he transgresses. He presents himself 
with it before spiritual beings, and no doubt arises concerning 
it. He examines it by comparing [it] with the doctrines of the 
three sage kings, and finds it free from error. He is ready to wait 
for a hundred years for a sage, without harbouring any misgiving." 
Only he who knows this can be said to know tao. Only he who 
attains this can be said to possess virtue. He who learns something 
different from this is a heretic. He who teaches something different 
from this teaches falsehood. He who acts without understanding 
this acts blindly. Even though a thousand devils and ten thousand 
phantoms may delude and confuse us with their transformations, 8 

we have only to touch them in order to pierce the illusions, to 
receive them in order to dissolve them, just as the devils and 
phantoms have nowhere to hide when the sun rises .... 
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.' 1 Together with his elder brother Yang Shih~te, he was first the disciple of Kan-ch'uan 
and then of Yang-mingo Both brothers died before Yang-mingo See Yang-ming's 
chi-wen (obituary essay) written in memory of Yang Shih-ming in 1526, in WWKC, 
25:73 and MJHA, go:ra-b, 

2 Great Learning, ch. I, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 356-9. 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch, 20, ibid" p. 4Ig. 

4- Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt 1. See Legge's Yi King, p. 355. 



5 Mencius, 6A:Ig, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 421. 
6 Allusion to the Buddhist story concerning the origin of Ch'an Buddhism, See Ching-te 

ch'uan-teng lu, I :4a. 'Dharma' refers to truth. 'Dharma-eye' is that which looks into 
the depths of truth. See also D.T. Suzuki, Studies in Zen (1955), pp. 12, 2I. 

7 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 29, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 425-6. 
& Allusion to the Buddhist notion of men's deception by phantoms which are the products 

of the delusions of his own mind. The Chinese word mo is the abridged form of the 
transliteration of the Sanskrit word Mara, referring to the devil, who sends his daughter 
or assmnes monstrous forms to tempt men. See for example S;;ra~gama ~tra, TSD 
No. 945, 15 :629. 

On Cultivation of Life 

39. TO LU YUAN-CHING 

... I hear that on account of your frequent sicknesses, you intend 
to apply yourself to the 'cultivation of life'. 1 In the past, I also 
did so. Only later did I realise that it was unnecessary, and then 
I began again to concentrate on the learning of sages. Generally 
speaking the cultivation of virtue and the cultivation of life are 
one and the same thing. If what you call 'the real self' could 
really 'remain vigilant when not seen, and apprehensive when not 
heard',' and concentrate on such practices, thentyour ch'i 
[ether] and your ching [sperm] will be collected. 3 In this case, 
what the Taoists call physical immortality will also be present. 
The school of immortals is different from that of sages, but its 
purpose and starting point is also to direct men to tao" It is 
said in the epilogue of Wu-chen p'ien [Treatise on Awakening to 
Truth], The Yellow Emperor and Lao-tzu took pity on their 
covetous desires, and used the art of immortals to give them 
gradual and systematic direction. 5 If you will read this over, you 
will see for yourself its hidden meanings. The sages from Yao, 
Shun, Yu, T'ang, King Wen, and King Wu down to the Duke 
of Chou and Confucius, have been all-embracing in their love 
of the people and for things. If there had been an art of physical 
immortality, they would not have been unwilling to show it to 
others. As to people like Lao-tzu and P'eng Keng,6 they are 
naturally endowed with the propensity to long life, which is not 
a thing one can acquire by learning. Later men, such as Po 
Yu-ch'an' and Ch'iu Ch'ang-ch'un,8 known among the Taoists 
as patriarchs and teachers, lived only to the age of fifty or sixty, 
which shows that the so-called theory of physical immortality 
should certainly refer to something different. Since you have a 
weak constitution and are often sick, you need merely to abandon 
the path of honours and reputation, purify your mind and your 
desires, concentrate on the learning of sages, in the sense in 



to see whether what they say may be true, and whether 'there are 
yet things which they say, which we have not accepted. We ought 
to try hard to seek for the truth, and not always consider ourselves 
right and others wrong. On the other hand, if what they say is 
wrong, and we are right in our own convictions, we should the 
more put our principles into practice, and seek to be humble. 
This is what is meant by 'Meditate upon it and you will complete 
it, use no words and people will believe you'.' However, are not 
the many criticisms of today occasions for us to practise patience, 
forbearance, and mutual admonition?2 Besides, the criticisms do 
not necessarily arise out of personal grudges. People say such 
things because they consider themselves the defenders of truth. 
Moreover, their sayings come originally from the general theories 
of former scholars, and so they do have their proofs, while our 
words appear suddenly as being different from those of the past, 
rather like forced interpretation and things invented by the 
imagination. For people do not know that the teaching of the 
sages was originally so, but, through transmission, has lost its 
pristine purity. The teachings of former scholars became daily 
so fragmentary, also because later scholars kept on copying from 
one another and thereby accumulated many errors. Since they 
[our critics 1 decided first not to believe, and refused to investigate 
with humility, while we, in our discussions, may also be carried 
away by a desire to excel and by other superficial dispositions, 
without avoiding certain excesses of expression, we deserve their 
ridicule and alarm. This is our responsibility, for which we ought 
not blame them solely. 

Alas, when we teach today, do we seek to say things that differ 
from what others say, or do we seek to say the same things as 
the others? Do we seek to excel by goodness, or to educate others 
by goodness? We only pay lip service to the theory of the unity 
of action and knowledge. When have we really united our 
knowledge and action? If we seek the source of the difficulty, 
then someone like myself will be found most guilty, since, 
ordinarily, I merely expound this with my lips., and have not 
applied it to myself, so that my words do not correspond to 
reality, and my actions cannot cover my words. Without having 
really practised the extension of knowledge, I say that the 
teachings of former men on this subject are incomplete, in the 



which the theory of the 'true self' was referred to earlier. You 
ought not to believe easily in heterodox teachings, thus confusing 
your understanding needlessly, wasting your mental and physical 
energies as well as your time. If you stay away long and do not 
return to society, you will become easily a frenzied and mentally 
sick man .... 
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Taoist cultivation aiming at prolonging onc's life. Its classics include Wei Po-yang 
(fl. 147-67), Ts'an-t'ung-ch'i [Tallying Ideas of Tao·ist Cultivation with the Book of 
Changes], See Liu Ts'un-yan, 'Lu Hsi-hsing and His Commentaries on the Ts'an
t'ung-ch'i', Tsing-hua Journal of Chinese Studies, vol. 7 (Ig6B), p. 80. 

2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. t, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 384. 
3 These are Taoist terms. See Liu Ts'un-yan, 'Ming-ju yu' tao-chiao', Hsin-ya hsueh-pao, 

vol. 8 (1967), pp. I-S8, for an exposition of Taoist practices and influence in Yang
ruing's time. 

4 Here Yang-ruing probably means by tao, transcendental human destiny. 
5 The Wu-chen p'ien of Ch'en Chih-hs~ (see Letters 2 and 5 00) was criticised earlier 

by Yang-ming in a poem of 1514; see WWKC, 20:606. Here he speaks of the Epilogue 
of Chang Po-tuan (dated 1078) given in the Tao-tsang (Ming ed., Shanghai reprint, 
1923-6),64, Epilogue, lb. See Liu Ts'un-yan, 'Taoist Self-cultivation in Ming Thought' 
in Self and Society in Ming Thought, cd. Wm. Theodore de Bary (1970), pp. 31 I-IS. 

6 His name was Chien Keng. P'eng was given to him as a fief. He was supposed to have 
lived for over 800 years, during the Hsia and nearly throughout the Shang dynasty. 
For his story see Lieh-hst"en chuan, attributed to Liu Hsiang (first century B.C.) in 
Ku-chin yi-shih [History of Hermits of Past and Present] (Ming ed., reprinted in 
Shanghai, 1937), pt 1, 8a, French translation by Max Kaltenmark, Le Lie-Sien Tchouan 
[Biographies of Immortals] (1953), p. 82. 

7 His real name was Ko Ch'ang-keng. He lived during the Southern Sung dynasty 
and is regarded as the last of the five patriarchs of 1;he Southern branch of religious 
Taoism. See Chi Yun (1724-1805) et al., Ssu-k'u chJ~~n-shu tsung-mu t'i-yao [Essential 
Information on th~omplete Catalogue of the Four Libraries], Shanghai, 1933, 28 :88. 

8 His real name was Ch'iu Ch'u-chi (1148-1227). A native of Shantung, he was summoned 
by Genghis Khan to the region between Kabul and Anderob in present-day Afghanistan 
to preach to him. He lived to the age of 79, though Yang-ming gave him much less. 
See 'Yuan Ch'iu Ch'u-chi Nien~p'u' [Chronological Biography of Chiu Ch'u-chi of 
the Yuan dynasty] in Yao Ts'ung-wu, Tung-pei-sht"h lun-ts'u~[On the History of the 
North-east] (1959), voL 2, pp. 214-76. a 

On Patience under Criticism 
, . 

40. TO LU YUAN-CHING I522 

... To stop criticisms by not arguing, was what was taught by 
former men. In our present situation, would this not be even 
more correct? On account of differences and similarities in their 
teachings, heroes of virtue and leaders everywhere are now 
engaged in many discussions. Would our people be able to win 
arguments with them? We should rather reflect upon ourselves, 



· same way as a poor beggar may talk about gold, and yet still 
follow and beg for food from others. You, my friends, have 
suffered through your faith in and your affection for me. You 
liked me so much that you did not see my faults, and this 
[indulgence] has led to many [unpleasant] talks today ... 
[Ch'eng] Yi-ch'uan and [Chu] Hui-an were not able' in their 
times to avoid slander, criticism, and exile. This is all the more 
for us, as our actions have often fallen short of our ideals, so that 
the slander, abuse, and criticism of others are just what we 
deserve. Besides, the people today who argue about learning must 
necessarily desire to learn. We ought not remain distant from 
them just because their ideas are different from our own. 

Everyone has the ability to distinguish between right and 
wrong. Only on account of long established habits, they are 
unable easily to understand our teachings. After all, did not some 
of you, my friends, when you first heard my words, ridicule 
and slander them? After some time, you have come to an under
standing, and even express theories that show a certain excess. 
How do we not know that the strength expended today in 
criticism will not become the depth of belief at some later 
date? ... 

All men have this moral ability to judge between right and 
wrong.4 This is what we call liang-chih. Who does not have this 
liang-chih? There are only people who do not know how to 
extend it. The Book of Changes speaks of 'knowing the utmost 
point to reach, and reaching it'.' To know the utmost point is 
real knowledge. To reach it is to extend knowledge. This is 
how knowledge and action become united. In recent ages, the 
teaching concerning ko-wu and chih-chih cover only one word: 
chih [knowledge], and that quite inconclusively. As to the effort 
of chih [extension] - this has been completely omitted. This is 
why knowledge and action have become two things. 

WWKC, 5 :;>,00 

1 Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt I, Legge's Yi King, p. 378. 
2 Mencius, 6B:I5, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 447. 
3 S~e Sung-shih K'ai-ming ed., 1937,427 :1°97-8 on Ch'eng Yi and' 429': 1101-3 on Chu 

Hsi. 
4 Mencius, 6A:6, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p, 402. 
5 Book oj Changes, 'Appended Remarks', Legge's Yi King, p. 410. 
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On Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan 

41. TO HSU CH'ENG-CHIH 

You asked me about the similarities and differences between the 
philosophers Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-y~an [Lu Hsiang-shan]. 
As I read carefully over your letter, I would say that while [Wang] 
Yrt-an' is mistaken in preferring Lu to Chu, you too are 
mistaken in preferring Chu to Lu. The world has long held that 
Chu is right and Lu is wrong. Such opinion has become difficult 
to change ... But it is my opinion that in your present dispute 
you should not seek to win the argument, to put Hsiang-shan 
definitely in the wrong and Hui-an definitely in the right. Rather, 
go back to the roots and to the source, in order really to see the 
nuances of their strong and weak points in very small things. 
This would be acting like a clever judge, hearing judicial cases. 
He has to see why the man in the wrong might have done 
something because he could not help it, while the party in the 
right may also have shown some faults. In this way, he would 
allow the persecuted party to state his situation, while the party 
receiving redress also must not escape responsibility. This would 
be to exhaust to the utmost the justice of the cause and its 
principles, rest the minds of men, and wait a hundred generations 
for a sage.2 

... You two, however, have discussed this question, each with 
the idea of seeking to win over the other. To seek to win is to be 
moved by passion. And does not being moved by passion, take 
[one] more than a thousand Ii away from the course of reason 
and righteousness? 

In discussing the qualities and defects of the ancients, one must 
never rely on the imagination and decide the case summarily. 
Now, in speaking of Hsiang-shan, Yu-an said, 'Although he 
concentrated on the respect of the virtuous nature,3 he did not 
avoid falling into the emptiness of Ch'an Buddhism. However, 
his conduct and faith would still be adequate to allow him to be 
counted as a disciple of the sage. But Hui-an, on the other hand, 
insisted on study and inquiry: and became fragmentary and 
divided in his knowledge, teaching what was no longer the 
sincerity of thought and the rectification of the mind of the school 



of sages.' And you, in speaking of Hui-an, said: 'Although he 
insisted mainly on knowledge and inquiry, and did not avoid 
keeping to the conventions and becoming fragmentary in his 
learning, he followed the teaching and order and gradual 
improvement, without going against the instructions of the 
Great Learning. Hsiang-shan, however, in concentrating on 
respect for virtuous nature, became empty and abstract, and no 
longer taught the investigation of things and the extension of 
knowledge in the Great Learning.' 

However, if one speaks of the respect of virtuous nature, one 
cannot also speak of falling into the emptiness of Ch' an Bud
dhism. And w hen one speaks of falling into the emptiness of Ch' an 
Buddhism, one cannot also speak of respect of virtuous nature. 
Also, when one speaks of study and inquiry, one cannot speak of 
keeping to the conventions and becoming fragmentary in 
knowledge. While when one speaks of keeping to the conventions 
and becoming fragmentary in knowledge, one cannot also speak 
of study and inquiry. The distinction between the two is very 
minute indeed. Yet the discussion which you two have held 
was not free from imaginative judgments. Formerly, when 
Tzu-ssu discussed learning, in an essay not less than a thousand 
and several hundred words,s he summarised these in the sentence 
concerning 'respecting virtuous nature yet studying through 
inquiry'" In your argument, however, with one emphasising 
respect for virtuous nature, and the other study and inquiry, 
you are each insisting too much on one aspect, and so cannot 
decide who was right and who was wrong. But how can each 
of you take one thing to be right and the other wrong? I wish 
you would both keep your minds fair and broad, without any 
desire to win. How can the discussion of learning with the motive 
of winning be called respect of virtuous nature, or study and 
inquiry? It would seem that not only are your criticism of 
Hsiang-shan and Yu-an's criticism of Hui-an both wrong, 
but your approval of Hui-an and Yu-an's approval of Hsiang-shan 
are also not given in their right contexts .... 

1 See 'Nien-p'u', WWKC, 32:912. 
2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 29, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 426. 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 27, ibid" p. 422. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Referring to the Doctr£ne of the Mean. 
6 See note 3. 
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On Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yiian 

42. TO HSU CH'ENG-CHIH 1522 

. .. In your earlier letter you said that I made a vague and 
equivocal reply to you, which, on close reading, you found to be 
secretly on y~-:"an's side. I could not help but laugh as I read that! 

... Yu-an favoured Hsiang-shan, and said that he concentrated 
on the respect of virtuous n,ature. Now, when I read the Collected 
Writings of [Lu] Hsiang-~han, I find that he too, taught his 
disciples to read books and exhaust principles, and where he 
claimed himself to be different from others in understanding 
words, he meant that he did this through experience of life. 
What he constantly instructed others to do was: 'Always 
maintain respect. Practise reverence in the management of 
affairs, and fidelity in dealing with others',l and also: 'Conquer 
yourself and recover Ii [propriety]'. 2 and again: 'All things are 
already complete in us. There is no greater delight than to be 
conscious of sincerity on reflecting upon ourselves', 3 and then: 
'There is naught else in learning except the recovery of the lost 
mind'! and: 'Remain steadfast in that which is great [the mind] 
and that which is little will not be taken from you'. 5 These are 
the words of Confucius and Mencius. Can we say they are empty 
Only, his teaching 'on ease and freedom'· concerning awakening 
and enlightenment was held in doubt by his contemporaries. 
But this teaching on ease and freedom came from the Appended 
Remarks to the Book of Changes and while what he said about 
enlightenment bears resemblance to Buddhist teachings, it may 
also be said that these Buddhist teachings also bear resemblance 
to our Confucian teachings, except for certain nuances of 
difference. And so, why should such similarity be hidden and not 
proclaimed? Why should the differences also keep us away from 
a close examination of them? So even Yii-an, taking Hsiang
shan's side, has not exhausted all the reasons in his favour. You, 
on the other hand, taking Hui-an's side, say that he concentrates 
on study and inquiry. But Hui-an had said: 'We should keep 
reverence and exhaust principles',7 and: 'Unless we employ 
our minds, we cannot extend knowledge'" and: 'The mind of 
the gentleman constantly preserves reverence and apprehension. 



He is not negligent, even when he is not seen or heard. Thus, 
he preserves the foundation of the principle of Heaven, without 
letting it leave him even for a minute.'9 Although such words 
are not entirely clear, they show that he too, was concerned with 
the respect of virtuous nature. And so, how can one say he was 
fragmentary in his knowledge? 

However, Hui-an paid a great deal of attention to the 
interpretation of the Classics, and even wrote commentaries 
on, and did textual criticisms of such works as the writings of 
Han-wen Kung [Han Yu], the Ch'u Tzu [Songs of Ch'u] , 
Yin-fu Canon, and the Ts' an-t'ung-ch'i. Others suspected that 
he was merely being superficial. Then again, his worry that 
students might not follow the proper steps in learning, and thus 
waste their efforts, caused him to make them first investigate 
things and extend knowledge until all was clear, before making 
their intentions sincere and their minds up right and therefore 
free from error. The scholar in the world, however, becoming 
preoccupied with one thing, forgets ten thousand others. The 
more he seeks, the more he loses. Some even use up the energy 
of a whole lifetime, and still attain no real insights. Thus, they 
criticise Hui-an for being fragmentary in his quest for knowledge, 
without realising that this was rather the error of later scholars, 
while Hui-an himself was not at fau"t. And so, even your approval 
of Hui-an has not gone far enough. Now, since both of you have 
not exhausted the reasons for which you considered either of the 
two scholars to be correct, have you, in your disapproval of the 
one or the other, exhausted all the reasons that exist? Because you 
argue back and forth, you cannot, for once, reflect upon your
selves. This is why I suspect that you do so out of the motive to 
win the argument. Yet such motivation destroys the foundation 
of learning. How can you still be discussing it? So I wish you two 
would reflect upon yourselves. How could I have given vague 
and equivocal explanations, which sought to help Ytl-an secretly? 

When a gentleman discusses learning, the essential is what he 
has received in his mind. When one considers something correct, 
yet reflects upon it without finding that it agrees in his mind, 
he does not dare to proclaim it correct. When one considers 
something to be incorrect, and yet, when he reflects upon it and 
in his mind finds it correct, he does not dare to proclaim it 



incorrect. The mind is the principle that we receive from Heaven. 
It is not different in Heaven and man, in the past and the present. 
If I exhaust my mind to seek truth, even if I do not attain it, 
I cannot be far from it. To study means to seek to exhaust my 
mind. That is why one ought to respect virtuous nature and 
study through inquiry. This is what we respect. This is what we 
inquire. If we do not acquire something in our mind, and only 
believe the external words of o'hers considering this to be 
learning, how can we call it study? I used to think that while 
H ui -an and Hsiang-shan were different as scholars, they both 
remained followers of the sages. Today, however, the teaching of 
Hui-an is studied by every man and child in the world. It has 
penetrated deeply into the minds of men, and can hardly tolerate 
to be questioned. The teaching of Hsiang-shan, however, on 
account of his disagreement with Huican, has been neglected. 
Actually, if the two had been considered different as were Yu 
[Tzu-Iu] and Tz'u [Tzu-kung]" it would be more acceptable. 
Rather, Hsiang-shan has been criticised and rejected, as though 
the difference between the two was like that between an inferior 
agate and a precious gem. Is that not somewhat excessive? 
Hui-an synthesised the teachings of many scholars, in order to 
proclaim to the world the meaning of the Six Classics, of the 
Analects, and of the Book of Mencius. The ensuing benefit to 
later students is indisputable. But Hsiang-shan also distinguished 
between righteousness and profit, established the great foundation 
[of learning], taught the recovery of the lost mind, and pointed 
out to later students the way towards a genuine and solid self
discovery. Can we forget his contributions and berate him 
entirely? However, the scholars of the world, out of motives of 
conformity to established patterns, and without studying the facts, 
all regard him as a teacher of Ch'an Buddhism. This was certainly 
undeserved. That was why I once used to wish to risk the 
ridicule of the world by explaining the teaching of Hsiang-shan. 
Were I to be condemned for it, I should have no regret. However, 
even towards Hui-an I remain greatly indebted. How could I 
want to take up his lance to enter his house? For since the 
teachings of Hui-an are illuminating the world as the sun and 
stars, while Hsiang-shan alone is being unjustly berated, already 
for four hundred years, without anyone to proclaim his innocence, 



I would imagine that if Hui-an were conscious of the situation, 
he would certainly not enjoyJ'or a day the position accorded him 
in the annex of the Confucian temple! This is my personal 
feeling, which I must finally reveal to you. So, how could I have 
wanted to give an equivocal explanation, in order to help Yu-an 
surreptitiously? I still find Yu-an's saying incomplete! 

The learning of the sages of the past and the present is the 
public property of the whole world and not a private possession 
of the three of us. The learning of the whole world should be 
publicly and justly proclaimed to the world, and belongs not just 
to Yu-an. 

You also mentioned the argument concerning t' ai-chi, 12 saying 
that Hsiang-shan did not even understand completely the 
meaning of these words, and yet argued with such confidence. 
Where, therefore, was his self-cultivation? However, to say that 
he was not entirely clear on the meaning of the words does not 
alter the fact that he did not go into details. To say that his 
self-cultivation left something to be desired, does not mean his 
not having attained the highest degree of cultivation was his 
fault. When one has studied, and yet has not attained sagehood, 
how can one avoid excess or deficit ? Yet, people try to vilify him 
entirely on this ground. I fear that Hui-an's criticism of Hsiang
shan being influenced by Ch'an Buddhism shows a certain 
amount of injustice due to passion. For it is the one who failed 
to know well the meaning of words, amI the other who was 
unfair. Both show some defect in self-cultivation. Confucius 
was a great sage, and yet he said: 'Give me a few years to study 
the Book of Changes, and then I should be without faults.''' 
Chung-hui praised King Tang, saying merely, 'He was not slow 
in correcting his errors.' 14 How can the fact that these men were 
lacking in self-cultivation alter the fact of their being virtuous? 
This shows precisely why the perception of Hui-an and Hsiang
shan did not reach that of Yen-tzu and [Ch'eng] Ming-tao. It is 
precisely here that we ought to admire their unequal qualities, 
and reflect over their deficiencies, as a means to cultivation and 
self-correction. We should not allot to them selfish motives, thus 
adding to or subtracting from their greatness. 'The faults of a 
gentleman are like eclipses of the sun and the moon. Everyone 
sees them. Also, everyone looks up to them when he corrects 



them.'!5 'But the mean man is sure to gloss over his faults.'!6 
The scholars of the world consider that Chu Hui-an, as the great 
Confucian, should not have faults, and so try to cover these up 
for him and add to his greatness. However, they have only 
ridicule for Hsiang-shan, as a Ch'an Buddhist, for they believe 
that in this way they aid the orthodox side, the side of H ui -an. 
They do not understand that the faults of Hui-an were those 
of a gentleman, but regarded from the viewpoint of a mean man 
who tries to gloss over them. Hui-an possessed the virtue of 
knowing how to rejoice when he heard of his faultsP Why 
should we follow him vainly, and engage in making excuses for 
him? Hui-an had hoped that later generations would follow the 
teaching of sages and worthy men, yet the world's scholars 
regard him with the etiquette more appropriate for a mean man. 
How can we not say they slander Hsiang-shan generously, and 
yet treat Hui-an with coldness. If I say these things, it is not only 
in regret for Hsiang-shan, but also as a lament for Hui-an. You 
know well my unusual regard for Hui-an. That is why I say this 
now. So you should be able to understand my motive ... 
Mencius said, 'The gentleman seeks only jen. Why should he 
wish to be the same as the others.'!8 I hope you will reflect 
carefully over this, and correct your views. 

WWKC, 21 :640-2 

l Analects, XIII:I9, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 271. See HSCC, I :3b, 34:24b. 
2 Analects, XII:l, Legge's Classics, vol I, p. 250. See HSee, I:rb, to:3a, I3:2h. 
3 Mencius, 7A:4, Legge's Classics, vol. II, pp. 450-1. See lISee, I :3b-4a, 35 :7b, 35: ISa 
4 Mencius, 6A:I I, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 414. See HSCC, 32:rb-2a, 3S:.22a. 
5 Mcneius, 6A:I5, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. 418. See HSCC, II:la, 13:7a, 34:sa. 
6 Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', pt. I, Legge's Yi King, p. 349. See also HSee, 

II :6a. 
7 This is not a direct quote from Chu Hsi, but refers to his teaching. See CTYL, IS: '2 b-

7b. 
8 This too is not a direct quote from Chu, but refers to his teaching. See CTYL, 1 I : I a-

Sb, 12:4b-6b, IS:2a. .. 
9 This is a direct quote from Chu's Chung-yung chang-chit, in the Ssu-sku chi-chu, 

SPPY ed.) lb. 
10 Yin-fu Canon is a Taoist book attributed to the Yellow Emperor. 
11 These were two disciples of Confucius. 
12 Referring to Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yuan's arguments concerning Chou Tun-yi's 

ideas on t'ai-chi (Ultimate) and Wu-chi ("Ultimateless"). See CWKW, 36:4b-Sb 
and HSCC, 2:sa-Ilb. 

13 Analects VII:I6, Legge, Classics, voL I, p. 200. 

14 Book of Documents, 'Chung-hulchih kao', Legge's Classics" voL III, p. 100. 

tS Analects XIX:2I, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p, 346, 
16 AnalectsXIX:8, ibid., p, 342.. ,. ,_ 
17 See Huang Tsung-hsi and Ch'{;an Tsu-wang, Tseng-pu Sung- Yuan hsuek-an [Philoso

phical Records of the Sung and Yuan Dynasties, expanded version], SPPYed. 
18 Mencius 6B:6, Legge's Classics, voL II, p. 433. 



~~On Efforts and Spontaneity 

43. TO SHU KUO-YUNG1 

... You said, 'The increase of respect and reverence entails the 
loss of spontaneity and freedom', and that 'Respect and reverence 
imply conscious effort of the mind. But how can one go beyond 
such conscious effort of the mind? How can one act with natural 
spontaneity, without having any doubt concerning his actions?' 
All this refers to what I mean by the danger of desiring to assist 
at the rapid growth [of the vast, overflowing ch'iV What the 
gentleman means by respect and reverence has nothing to do 
wi th what is called fear and anxiety. It refers rather to practising 
vigilance3 without being seen, and apprehension without being 
heard. What the gentleman means by spontaneity and freedom 
also has nothing to do with dissipation and the free play of 
passions. It refers rather to the substance of the mind not 
being hindered by unruly desire, so that he finds himself in no 
situation in which he is not himself! The substance of the mind 
is the principle of Heaven. That which is bright and spiritual 
and conscious in the principle of Heaven is what we call [liang
chih]. The gentleman practises vigilance and apprehension, lest 
that which is bright and spiritual and conscious becomes obscured 
and dissipated, and even degenerates into perversion and 
falsehood, thus losing the correctness of its original substance. 
The effort of vigilance and apprehension should never be 
interrupted, so that the principle of Heaven may always remain, 
and its bright and spiritual and conscious substance may suffer 
no loss or hindrance, no complication or involvement, no fear 
or anxiety, no preference or anger,S no foregone conclusion, no 
stubbornness, obstinacy or selfishness,6 no discontent, disgrace, 
discouragement. But rather, it enjoys harmony and brilliance, 
filling up all space in its operations, 'movements and countenance 
are natural but in accordance with propriety', 7 'following the 
desires of the heart without transgressing what is right'. 8 This 
can be called true spontaneity and freedom. Such spontaneity 
and freedom arise out of the constant presence of the principle 
of Heaven, and the constant presence of the principle of Heaven 
arises out of the continuity of caution and apprehension. Who can 
say, then, that the increase of respect and reverence can become a 



• 

hindrance to spontaneity and freedom? This only happens when 
one does not know that spontaneity and freedom belong to the 
substance of the mind, while respect and reverence are the 
functions of spontaneity and freedom. These are then regarded 
as two separate things, which divide the efforts of the mind, and 
so come to mutual conflict, causing contradiction in action, and 
degenerating into a process of hastening the growth [of the 
vast, overflowing ch't]' Thus, what you, Kuo-yung, call respect 
and reverence, refers rather to the fear and anxiety of the 
Great Learning than to the vigilance and apprehension of the 
Doctrine of the Mean. Master Ch'eng [Yij often said that when 
people speak of wu-hsin - literally, not having a mind - they can 
only mean not having a selfish mind. They cannot mean not 
having any mind.' To practise caution when one is not seen, and 
apprehension when one is not heard, refers to a state of the mind 
which one ought to have. But to be fearful and anxious refers to 
a selfish mind, which one ought not to have. The efforts of Yao 
and Shun in 'being wary and fearful', 10 of King Wen in being 
'watchful and reverent', 11 all refer to respect and reverence, and 
all arise out of the natural operation of the substance of the mind. 
To arise out of the natural operation of the mind, to do something 
without conscious action, refer all to natural spontaneity. The 
effort of respect and reverence makes no distinction between 
activity and tranquillity; this is what we mean by 'practising 
respect to straighten the interior, and righteousness to square the 
exterior'.12 When reverence and righteousness are established, 
the way of Heaven is attained, and one no longer harbours doubt 
concerning one's own action .... 

WWKC, 5 :20I-2 

1 I have not been able to identify him. He may be related to Shu Fen (1484-1527), 
a disciple of Yang-ming's, also known as Shu Kuo-shang. See MJHA, S8:I3b-!6a. 

2 Mencius, 2A:2, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 190. 
3 Doctrine oj the Mean, ch. I, ibid., vol. I, p. 384. 
4 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 14, ibid., p. 395. 
5 Great Learning, ch. 7, ibid" p. 368. 
6 Analects, IX:4, ibid., p. 217. 
7 Mencius-, 7B:33, ibid., vol. II. p. 495. 
8 Analects, II:4, ibid., vol. I, p. 147. 
9 Cheng Yi, Wai-shu, 12: 16a. 

10 Book of Documents, 'Kao-yao mu', Legge's Classics, vol. III, p. 73. 
11 Book of Odes, 'Ta-ya' (Greater Odes], Wen-wang chih-shih [Decade of King Wen], 

pt 3, bk 1, ode 2 [Legge's Classics, vol. IV, p. 433). 
12 Book of Changes, Hexagram 2, 'K'un', Appendix 4, Legge's Yi K£-ng, p. 420. 



On Cultivation of Life 
-< 

44. TO LID YUAN-TAO! 

In your letter you spoke of your desire to retire into the depths 
of the mountains, to abandon worldly affairs, to give up thought 
and worries, in order to nourish your intelligence and clairvoy
ance, until you know they can penetrate ceaselessly day and 
night, and then you will respond with unfeeling equanimity to 
the affairs of the world. You also said that it seemed to you more 
direct to seek such a goal in tranquility, as long as you can avoid 
falling into the danger of emptiness. 

Reading this, I see well the firmness of your sense of respon
sibility with regard to tao and the unusualness of your deter
mination. 2 However, when a good physician treats an illness, he 
must follow the reality and gravity of the disease, the inside and 
outside temperatures, before he can decide on medical prescrip
tions and the quantity of drugs. The essential goal being to 
remove the disease, he does not begin with a fixed formula ... 
This is not different from what the nurture of the mind is for a 
gentleman. You, Yuan-tao, ought to measure the degree of your 
sickness, the state of your physical constitution, and then you 
will know how to decide on a treatment, without doing yourself 
any harm. If you are only intent on abandoning worldly affairs, 
on giving up thought and worry, on seeking tranquillity, I fear 
that you have already developed the emptiness of your nature 
beyond your control. In your free time, reflect upon what Ch'eng 
Ming-tao wrote in his Ting-hsing shu [Letter on Calming One's 
Nature].' Your disposition will then become different .... 

WWKC,5: 202 

1 His private name was Liu Ch~n~liang. See Chan's Instructions, p. 243, and Translator's 
Note to this work. 

2 Analects, VIn :7, Legge's Classics, voL I, pp. 210-11. 

3 Ming-tao wen-chi, 3 :la-b. 



On Extending liang-chih 

45. TO HSUEH SHANG-CH'IEN 

In your letter you blamed yourself, attributing your faults to 
carelessness and pride. This shows how earnestly you are 
applying your efforts. But it is liang-chih which recognises these 
faults. For this liang-chih to eliminate carelessness and pride is to 
investigate things. The extension of this knowledge is the secret 
transmission of the ancient learning of the school of sages. 
Formerly, when I was in Ch'ien-chou [in Kiangsi] I spoke of 
this all the time, but many among our friends did not comprehend 
it well. Recently, I changed a few words in my Preface to the 
edition of the old version of the Great Learning, developing these 
ideas further. But those who read it do not always notice them ... 
This is the 'treasure of the orthodox dharma-eye' 1 of the 
Confucian school. Many former scholars did not realise it, and 
therefore promulgated fragmentary teachings .... 

WWKC,5: 208 

1 For an explanation of this expression, see p, DO, n. 

On the Art of Government 

46. TO YANG SUI-AN, THE GRAND SECRETARY' 1523 

... Since your Excellency entered upon the confidential charge 
of government, scholars and officials of the world have been 
visibly joyous and pleased in the belief that the great peace 
would soon be attained. However, your humble student alone 
has been most worried, for I consider the goal still very difficult 
of attainment ... A rudder weighing 10,000 hu2 cannot be 
controlled by one hand alone. Questions concerning speed and 
direction cannot be decided completely in accordance with one's 
own wishes. To lack the authority of managing alone the direction 
of the ship, and yet to have to be blamed for the loss of the ship 
when affairs go wrong, is what I mean by the difficulties involved 
... But does that mean that one can do nothing for the affairs 
of the world? Only he who makes himself responsible for the 



calamity of the world can handle the power of the world. And 
only he who handles the power of the world can remedy the 
evils of the world ... Those who usually strive to obtain control 
of the rudder weighing 10,000 hu do so out of motives of gain. 
Once the winds and storms shake the ship, and suddenly its 
future becomes unknown, everyone gets frightened and seeks 
merely to escape death. Who else will then compete for her 
control? If, at that time, someone comes forth to take over the 
control, everyone else will rely on him to mitigate fear, and the 
affair may be remedied. If this person also follows the crowd in 
showing cowardice and passivity, all will undoubtedly drown. 
That is why I say, when power is given to him, it becomes easy 
to exercise. The gentlemen of former times understood the 
direction of affairs and held fast to the pivot. They observed the 
waxing and waning of yin and yang and made use of their 
movements. That is why their activity was always rewarded with 
success, and fortune smiled upon them. This was how Yi-yin 
and Tan, the Duke of Chou, served Shang and Chou. In the 
Han and T'ang [dynasties] it was almost like this. For while 
learning was somewhat deficient in those ages, it was yet adequate 
for strengthening the foundation of the state and for appeasing 
the altars of Earth and Grain. 3 Later generation of cowardly 
opportunists could not achieve even this. For power controls 
tIre benefit or the harm of the world. An inferior man who steals 
it uses it to accomplish evil, while a gentleman exercises it to 
bring about good. That is why the government cannot be without 
the gentleman for a day, nor can it tolerate the inferior man for 
a day. If you wish to cure the evil of the world, without taking up 
the reins of power, you act as though you are holding a sword 
backward, giving someone else the handle, and hoping that he 
will not thrust it. So the gentleman has a way of gaining power. 
He should be rooted in complete sincerity, to establish his virtue, 
and surround himself with good men to assure the help of others, 
show forth a boundless magnanimity to stabilise their feelings, 
extend it with a mind that seeks no emulation to calm their 
passions, make it radiant with an immovable strength of moral 
character to justify his direction, apply to it an unfathomable 
intelligence to ward off the wicked and cunning, and give it form 
with a reliable knowledge so as to attract the confidence of all. 



He should lower himself in an easy and natural way so that he 
will be raised by others, yield precedence so that he will be made 
the foremost of by others. In this way, his merits can cover the 
whole world without attracting envy. He can do good to all 
things, without occasioning strife. All this is something your 
ability and resourcefulness enable you to do and it is moreover 
what you have undertaken to do in a moment of urgency, when 
you take responsibility for the calamity of the world, and decide 
to accept the direction of affairs. To take upon himself the 
calamity of the world is not what a gentleman would prefer to do, 
were there a choice. But when he does take this responsibility, 
knowing that he wiJI not be able to escape from the calamity of 
the world, and so preferring to take it upon himself, he does so 
in order to save the world from that calamity. The inferior man, 
on the other hand, does not realise that one cannot escape from 
calamity by chance, and so attempts a hundred intrigues in 
order to save himself, but finishes only in creating a great calamity 
from which he cannot run away. That is why only those gentlemen 
who are faithfully and sincerely devoted to the country can 
take upon themselves the calamity that faces them, while the 
inferior men are incapable of doing so ... 

WWKC, 2I :649-50 

1 Private name Yang Yi-ch'ing (1454-1530). He became a chin-shih in 1472 and was 
Grand Secretary from 1515 to 1516. In late 1524 he was recommended again to this 
post and in late 1525 he was finally summoned. See Ming shih-lu [Veritable Records of 
the Ming Dynasty], Taipei, 1966, 43:8b, 57:5-6 and Ming-shih 198:471-2. It is not 
known whether this letter bears an erroneous date, or refers to an office other than 
that of Grand Secretary. 

2 The rudder refers to the direction of government. A hu was a corn measure holding 
5 or 10 pecks (tou). A peck contains 316 cubic inches. 

3 Originally, the emperor was entitled to sacrifice on the altar of Earth and the feudal 
lords on the altar of Grain. The ~o words 'Earth' and 'Grain' came to represent the 
state itself. See Book of Rites, 'Chu-li', pt 3, Legge's Li Chi, vol. I, p. 116. 

On Learning 

47. TO HUANG MIEN-CHIB' 

Mencius said, 'There is naught else in learning outside of finding 
one's lost mind'. 2 The reading and studying of the classics and of 
history certainly belong to the realm of learning, and ought not to 
be neglected. But the danger is to forget the root and to chase 



after the branches. Ch'eng Ming-tao warned against 'trifling with 
things to the detriment of our determination'. 3 As to making 
theories and transmitting one's own instructions [when they are 
considered yet imperfect], these above all are not what a scholar 
should anxiously pursue. You were very kind to show me your 
Ko-wu shuo [Book of Investigation of Things] and Hsiu-tao chu 
[Commentary on the Cultivation of Tao], but it is hardly what I 
would dare to expect of you. Besides, what you said in these is 
not completely in harmony with what I have in mind. I shall 
explain everything to you when you put these together. Please 
do not yet show them to others .... 

. . . I only did my explanation of the Old Text of the Great 
Learning because I had to d9 so, but even then I did not dare to 
say too much, fearing precisely that the weeds and ivy might 
obscure the tree and its branches. I amended my short foreword 
three times, and they sent the last copy to the engraver [15 I 8]. 
Now I am sending you a copy of each, so that you will know that 
my earlier opinions should not be considered as definite theories. 

WWKC,5: 203 

1 His private name was Huang Hsing-tseng (I490-1540). He became Yang-ming's 
disciple. See MJHA, 25:4a-b. 

2 Mencius, 6A:I1, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 414. 
3 Originally from the Book of Documents, 'Lu-ao' [The Hounds of L~), Legge's Classics, 

vol. III, pp. 348-9. Refere~fe to this ~as attributed to Ch'eng Yi-cb'uan in Sun 
Ch'i-feng (1584-1675), Li-hsueh tsung-chuan [Orthodox Transmission of Neo-Confu
cianism), reprinted in Taipei in 1969, 3:13. 

On Various Questions 

48. TO HUANG MIEN-CHIH 

... In your letter you said, 'Considering your teaching on 
liang-chih I find that it alone is present in activity and tran
quillity, by day and night, past and present. It does not depend 
upon the tiniest bit of reflection, does not increase even the 
smallest part of [Ch'z1,' adjusts correctly [to things and events], 
remains conscious and bright, responds to stimulus, perceives 
through experience, reflecting all things, being conscious of all 
things, attaining all things. It is the same path by which a 
thousand sages have travelled, over which ten thousand virtuous 



men have left their marks. There is no other spirit, other than 
this spirit, no other T'ien [Heaven] to imitate other than this 
T'ien, no other Ti [God] to submit to other than this Ti. By 
nature, there is nothing in it that is against the Mean, nothing in 
it that is not perfectly just. One can deal with affairs all day 
without it being noticeably stirred, one can stay home all day 
without it remaining noticeably inactive. This is the real, 
intelligent substance of Ch'ien [Heaven] and K'un [Earth], the 
marvellous principle of operations for us men. Besides, I think 
that what the Book of the Mean calls the understanding of sincere 
people is precisely this liang-chih, and what is called the vigilance 
and apprehension of the man practising sincerity is also precisely 
this liang-chih under the aspect of caution and apprehension. 
These, like compassion and the hatred of evil, are all conditions 
of liang-chih. To know vigilance and apprehension, to know 
compassion, to know hatred of evil, means liang-chih which is 
also understanding .... ' 

In this you discussed the question very clearly. Knowing this, 
one knows that there is no other effort outside that of extending 
knowledge, and that what is called 'that which is set up in face 
of Heaven and Earth, and does not go against them, presented 
before the spirits, and arouses no doubt, prepared to wait for a 
hundred generations for the rise of a sage, and has no misgivings', 2 

are no empty words. Sincerity, understanding, caution, apprehen
sion, did not originally have two meanings when effects and 
efforts are concerned. Since it is known that what penetrates 
activity and tranquillity, death and life, is nothing but this [liang
chih] , therefore, how can understanding and sincerity, caution 
and apprehension, as well as compassion and hatred of evil, be 
something different? 

You also said, 'The ch'i [ether] of yin and yang interact in 
harmony and produce all things. Hence all things receive this 
harmonious ch'i in their existence. That is why man's principle 
of life was originally harmonious, and not without joy. If you 
observe the hawks flying, the fish leaping, the birds singing, 3 

and the animals dancing, and the plants flourishing, you see that 
they all share this joy. However, this joy is sometimes interrupted 
by the invasion of extraneous ch'i, and by unruly desires. 
Confucius recommended 'learning with constant perseverance 
and application" as a means to attaining an uninterrupted effort. 



For pleasure is the. beginning of joy. When friends come, learning 
is complete and the joy of the original substance of my nature is 
restored. That is why he said "Is it not pleasant [to have friends 
come] 1" and also "Though others may not know me, I feel no 
sorrow": he means, not the least sorrow which interrupts the 
joy of my nature. The sage feared that the scholar's joy is not 
continuous. That was why he said this. As to the other things 
he said about "not murmuring, not complaining", 5 "joy being 
in the midst of this", 6 and "without changing his joy'" - do they 
all refer to the uninterrupted joy l' 

Joy belongs to the mind - in - itself. The man injen is one with 
Heaven and earth and all things, being united with all in 
harmony and concord without experiencing any hindrance. 
What you said about man's principle of life originally being in 
harmony and full of joy, until disturbed by extraneous ch'i 
[ether] and unruly desires, is quite right. To learn with constant 
perseverance is to seek the recovery of the mind-in-itself. 
When 'we are pleased" we gradually recover this mind-in-itself. 
When 'friends come',' the peaceful harmony of the mind-in
itself fills everything without meeting any hindrance. This 
peaceful harmony of the mind-in-itself was originally so, and 
did not receive any increase [from the friend's visit]. Even if 
no friends come, and no one in the world knows us, the harmony 
should not decrease. 

You also said that 'the meaning of joy not being interrupted' 
also refers to the sage of his being 'perfectly and continually 
sincere'.'o The only effort required is to learn constantly, and 
the essential of learning constantly is to watch over ourselves 
when we are alone, and this vigilance in solitude" is precisely 
the extension of liang-chih, while liang-chih is nothing other than 
joy-in-itself. 

In this section, also, what you said is generally right. But it is 
important that [the person concerned] should not be clinging to 
the matter with undue effort. 

You also said, 'Han Ch'ang-li [Han Y~] said that "universal 
love is called jen". 12 This seems quite right on the whole. Why 
should the Sung scholars criticise it, by taking love to refer to 
feeling, and jen to refer to nature, so that love cannot be identified 
with jen 1 I would propose that "nature is feeling before it is 



stirred, feeling is nature after it is stirred. len is love before it is 
stirred, love is jen after it is stirred. Why can not we call love jen ? 
For to speak of love is also to spea,k of jen !,,13 Chou-tzu said, 
"Love is jen" .14 Hence what Han Yu said here is not so different 
from what Mencius and Chou-tzu meant. We ought not to 
ignore it just because he was a man of letters [and not a 
philosopher].' 

The teaching of universal love is not really much different from 
the teaching of Chou-tzu. When Fan-ch'ih asked what jen 
meant, Confucius said, 'to love others'. 15 Hence, why can one 
not use the word 'love' to speak of jen? Formerly, when the 
scholars read the words of the ancients, they often manifested 
preference for this person or that. Here is an instance of this. 
But while the original substance of love can be called jen, 
there is a kind of love that is correct and a kind that is not correct. 
Only the correct kind of love is the original substance of love, 
and can be called jen. If one knows only universal love, without 
distinguishing between the correct and incorrect kinds of love, 
there will be a difference. I used to say that the word po [universal] 
was not as good as the word kung [just]. On the whole, when one 
seeks to explain the meanings of words, one can merely get a 
general idea. The refined subtle nuances are only reached through 
personal reflection, not through verbal explanations. Later 
scholars frequently clung to words and form, trying to dig 
through the vocabulary. Their minds merely rotate with the 
Lotus Sutra (Saddharma pU1'fdarika sutra).16 

You also said, 'The Great Learning says, " . . . as beautiful 
colours (or women) are liked; as evil odour, is disliked" [and 
so on].17 What is said about the dislike of all bad odour presents 
no difficulty. But if all beautiful women everywhere must be 
liked, should one delight in every beautiful woman who passes 
before the eye? This instruction of the Great Learning probably 
made use of ordinary, instinctive feelings of like and dislike to 
describe the sincerity of the sage and the worthy man in loving 
good and hating evil. But what is meant here may be that while 
sages and worthy men like beauty, they can keep their thoughts 
pure even when a beautiful [woman] passes before their eyes, 
and not [have] any disturbance in the substance of their minds. 
It is said in the Book of Odes: "There are beauties like clouds" .18 



The person concerned was quite aware of their beauty, yet, in 
spite of that, he continued to say, "but my thoughts are not of 
them".19 Since his thoughts are not of them, his thoughts are 
pure and do not hinder the substance of his mind. The same can 
be said of a man who sees pavilions and coronets, gold and jade. 
While recognising them to be pavilions and coronets, gold and 
jade, he does not become envious or greedy in his mind - I 
wonder whether my interpretations here are correct? ... ' 

Ordinarily, in human likes and dislikes, there may be lack of 
genuineness. However, the love of beauty and the hatred of bad 
odour both emanate from the real mind, and seek for their 
satisfaction, without the least bit of pretence. The Great Learning 
merely refers to that which is genuine in everyone's likes and 
dislikes, to show us that we should be just as sincere in our love 
of good and hatred of evil. It only describes the one word 
'sincerity'. Now, if you develop so many reflections over the 
words 'love of beauty', you would seem to suffer from the defect 
of an excessive imagination taking the finger to be the moon. 20 

Many men in the past were hindered by words and sentences, 
and misinterpreted the holy Classics. They did that on account 
of this same fault. You must therefore watch over it .... 

Your letter said: 'There are people who wi~h to st~p thinking 
completely, because Hsueh Wen-ch'ing [Hsueh Hsuan, 1390-

. 1456] thought to excess and did violence to his ch'i [temper].21 
I remember Confucius once said, "I once refrained from food for 
a whole day, and from sleep for a whole night, in order to think". 22 

Would one say that Confucius went to an excess and did violence 
to ch'i [temper]? It would seem to me that one goes to excess 
when one thinks outside of liang-chih. If one seeks, in every 
thought, to experience liang-chih, then, even though he may 
think all day and all night as did Confucius, he would not go to 
excess ... " If one thinks nothing outside the sphere of liang-chih, 
when can he be at fault in employing his mind or contemplating. 
What excess will there be?" , 

To say that excessive thinking may lead to a bad temper is 
quite correct. But to wish therefore to give up thinking would be 
like abandoning eating after having got something caught in 
your throat. What you said in your letter concerning 'going to an 



excess when one thinks outside of liang-chih', and, 'if one seeks, 
in every thought, to experience liang-chih, then, even though he 
may think all day and all night, there would be no excess', and 
also 'If one thinks nothing outside the sphere of liang-chih, 
when can he be at fault in employing his mind and contemplating?' 
- these words express well my thought. Confucius said, 'I 
once refrained from food for a whole day, and from sleep for a 
whole night, in order to think. There is nothing more beneficial 
than studying'. 23 He does not necessarily mean that he really 
acted in this way. He merely pointed out the danger of only 
thinking without learning. If one only thinks and does not learn, 
how can one avoid thinking to excess? 

WWKC, 5 :204-5 

1 Mencius, 2A:2, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 189. The word ch'i rzfers here to that moral 
rightness which unites man to the universe. 

2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 29. ibid" vol. I, p. 426. 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 12, ibid., p. 392, 

4 Analects, 1:1, ibid" p. 137. 
5 Analects, XIV!37, ibid" p. 288. 
6 Analects, VII:I5, ibid., p. 200. 
7 Analects, VI:g, ibid" p. 188. 
S Analects, 1:1, ibid" p. 137. 
9 Ibid. 

10 Doctrine of (he Mean, ch. 26, ibid" p. 4J9. 
11 Doctrine of the Mean, ch, I, ibid., p. 384. 
12 'Y~an-tao' [Inquiry into the Original Way] in Han Ch'ang-li ch'uan-chi [Complete 

Works of Han Yu), SPPY ed., 1I: Ia-b, An English translation can be found in Wing~ 
tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (1963), p. 454. 

13 Mencius, 6A:6, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 402. 
14 See Chou-tzu T'ung-shu, 1 :Ia. 

15 Analects, XII:22, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 260. 7 t15 
16 Allusion to the Liu-tsu ta-shihfa-pao t'an-ching, TSD No. 2008" 48:3-55- See Chan 

(trans.), The Platform Scripture, p. I IS. 'If your mind is correct, it will turn the Lotus 
Scripture around. If it is perverse, the Lotus Scripture will turn it around.' Men 
should be masters of words, not vice versa. 

17 Great Learning, ch. 6, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 366. 
18 Book of Odes, 'Odes of Cheng', ibid., vol. IV, p. 146. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Allusion to the parable contained in Surangama suira. If a man mistakes a finger 

stretched out to be the moon he loses sight of the true nature both of the finger and 
of the moon, see TSD No. 945. 19:111, This story, however, is contained in a late 
version of the sutra. It is not in the earlier version of TSD No. 642. 15:629-45. See 
also Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism (first series, 1927), p. 17. 

21 His private name was Hst;eh Hs~·an. See his biography in MJHA, 7 :2a-3b. 
22 Analects, XV:32, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 302-3. 
23 Ibid. 



On Learning 

49. TO LID NEI-CHUNG 1 
152 5 

... A scholar who has already determined to become a sage in 
order to gain insight needs merely to extend his liang-chih, in its 
intelligent and conscious aspects, to the uttermost, proceeding 
gradually and naturally day by day. He does not need to worry 
about externals and details. Criticisms, praises and blame from 
others can also be used profitably as warning, correction, and 
encouragement, but without having these affect his mind in the 
least; otherwise he would become daily more and more fatigued 
without his being aware of it himself .... 

In his action, the sage does not really differ so much from 
ordinary men. When the people of Lu had a hunting contest,2 
Confucius also took part in the hunting contest. When the 
villagers performed their exorcist ceremonies to drive away 
pestilences, Confucius also [showing his interest], put on his 
court robes and stood on the eastern steps.3 He received in 
interview a boy from Hu-hsiang, a village where the people had 
a bad reputation for being argumentative and difficult.' Already, 
there were those who could not help wondering over such 
conduct. And then, when Confucius visited Nan-tzu, his 
disciple Tzu-Iu showed visible displeasure. Not knowing, at that 
point, how to explain to Tzu-Iu the reasons for his action, 
Confucius could only have recourse to swearing. 5 And why was 
that so? If he had tried to explain his reasons for seeing Nan-tzu, 
it would have required much labour on his part. On the other 
hand, if he was to follow Tzu-Iu's ideas and acknowledge his 
conduct as having been incorrect, then Tzu-Iu would never have 
discovered the real motives of the sage, and his learning would 
have remained obscure. Such mental deliberation was only 
understood by Yen-tzu. That is why he said of him: 'In nothing 
that I said did he not take delight' ... 6 

I offer you these examples, because I desire to see you also 
keep a humble mind, broaden your capacity for understanding, 
remove distinctions between the self and others, and abandon 
any foregone conclusion and stubbornness. 7 Then will you 
certainly receive insights on this essential point, and sigh [in 
the company of Yen-tzu], wishing to follow Confucius in 
everything, and yet finding him beyond your reach" 



In general, the strange and extraordinary feats of the men of 
old easily provoke admiration among later generations. Sages and 
worthy men do not consider that as something very valuable. 
'The man who lives away from society, and works wonders, will 
be remembered by posterity',' while the gentleman who 'acts 
in accordance with the Mean, feels no regret even though he 
may be completely unknown to the world' ... 10 

1 I have not been able to identify him. 
2 Mencius, 5B:4, Legge's Classics, vol. Ii, p. 381. 
3 Analects, X:IO, ibid" vol. I, p. 233. 
4 Analects, VII :28, ibid" p. 204. 

WWKC, 5 :7.06-7 

5 Analects, Vb:t6, ibid., p. 193. Nan-tzu was the wife of the Marquis of Wei. 
6 Analects, XI :3, ibid., p. 238. 
7 AM/eets, IX:4, ibid., p. 217. 
8 Analects, IX:IO, ibid" p. 220. 

9 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 12, ibid., p. 391. 
10 Ibid. 

On liang-chih 

50. TO TUNG YUN (LO-SHIRr 

You told me, 'I am by nature obedient, straightforward, 
conscientious, and submissive. On meeting eloquent persons, 
I often feel ashamed of my slowness. I fear that my natural 
endowments are very feeble.' 

All this suggests a certain emphasis on externals, and neglect of 
the inner life. If you would only practise chi-yi [concentration of 
righteousness]' in your ordinary life, then you would naturally 
cultivate the 'vast, flowing, sublime ch'i', 3 which fills heaven 
and earth, so that 'wealth and nobility will not be able to corrupt 
you, poverty and lowliness will not be able to change you, might 
and power will not be able to subdue you', 4 and you will naturally 
'understand the words [of others],s while all that is prejudiced, 
extravagant, depraved and evasive speech, will become quite 
powerless in front of you. How could you still remain ashamed 
of yourself? To accumulate righteousness is only to extend the 
innate knowledge. For righteousness is what is appropriate to 
the mind, and in extending liang-chih the mind will attain what 
is appropriate to it. 

WWKC, 5 :7.0 7-8 



1 His literary name was Lo~shih (1457-1533). A poet without official position or degree, 
he became Yang-ming's disciple at the age of 67· See MJHA, 14:Ia-b. 

2 Mencius. 2A:2, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 190. It refers to the practice of virtue. See 
Letter 4, n. 3· 

3 Ibid. 
4 Mencius, 3B:2, ibid., p. 255. 
5 Mencius, 2A:2, ibid., p. 191. 

On liang-chih 

51. TO TSOU CH'IEN-CHIH' I526 

Recently, I have had many family troubles, and the application 
of effort has become very arduous for me. However, the two 
words liang-chih have become even more personal and meaning
ful to me now than before, This is really the' great root' and the 
'broad way'. 2 Outside of this, there is no learning that can be 
discussed. Concerning our efforts, the teaching to recognise 
everywhere the principle of Heaven3 is, generally speaking, not 
incorrect. However, if we merely pursue this, we should only be 
chasing the wind and running after shadows. Even if we turn 
our direction towards the inner self,4 our efforts would still 
remain slightly different from what the school of sages teaches 
regarding the extension of liang-chih. If again, we make there 
a tiny error, we would risk going astray for a thousand Ii. . .. 

WWKC,6: 209 

1 His private name was Tsou Shou-yi (1491-1562). A chin-shih in I5II (he ranked first 
that year), he was Yang-ming's disciple and frequent companion. After Yang-ming's 
death he continued the 'Yang-ming school of thought' in Kiang-si, and is said to have 
received the 'correct transmission'. See MJHA, I6:2a-3a. 

2 Doctrine oj the Mean, ch. I, Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 384-5. 
3 The teaching of Chan Kan-ch'uan. See MJHA, 37. 
4 Allusion to Ch'eng HaD, Yi-shu II:Ilb. 

On the Rites 

52. TO TSOU CH'IEN-CHIH I526 

Thank you for explaining to me Y~-su li-yao. ' These follow in 
general the principles laid down in the Wen-kung Chia-li,2 while 
simplifying them, and remaining very true to human nature. All 

n/' " () .. 0' 



this is very good indeed . . . Of the ancient rules of propriety 
still extant, many venerable masters and aged scholars found their 
teachings too difficult to exhaust even in a lifetime. The people 
today usually regard them as being too complicated, and so 
put them aside and do not act in accordance with them. That is 
why those who are placed in official positions of responsibility 
over the people today, and wish to instruct them in propriety, 
find it hard, not so much to give detailed explanations, but to 
present in a simple and clear way inducements which would lead 
the people to practise them. 

Concerning the arrangement of the ancestral tablets of four 
generations, and questions of the associated sacrifices, these I 
had formerly wanted to adapt to conventional usage. Your 
adaptation has been found to be in harmony with human feelings, 
which is the best thing. After all, men of the past and present 
share the same nature and the same feelings. Former kings 
gave due consideration to the rules of propriety according to what 
is universal in human feelings, and that is why these have become 
a pattern for all generations. If there are certain points which 
cause our minds to be ill at ease, these may be due either to 
errors of transmission, or to differences of customs and manners 
between the past and the present .... 

If we were to remain so attached to ancient customs that we 
followed rules blindly without understanding them in our mind, 
we would not be acting according to real li [propriety 1 .. yThe 
learning of the mind was forgotten by later generations. Man lost 
his genuine feelings, and now finds it hard to speak about real 
propriety. However, since liang-chih remains the same throughout 
all ages in human hearts, we need merely to follow our minds' 
liang-chih, then 'even if, without knowing the size of the foot, 
one tries to make sandals, we know he will not end up making a 
basket'.3 'It belongs to the Son of Heaven only to order 
ceremonies, to fix the measures'. 4 If we discuss this subject now, 
it is not for the sake of ordering ceremonies, but only because, in 
this degenerate age when rites have become so utterly neglected, 
we wish to point out its meaning a little, in order to begin to 
revive it. This is why I wish to explain it in a simple and easy 
manner, so that it can be easily understood and followed. 

To add to ceremonies for capping, marriage, mourning and 



'sacrifice, certain village regulations, which can be quite beneficial 
to the people's ways and manners ... As to arrangement of 
tablets in the ancestral temple, ... someone remarked, 'According 
to the Wen/-kung Chia-li, the tablets of the great-great-grand
father, great-grandfather, grandfather and father are all placed 
in the west, in a line which goes towards the east. This does not 
make me very happy at heart.' I had answered, 'In ancient 
temples, the gates all faced the south, the tablets all faced east. 
When a general sacrifice is made, those on the left were moved to 
the northern windows, those on the right were moved to the 
southern windows, so that all would be in accord with the prior 
dignity of the first ancestor, who ought to face east. That was 
why the tablets are placed from the west, eastward. Now that the 
ancestral temples are no longer the same as those of old, and the 
tradition of having the first ancestor's tablet face east has been 
lost, the arrangement of the tablets in the west does seem 
incorrect.' He said thereupon, 'What should we do about it now 
then?' and I answered, 'The rites should be in accord with the 
times. If we are to serve the dead as we serve the living, then the 
great-great-grandfather's tablet should face south, the great
grandfather's, grandfather's, and father's tablets should be 
arranged on the east and west, on slightly lower places, without 
facing each other. This seems to put our hearts more at ease ... 
However, I fear that the ordinary people's halls are often too 
small and narrow, and lack often the required vessels, so that 
this course of action is difficult for all to follow.' 

I was then asked, 'In the case of someone who dies without 
descendants, if he happens to belong to the generation of my 
sons and nephews, then there is no difficulty in placing his tablet 
in a lower position. But what should be done if he happens to 
belong to the generations of my ancestors?' 

I answered: 'In the past, the Great Officers were entitled to 
three temples, which did hOt include their great-great-grand
parents. An Officer of the First Grade was entitled to two temples, 
which did not include his great-grandparents.' Now, however, 
the ordinary people are allowed to sacrifice to their great-great 
and great-grandparents, which shows a real recognition of genuine 
human feelings. If ancient customs were to be again followed, 
this would be considered a transgression, all the more so if 



such sacrifice included those who died without descendants. In 
the past, an official who had no son was given adopted heirs, so 
that there were few people who were without descendants. In 
later ages, human feelings became crass, so that the poor and 
lowly were neglected. In the past, those who died without 
descendants were usually people who died before maturity. 

According to 'Chi-fa' [Laws of Sacrifice]! under the rank of 
king, there were five classes of deceased young who received 
sacrifices: rightful son, rightful grandson, rightful great-grandson, 
rightful great-great-grandson, rightful great-great-great grandson 
- five generations in all [always the children of the first wives]. 
Those under the rank of feudal princes had the right to sacrifice 
to three generations, the Great Officers could sacrifice to two 
generations, the Officers of the First Grade and the common 
people could sacrifice only to their sons. Hence, the sacrifice 
offered to those who died without issue referred to one's sons 
and grandsons. Now, since the common people of today can 
sacrifice to four generations, then, it would be all right to 
sacrifice to those of a younger generation, such as our nephews. , 

WWKC,6:210-1 

1 [Instructions on the Essentials of Customs and Propriety], probably an essay written 
by Tsou Ch}ien-chih. 

2 [Chu Hsi's Treatise on Family Rites]. 
3 Mencius, 6A:7. Legge's Classics, vqJ. II, p .. 405. 
4 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 28, ibid., vol. I, p. 424. 
5 Book of Rites, ch. 12, 'Wang chih' [Royal Regulations], Legge's Li Chi, vol. I, p. 223. 

6 Book oj Rites, ch. 46, 'Chi-fa'. ibid., vol. 2, p. 207. 

On liang-chih 

53. TO TSOU CH'IEN-CHIH 

... Recently, I find the words liang-chih daily more genuine and 
simple. 1 Day and night, when I speak with my friends, I merely 
regret that I cannot deVelop this concept to its fullest. For these 
two words represent something which everyone has in himself, 
and even the most foolish and least endowed awakens to truth 
on hearing of it. If we only extend this to the utmost limit, we 
shall find in it that which even sages [do not know], and even 
heaven and earth cannot satisfy. Hence, the meaning of these 



words cannot be exhausted even if we go on until the end of 
kalpa. 3 If worldly scholars still maintain doubt with regard to it, 
and find it still rather inadequate, this would be only due to their 
not really having seen it. Recently, a retired official invited me 
to give a lecture, saying, 'Beside liang-chih, is there anything 
else [you can] talk about?' I answered, 'Besides liang-chih, is 
there anything else [to] talk about ?,4 

WWKC,6:2I2 

1 According to Ch'ien Te-hung (,1496-1574), Yang-ming's disciple from I521 on, 
Yang-ming's teaching became more and more simplified and he spoke almost always of 
'h'ang-chih'. See his preface to the Wen-Iu [Collected Writings] ofYang-ming, WWKC, 
I: 13. 

2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 29. Legge's Classics, vol. I, pp. 425-6. 
3 The Chinese word used here, chieh, is the translation of kalpa, the Sanskrit word 

meaning a Buddhist aeon or world period. 
4- In the original Chinese, the question and answer are phrased in a similar way, 

On Unity of the 'Three Ways' 

54. TO TSOU CH'IEN-CHIH 

... There is only one tao. The man of jen [humanity] sees it, 
and calls it humanity. The man of chih [wisdom] sees it, and calls 
it wisdom.' What the Buddhists call Buddhist, what the Taoists 
call the follower of Lao-tzu, what the common people do daily 
without knowing' - all are tao. How can there be two tao? The 
true or false, orthodox or perverse doctrines of the past and 
present, resemble mock jade and jade. Yet many people remain 
confused during their whole lives, without being able to distinguish 
between them. It is precisely because this tao is only one, and its 
changes and transformations fill up all space, vertically, horizon
tally, and in every direction, that all can be inferred from it. 
The worldly Confucian scholars, each start from a partial view 
of it, and embellish their image with comparisons and imitations, 
give expression to it through divisions of chapters and sentences 
and borrowed explanations. They are used to such practices, 
which can instil enough self-confidence, producing sections and 
items which give them a sense of make-believe security, with 
which they can deceive themselves and others, remaining in this 
pitfall for a whole lifetime without realising it. And yet, it was 
a very slight divergence which led to this difference of a thousand 



Ii. Those who do not have the sincere determination to become 
sages, and to devote themselves to being 'discerning and single
minded" will not be able to diagnose the root of this disease, 
and unveil the hidden, mysterious evil. ... 

WWKC,6:2I2-3 

1 Book oj Changes, 'Appended Remarks') pt t, Legge's Yi King, p. 356. 
2 Ibid. .' 
3 Book oj Documents, 'Ta~ ~~egge's Classics, vol. III, p. 6I. 

On liang-chih 

55. TO TSOU CH'IEN-CHIH I526 

... To recognise the principle of Heaven in every event' refers 
to the effort of vigilance and apprehension. 2 I consider this still 
slightly different [from my own teaching], for it implies that every 
event and object in the world has its own fixed principle, which 
one must seek outside of one's self. If the effort of the extension 
of liang-chih is understood, this teaching will be without harm. 
If not, the danger remains that a slight divergence may lead one a 
thousand Ii astray. In your letter you mentioned the fear that 
this [searching to recognise the principle of Heaven] may lend too 
great emphasis on events or affairs. This shows that you have 
thrown light on its weak point. 

Thank you for sending me Kan-ch'uan's essay - 'Tsun-ching
ko Chi' [Record on 'Respect the Classics' Pavilion]. It is very 
good. His general theme is similar to that which I expressed in 
my essay on the Chi-shan Shu-yuan [Chi-shan College].' I 
had formerly sent that essay to Kan-ch'tian, thinking that it did 
contain some real insights. Now Kan-ch't;an speaks about 'those 
today who say that intelligence and consciousness need not be 
sought externally in the Classics, and need not be invoked in 
order to awaken',' and so on. In so doing, he seems to be too 
anxious to set up theories, without taking time to see carefully 
wh"t I mean. If the later generations found learning obscure, 
this has not been due to the lack of intelligence and understanding 
of later men when compared to the ancients. Rather, this is 
generally due to their great desire to excel, which prevents them 
from learning from each other's good points with modesty. While 



knowing that someone has propounded a right theory, one wishes 
all the same to propose another theory in order to excell the first. 
That is why the more theories there are, the more confused 
people become ... This is therefore the fault of people like us, 
who seek to excell each other. Now the theory of liang-chih has 
already made very concrete the essential points of learning. If 
only all could eliminate the desire to excel, and seek rather to 
co-operate in propagating this teaching, and, paying attention 
to endowment and individuality, teach and persuade others 
systematically to follow this doctrine, we should certainly achieve 
real results. Otherwise, if we merely seek to establish different 
schools of thought, using the external pretext of the defence of 
doctrine, to obtain the goal of excelling others, and without 
paying attention to the growing neglect of orthodox teaching, 
people's minds will become increasingly confused. To form one's 
own party in order to attack others, to conceal our shortcomings 
while we argue about our supposed qualities in order to promote 
certain selfish interests, is not what a man of jen can tolerate. 
Kan'ch'uan may not have this intention. But his words stirred 
me up and I just give my general impressions of what I consider 
to be the common sickness to today's teachers. Even I myself 
may not perhaps be free from this. However, I would not dare 
not to seek to cure myself of it radically ... , 

1 A conStant teaching of Chan Kan-ch'~an, See MJHA, 37, 
2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 1, Legge's Classics, vol. It p. 384. 

WWKC, 6:213-14 

3 See WWKC, 7 :250. " 
4 Quoting Chan Jo-shui's essay. See [Chan] Kan-ch'uan wen-chi [Collected Writings 

of Chan Jo-shuiJ, Preface 1581, republished J866, 18:8a-gb. 

On Learning 

56. IN REPLY TO A FRIEND 1526 

The learning of the gentleman is concentrated merely on the 
quest within himself. 1 Should there be criticisms, praise, glory, 
or disgrace these things not only cannot move his mind, but can 
even provide him with something with which he can polish and 
improve himself. That is why the gentleman can find himself in 
no situation in which he is not himself,2 since whatever he does 



is, for him, learning. If one is glad on hearing praise, and sad 
on hearing criticism, one becomes always fearful, until even the 
day is found not sufficiently long' for all his fears. How can such 
a person be a gentleman? Formerly, when His Majesty Emperor 
Wu-tsung was in Nanking [1520], his entourage vied with each 
other to slander me in his august presence. At that time, I faced 
unknown calamity, and my equals and subordinates all feared for 
me, saying that since I was being suspected by so many, I ought 
to attempt to explain myself. I answered that the gentleman 
does not expect the world to believe him, but is rather satisfied 
with his belief in himself. Since I already lacked adequate time 
to cultivate such belief in myself, where would I find time to 
persuade others to believe me? ... 

WWKC,6:214 

1 Analects, XV:20, Legge's Classics, voL I, p, 300. 
2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. l4. ibid" p. 395: Mencius, 4B:r6, ibid" vol. II, p. 323. 
3 Book of Documents, T'ai-shih' [The Great Declaration], ibid" vol. III, p. 290. 

On Knowledge and Action 

57. IN REPLY TO INQUIRIES FROM A FRIEND 1526 

You asked: 'The former scholars all regarded study, inquiry, 
reflection and discernment as belonging to the realm of know
ledge, while earnest action was assigned to the realm of action. 1 

These were therefore clearly regarded as two different realms. 
Now you alone say that knowledge and action are one. I cannot 
but doubt your words.' 

I answer thus: 'I have spoken many times of this already. All 
that is meant by activity is to do something concretely. If one 
applied earnest effort to study, inquiry, reflection, and discern
ment, these four things would therefore become action also. 
Learning means learning to do this, inquiry means seeking to do 
this, reflection and discernment also mean reflecting upon this 
and discerning between it and other things. If one is first to 
study, inquire, reflect and discern, before one acts, how can one 
not study, inquire, reflect and discern in a vacuum? And how can 
one do these things during one's action? In its intelligent, 
conscious, and discerning aspects, action is knowledge. In its 



genuine, concrete, and practical aspect, knowledge is action. 1£ 
one acts without intelligence, consciousness, and refined observa
tion, one is acting blindly. This is what is meant by "Learning 
without thinking is labour lost"! That is why one must also 
remember knowledge. However, if one knows without being 
genuine, concrete, and practical in knowledge, one is merely 
harbouring illusions. That is what "Thinking without learning 
is perilous" means. 3 Therefore one must also speak of action in 
knowledge. Essentially, it is the same effort all throughout. 
Where the ancients spoke of knowledge and action, they did so 
always to correct or clarify some effort, and so differ from the 
people today who divide them into two separate things. When 
I speak now of the unity of knowledge and action, I do so also to 
correct and remedy certain present errors. However, in substance 
and procedure, knowledge and action are also fundamentally 
one. We need merely to experience it in our minds in order to 
reach this realisation. But if one seeks only to understand it 
through the meanings of words, one gets very involved in hair
splitting, and more and more confused. This is precisely the 
disadvantage of not being able to unite knowledge and action.' 

You also said: 'There are many similarities and differences 
between the teachings of [Lu] Hsiang-shan and those of [Chu] 
Hui-an. You used to say that Hsiang-shan saw very directly and 
clearly whatever concerns the great point of departure of learning. 
Now, when I consider the teachings of Hsiang-shan, I find that 
he divides learning into clear exposition and concrete application. 
He regards also the extension of knowledge and the investigation 
of things as belonging to the category of clear exposition. Thus 
I find his teachin~ quite similar to that of Hui-an, but rather 
different from your teaching on the unity of knowledge and 
action.' 

I answer: 'With regard to learning, the gentleman does not 
place importance on similarities and differences, but only on 
what is right. If my teaching presents similarities with the 
teaching of Hsiang-shan, it is not due to any imitation on my 
part. If there are differences also, I should not try to hide these 
differences. Where I do differ from Hui-an, it is not due to my 
seeking to be different. Where I teach as he did, there is no harm 
either coming from this similarity. If Po-yio' Liu-hsia Hui,5 



Confucius, and Mencius were to find themselves in the same 
room, and each were to express his particular views, it would be 
impossible for them to hold identical views. What is essential 
is that they are all sages. Later scholars, however, sought merely 
to defend those who have similar opinions and attack those who 
differ from themselves, being moved this way by selfish minds 
and superficial habits, regarding the work of sagehood as a child's 
game.' 

You asked also: 'The unity of knowledge and action is an 
essential part of your teaching. Since this differs from the 
teaching of Hsiang-shan, may I ask what in it is the same?' 

I answer: 'Knowledge and action are really two words 
describing the same, one effort. This one effort requires these two 
words in order to be explained completely. If a person sees 
clearly the essential point of departure, he would know this is 
only one, and that though these may be described as two activities, 
they really remain one effort. If, in the beginning, the two 
activities do not seem to harmonise, they would always tend 
towards unity in the end. If, however, someone does not see 
clearly the great point of departure, and regards them as two 
entirely different things, then, even if he were to speak of the two 
as one, they would still rack harmony, and would be separated 
into two things in action, resulting in losing head and tail of the 
body' .... 

You asked also: 'Since the teaching of the extension of liang
chih is viewed by one who, having held it, may "wait for a 
hundred generations for a sage, without having any doubt",! 
and since Hsiang-shan saw clearly the essentials of learning, why 
would he present different views in this regard?' 

I answer: 'Scholars have followed one another in similar 
interpretations of the extension of knowledge and the investiga
tion of things. Hsiang-shan followed their footsteps, and did not 
cast doubt on their explanations. This showed also that Hsiang
shan's teachings present imperfections, which it is not necessary 
for us to hide.' 

I also wish to add: 'Action is knowledge in its genuine and 
concrete aspects. Knowledge is action in its intelligent, conscious, 
and discerning aspects. If, when one knows, the mind is not 
genuine and concrete, then one's knowledge also lacks intelli-



gence, consciousness and discernment. It does not mean that 
one needs merely to know with intelligence, consciousness and 
discernment, without having to seek after genuineness and 
concreteness. And, when one acts, if the mind is not intelligent 
conscious, and discerning, then one's action cannot be genuine 
and concrete. It does not mean that one needs merely to be 
genuine and concrete in action, without having to seek after 
intelligence, consciousness, and refinement. The substance of the 
mind knows the changes and transformations of Heaven and 
Earth. 7 Together with Heaven, it also knows the great beginning." 

1 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 20, Legge's Classics, vol. It p. 413. 
2 Analects, II:I5. ibid., p. 150. 
J Ibid. 

WWKC, 6:215 

4 See Shih-chi, 61:179. Also see Mencius, 5B:I, Legge's Classics, vol. II, PP.37Q-I, 
5 His real name was Chan Ch'in. A man of Lu. he lived under Liu-hsia, and be<:ame the 

symbol of a sage-minister. See, ibid., pp. 37P-2. 
6 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 29. ibid .• p. 426. 
7 Doctrine oj the Mean, ch. 33. ibid., p. 340. 
8 Book of Changes, 'Appended Remarks', Legge'ls Yi King, p. 349. 

On liang-chih 

58. TO NAN YUAN-SHAN' 1526 

Only a scholar of real virtue can see the brilliance and conscious 
intelligence of his liang-chih in harmony and penetration, one 
with t' ai-hsu [Great Void).' T' ai-hsu embraces all things, without 
letting anything become a hindrance to itself. For the substance 
of my liang-chih is naturally and originally 'quick in apprehension, 
clear in discernment, of far-reaching intelligence and all
embracing knowledge" as well as 'magnanimous, generous, 
benign, and mild': and also 'unfolding, energetic, firm, and 
enduring',5 'self-adjusted, grave, never swerving from the Mean', 6 

'accomplished, distinctive, concentrating, and searching', 7 'vast 
and all-embracing, deep and active as a fountain, sending forth 
its virtues in due season'.' Essentially there are no wealth and 
honours to be admired, no poverty or lowliness to be anxiously 
avoided, no gains or losses that merit joy or sadness, no love or 
hatred to choose from" For if my ear is not liang-chih, it cannot 



hear, and how can it be called quick in apprehension? If my 
eye is not liang-chih, it cannot see, and how can it be called clear 
in discernment? If my mind is not liang-chih, it cannot think 
and become conscious, and how can it be said to be far-reaching 
in intelligence and all-embracing in knowledge? ... That is 
why the admiration of wealth and honours, the anxiety over 
poverty and lowliness, the joy or sorrow over gains or losses, 
as well as love and hatred, can all obscure the apprehensive and 
intelligent substance of liang-chih, and hinder its function in 
sending forth [virtues] in due season. They are what dust is to 
the eye, and wooden plugs to the ears ... Scholars of virtue 
regard the removal of such things ... as bathing their eyes of 
dust, and of extracting the wood from their ears ... From them, 
wealth, poverty, gain, loss, love, and hatred are worth as much as 
the passing storm and the floating smoke, which move and change 
in the t' ai-hsu, while the substance of t' ai-hsu remains always 
vast and unlimited .... 

WWKC, 6:216-17 

1 His private name was Nan Ta-chi. (1487-1541). A chin-shih in 151 I, he became Prefect 
of Shao-hsing, Yang-ming's home country. He was also Yang-ming's disciple. See 

MJHA,29: Ila- b . .' 
2 The term eai-hsu was used by Chang Tsai; see Chang-tzu dt,'uan-shu, Cheng-meng, 

ch. I :2a. It refers to the universe or to space. 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 3:1, Legge's Classics, vol. r, p. 428. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
• Ibid., p. 429. 
9 Mencius 3B.:2, ibid .• voL II, p. 265. 

On hsin 

59. TO CHI MING-TE' 1526 

... Recently, a friend told me to change to Pei-mu pills' [for 
my cough]. I have found them quite effective. However, this is 
nothing compared to your advice about using the methods of 
cultivation of life' to remove the roots of the disease and reach 
the source [of the problem]. This is valid not only for curing 
sickness, but also for our application in study. 

You told me that your determination to study has increased, 



that you consider sagehood as certainly attainable by study, 
that you cautiously learn from experience in concrete affairs., 
and besides, that feelings of annoyance arising from your relation
ship with friends are decreasing. This is a cause for rejoicing. 
You also said that the teaching of sagehood requires also the 
accumulation of gradual efforts. This is all very solid. As to your 
using the teachings of Yao, Shun, King Wen, Confucius, and 
Lao-tzu to develop the meaning of the chapter on 'Fixing 
Determination in Learning' in the Analects,4 it adequately shows 
your diligence in seeking progress ... Ming-te! It would be all 
right to make use of this idea to encourage your own spirit, and 
improve your own morale. But if you wish also to divide up 
every section of these writings, giving commentaries and citing 
proofs, taking these to be systematic steps of the pathway by 
which a sage advances in tao ... then you will not be free from 
the defects of making comparisons and of being fettered by words. 
To show in this way the fact that sagehood is attainable by 
learning might give some insights but would tend to make of the 
status of sagehood something very high and far away, without 
showing everyone that it is really attainable ... There is much 
in the instructions of the sages that cannot be adequately given 
in books and words. s In reading the Classics, we must use what 
helps our learning in order to extend our liang-chih. Thus, all 
that is in thousands of classics, in whatsoever inverted and 
transposed order, can serve our purpose. But if we fall into fixed 
types of comparisons, we become fettered bY'these, and, in spite 
of occasional insights, which have some value, prejudiced and 
arbitrary judgments will be lurking around and hindering our 
liang-chih without our being conscious thereof ... To speak of 
liang-chih would make things easier for people to understand. 
That is why I have been saying recently that the liang-chih of 
kin is sagehood ... Man is the hsin [mind] of Heaven and Earth 
and all things. The mind is the master of Heaven and Earth and 
all things. The mind is the word of Heaven; the mind suggests 
Heaven and Earth and all things. This is direct, simple, and 
intimate. So it would be better to say, for study one merely 
needs to develop the mind .... 

WWKC,6:218- 19 



1 His private name Was Chi Pengo He became a chin-shih in 1517. See MJHA, 13:18-2a, 
2 A species of Fritillana thunbergii used in Chinese medicine. 
;1 Referring to Taoist physicalmental cultivation . 
.. Analects, II:4. Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 146. 
5 Allusion to Book oj Changes, 'Appended Remarks', Legge's Yi King, p. 377. 

On Extending liang-chih 

60. TO WEI SHIH~ YUEH' 

... You spoke about following one's ch'in;r[feelings] and 
thoughts,2 and acting according to these as though they were 
liang-chih, rather than according to the real liang-chih. This 
shows that you have already located the danger. Thought and 
liang-chih should be clearly distinguished one from the other. 
Thought arises out of response to an object, and may be either 
good or bad. Liang-chih is that which can distinguish between 
the good and the bad in the thought. When one follows one's 
liang-chih, all that one does cannot be wrong. 

As to your questions concerning considerations of 'face' and 
the modification of circumstances, all refer to hsin [mind], 
which, while applying itself to the extension of liang-chih, does 
not succeed in concentrating itself with sufficient earnestness. 
If [the mind] could apply such earnest concentration [in this 
work], there would be no such difficulty. Those who, in doing 
things, und the beginning difficult, or tend to be careless and 
compromising, all do so because they are not sufficiently 
concentrated in extending their liang-chih. This means that they 
have not completely understood liang-chih. If they clearly 
comprehend it, then, even such considerations of face and 
circumstances become its operations, and there is no other liang
chih beyond 'face' and circumstances. And, so how can one be 
disturbed by 'face' or circumstances? When that happens, a 
man has already been moved by selfish desire, and has already 
lost his original liang-chih. Although now our companions all 
know that liang-chih is present everywhere, they tend to separate 
human feelings and the principles of things from liang-chih 
whenever they are involved in human affairs. This is certainly 
something for which we should be on the watch. 

WWKC,6:2::r 

1 His private name was Wei Liang-pi (1492-1575). See MJHA, Ig:I9b-2oa, 
2 The Chinese word yi is translated here as 'thought'. It refers actually to 'intention' 

also, as the cChinese do not separate the operations of the intellect from those of the will. 



On liang-chih 

61. TO MA TZU-HSIN! 

... Even before, we often spoke of liang-chih; I wonder whether 
you have now a clear~r understanding of it. [Ch'eng] Ming-tao 
said, 'Although I derive my teaching partly from others, yet 
the two words T'ien-li is what I myself have discovered by 
experience'.2 Liang-chih is T'ien-Ii (Principle of Heaven). To 
experience it means actually to possess it in oneself. 3 It is not 
the same as what is done by those in the world who teach what 
they imagine. In these days, all our companion~ speak of liang
chih, but I have not yet seen any who can really experience it, 
which is why they are still not free from doubt. For some say that 
liang-chih itself is not adequate to exhaust all the principles in 
the world, so that a thorough external-inwestigation is still 
necessary in order to complement its work. Others say that the 
mere extension of liang-chih may not bring one into complete 
conformity with the principle of Heaven, so that it is necessary 
to use liang-chih to seek what is called principle of Heaven. Thus 
they hold on to certain fixed rules which they follow systematically 
in order to be free from defect. With regard to such theory, 
unless one can really apply the effort of experience and attain 
to real insight of liang-chih one will not be able to distinguish 
between what is true, and what only seems true .... 

WWKC, 6:222 

1 His private name w~s',Ma Ming~heng. A chin-shih in 1517. he was Yang.ming's disciple, 
and was to bring Yang-ming~s teachings to the provin~" of Fukien. See Ming-shih 
2°7:497· 

2 Wai.shu, 12 :¥. 
3 Great Learning, ch. 9, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 371. 

On Extending liang-chih 

62. TO MAO KU-AN, THE VICE 
REGIONAL COMMISSIONER! 

. .. What I teach concerning the extension of liang-chih and 
what is being taught today concerning the recognition of T'ien-li 
(principle of Heaven)' is not so very different except for certain 



slight divergences, with one taking a straight road and the other a 
detour. Take planting, for example. He who extends his liang-chih 
cultivates life from the root upward until it reaches the branches 
and leaves. He who recognises the principle of Heaven enriches 
the life in the branches and the leaves, and then seeks to return 
it to the roots. However, while promoting life in the roots, one 
can certainly conduct it to the branches and leaves, in enriching 
the life in the branches and the leaves, how can one abandon 
the roots and seek elsewhere for life with which to enrich the 
branches and leaves? ... 

WWKC, 6:222-3 

1 His private name was Mao HSlen (1469-1535). Together with Hsi Shu, he became 
Yang-ming's disciple during Yang-ming's exile in Kueichow. See Chiao Hung (cd.), 
Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng lu [Documentary Records of the Ming dynasty], Ming ed., 
reprinted in Taipei, 1965,80:51. .; 

2 The constant teaching of Chan Kan-ch'uan. See MJHA, 37: la-23a. 

On Extending liang-chih 

63. TO HUANG TSUNG-HSIEN 

For the man in an official position, the task [of self-perfection] 
is ten times more difficult than when he is living in retirement in 
mountains or forests. Without the help of friends who warn 
and correct him, his original determination will easily be 
weakened .... 

. . . Recently, I was telling [Huang] Ch'eng-fu that, since you 
have few friends in Peking, the two of you should arrange in 
advance with each other, so that, when one observes a slight 
movement of passion,' the other should at once talk about the 
extension of liang-chih, in order that you may correct each other 
in this way. 

Only the bravest man in the world2 can stop himself suddenly 
and keep silent while he is in the course of an interesting 
conversation, can recollect and control himself when his tem
perament is about to become manifest, and can melt his anger 
and desire, just when these are near the boiling point. However, 
for one who sees intimately the liang-chih, even such effort is 
not so difficult. Hence the difficulties mentioned do not originally 
belong to the realm of liang-chih. They only appear when liang
chih becomes obscured and obstructed. When liang-chih awakens, 



it is as though the bright sun has arisen, and ghosts and spirits 
naturally disperse. The Doctrine of the Mean says, 'He who 
possesses the sense of shame is close to being brave'. 3 The shame 
to which this sentence refers is due merely to not being able to 
extend one's own liang-chih. People today often feel ashamed of 
not being able to win over others in speech, to subdue others 
through temperament, or to follow their own impulses of anger 
or desire. They do not know that these difficulties all arise from 
obstruction of liang-chih, which is really what a gentleman should 
be ashamed of. Now, if they consider as shame not being able to 
obstruct their own liang-chih, they are really feeling shame in 
what they ought not to feel shame, while they do not feel shame 
in what is really shameful. Is this not a very sad thing? . . . I 
only wish that you will become like the officers of ancient times. 
They were not noted for any crafty knowledge and ability, but 
were 'plain and sincere, without other ability, but with a 
straightforward and generous mind, which is capable of holding 
much'.4 Your knowledge and ability are certainly beyond those of 
most people. If you have riot yet self-confidence, it is because you 
are not yet able to extend your own liang-chih and have not yet 
attained the state of 'plain sincerity and straightforward genero
sity'. The present situation in the world resembles that of a man 
who is seriously sick with accumulated diseases. The only hope 
of restoring the dead to life rests with you. If you have not yet 
removed your own sickness, how can you cure the sickness of 
the world? ... You must really overcome your own selfish 
desires and become one with heaven and earth and all things, in 
order really to bring benefit to the world to restore the perfect 
rule of the Three Dynasties,s and thus be not unworthy of our 
intelligent Sovereign, manifest gratitude for the trust placed in 
you, also not wasting the great privilege" of having lived this 
life in the world .... 

1 Mencius, 2A:2, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. J8g. 
2 Ibid., p. 187. 
3 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 20, ibid., vol. I, p. 407. 

WWKC,6:223-4 

4 Book of Documents, 'Ch'in~shih' [The Speech of the Duke of eh'in], ibid,t·vol. 3, p. 629. 
5 The three dynasties are Hsia (2205 ?-l 766 ? B.C.), Shang (1766?-II22 B.C.), Chou 

(1122-221 B.C.), according to traditional Chinese chronology. 
6 The Chinese tenn used - ta-shih - suggests a Buddhist term - alluding to the 'great 

cause' for which Buddha appeared in the world; See CTYL, 13:7al where Chu Hsi 
says that the sage also lives for a ~reat cause,' _ r-:".~ ff\.t. i3", d.d-Iv..&t:' .... ..,~~r I q . 7 ,~ 
~~ ,SRcl'ctho"~d.!1J:~,~~,,!!·"-', T5,D ~'.! Ale,)..~ 1j,J!.LM 
f"" 'r. 0a. W· 0.' Sorl"l,,·li, TM 1...<;1"-,- "'f fivt \{It'" 

t.-aL (,joe), 71 



On Extending liang-chih 

64. TO CH'EN WEI-CHUN' 

... When sages speak of learning [they teach] that there is no 
effort which cannot be applied. However, the three words chih 
liang-chih [the extension of liang-chih] are especially simple and 
clear, providing a concrete starting point for our efforts, so that 
we shall not go astray. Among our companions now, there is not 
one who does not know this theory of the extension of liang-chih. 
Yet there are very few who really apply their efforts in this 
direction. This is so because they do not yet see their liang-chih 
clearly, and especially take the word chih [ extension] too light
heartedly, so that from many points of view they do not gain 
much in strength. Although this represents a slight improvement 
when compared to their former attachment to fragmentary 
teachings, their real progress is like the difference between two 
soldiers, one of whom retreats a hundred paces, and the other 
retreats fifty .... 2 

WWKC,6:225 

1 His private name was Ch'cn Chiu~ch'uan. He became a chin-shih in 1514. SeeM]HA, 
19:1Sb-lgD. 

2 Menciu5, IA:3, Legge's Classics, vol. II, p. 130, 

On liang-chih: Orthodoxy 

65. TO MY FRIENDS IN AN-FU t 

... Ming-tao once said, 'I prefer to learn to follow the sages 
and not succeed, rather than to become famous for one good 
deed'.2 He said this for the sake of those who have the ambition 
to become sages and yet have not attained the learning of sages. 
The teaching of liang-chih which we are promulgating today is 
the genuine doctrine transmitted by the sages. If we only learn 
from this, we may be certain to attain sagehood. The only fear 
is that we still prefer to become famous through one good deed, 
and are therefore unwilling to devote our minds to such efforts 
... Our efforts must be simple and true. The truer they are, the 
simpler they become. The simpler they are, the truer they 
become. '" 

WWKC, 6 :225-6 

1 This was a county in the present province of Kiangsi belonging to Chi-an, from which 
many of Yang-ming's disciples came. See especially MJHA, 19. 

2 This is actually taken from a eulogy written in honour of Ch'eng Hao after his death 
by L~" Y{;-shu [Lu' Ta~Lin, I044-go). See Ch£n-ssu lu chi-chu, 14:6b, and Chan's 
Reflections, p. 305. 

I 



On liang-chih 

66. TO LU CH'ING-POl 

... When a man does what is not good, even acting to the extreme 
of unreasonableness and the disruption of morality, the liang-chih 
of his mind will not be without awareness of its evil. However, 
because he cannot extend his naturally endowed 'innate know
ledge', he does not investigate things, he does not render his 
intention sincere, and so he enters finally the ranks of the mean 
men. Hence all who extend their knowledge extend merely their 
naturally endowed knowledge of the good [liang-chih]. What 
the Great Learning calls chih-chih and kJ-wU [the extension of 
knowledge and the investigation of things],2 what the Book 
of Documents calls ching-yi [being discerning and single-minded],' 
what the Doctrine of the Mean calls shen-tu [watching over self 
when one is alone],' and what lVIencius calls chi-yi [the concen
tration of righteousness l' - all refer to the application of the same 
effort .... 

1 Another name of Lu Ch'eng, also known as Lu Y~an-ching. See Yang-ming's other 
letters to him in 1516, 1521, and 1522 (pp. 000). 

2 Great Learning, ch. I, Le&?e's Classics, vol. I, pp. 358-9. 
3 Book of Documents, 'Ta-Yu mu', ibid., voL III, p. 61. 
4 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. 6, ibid" voL I, p. 384. 
5 Mencius, 2A:2, ibid" vol. II, p. 190. 

On Emotions 
.. 

67. TO HSU T'AI-CHUNG1 

... When joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure are stirred to move
ment and remain moderate,2 they are said to produce the state 
of harmony. There is harmony in sorrow. This refers to its 
taking rise from complete sincerity and without any affectation. 
The excess of feeling is not harmony. The movement of ch'i 
[temperament] is not harmony. To be attached to selfish desires 
and stubbornness is not harmony. The infant cries all day without 
hurting his throat.' This is the extreme of harmony. To know 
this is to know that the teaching concerning how to observe 
mourning does not differ from the teaching concerning practical 
living .... 

.' 1 His private name was Hsu Hsiang-ch'ing (1479-r557). He became ackin-shih in 1517. 
See Ming-shih, 208:500, and WWKC, 4: 186. 

2 Doctrine of the Mean, ch. I, Legge's Classics, vol. I, p. 384. 
3 Lao-tzu, 55. See Chan's translation in A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 165. 



On the Interpretation of Certain Key-words 

The following key-words, all substantives, have been selected 
for discussion because of their frequent occurrence in the writings 
of Wang Yang-ming, and also because they illustrate the unitary 
character of his thought. Very often, these words manifest the 
different dimensions of the same truth which persistently pre
occupied Yang-ming's mind. That this truth pertains both to 
the ontological - the given, as well as the goal to be attained - and 
the methodological - the way of attaining the goal - realms is a 
fact which should emerge from the reading of his letters and 
from this discussion of certain key-words he used. 
hsin: literally, the heart or mind, the seat of consciousness 

For Wang Yang-ming, it is the source and principle of all 
human activity, identical to moral conscience, to human 
nature, to the self, to the person. 

hsing: literally, nature, the natural 
Chu Hsi regarded hsing as the source and principle of moral 
and ontological goodness in man and the universe, that which 
is full of Ii, while he took hsin as that which contains both Ii 
and ch'i and therefore morally ambivalent. 

Wang Yang-ming considered that hsing and hsin represent 
one and the same reality. For him, hsing is somehow the 
tranquil dimension of this reality, that by which man shares 
in Tim-Ii [principle of Heaven], while hsin is the more 
dynamic principle, that which directs all human activity, 
the 'given' nature of man as well as that which is to be acquired, 
through experience and action - in other words, both starting
point and goal. 

Ii: etymologically, the veins in jade; according to ordinary usage, 
reason or truth, pattern 
For Chu Hsi, it is being, reality, the principle of organisation, 
that which constitutes the essence of a thing, moral truth 
and goodness, the principle of moral action. 

Wang Yang-ming considered Ii especially under its moral 
aspect. He regarded hsin to be full of Ii, thus departing from 
Chu Hsi's views. 



T'ien-li: literally, heavenly reason, 'principle of Heaven' 
For Wang Yang-ming, it represents the supreme moral truth 
or the plenitude of moral goodness in which man participates, 
as well as that to which our moral judgments and actions 
should conform. At times he also opposed it - as did Chu 
Hsi - to 'jen-y~' [human desire in a pejorative sense J. 

ch/'i: literally, breath, ether, vital force, temperament Chu Hsi 
considered it to be the concrete, material, differentiating 
principle of things, that which together with Ii constitutes all 
beings, that which gives life to things. 

For Wang Yang-ming, li and ch'i represent, not distinct 
principles, but the rational and moral versus the irrational and 
vital manifestations of the same human nature or of nature 
at large. 

liang-chih: literally, knowing the good, knowledge of the good 
In Mencius, 7A:rS, the expression refers to man's inborn 
capacity to know the good. 

For Wang Yang-ming, it is that in mm which enables him 
to discern between right and wrong, the inborn capacity 
to know and do the good, a capacity to be developed as well 
as a goal to be attained, since the perfect development of 
liang-chih would signify sagehood. 

Yang-ming also spoke of liang-chih as the principle of 
vitality, of consciousness, and of conscious activity in man. 
Besides, he identified it with hsin, especially to the latter in a 
state of 'equilibrium' - before feelings are aroused. In this 
sense, he spoke interchangeably of the 'original substance' 
[pen-t'tJ of hsin - the 'mind-in-itself' - and of the 'original 
substance' of liang-chih - 'liang-chih in itself'. 

jen: literally, kindness, benevolence, humanity, goodness, love 
In Confucian philosophy, the perfect and universal virtue. 

Ch'eng Hao and other Sung philosophers gave this word 
a cosmic, life-giving connotation, making it that power or 
virtue by which man becomes one with heaven and earth and 
all things and shares in the creative processes of the universe. 

Wang Yang-ming also identified jen with the t'original 
substance' of hsin, that is, with the 'mind-in-itself'. 

/ 



t' ai-chi: literally, the Great and Ultimate, or the Supreme and 
Ultimate 
For Chou Tun-yi, it represents the source and principle of 
all being and goodness, the Beginning, the One behind the 
Many, the Fullness of Perfection, of Being, of ii. 

Wang Yang-ming seldom referred to it, and then usually 
as the source and principle of moral goodness. 

t' ai-hsu: literally, the Great Void 
For Chang Tsai, it is full of ch'i [ether], the shapeless stuff 
which makes up the universe. Wang Yang-ming spoke of 
liang-chih as being somehow one with t' ai-hsU, thus endowing 
the latter not only with life and vitality but also with con
sciousness and a certain intelligence and spirtiuality. 

tao: literally, the Way 
In Taoist philosophy, the ultimate truth and reality. 

In Confucian philosophy, virtue, the fullness of moral 
teaching, the authentic doctrine of the sages. Wang Yang-ming 
understood this word in its Confucian meaning. He identified 
his own teaching of liang-chih with the Confucian Way or tao. 
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'Yao .. tien' ~W! 
Yasuda Kiyoshi ililIDir'l 
Yen Hu; l\il@] 
YenLu l\illllf 
Yen-tzu l\il-:f 
yi ~.jI~ 

Yi-ching/Yi King Jh*'I! 
Yi-ch'uanwen-chi 1filllx#i 
yi-fa Bli 
yi-hal 61< 
Yi-yin i'Il'i> 
Yi-shu ~. 
Yin/yin Ji.~ 
'Yin-cheng' XUE 
Yin1u Canon ~m'l! 
Yin-wen-lzu J'x-:f 
Ying Liang 1JIij~ 
Ying Yuan-chung 1JIij1Ml,i!.', 
Yu [Tzu-Iu] Fft 
Yu', *ing f*,t';l...{'"\>c ~ 
Y~: Ch'ung-yao *:!ll:iI!I! 
Yu Hsien lllJlJIij 
:r:~-su li-yao lJIijiliii1!'I' 
Y'!-yao ~I!!~ 
Yuan Ch'iu Ch'u-chi 5f;Jijl It 1!!Ilf-l\il 

men-p'll 
lYu'an-tao' 1Mlliil: 
Yiieh iIl!I 
'Yueh-Iing' A4i' 
'Yueh-ming' IDt$ 
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