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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 
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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 



91. 

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 
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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 
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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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64 
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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 



128. 

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 
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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 
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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. 
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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. 
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96 Allusion to Analects 6: 9; Legge, Classics. v.l, 188, 




