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Chapter VII 

'!'HE Cut..MINATION: THE UNI'lY OF THE THREE WAYS 

"universal 
one shares 
(yi-tuan 

virtue" (t I ung-te J~ r:~, ) is that which 
with ordinary men and women. "Heresy" 

) is that which differs from what 
is present in ordina.ry men anc vomen,l 

Yang-ming's life was that of a stateman. a soldier and 
a philosopher, As a statesman and soldier. he was denied 
adequate opportunity to make use of all his competence. 
since the brilliance he displayed in the assignments con­
fided to him aroused such fear and jealousy in high places. 
As a philosopher, he was even less trusted. Time and 
again. the charge of "false learning ", of "heresy", was 
levelled against him. This misfortune pursued him even 
after his death in 1519. :It was not until forty-eight 
years afterwards that his distinguished services to the 
dynasty were fina lly ackno~</'ledged and posthumous honours 
were bestowed upon him. And then, another seventeen years 
afterwards, in 1584, sacrifice was offered in his honour 
in the Temple of Confucius. 2 Although this spelt the 
official approval of his teachings. his philosophy con­
tinued to be regarded as a sign of contradiction until 
even the Ch'ing dynasty. 

So far I have spoken of the evolution of the "Confucian 
Way", I have pondered, in particular. on the opening of 
new vistas on this way. introduced by Wang Yang-mingo I 
have discuss~d the emergence of certain of his key-ideas. 
the controversy resulting from them, and the graduaL 
formulation of h:!.::: all-embracing. pract:\.cal method 0 logy. 
I have spoken also of the culmin"1tion of his teaching in 
"the unity of all thingo". I have attempted to draw out 
certain spiritual and metaphysical implications of this 
doctrine, giving special attention to the notion of !l!!.!1-
in-ibelf or liang-chih-in-itsetf, ana discussing the 
problems ensuing from this teaching. It is now my aim in 
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this chapter to treat Yang-ming's ideas regarding the 
"oneness" and universality of the true "Way", the validity 
of the insights of all--whether Taoist, Buddhist or 
Confucian--as well as the subtle differences which divide 
the Taoist and the Buddhist from the true Confucian. 1 
shall point out the fact that Yang-ming considered as 

"real heretics", not the Taoists or Buddhists, but the 
renegade Confucians, men who voiced admiration of and 
desire for wisdom but acted in contradiction to their 

words. I shall then speak of "the Way of Yang-ming", 
making a fe~l remarks on the new criterion which he set for 

the judgement of truths and error, of wisdom and perversitYi 
lianq-chih. Regarded as that in us which is greater than 
oneselves, the Absolute, it becomes therefore the authority 
for its own truth. 

The unity of the Three ways3 

Yang-ming was fond of saying, ",ru is everywhere",4 
This can be understood in two ways. Firstly, truth is 
seen as that which is within the access of all. rather 
than the private property of anyone man, or anyone school 
of thought. It is both interior to man and universally 
present in man and in all things through man. Secondly, 
the "Way" of acquiring this truth, this wisdom, is also 

broad and open. Whatever "way" brings one there, is the 
true Way. 

One consequence of this attitude was his openness of 
mind regal'ding Buddhism and Taoism. These "Two Teachings II 

had long been regarded as standing in opposition to the 
Confucian Way, Yang-mingls attitude served to clarify the 

difference between truth and prejudice. For while truth 
is everywhere, there is always danger that one seek to 
barricade himself in one place and to say that he alone 

has the truth, and that falsehood reigns everywhere else, 

This does not mean, however, that Yang-ming did not 
recognise important differences between the Confucian 
attitude toward life and the known attitudes of the Taoist 
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and Buddhist schools. He was not only aware of these, but 
assiduous in pointing them out. Where the differences are 
acute, he was unhesitating in giving his views. in pronounc­
ing in favour of one side. He was open-mj.nded, but he did 

not believe in making compromises. 

Yang-ming's previous association with the "Two Teachings" 
and his continued tolerance and broad-mindedness drew to 

him many disciples who manifested sym?"thy and interest in 
Taoism and Buddhism. Quite early in Yang-ming's career 
as a Confucian teacher, a discussion took place between 
himsE;'lf and a disciple, Wang Chia-hsiu. concerning the 
relative merits of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism. The 
two agreed that Buddhists and Taoists share w:i.th Confucians 
the same goal.--the same Way. In order to persuade others 
to follow them, however, the Buddhj.sts offer the promise 

of escape from the cycle of life and death (samsara), while 
the 'raoists speak of a long life or even physical immor­
tality. Thus, the means they employ for the achievement 

of their goal were improper. 'rhe Confucians, on their 
part. have also lost the true teaching of the sages, and 
have turned to the pursuit of rote study. literary excel­

lence, success and profit, and textual critiCism, and 
so have become, at bottom, no different fr()m the so-called 

"hroltcrodox" schools. Indeed, they compare unfavourab ly 
with those Buddhists and 'raoists of pur .. : minds and few 
desires, who are free from worldly attachments. "Today. 
students need not first of all attack Taoism and Buddhism. 
They should rather fix their det2nr.ination earnestly on 
the doctrine of the sages. As this doctrine •••• is made 
clear to the world. Buddhism and Taoism will disappear of 

themselves. 
win not be 
Taoists ". 5 

otherwise, I am afraid what we want to learn 
considered worthwhile by the Buddhists and 

Yang-ming added that the Way of the sages is that of 

the great l'1ean and of perfect Rectitude, which penetrates 
all levels, both of ends and of means, as a thread which 
runs through everything. liThe man of humanity sees it and 

calls it humanity. The man of wisdom sees it and calls it 
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wisdom. The common people act daily according to it with­

out knowing it •••• ,,6 He thus implitd that the Way is 

common to all of the "Three Teachings", at though it may 

be known by different pecple under different names. 

Around 1521, yang-ming began his teaching of l1ang-chih. 

In 1523, hE) told his disciples that he __ 'as content to 

follow his liClnq-chih without ·.lOrrying about ~lhat the world 

might say, In other words, he was determined to make sage­

hooo·his goal. with no r8gard to human respect. More ana 

more, he wished no longer to distinguish between the "Three 

Teachings", not <3ven by nam<3,7 In a discussion with Chang 

Yuan-ch lung 5k {, )t the question came up as to whether 

the Confucian should also learn from the good points of 

Buddhism and Taoism, especially for the sake of personal 

cultivation. Yang-ming saidl 

TI",) practices of the "Two Teachings" call a 11 be my 

practices. ,,'hen I complete and cultivate mysel.f 

while developing my nature and fulfilling my destiny, 

[what I do] may be ca lled Taoist. When I refrain 

from worldly contaminations while developing my 

nature and fulfilling my destiny. [what I dO] may 

be called Buddhist. But certain scholars of these 

later ages have not understood the comp'LetEmess of 

the Teaching of the Sages, F'or this reason, they 

have distinguished themselves from the "Two Teach­

ings 11 as though there exist two views [of truth]. 

This is like having a large hall which can be 

separated ~nto three rooms. The Confucians did not 

know that the who'Le place c:ouLdbe used by themselves. 

When thEq saw the Buddhj.sts. they separated the room 

on the 'left to give it to them. When they saw the 

Taoists, they also sepa-r-ated the room on the right 

to give to them, And so the Confucians themselves 

remain in the middle. 8 

There is no reason , ... hy a Confucian should not enter 

into and make use of the "rooms" allotted to the Buddhists 

and Taoists. There is no reason, indeed. why walls should 

exist at all. Clividing up the hall into three parts. 
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He we:n~:> on to say that since the sage is one with 

Heaven-and-Earth and all PE;OP 1e and a 11 things, he has 
also at his disposal, all that corne from Confucianism, 
Buddhism, and Taoism. He called this manner of accepting 
the good and the true from everywhere the "Great Way". Be 
add<'ld, ho,,,ever, that a certain selfishness manifested by 
the "Two Teachings" of Buddhism and Taoism have caused 
them to bs known as "Small ways".9 

Yanq-mina ana Taoism 

In yang-ming's time, the wora "Taoism" was chiefly 
associa ted with teachings and practices regard ing "Eterna 1 
Life" (ch' ang-shelli! -!} It. ), of the body as weH as of 

the soul. Interest was in the discovery of "the secret 
springs of Heaven-and-Earth" which would bring the key to 

peace, happiness, and even immortality--or at least a 
prolonged life on earth. Effort was thus concentrated on 
self-cultivation, observing certain methods which might 
hopefully help their practitioners to attain their desired 

goals. These methods ranged from the practice of alchemy 
in the quest for the "externa 1 pill" or e Uxir, and the 
consolidation and concentration of the self,--of the sperm 

(ching ~~ ). the spiri t (~ 7'f ) and the ether <'£ll~j), 
through practices of breath control. It is a well known 
fact that Yang-ming had early contacts and long associations 
wi th Taoism and Taoist practices .10 A letter of his, dated 

1503, shows how he was regaraed by some people as being 
possibly in possessio,} of pret6rnatural knowledge and 
powers. T'ung Cheng 1~ '5 . the Prefect of Shao-hsing,?:(; 
had written to ask him for information concerning the "art 

of making rain",!1 In his reply. Yang-ming emphasised the 

importance for the responsible local official to live a 
virtuous lifE: and to carry out his duties properly, saying 
that such conduct would be in itself a continual prayer, 
ana mor", meritorious anc efficacious in its power of 

movin,) Heaven than any forma 1 prayer or sacrifices for 

rain conducted in the time of need. He then turned his 
attentiOl~ t.o thE; so-called magicians and their claim to 

, 
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specia ~ knowle<1ge and power. "A 11 such reports [Of t:heir 

successes], come to us from miscelJ.aneous accounts of 

minor i.mportanc8 and not. from the C}.assics. 'rho gbntler"an 

tends to consi6er thesQ happenings as coincidences. lIS 

t.o our presnnt-day priests ano sorcerE,rs. many of thes,,", 

are little I"iff(erent from the loafers and ruffians of t.he 

market places. How can we therefore expect them to rebuKe 

the thunder, to ca l! forth 'NinC! and rain?,,12 

,''Inel thEm, urging the Prefect. to be c"oubLy fervent in 

the exercise of his officia 1 (3uties as we 11 as in prayer 

and pe,nitence, he explaine<'i that, so long as this was aone, 

"even t.hough Heaven [should] send us no rain, there wi L L 

be no harm.... lmc on my part, though r am no different 

from the common people ••• I too shall pray at Nan-chen, 

to help your fervour. [For] i.f only you beg with your 

.7ho1e heart for the people, without allowing yourself to 

be deceived by false teachings, and without anxiety to 

obtain a better reputation, then, although the way of 

Heaven is distant, it has never failed to respond to a 

case of such fervour" ,13 

If this letter to T'ung gives us Yang-ming's scorn 

for the "priests and sorCi~rers" of the IT,ark€,t places, as 

well as his Confucian pre-occupation with the impact of 

good works and a good life on the cosmic order itself, 

a later lett8r, dated 1508. to an unnamed friena, gives 

us his attitude towards "spirits and imrnortals". After 

admitting that he had been interested in the art of obtain­

inq physical imrnortatit.y, or at l.east, in protonging life, 

through the practice of Taoist methods of culi:.ivation, he 

said wit:h some irony, 

More than thirty years have passed.... lV;y teeth 

are becoming unsteady, several of my hairs have 

t.urnE'Jd whi t8, my ey"s cannot see beyonCl a foot's 

distance, and my ears cannot hear beyond the 

distance of ten feet, Moreover, I aIT, often bed­

ridden with sickness for entire months. My need 

of ID00icine as WGll as my capacity for it is 

grO\~ing. These are all the rE-'Sult.s of my interest 

in spirits am';' immortals. 14 



242. 

And then, proceeding to a discussion of those figures 

of antiquity esteemed by Taoists as sages and immortals: 

of Kuang-ch' eng t.zu,IS and of Li po-yang ~ 1f:dw [Lao-tzuJ, 

ho said that they were "perfect men, of genuine virtue and 

mature .lao, who lived in harmony with yin and ~ and 

the four 8oasons, away from the world and its vanities. 

Concentrating their sperm (ching) and their energies, they 

moved between Heaven and Eart.h, seeing and hearing things 

which were beyond the scope of ordinary experience". They 

were, however. men of special gifts, for the keeping intact 

of our energiGls and bones "refGr to a natura.l endowment 

rf..lc€"ivea at the beginning of our existence. This is the 

work of Heaven, and not what human force can compass ",16 

'ro LU Ch'eng, a man gifted wj.th a subtle and penetrat­

ing understanding but of poor health, and keenly interested 

in Taoist methods of cultivating life, Yang-ming cited t.he 
ff Epilogue of ~:::hen p ~ fifO [On Awakening to Truth], 

where it is stated that lithe Yellow Emperor and Lao-tzu 

took pity on [the people's] covetous desires, and used the 

art of immortals to give them gradual and systematic 

direction".17 He argued that, had an art of immortality 

really existed, tho sages of antiquity, from Yao, Shun on 

to Confucius, !!lust have been aware of it, and would have 

- out of compasslon-revealec it to others also,18 He 

clescribeCl Chien Chih-hsiil9 as a mo.n whe poss(~ssed certain 

Skills IO·#'hich coulo not be catleo the. real ~U--although, 

hE' added I "still. we can not be sure". 20 

But he denied fla.tly any beliof .in the later Taoist 

illolnort" Is, in those men who alleqe<J1y IOcou~d ascend with 

their tamj.lies into the air, transforn: ob jccts. borrow 

corpses ana return to life agaln". 

[Th(:':SE'] refer to deceptive: and s'trangG things 

belonging to the realm of secret I:\agic and ingenious 

arts--·,.,hat Yin-wen-tzu r 1.. -} c'211(;0 illusion, who.t 

tho Buddhists call heterodoxy. If such actions are 

ca lled rea l, you wou 1e be equaUy r'l ()c~d ved • 21 
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In both these letters, Yang-ming disassociated himself 

explicitly from the Taoist attempt to obtain secret knowl­

edge concerning the art of acquiring physical immortality 

or a longer life on earth, and spoke rather of the Confucian 

view of immorta.lity--the inm10rtal.ity of virtue. Yen-tzu, 

he said, died at the age of thirty-two, and yet still 

lives today.22 "Generally speaking, the cultivation of 

virtue and the cultivation of life are one and the same 

thing. If what you call t,he "True Self" (chen-wo ~ 1\ ) 
could really remain vigilant when not seen, and apprehen­

sive when not heard, and concentrate on such practices, 

then your £h:! (ether) and your ching (sperms) will be 

collected. In this case, what the Taoists call physical 

immorta lity wi 11 also be present 11,23 

Lu ChI eng contemplated abandoning the world for the 

sake of devoting himself entirely to Taoist practices of 

cultivation. Yang-ming opposed such a move vigorously, 

advising his friend to follow rather the Confucian "methods" 

of cultivating one's moral character and personal.ity: 

Since you have a weak constitution and are often 

sick, you need merely to abandon the path of honours 

and reputation, purity your mind and your desires, 

concentrate on the learning of the sages, in the 

S8nse in which the theory of thE, "true se If'' was 

referred to earlier. You ought not to believe in 

heterodox teachings, thUG confusing your understand­

ing needlessly, wasting your m"ntal anI] physical 

energies as well as your time. If you stay away 

long and do not return to SOCiety. you will become 

easi ly a frenzied and mentally sick man. 24 

In 1514, Yang-ming wrote two poems to critiCise Chang 

po_tuan. 25 whom he suspected to have written the three 

commentaries on the Wu-chen plien. They contain his 

harshest criticisms of Taoisml 

"On Awa1<ening to 'l'rutb" C";u-chen pI ien) 

than liOn Mistaken Truth" (WU-chen pi ien 

is nothing 
""lZ ~ ~' ) 26 ,,1": -f'. i;;fJ • 
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'rhe Three Commentaries came origina lty from the 

same hand. 
[How I] hate the rq.onstrous demons who, for sake of 

profit, 
spread deceit and falsehood, far and wide, 

Chang P'ing-shu could not have escaped the blame 

of being the first culprit--
Who was the one who f~l.sely attribut8d it· 

to Hs1'!eh Tzu-hsien27 (Hsueh Tao-kuang) 

Let me tell you my friend, quite frankl'll 

Look carefu lly, from head to toe, at "Wi ld-cat 28 
Ch' an" 

Was "On ,. Awakening to Truth" no other than "On 

the Mistaken Truth"? 
AlrEady, in thE time of [Chang] pIing-shu, this 

has been said. 

Ana yet the deep attachment [to life] of wordly 

men" 
GaVE rise to karma, in their feelings and desires. 

How can dreams be discussed in front of a si Uy man? 

~~at noro mystery is there beyond one's genuine 

nature? 

Men still have eyes, for the search for ~-­

o look and see, wherd is the b lu" sky?29 

Nevertheless, Yang-ming remained fond of using Taoist 

expressions and examples, in the teaching of his own 

philosophy as well as in his criticisms of Taoist idEas 

and practices. 30 He also discussed directly certain Taoist 

concepts. When asked once the meanings of what the Taoist 

call "prime ether" (yuan-ch'i It·~ ), "prime spirit" 
(yuan-shen h:tf ) and "prime sperm" (yuan-ching 

fr ~~ ), he had explained, in his characteristic way, 

that they all refer to the same thing. which ex,lsts -as 'ether;' 
c:o"lgulates as "sperm", and operates in a marvellous way 

as "spirit".31 He also identified all of them to l1ang­

chihi 
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There is only one lianq-chih. In terms of its 

marvellous functioning. it is ca 1 hld "spirit"; in 

terms of its universal operation, it is called 

"ether", and in terms of its concentration and 

coagulation, it is called "spGrm". How can it 

be understood as [objects with] shapes ano forms 

and locations'i/32 

Thus. Yang-ming applies the Taoist language of culti­

vation, to a higher plane -- that of ultimate t.ruth. In 

iCGntifying lianq-chih to "spirit", "ether", and "sperm", 

he is not: merely accommodating in a superficia 1 manner, 

concepts that are quite disparate, but rather indicating 

the deeper pre-occupation inherent in Taoism: the longing 

to discover one's true self, to unify one's life and its 

profound energies, of both the body and the spirit, and to 

extend this unity to all things. 

Towards the end of his life, Yang-ming expressed the 

fulfilment of all his desires in the discovery of lianq­

£bib, and, by that count, of his having transcended the 

Taoist quest for immortality in the following poem,33 

which presents a summary of his personal evolution I 

Immortality I merely envy 

Lacking pills and money 

Famous mountains I have combed, 

Till my temples yield silken hairs. 

My light body fettered by sm:ti (nien £~ )34 

Daily move I farther from Tao, 

Awakened suddenly, in the middle of life, I find 

the 

Pill of Nine Returns35 

No need for oven, nor for tripod, 

Why seek I k'an-r~ and why li ~~ 36 

No end is there, nor beginning. 

So too, for birth and death--

The magicians' wise words 

Only increase my doubts; 

Confusedly these old men 

Transmit arts difficult and complex, 
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In me is Ch'ien (Heaven), in me K'un (Earth) 

I need not seek elsewhere--
The thousand sages pass as shadows, 

Liang-chih alone is my guide. 37 

Yang-ming and Buddhism 

As philosophy, Buddhism had long been on the decline 

before the time of Yang-mingo Fusion with Taoism Led 

to gradual loss of identity on both sides, effecting, 

thorefore a deeper permeation of certain ideas ana prac­

tices. in the lives of people, both high and low. The 

"mirror image", so frequently used by the Ch'eng-Chu 

philosophers as well as by Yang-ming, and the teaching 

t.hat "the emotions of the sage are in accord with a 11 
things and yet he himse If has no emotions", can be traced 

back to chuang-tzu38 as well as to Hui-neng, to Wang pi 
as well as to seng_chao,39 The doctrine of T'ien-li jen-

yg I\.. ~'f' t- l;;Jz and the emphasis on restoring 
the luminous "principle of Heaven" in one's nature through 
the purification of self from all passions and selfishness, 

resembles the Buddhist teaching of the restoration of 

one's "Buddha-nature" from attachment to / passion or klesa, 

but can also be traced back to 

"return" to original nature. 40 
Lao-tzu's idea of the 

And yet, in spite of his 

stronger recorded contracts with Taoism, Yang-ming has been 

accused of being a Ch'an Buddhist in aisguise more often 

than for his Taoist connections, This can be raadily 

understood from the greater antagonism of "orthodox" 

Confucianism against "alien" Buddhist teachings, which had 

made of the word Ch'an the target of all attacks. It is 
also due to the fact that Ch'an Buddhism, had, in fact, a 

stronger appeal for the more speculative persons than the 

practical Taoist quest for "immortality". 

An exhaustive treatment of Buddhist influences on 

Yang-ming's philosophy ,,,ould also be difficul.t. if only 

because 

said. 41 
these can be det.ected in almost everything he 

His highly integrated and very unitary thinking 
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is an excellent illustration of the T'ien-t'ai and Rua­
yen teachings which saw unity in multiplicity, "One in 

ALl and At 1 in One". We have mentioned. in pass ing, 

certain traces of Buddhist influence in Yang-ming's 
thought. ,'Ie shaLl speak now only of his conscious atti­

tudes towards Buddhism, as these have been expressed in 

his writings and recorded conversations, moving from his 

objections to Buddhism on to his accommodation of certain 

truths which lie at the core of Ch~ doctrine, as well as 

his employment of quasi-Buddhist techniques in teaching 

his disciptes. 

Like many Chinese thinkers, one ofYang-ming's 

objections to Buddhism was based on its alien origin. In 

a memorial which he addressed to Emperor wu-tsuog but never 

submitted, he counselled the Emperor against the sending 

of envoys to Tibet for the purpose of looking for learned 
Buddhist Masters, After praising the Emperor's good 

intentions of seeking for "the way of Buddhism in order to 

save ••• the myricd people under Heaven [from] their suffer­

ings". He added that the same goal could be achieved by 

learning from the Confucian sages: 

P'or Buddha was the sage of the barbarians, just as 

[our] sages were the Buddhas of China. In the 

barbarian, lands, the teachings of Buddha can be 
used for the instruction and reformation of the 

ignorant and stubborn. In our own country, we 

ou gnt' natura lly to use the Way of the sages to 

educate and transform [our people]. This is like 

using horses and carriages for land travel and 

boats for crossing the seas. If, living in 

China, we [make ourselves] disciples of Buddhism, 

it witl be like crossing the seas in horses and 

carriages •••• 42 

He explained to the Emperor how he himself had abandone6 

the study of Buddhism, after realising the greatness of 

the "Way of the sages". Be pointed out that Siddharta lived 

a shorter life than either Yao or Shun, and said that 
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resort to oracles and charms haa been condemned by 

orthodox Buddhists themselves as "heresies and perversities ". 

He exhorted the emperor to devote his anergy to the quest 

of 'Confucian ideals, promising that with such a quest, the 

"supreme happiness of the West will be in front of your 
eyes ", 43 

Much more frequently, however, Yang-ming criticise.p 

Buddhist teachings and practices for their "selfish" 

orientat.ions. He saM, for example, 'chat the Confucians 

do not separate 'chemselvss from affairs and things when 

they nourish~, but do so only in a spontaneous and 

natural ~.;~.y, measuring the efforts according to times and 

occasions, 'ine Buddhists, however, preach the &}:;andonment 

of all affairs and things, regard ~ as illusion, and 

lead man to a state of emptiness and void, without giving 

any attention to life in the world. For this reason, 

Buddhism cannot contribute to the goverm",,'nt of the wor ld" 

'fb his disciple Huang Chih, Yang-ming sC'id: 

The Buddhists are afrajd of the burden involved in 

the father-son relationship and so run away from it. 

They are afraid of the burden involved in the ruler­

minister relationship and so run away from it. 

The"! are afraid of the burden involved in the 

husband-wife relationship and so run away from it. 

They do all this because [these] .•• relationships 

involve attachment to phenomena •• oWe Confucians accept 

the father'-son re ).ationship and fulfil this 

[res pons ibi 11 ty ] with hurnani ty. We accept the ru ler-­

minister relationship and fu~fil it with righteousness. 

We accept the husband-,,,ife relationship and fu lfi 1 

it with attention toche separate functions it in­

volves. 'iVnen have we been attached to these •... 
relationships,,44 

He w,ent on to say that the Confucians accept the 

father-son relationship and fulfil it with the humanity 

it deserves, 'l'hey accept the ruler-subject relationship 

and fu1fil it with the righteOUsness proper to it. They 
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accept the husband-wife relationship and fulfil it with 

attention to the separate duties involved. There is, 
therefore, no inordinate attachment. 45 

Yang-ming's language abounds with Buddhist allusions, 

to a greater extent than that of the Ch'engs. Chu Hsi and 

even Lu Chiu-yuan. He openly identified liana-chih to the 
Buddhist "ultimate reaUty"--the pen-lai mien_mu. 46 He 

quoted with approval. the famous line from the Diamond 
J-

.§lltra: "Yin wu-suo-chu erh sheng-ch'i;::bsin Il!, ~ ~II ~i 
,JiV If '* 10' ,,47 These two facts alone gave rise to 
much criticisms, since they showed acceptance of a fun­

oamental truth of Ch'an metaphysics as well as of its 

"methodology" of inner enlightenment. 
be point_(~d out that in both instances, 

It must, however. 
he did so only in 

passing mention, in answer t,o a disciple's letter. 

Yang-ming also manifested a certain fondness for using 

quasi-Buddhist techniques in instructing his disciples. 
by means of parables and riddles--even what 
inso luble Ch' an ridd le I kunq-an I ~ tkl. c, --1, 

resembled the 

[Japanese: 

koanJ. For example, when asked by Hsiao Hui how selfish 

desires are to be overcome. he replied in a manner 
r-eminiscent of the patriarch Hui-k I 0 

!fji J{, (486-593) 

speaking to his disciple and later successor, Seng-ts'an 
.\.1' .~~ 

~rg ~ (ft. 592)! "Give me your selfish desires, and 
I shall overcome them for you". 48 

To Liu Kuan-shih ~l ~ ~ who questioned him 

on the state of equilibriumbefore emotions are aroused, 

Yang-ming also answered with a parable taken from a 

collection of Ch'an stories: "I cannot tell you this any 

more than a dumb man can tell you about the taste of the 

bitter melon he has just eaten. If vou want to know it, 

'lOll will have to eat the ••• melon YOtlrself.".49 

Yang-ming made generous use of Buddhist allusions 

especially in his poems. It is for this reason that Ch'en 

Chien, in Hsueh-pu t'unq pien. cited many of Wang's poems 

to demonstrate the extent of Buddhist influence on his 

philosophy. Wang visualised his own role of prophet 

world of inert men in one such poem;Owhere he relied 
to o­

very 
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much on Buddhist imagery' 

The whole world is drowned in sleep, 
But the lonely man--who is it~--by chance still sober 

Cries aloud but cannot stir the others. 

Who stare at him in great astonishment. 

Calling him mad, they rise up 

Only to surround him and belabour him. 

The waters of Chu and Ssu coverec the pfla 1s of the 

Golden Bell,51 

'l'he rivers Lien and Lo carried faint voices. 52 

who is sounding the poison-painted drum,53 

While the hEarers rEmain dull and unrEsponsive? 

Alas, what are you all intent on doing. 

Going about, toi ling so rest less ly? 

How can you be made to hEar this drum, 

~Ihich can opr.an your innate intelligencel?54 

Il"deed, the line which divides the authentic disciple 

of the sages from the Ch'an Buddhist is a very narrow one, 

Yang-ming knew that those scholars, like himself. who were 

interested in the inner cultivation of mind-and-heart, were 

frequently accused of being Ch'an Buddhists in Confucian 

disguise. He has now given his own criterion for "orthodoxy": 

the sense of social responsibility. He has described the 

Buodhists as selfish men, concernec only with their own 

salvation, and not with that of SOCiety at large. They dre 

escapists who run away from these responsibilities which 

hind a man to his family, his country, and the world. The 

Confucians, however, seek to "develop his mind-and-heart 

to completion, by regarding Heaven-and-Earth and all things 

as one body", They are not merely satisfiGc with the 

performance of their own duties. 'They a Iso des ire to 

rectify atl that ie amiss in the proper network of human 

relationships which make up the world. "When he finds 

affection in his father-son relationship, but knows it to 

be 'lacking for others in the world, he will not consider 

his mind-ana-heart to be fully ceveloped.... When his own 
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family is well fed and warmly clad, and has leisure for 

enjoyment, but he knows there are others in the world who 

have not these essentials of life and advantages, can he 

expect them to have affection, righteousness, differentiation 

of duties and faithfulness~ •••• This shows that his mind­

and-heart is not yet fully developed. Cn that account, he 

sets up laws and govE,rnment, and dispens(~s rites, music 

and education, in order that these may promote and contribute 

to the completion of htmself and of others, through the full 

development of his mind-and-heart. ,,55 

Thus. there is a broad view of what is "mind-culture", 

as well as a narrow one. The Confucians take the broad 

outlOOk, embraCing the world and all things in his vision 

and in his practice of humanity, the Ch'an Buddhists adhere 

to the narrow view, and, in the end, fail to save themselves. 

The Real Heretics 

In the final analysis, Yang-ming considered as the worst 

enemies of the school of sages, not the Buddhists and 

Taoists. but the "mediocre scholars" of his own days. He 

compared these scholars to Yang Chu and Mo l'i, and himse lf 

to Mencius, who condemned them as "heretics" and exposed 

the fallacies of their teachings. While Mo Ti supposedly 

erred in preaching a universal love which went too far in 

the practice of humanity, and Yang Chu erred in advocating 

an egoism which went too far in the practice of righteous­

ness, Yang-ming considered that the scholars of his days 

who trrat0d the study of Confucian doctrines merely as a 

means of personal advancement on the official ladder to be 

teachers neither of humanity nor of righteousness. 56 He 

considered that their misinterpretations of true doctrine 

mislead others and hinder the progress of those persons 

sincerely interested in the way, turning them rather to the 

study of Taoism and Buddhism, the teachings of which, he 

claimed, were in fact superior to those of th(~ mediocre 

Confucians. 'rhus, the decline of Confucianism should be 

blamed on the renegade scholars who purported to be the 

disciples of the sages rather than on the other "Two Teach­

ings".57 
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All his life, Yang-ming showed his great abhorrence for 
such ro/pocrites, who paid lip service to the words of the 
sages. while contradicting them by their manner of Ufe. 
If, on the one hand, even Buddhists and Taoists possess 
valid insights into the true Way. on the other, the false 
doctrine of tho wor 1d ty scho tars is to the, tX"UG teaching 

of the sagGs what ~ jade, is to jade. 

There is only one Tao,... The medioc?'e Confucian 
scho'l.ars alL start from a partial view of it, 
and embel Ush their irr.as,;'" with comparisons alld 
imitations. giving expresoion to it through 
d.ivisions of chapters and senter,ces and borrowed 
explanations. They are used to such practices, 

which can instil enough self-confidence, producing 
sections and items which give them a sense of 
make-belief security, with which they can deceive 
themselves and others, remai,ling in this pitfaLL 

for a whole Ufe-time without rea Using it. 58 

The root of their evil, however. is less the fragmentary 
nature of their insights than the moral ba:").icruptcy of 
their intentions. It i.. se lfishr.Gss which ctOt:'t'upts their 

knowledge, and e;, Lists tneir/.earning in ser".vice of 
hypocrisy. 

The width of their knowLedge of memorised texts mereLy 
serves to increase their pride. The wGatth of learning 
they possess mereLy contributes to their eviL actions, 
The breadth of information they have accumulated by 
hearing and s0eing merely helps them to indulge in 
arguments. Their s1<i 11. il, pros e-, .. r i ting mere Ly 

covers up their hypocrisy ,59 

Yang-ming repeated his conck"rnnation of the mediocre 

Confucians in his "lnquiry into the Q.:£.~l~.in'l". He 
criticised first and foremost t::10S8 penple who did not 

realise that the highest good :'8 ~lahen:nt in Jl§.:!.!2,_ but 
exercised their sel-fish ideas and their cunning to look 

for it outside, with the belief that every event and 
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every thing or object must be thoroughly investigated 

before virtue can be known and practised, "In so doing, 

th,)y obscurE, the law of right and wrong. [causing the 

mind-and-heart. to become] concerned with fragmentary and 

isolatEld details, [until] selfish desires become rampant 

and the 'principle of Heaven' is lost. In this way. the 

teaching of manifesting virtue and of loving the people 

[Of the Great Learning] is thrown into confusion in' 

the who te world". 60 

He followed this up with a much milder criticism of 

the "Buddhists and Taoists", "who wanted to manifest 

their clear virtue, but did not know how to abide in the 

highest good, but press their minds and hearts to something 

too lofty, thus losing themsE,lves in illusions and empti­

ness, and refusing to be at all concerned with social 

responsibilities toward the family, the country and the 
world".61 

ThE) opportunists, or the promoters of "prof i t and gain", 

corne next under fire. These wanted to love the people, 

but Cl(id not know how to abid e in the highest good. And so 

they sank their minds in base and trifling tricks, losing 

all feeling of humanity and commiseration. 62 

Yang-ming's at.titude toward the mediocre Confucians 

wa e not lost on those who were thfo object of his criti­

cisms. On their part, these scholars never ceased to 

launch counter-attacks of heresy and of faLse ~earning 

against Yang-ming himself. They pestered and persecuted 

him al ~ during his life and even after his death. Yang­

ming's student. Ch'ien Te-hung, has testified to this fact. 

Our Teacher was, during his whole life, the object 

of criticisms, slander, intrigues and other attempts 

to destroy him, He survived the dangers of ten 

thousand deaths. Yet he a lways kept himse If busy 

and never relaxed his effort of teaching, lest we 

might fail to hear the real Way, and fall into the 

pitfalls of worldly honour and profit and unpr.inci­

pled opportuni,J , and degenerate unconsciously to 

the manners of barbarians and beasts ••••• 63 
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Yang-mingls sentiments regarding Taoist and Buddhist 
teachings as well as mediocre Confucian scholarship, to­
gether with his view of his own doctrine, have been well 
summarised in a poem which he wrote for his discipLes 
Wang Chia-hsiu and Hsiao Ch'i. He saysl 

Student Wang wishes also to cultivate life, 
Student Hsiao is an admirer of Ch'an Buddhism. 
From several thousand l! away 
They come to ch l U_yang,64 to pay respects. 

My Way is neither Buddhist nor Taoist--
simple, direct and open, 

It gives nothing deep and mysterious, 
Listening first with mixed doubt and belief, 
They find their hsin finally revealed. 55 

After d.welling upon the need of "polishing the mirror 

[9f lll!!!:l]. he goes on to decry the state of learning in 
his own times as being superficial I 

The pursuit of worldly learning resembles the 
cutting of festoon, 

It serves as decoration, it curls over extended 
lengths. 

Leaves and branches are all present, entwined-­
Yet powerless to give life.66 

The gentleman's learning. on the other hand-­
Digs for itself roots, deep and firm. 
sprouts come forth gradually. 
strength and prosperity will come from 67 Heaven. 

Yang-ming describes his Way as "neither Buddhist nor 
Taoist", It is simply that which leads to the "revelation" 
of minds-and-hearts, of the true and universal !s.2 which 
is already present in all men. 

The New Criterion 

For Yang-ming, "virtue" is that which. is universally 
present in ordinary men and women. Heresy (yi-tuan). on 
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the other hand, is that by which one diverges from this 

universal "virtue". 68 He was anxious, therefore, that no 

exterior criterion be set up for truth and orthodoxy and 

the quest for sagehood, which should discourage people 

from its pursuit. He said of his disciple Lu Ch'eng, for 

example. that Lu was too concerned with questions of 

textual. understanding. "If one has faith in lianq-chih 

and maJ<es effort on ly [to extend] liang-chih. one wi 11 
find that the thousand classics and canons will all conform 

to it and all heretical doctrines ••• will be destroyed 

when measured against it. ,,69 

For Yang-ming, liang-chih is the only criterion of 

truth, just as its extension to the utmost is the only 

reguisi te for the attainment of sagehood. He he Ld up this 

criterion especially in opposition to that of classical 

learning, and to all intellectual endeavour which he 

classified as "knowledge through seeing and hearing". He 

also recalled to Nieh Pao the experiences of Confucius 

himself during life-time--how he had been criticised, 

ridiculed, slandered, denounced and insulted. "people 

lilce the gate-keeper [of Shih-men 1 rj ] and the basket­

carrier, [conSidered] at the time to be virtuous men, said 

of [Confucius] that 'he knows a thing cannot be done and 

still wants to do i·t', and that 'he is contemptible and 

obstinate, and should stop seeking [official serVice] when 

no one really knows him'. Even his disCiple Tzu-lu.-1}~ 
rebuked him for going to see a woman of i 11 repute ".70 And 

yet--Yang-ming reasone:d--t.he !'laster could not but act as 

he did, because, as a sage, "his humanity regarded Heaven 

and Earth and all things as one body". 71 Confucius was so 

keenly aware of his responsibilities toward the world that 

he could not abandon his desires and attempts to serve 

other men, even though he was being thwarted at every step. 

Such a mind coulr3 only be appreciated by the mind of 

another sage, by someone else who was also one with Heaven 

and Eart.h and a 11 things. 

Yang-ming declared that he had the same ~ as 

Confucius--he felt· the same urgent responsibility to save 
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a world which wa'5 proceeding head long on a course which can 

only bring it dest.ruction. If this attitude of his shouLd 

cause people to consider him insane, it did not matten After 

all, thisWas the insanity of a !nan who was willing to run 

the danger of drowning himse if to save others who were 

sinking and falling down an abyss. liThe minds (hsin) of 

all the; people in the world an; my mind (hsin) also. If 

there are people in the world who are insane, how can I 

not be insane also? If ther(0 are people who ha'.re lost 

their minds, how can I not lose my mindi?,,72 He W6tlt on 

to excuse himself for having the boldness of comparing 

himself to Confucius: 

How dare such an unworthy person as I regard the 

Way of the I'laster to be my own responsibi 11 ty? 

However, to some extent, I realise in my mind that 

there is [the same] sickness and pain in my own 

body, and so I look everywhere for someone who may 

be able to help me, with whom I may discuss ways 

and means of removing this sickness and pain. If 

I can rea lly find heroic men who have the same 

ambitions, in order to help one another to promote 

the spreading of the learning of liang-chih in the 

world ... and bring about a state of Great Unity 

[Ta-t 'ung], then my insanity should cf,rtain Ly be 

cured allot a sudden, and I can finally avoid 

losing my ~ •••• 73 

Is it. after all. the Classics, together with the 

officially approved commentaries, that define the meaning 

of wisdom and point out the way toward its acquisition, 

or is it rather the sage, the man who has succeeded in 

finding and hecoming his "true self", the man who knows 

no deceit, whose mind-and-heart has become completely 

identified with the true and the good and the beautiful, 

who fixes the criteria for true wisdom and authentic 

learning? And, if the sage, the man qualified to write 

new Classics, is the best arbiter of matters orthodox and 
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heretical, the best judge of true and false wisdom, can 

one not say, with Yang-ming, that he is so by right of, 
and through the use of, that which makes him a sage: his 

liang-chih? And again, is not this liang-chih present in 
every man, the seed oL possi'ble greatness and sageliness, 

the criterion of its own movements, the authority for its 

own beliefs, and its own wisdom? 

In a series of four poems written for the instruction 

of his disciples. Yang-ming has expressed for us his ideas 

of liana-chih 1'.s t.ne criterion of true doctrine and of 

wisdom, a criterion which can be compared to the authority 

of Confucius himself, the sage par excelLence, to that of 
the Taoist text, the Ts'an-t'ung ch'i, which "tallies the 

ideas of the Confucian Book of Changes with those of the 

Taoist classic, Lao-tzu",74 and to the mariner's compass, 

He refers also to the Buddhist quest for tranquillity, 

saying that the supra-sensory experience of the self 

contains within itself the higher experience of that 

ultimate reality which is "the ground of Heaven and Earth 

and all things", 

Confucius resides in every man's .b.§.!!:: 

Hidden by distractions of ears and eyes. 

The real image being now discovered, 

No longer suspect your liang-chih 

Why, sir, are you always agitated: 

Wasting efforts in the world of sorrows-­

Do you not know the sages' word of power: 

Liang-chih is your Ts'an-t'unq ch'i 

In every man there is a compass. 
His mind-and-heart is the seat of a thousand 

transforlP.ations. 

Foolishly, I once saw things in reverse: 
Leaves and branches I sought outside. 

The soundless, odour less moment of solit"'-ry 

knowledge. 75 

Contains the ground of Heaven, Earth and all beings. 
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Foolish is he who leaves his inexhaustible treasure, 

with a bowl (t'o-pen 1-b~ ) moving from Cloor to 

door, imitating the beggar. 76 

Lianq-chih, indeed, begins with the self and brings 

one back to the self. In doing so, however, it also 

enriches the self, expanding ano ClE"epening it until it is 

fully cognisant of its own 9reatness and depth, wbich is 

no less than t.he great.ness and t.he depth of Heaven-and­

Earth and tb.e myriad things. 
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Not.es to Chapter VII 

1 'iI'i'IKC 3 g 142b; Chan, Instructions, 220. Allusion to 
l'lenC'IilS 61\,8, regarding how men's hearts (hsin) agree in 
approving of virtue, and adding, "the sages only appre­
hended before me the t which my hsin shares with other men". 
See Legge, Clas~, v. 2, 406-40';:-

2 See Y,K. Shryock, l'he ..Q':£2:sJl1S al1sLQ£vGlc>J2!Il~Lof the 
state .C£1Lof Confucius, (NEM York, 1966), 183-189. 

3 The movement of ama 19amation of Confuci",n, Buddhist and 
~_raoist ideas began early!! especial.ljT v.lit.h interact5 .. ons 
bet,.;reen Taoism and Buddh:l.sm, in both their teachj.ngs and 
practices. See T'anq, fo-chiao shih, 87-120~ Maspero, 
}e TaoisIT;G, 185-199,' E-. Zlirche-:r, The Buddhist Conquest of 
Chinaj-\l,eiden, 1959), v, I, 288-9, 309-319. I agree 
wIti1'ZHrcher that the distinction made between "philosophi­
cal" and "popular" or religious 'raoism is misleading, 
si!~?e it:, sU'il'ges~s a dc;ctri:-,:,l d:iff.erenc;e acc~mpa::,:l:e~l by a 
soc~al cLstJ.nctlon o HG cl,nms chat hsuan .. hsueh 0- ":f 
(profounrJ Learning), sometimes ca 11ed "Neo-Taoism", so 
dominant in the Wei-Chi::1 t.imes, was act.ually a Confucian 
recasting of early Taoist phi losophy, "yhicrl has drastica). Ly 
re-interpretecl the 0 Ld Taoist doctrines. The fusion of 
Bud6hist and 'raoist j.deas in the sung times has already 
been described in Ch. I. Chu Hsi IS phllosophica 1 synt.hesis 
as well as Lu Chiu-·yUan IS ri va L thoughl: bot') embod ied a 
fUsion of the "'l'hree Ways", Yang-ming certainly took 
another, :firmer step toward that direction, with an open 
admission of his thoughts on this subject. As for Later 
developments in the Ning dynasty, especially the conscious 
amaj.gamation of the "Three Ways" on the part of scholars, 
frequentl:¥ influenced by Yang-.ming's philosophy, see Sakai 
'l'adao, ~huqOku zenshu no kenkVl! [A Study of Chinese Hora li ty 
BOOkS], ('I'okyo~ 1960), 226-304, passim., and Prof. Liu 
Ts'un-van's article, "T"in Chao-en", 253-278, and AraJd 
Kengo o- Il Minmatsu ni okeru Ju Butsu. chowaron no seikaku," 
[on the 'l'hought of the Late Fing .Era es Revea led in the 
Attempts._ a t Harmony B.o:tween Confud.Clnism and Buddhism J ' 
Nippon Chugoku gaJ::l<cliho XVIII (1966). 2J. 0-224. 

4 Wl;-)KC 3, 1561 

" ~ ,';!lIKe I: 701'1 j Chan, .Instructions. 40-41. 

6 \f.TWKC;:). g 70b; Chan, InstrucU.ollli!. 41-42. Yang-ming Has 
citing from the Appendix to the Book of Changes. See Chou·· 
ti chenq'-yij' 7::7b; Lagge, t:r~, yi Kingjl 355,-356. See 
also Yang-rning' s "LE!tte:c ·to ",'sou Shon-yi, (1526), WWKC 6, 
212b. 

7 ,-IWKC 34, 958a-b. 

8 ~JWKC 34: 959b-960a. See also l;vLCC, "San-shan U-tae lu." =- J, i ;,~ ~ 1 g 19a-b., vlang Chi said that -yang-m~ngl s 
teaching on lianq-cj1iI-l can be considerec1. as the opening 
in-to all "Three Teachings". 
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9 ~ 3 cj, 960a. 

10 See Liu Ts'un-yan, "wang Yang-ming yu Tao-chiao", [wang 
Yang-ruing and Taoism], written for yamei qaku daikei [A 
Compendium of Yang-ming's Philosophy] to be published in 
Japan, 1971-2. I helVe used Professor Liu' s private manu­
script. 

11 According to Shao-hsinq fu-chih [Shao-hsing Prefecture 
Gazetteer J. compo by Hsiao Liang-kan et a 1., and pub Lished 
in 1586, 2bll1b. This was the name of the Prefecture. . 
InCidentally, the compiler, Hsiao Liang-kan, was a discipLe 
of ('iang Chi. See~, Preface, 3a, 

12 This letter t.o T' ung is in WliiKC 21: 634b-635a. 

13 .D?ld. yang-ming's own prayer for rain on this occasion 
is givtm in ~ 25, 723. AaHelichose to pray at Nan-chen, 
a place east of K'uai-chi'~ +~ ,probably on account of 
the temple there dedicated to the sage E,r(!~rerYu. . S8e 
Chechianq t'ung-chih, [Chekiang Gazetteer]. (1899 ed., 
Shanghi'li reprint, 1934), 1, 210-4. 

14 WWKC 21. 638a-b. Not.e that thes" two an, the earliest 
extant letters of Wang Yang-ming, and that 1508 was the 
year of Yang-min'] I s en lightenment. Noreover, this letter 
testifies to Yang-ming's weak health. At the time he 
wrote it, he was only thirty-four YGars oLd. Certainly, 
this letter, 3S also the previous one to T'ung, prove 
Yang-ming's repudiation of the Taoist quest for physical 
immortality or the prolongation of life. 

... ,;,' 
15Kuanc,_ch I eng-tzu J~ loX" j- was a lElgendarx immorta 1-
who supposeely lived in the K'ung-t'ung oiI't} illlil,! mountain 
and was visi t,,(! by t.he Yellow Emperor who asked for his 
aoviuJ concer.l1ing the way of immortality. See Chuang-tzu, 
"Tsai-yu" It if'l rLet it Be] 4. 18a, Eng. tr. by Burton 
Watson. op.cit., 118-120. 

16 lE!,£. Yang-ming considers theSE! TaOist sages as men 
specially endowed with a propensity for long Ufe. This 
differs from his teaching--already crystallised in 1508,-­
concerning Confucian sagehood which can be acquired by 
all who oevote themselves to its quest. The obvious 
difference is that between "preternatural" longevity and 
human fulfilment in i'I life of virtue. See his lett6r to 
Lu Chi eng, written in 1521 [Ww~C 5. 199] where he includes 
pleng Keng t:;. 4~ ,a legendary-immortal who lived during 
the Bsia and Shang dynasties, in this same category. 

17 This,~s Siom an Epilogue (dat~d_l078) written by Chang 
Po-tuan S~ ]8 X1r1J [Chang pI ir:9-shu 5fk.>I" {~ 983-1082], and 
is inCluded in Tao-tsanq ;;~ i#iv [abbrev. as TT], 64, 
Epilogue, lb. See also L1uT~lun-yan. "Taoist Self-culti­
vation in Ming Thought." in de Bary, ed., Self and SOCiety 
in Ming Thought, 311-5. 
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18 ~S~ 5: 199b. 8E;e SKT".l, op.cit .. 28:88. " ,. 
For his life, seE) "Yuan Ch'iu Ch'u-chi Nien-p'u," ;LJ): 
Jf.~"Jj-~t [Chronological Biography of Ch'iu Ch'u-chi of 
th;""kuan Dynasty] in Yao Ts'ung-wu, Tung-rei-shih lun­
!slung, [on the History of the North-east ('Taipei I 1959), 
v. 2, 214-276. 

19 Ch I en Chih-hsu f't" Zk. Ai ,a Lias Shans-vang-t,zu J:: I'f;.}- , 
who campi led the book, Chin-tan ta-vao 1j;..:Jt 1\.r 
[Essentia Is of :the Go iden Pi n ] in 1335. See Liu Ts I un­
yan, "}ling- ju yu Tao-chiao" ['Taoism and Neo-Confucianists 
in Ming tim<'Js] in Hsin-ya hsUs,h-j.:lao, VIII (1967), 4. 

20 The preference for Bodhidharma and Hui-mmg was based 
on their exemplification of a high mora 1 character. Both 
were then considered also as Immortats by the Taoists. 
However, Ch'en Chien said that this letter shows Yang-ming's 
constant desire to reconcile the "Three Teachings". See 
HsUeh-pu t'ung-pien, 9, 4a. 

21 
WWK~ 21. 638b. 

22 Ihid. Ch'en Chien criticised Yang-ming particularly 
for sayIng that Yen Hui was still alive. See HSlleh-pu 
t'ung-pien, 9: 4a-b. 

23 WWKC 51 199a-b. The references are to the Doctrine of 
the Mean, ch. 1. 

24 ~ 5: 199b. 

25 ~f 20: 606a. Chang Po-tuan promoted the fusion of 
retigious Taoism and Ch I an Buddhism through practices of 
"internal alchemy", See Wetch, The Parting of the Way, 
147-148. 

26 
A play on words. For a textual discussion of wu-chen 

p'ien, its three commentaries. and their authors, see 
Liu Ts'un-yan, "Tao-tsang Wu-chen p'ien san-chu pien-wu," 
[on the Ed ition of the Combinc!c Three Commentaries on the 
Wu-chen plien in the Taoist canon], Tung-hsi wen-hua 
(East-west Culture) xv (1968), 33-41. One of the three 
commentaries is attributed to Hsueh Tao-kuang f! iL'0 
[Hsueh Tzu-hsien ~1 ~ fl. 1106]. '1 

27 See above, n. 26. 

28 Ch'an Buddhists spoke of "fake" Ch'an Buddhists as 
"Wild-cat Ch'an", aUuding to the story of the punishment 
inflicted on a Buddhist monk who had given an incorrect 
answer in speaking to his Master and had to go through 
a series of transmigrations, becoming a wild-cat after 
500 such lives before liberating himself. See Wu-ming, 
Lien-teng hui-vao 4;ZOkuzOkyo,lst coil., pt. 2 B case 9, 
248a. The name was frequently given to the 'r'ai-chou 
branch of the Yang-ming school in late IVling, for their 
obvious Ch'an sympathies and to signify contempt. 
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29 

30 ~ 2: 123; Chan, lllstructions, 173-)+. 
In a letter to Nieh Pao, written in 1526 he thus m~Qe 

use of certain lines from M~nciu& 2A: 2: ' 

Now, if one does not devote himself to the task of 
l1ahlays doing something" but clings j.n ,a Vacuum 
to "not forgetting" and ('not asslsting", it is like 
heating the pot to cook rice without first putting 
in 'vater and rioo 1 but concerltrat:tng only on putting 
in fuel and startl,ng the fire" I do not know' what 
kind of' thing lifOuld be cooked in this way. I fear 
that before T,he tntensity of the fire can be adjusted, 
the pot USBlf will already have cracked. 
The parab18 0f the pot ar.J of cooking is ob-viously an 

allusion to Taoist cultivatien that connected l"ith the 
"Golden PilI", ';rhether internai or extGJ.'nal. Sse Chang _ 
P o~ tuan., W_u~ Cb;9~~!,l chuc s'1 [c ommentary on XJ:no::'.9heR.P' i."enl, 
in T'T LXI; It: 9b, given in L:i::i'Ts lu~yan, "'Wang Yang-ming 
yCi Ta~ chiao," manuscript ropy. The term ,Lil~,ll;;;~J".l"M if, 
translated by Chan Wing_tsit as "prime essence", I say 
"prime sperm" to indicate Taoist allusions. 
31 The questioner 

32 According to Chou Tun-yi's _~~hi-t'u shuo: "T'ai-ch:i, 
generates Yll.J1g through movement. When this acti vi ty 
reaches its limit, it beccmes tranquiL Through tranquil-
11,ty T I ai-chi generates the ,;[,;1n, 1tJhen tranquillity 
reaches its limit, activity begins again. Thus movement 
and tranquillity alternate and become the root of each 
other; giving rise to the distinction of Y;!-)2 and y'aUg." 
See SY'l11\ 12: la-2b. Eng. tr. adapted frcm de Bary, "SO\,[1:C8S, 
45'8. That Yang~ming Was referring to Chou's cosmology is 
supported also by the discussion in arother part of this 
letter, sometimes classified as a separate letter j };I1iJKQ 2: 
108a; ChanjInstruc~j,on§.j 137-138, 

33 See It.'WKC 20: 
34 

35' 
Smrti is the --

632b for 

Sanskrit 

the poem, 

word for recollection or thoug.'lt. 

!hese words as 4 ~.Sln 1md l:i.? tak.en frcm the 1309§~9f 
Chanoes had specific mean:ings in Taoist metheds of self_ 
cuItba:honj referring to alchemy related to the quest for 
the "ext;ernal" or "i.nternal" elixjxs. See Liu, ,mTaoist Self­
cultivation in Ming Thought," in de Bary, Self anil..Jl,2cijitYj 
293, 
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37 See Chao T'ai-tingM~~ (fl.l570), Mai-wang [on 
Conducting Breath-circulation J. TSCC ed., 4jlj: l,J where the 
author quotes his father, Chao Chen-chi lZt!... ~ ~ (l508-
1576),oisciple of wang Chi, saying that lianq-chih "was 
heretical doctrine" during the reign perioo of ChI eng­
hua ~ Ai (1464-1487) and only became acceptable to 
Confucian scholars afterwards, 

38 
Chuanq-tzu 7, Sppy ed,. 3:19a; Burton 

tr •• op.cit •• 97. See also Demi~viLLe, "~e 
rituel," Sinoloqica I, (1948),117-1.21. 

Watson I S Eng. 
mirroir spi-

39 
See Ch.I,n.20. See also Fung, A Short History of 

Chinese Philosophy, 237-238, 287-288, ana Chao-lun,TSD 
No.1858, XLV, 152; Eng. tr. by ~iebenthal, op.cit.,56-57. 

40 MiyuJ<i, An Ana lysis of Buddhist Inf Luence, l05-UO. 

41 Yang-ming's extant writings and recorded conversations 
point to his wide knowledge of Buddhist scriptures and 
teachings. He was acquainted with the important texts of 
Mahayana Buddhism,. includin9iLth.e Saddharma pundarIka (Miao­
fa lien-hua ching ~~ ;! ~;r~ or Lotus sutra), the 
SUraflSl:am~ (~enq-yen ching ~ lIt _~~ ) .. the Va jracchedika 
prajna-Para~ lChi~-kang chi.!lq i' f~~Yf or Diamond 
sutra), !;he ~afJkavatara (Lenq-chia ching 1(f NN Fit ), the 
Parinirvana (Nieh-pl an ching ::€i .::f ,1~ "), the ytlan-
chtleh ching i~r ~ ili ("Perfect Enlightenment" sutra), 
and Hsi ytln's 'l::h uan-hsin fa-yao 1~ "'-"':1. ~ • 
He cited most frequently from the Llu-tsu ta-shih fa-pao 
t'an-ching. He was also familiar with the biographies of 
many eminent Ch I an monl<s and wi th their recorded d ia logues. 
alluding to the SaYingtOf Tsung-mi, Ch'eng-kuan 
(760jj,838), Ch'u-shih . .(~ (1290-1370), and Ch'i-sung 
J.K ~ (f1.1062). Ch en Chicn mcntioned in particular 

Yang-ming's knowledge of Ching-te ch'uan-ten£ lu [Hstleh­
pu t I unq-pien, 9: 4b]. See p, C. Hsil, Ethical l<ea Lism in Neo­
ConfuCian Thouqht, 145-148, See also Ch.II, n.73. 

42 WWKC 9: 279a-b, 

43 'A'WKC 9: 279b. 

44 WWKC 3:l36a-b; Chan, Instructions, 205. 

45 -
~. ,_see also Tokiwa Di"_ijo, Shina ni okeru BuklsY0 to 

Jukyo Dokyo, 456-470. Tokiwa pointed out how Yang-ming's 
way of uniting activity and tranquillity was opposed to 
the Euddhist quest for tranqui 1 Li ty alone. 

46 Letter to Lu Ch'eng, WWKC 2l109b-UOal Chan, ',nstruc--
tions, 141-142. See also Ch. VI, n.73. 

47 
~etter to Lu Ch' eng, ~<c 2:112b: Chan, Instructions. 

148. The quotation from the Diamond Sutra refers to the 
importancc of achieving a state of consciousness of the 
pure self (.£:!J:.1:.s!) which is not attached to rupa[matter or 
the six sense objects]. See above,Ch.IV,n.72. For criticisms 
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of Yang-mingo see Ch'en Chien, op.cit.,9:lb-3bl Chang 
Lieh,op.cit.,4:4b-5a. 

48 W1NKC 1 : 84a-b I Chan, Instructions, 79. Hui 1<' 0 
had responded in like manner to a disciple, by saying' 
"Give me your sins, and I shalt do penance for you." Soe 
Ching-te ch'uan-tonq lu, TSD No.2076,LI, 3:220. For a 
fuller discus.e:ion of Buddhist influence on Yang-ming, 
see Toldwa, .~, .:!it.,46L-466. 

49 Wl>1I<C 1:85bl Chan, Instructions, 82. Allusion to a 
parable from Yilan-wu (ft, 1125), Pi-yen lu [Records of 
the Green Cave],TSD No.2003,}~VIII,143a. 

50 For Chien Chien, see 9B,4i".-6a, lOa. This poem al­
so contains an allusion to the poet Ch' tl Yilan ~ Ji;r, 
(340~?-278 BC), ,~ho allegedly spoke of himself as the 
only sober man in a world of people fast asleep. See 
Shih-chi, 84:210. 

51 The Golden Bell is an allusion to the Chou-li FiijAt 
(Rites of Chou) where it describes the official post of 
a teacher of music. Yang-ming refers here to the teach­
ings of Confucius, a native of the state of LU,through 
which the waters of Chu and Ssu flow. See Chou-li Cheng­
chlllr Ri tes of Chou with Cheng Hsilan IS Corruncntary ] ,SPPY ed. 
"t"2i'Ba-9b. 

52 Reference to Chou Tun-yi and the two Ch'cngs. 

53 In the Mahaparinirvana sutra, there is a parable re­
garding a "poison-painted" drum, the sound of which 
killed all but one of the h""arers. It repnosents the 
teachings of the sutra itself, which can extinguish all 
covetous desires in men's hearts. [TSD NO.375,XII.66L]. 
In Chih-yi's (530-597) Commentaries on the Saddharma 
pundarika. there are references to two drums. the Heaven­
ly'onEi which is productive of good,and the poisoned one 
which is pr00uctive of evil. See Miao-fa lien-hua ching 
hstian-yi [The J.Vietaphysical Ideas of the Lotus sutra],TSD 
No.1716 ,XXXIII, 758, 76 L In Chih-yi' s Miao-fa lien-hua . 
chinq wen-chti [on the Sentences of the Lotus sutra],he 
refers to the "poisoned drum" as the symbol of the Buddha­
nature, which brings good to those who hear it.[TSD No. 
1718, XX:XIV, 141 ] 

54 This poem, written around 1524. is from l/IWKC 20,629. 

~5 (~JC!1' unq-hsiu Shan-yin hsien-hstleh chi," i ~%- tL ~ 
';I(l J'f; ·~U [cn.the ReCoOlotruction of the' Shan·ytn Fro-
f~lctUPll school] (L525),WWKC 7:252b. 

56 Letter to Lo Ch'in-shun, itJVJ}CC 2:1.19a. Chan, Inctruc­
tions, 163. "'or Hencius' conch:mmation of these two phi­
losophers, see Mencius 3B, 9, Yang-ming also J1lentioned the 
example of Han Yt.i. who combatted the Buddhists and Taoists. 
In comparing himself to Han, he obviously implied that 
the new"heretics" of his days were the mediocre adher8nts 
of the Ch I cnCj-Chu schoCll. 
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57 "Chu -tzu wan-nien ting-lun bsu ll
, WV1KC 3: 160a-b; 

Chan, Instructions, 265. Yang-mingls attitude was in 
accord with that of Lu Chiu-yuan, who had pointed out the 
incongruity of calling Buddhists and Taoists "heretics" 
(yi-tuan). in the name of continuing the teaching of 
Mencius, who had not known Buddhism and had not attacked 
Taoism. See ~ 13, Sa, 

58 Letter to Tsou Shou-yi, (1526), WWl<C 6: 212b-213a. 
There are five letters to Tsau, all da'ted 1526, This is 
the fourth letter. 

59 Letter to IfU Lin, "/WE 21 101b; Chan, Instructions, 
123. 

60 
~ 261 737a-b; Chan, Instructions, 274-5. 

61 Ibid. Earlier, Yang-ming had said that"tG rtlClnifos,t 
clearvIrtue" without al.so "ioving the people" is to fall 
into the error of the Buddhists and TaOists. See WWKC 1: 
75bl Chan, Instructions, 5b. ----

62 WWKC 26, 737h; Chan, Instructions, 275. 
By the opportunists, Yang-ming probably had in mind 

thE. people who were interested too much in statecraft as 
such, particularly, the Confucians who were much influenced 
by Legalist ideas of "enriching the state and strengthening 
the army", Although a soldier and statesman himself, he 
believed that such concrete and limited objectives shouLd 
always be made subject to the higher work of pursuing sage­
hood, 

63 
PrefacE', to Ch'uan-hsi lu, pt. 2, in ~ 21 88a; Chan, 

Instruction~, 90. In other words, Yang-ming advocated an 
authentic humanism, based on the self-perfecting hsin, in 
opposition to a false humanism, which pays lip service to 
moral ideals, but risks the loss of its hsin, through a 
pattern of behaviour which is not in accord with ~. 

64 Since mention is made here of Ch'u-yang, the poem was 
probably written in 1513 or 1514, during Yang-mingls 
sojourn there. 

65 Allusion here again to the gathas of Shen-hsiu and 
Hui-neng. Yang-ming makes use of a. known Bucldhist--and 
also Taoist--imagery to describe his Way, which he claims 
to be "neither Buddhist nor Taoist", 

66 

67 

68 

69 

70 

Reference to the study of classical exegesis. 

The poem is taken from WWKC 201 600a. 

~ 3: 142a-b; Chan, Instructions, 220, 

~ 21 113a; Chan, Instructions, 149, 

WWKC 2: 121b; Chan, Instructions, 169-170. The refer-
ence~e t.o llna Lects 141 41-42; 6: 26 [Legge, Classics, 
v. 1, 290-291; 193]. 
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~ 2: 121bl Chan, Instructions, 170. 

72 \i>iWKC 2! 121a-bl Chan, Instructions, 169. 

73 W1'11<C 2! 121 b-122a I Chan, Instructions, 171. Note that 
the Chinese word for "insanity" is again k'uanq, also 
trans lated in Ch. II as "mad ardour ". In describing his 
"insanity", however, Yang-ming compared himself to Confucius. 
hence revea ling his belief in his own charismatic mission. 
But this cannot be called pride, since he also beLieved 
in the universal caii to sagehood. 

74 This is the 1 itera 1 mE:aning of the book's title. 

75 A r<3ference to the Book of Odes, "'ra_ya" t.1~ "well-wang 
ohih-s:(1ih,l'Legge, tr •• Classics. v. 4, 431, where the 
"soundless, odourless" image refers to Heaven's operations. 
It is quoted in the Doctrine of the J'liean. eh. 33. where 
it refers to the practice of virtue in solitude. See 
Legge tr •• Classics, v. 1, 433. Chu Hsi used the same 
image in his commentary on Chou Tun-yi's T'ai-chi-t'u shuo 
to describe the T'ai-chi (Ultimate), whieh is also wu-chi. 
See CTYL, 941 Ib-2a. "SoLitary k.nowledge" refers t9 what 
is known to one person a lone. Sf"e Huai-nan-tzu. {() , 
SPPY ed •• IS! 16a. Together, the line alludes to the 
moment of enlightenment, which, as the next line reveals, 
is concE.,rneCi with the insight into the ultimatE, reality 
of the universe, See, for this interpretation, Chien 
Chien, Hsiieh-pu t' ung-pien, 9B: 5b.-

76 The poem is from M'iKC 20: 629a. The last line contains 
an obvious allusion to the mendicant Buddhist monk by his 
use of the words t'o-pen (Sanskrit: paindapatika, holding 
a bowl), See Hsu Chi uan-teng lu, [supplement to the Trans­
mission of the Lamp], ch, 10, TSD No. 2076, 1,11 527, Yang­
ming was criticising the practice of seeking perfection 
outside of oneself. As to the allusion in the previous 
line to the abandonment of one's OvTn inexhaustible tr8asurc~, 
this is ta]<en from Clling-te ch I uan-tenq lu, TSD No, 2076, LI. 
6:246, 



Chapter VIII 

CONCLUSION 

How perfect are the secret springs of Heaven and Earth! 
A divine abyss seFarates mad ardour(k'uang) aDd 

sagehood--
Truth and error diverge on an infinitesimal point,l 

As a study of the philosophy of Wang Yang-ming, with 
special reference to its "correctness· or "orthodoxy", the 
underlying polarity in the foregoing chapters of analysis 
has b8en that of "orthodoxy versus heterodoxy", I have 
pointed out the inherent ambiguity of the problem, with 

reference to the development of the Confucian tradition as 
a whole, and particularly with regard to the "Confucian 
versus Ch'an Buddhist" debate generally associated with 
the criticisms of Yang-mingls philosophy. But I have also 

indicated the presence of certain minor tensions within 
the broad controversy of the question of "orthodoxy",such 

as the "whole versus parts" and the "knowledge versus 
action" controversies. 2 Other tensions have also been 
touched upon. such as that between lll4 (the ''inner''. or con­

templative) and wai (the "outer", or active), between ~ ~~ 
(en'lightenment) and ~ 1'~ (cultivation), and, with 
greater relevance to the problem of orthodoxy. what may be 
called the tension between "self" and "authority", There 
is also a more fundamental dichotomy, that which Yang-ming 
sought espeCially to reconcile: between t'i (reality, or 

3 
the "metaphysical") and ~ (practice. or the "mora 1" ) , 

In this final chapter of critique and inquiry, it is 

my intention to reviEoM the results of !Try analysis in terms 
of these four final polarities. for the sake of bringing 
to 'light the many ambiguities related to the philosophy of 
Wang Yang-mingo This will not entail returning to pre­

Chlin Confucianism ana looking again at its historical 

evolution. I propose rather to examine at closer range 
the simiJarities and differences between the philosophy of 
Chu Hsi on the one side, and that of Wang Yang-ming on 

the other. referring back to the position of Lu Chiu-y6an. 

267. 
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Chu's contemporary and Wang's "mentor"--although separated 
from him by three hundred years of history-- whenever 

this seems helpful. 

Nei (the Inner) versus Wai (the Outer) 

At first sight, it may seem that LUIS attempt to in­

ternal-iss the whole pursuit of wisdom by his philosophy 
of a self-determining, self-perfecting~. tends to the 
"inner" pull of setf-cultivation in silence and contem­

plation at the expense of social involvement. Chu's 
balanced method of both "reverence" and "extending know­
ledge", on the other hand, appears to be more "outer"­
oriented, since it takes the person out of himself, to the 
investigation of truth in classical texts. In reaUty, 

however, Chuls attention was focused on hsing (nature), 

whic:h he regarded as containing all "goodness" in potency 
(li). but which awaits the effort of being cleared from 
the obscuration cast upon it by passions or evil desires. 
It is, therefore, a more passive principle, which must be 

acted upon, through the work of ~. the mind-and-heart, 
which control-s both hsing (nature) and ch'ing (emotions). 
Chu placed much emphasis on quiet-sitting, as a technique 
which helps to restore to man, his originall.y good nature, 
'Luis vantage-point was quitEl different. 

ciple. ~(mind-and-heart). is a source 
While its development is promoted by the 

His basic prin-
of dynamic action~ 
practice of quiet-

sitting. it is not necessarily depeneent upon this "inner"­

oriented technique. It is, by nature. independent. Thus 
it need not appear so remarkable that, with all his desires 
for social inVolvement, Chu had 'Led the life of a near­

recluse, while Lu, who never attained a very high position, 
was content to exercise the duties of the minor official 

posts entrusted to him. S But the culmination of 'Luis philo­
sophy would come only with Wang Yang-ming, whose life re­

vealed the same contrary pulls between concerns for the 

"inner" and "outer" realms of existence, but whose metr.od 
of self-perfection, based on a dynamic ~. which con­
fronts all events as they occur, would direct him to under­
take social and political activities as the opportunities 

arose. 
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This method, however. was not discovered without di­
ficulty. Political conditions had been such that many 
early M.1ng thinkers felt obliged to abstain even from 
the civil examinations, in order to avoid the compromise 

of exchanging their convictions for official advancement. 6 

Such a voluntary departure from known Confucian teachings 

on social commitment was made as a sign of protest rather 
than as a surrender of responsibility, But it could not 
become incorporated into the COnfucian tradition as a 

permanent feature without destroying the tradition itself 

from within. Whether engaged in political activity or 
living as 2~ecluses. Ming scholars searched earnestly 
for a single, alL-inClusive method of achieving sagehood, 

which woutd resolve the "inner" and "outer" contradictions. 
It is in the tight of this context that Yang-ming's enun­
ciation of chih l.ianq-chih, as well as Chan Jo-shui's pro­
posed method of "recognising T'ien-li everywhere", should 
be understood. 

Yang-ming was determined to find wisdom. He was ready 
to try all methods and recipes, in the hope of discovering 
the right one. His chief difficulty, as he himself acknow­
ledged, was not knowlng where to begin. 

When I learned a little [Of the importance of 

acquiring] correct learning (chenq-hstleh 11'~ ) 
I was much puzzled by the differences and con­

tradictions [which I found] in the many ideas 
[Of the various philosophers]. and was worn 

out [by their divergent recommendations]. I 
was at a complete loss. not knowing how to begin 
the whole effort. 7 

Yang~ming moved from ~onfucian studies to the investi­

gation of Taoist and Buddh.1.st beliefs and practices, even 
abandoning the world for some time. This gave him a certain 
peace and tranquillity. He came near to believing that 
he had foun<l in this "unorthodox" way of Ufe. the secret 
of attaining sagehood. But he was troublec by their di­
vergences with Confucian teaching, and by their Lack of 
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attention for action ana social involvement. ' "I was 
torn between following them and rejecting them, between 

. believing them, ana ,doubting them. ,,8 . Not satisfied with 

whatever gains he made in insight and virtue, he was 

severa 1 tim<;ls near the verge of ('ecl:1ring that sage­
hoo(i was not universally accessible, since he himself 
could not get ~li thin sight of the goal.. 

Light finally dawn(;ld, during his exile in Kweichow, 

in the form of a cert-'.in insight into his .own human 

nature. Yang-ming finally discovered the meaning of 

sagehood: it flows from~. and returns to~. It 
is nothing other than the dew: topment of T'ien-l1 
(perfect virtue) in hsin. Thereupon. he formulated the 
tentative doctrine of the "Unity of Knowledge and Action". 
Against the accepted teachings of Chu Hsi, he contended 

that the knmlledge of particular virtues could not bring 
one the fullness of virtue'itself. which is less the sum 
total of particular acts and of the. knowledge of these, 
than the intrinsic, harmonious development 0f one's moral 
character(~).9 

By personal practice, 'lang-ming discovered the merit 

of the "technique" of quiet-sitting. The stillness it 
inculcates in the heart enhances the deepening of a 
gen'~ine self-knowledge, opening the person who practises 

it to a new world of life and conscious activity within 
himself. 10 However, as it is only a technique, which can 
be practised from time to time, but remains subject to 

abuse. its importance is yet secondary. It is not the 
method for which he was searching. 

The quest for a methodological formula brought Yang­
ming first to the doctrine of the "Unity of Knowledge and 
Action". This evolved, through personal effort of reali­

sation accompanied by refinement of thought, to the "exten­
sion of the k,nowledge of the good". and then, f ina Ity. to 
the attainment of consciousness of the unity of man with 
all things. For Yang-ming's understanding of "knowledge 11 

was not the knowledge of particular truths, but that of 
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universal truth, of wisdom,of the Tao, the possession of 

which must necessarily be accompanied by the development 

of a perfect, moral character. The same, however, cannot 

be said of his understanding of "action", which, by its 

very nature, refers to innurmn,jrable,particular (\ct5,But. 

for the man determined to find wisdom through the deve­

lopment of his ~. every act merges with the whole ef­

fort (kunq-fu) of self-realisation, which should eventual.­

ly bring him int,o the consciousness of the very oneness of 
his being with an things. He ",dn then find Heaven 

(T'ien) and Earth (~i~) and the myriad creatures in h~m­

self. Seen in this perspective, one may explain the asser­

tion, ytl wan-wu yi-t' i J,2!- J& 1~ - Jlrf (being one body with 
all things), as "maJ<ing all things (wu) one". 'rhrough 

moral action allied tc cnowledge, man comes into vital 

contact with things-- whether persons or events-- and 

transforms all into his own life, making of all, a unity 

identified with himself. n 
The culmination of Yang-mingls philosophy in the 

vision of wan-wu yi-t'i (the unity of all things) repre­

se~ts. therefore, a personal. practical life-goal, an at­

titude of mind which is capable of constant growth and de­

velopment, and one which necessarily overflows into social 

action. l2 For Yang-ming, the reconciliation of the "inner­

outer" tension was clearly in the realisation of "sageli­
ness within and kingliness without, II l3 

WU (Enlightenment) versus Bsiu (cultivation)l4 

Ch' eng Yi and Chu Bsi both recognised the universal 
capacity for sagehood and wisdom, Ji'or them, however, its 

acquisition was a task ~"hich required tremendous effort, 

usually the fruit of a sudden, inner enl'"_htment which fol­

lows the accumulation of encyclopaedic knowledge, and the 
perrnea tion of the spiri t of "n;lVer.:mce" and "tranqui ll,' ty II 

into daily living. Lu Chiu-ytian, however, disagreed with 

the assumption underlying this approach. E'or him, human 

nature is, in itself, an entirely adequate instrument of 

its own perfection. It is not merely the tranquil locale 
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where enlightenment occurs. It is identical with the 

dynamic .l:l!i!1n (mind,.and-heart). Lu regarded this .l:l!i!1n 
to be somehow one with ultimate reality(!!!.£). Whoever 
sought enlightenment should therefore grapple with this 

~. this~. wi.thout allowing himself to be dis­
tracted by other affairs and pursuits. Lu once said of 
Chu that he could be compared to the sublime Mount T'ai 

~ J4, "but, unfortunately, in spite of his [great] 
learning, he has not seen Tao. He merely wastes his own 
energy."lS It was the comment of an "enlightened" man, on 
an "unenlightened" man. 

Lu pointed out the correct direction to sagehood. 
But he merely spoke of it in random fashion, as a sup­
port for his exclusive concern for "honouring one's 

virtuous nature". Yang-ming pushed it to its final con­
Clusions. Much more than Lu, he always referred to his 

personal experience as the proof for the truth of his 
words. Yang-ming's inner life developed through a series 

16 of enlightenments. But the insights he attained in the 

these experiences helped him to develop a method, not of 

"enlightenment"-- for there is no such method-- but of 
"cultivation". The "extension ofUang-chih" refers not 
to the app'!.ication of innate, uncha.nging. ready-made con­
cepts of right and wrong to life and action,17 but rather 

to the; gradual and steady development of one's character, 
through ,an experience acquired in an orderly manner, with 
emphasis on searching in one's pernonal behaviour,although 
without discounting the role of classical learning. It 
was his way of coming to grips with life at its deepest 

level. of pre-ai",posing the self for entrance into a 
state of vital sympathy and cosmic consciousness with all 
things. Yang-ming recognised the difficulty of describ­

ing such a process in logical language. RIO) spoke of puri­
fying the mind-and-heart, of maintaining the equi Librium 

and harmony of the emotions. He madE) use of parables, 

such as "polishing the mirror", planting a tree, and so 
forth. The former recalls the ability of hsin to reflect 
all light. the latter suggests that it is also capabLe of 
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organic growth. 

The formulation of the "Four Maxims" has often been 

interpreted as Yang-mingls preference for enlightenment, 

and rejection of cultivation, in the quest for wisdom. 

A careful study of his answer to Wang Chi and Ch'ien Te­

hung, however, shows that this was not the case. Yang­

ming saw clearly that enlightenment cannot be induced at 

wi 1 L It is a free gift, usua lly more accessible to the 

man of "superior spiritual int.elligence. II But that was 
no reason why a man less endowed spiritually, should not 

have access to wisdom itself. 18 An analysis of the mean­

ing of the Four Maxims considered o.s a whole, demonstrates 

rather the greater importance of cultivation. Yang-ming 

was not a Ch'an Buddhist ~ester. a teacher of enlighten­

ment who relied mainly on ".hock techniques" to induce 
19 psychic and spiritual experiences, He was rather a 

teacher of virtue, a man who believed in'poiishing the 

mirror", in developing the mind-and_heart. 20 He indicated 

a "Way" of acquiring wisdom; he did not presume to have 

the power to "given it to others. 

In other words, a sudden, traumatic experience of "en­

lightenment" is useful but not absolutely essential to the 

quest for sagehooo, which can also be attained through 

constant development of the dynamic~. The effort of 

cultivation is not to be strained or painful. but spon­

taneous and confident. l~fter aU .• the quest is for that 

which one already possesses. if only in potentiality. 21 

The discovery will. come as a revelation of that which is 

h1dc'en, within onese if. And it will be a revelation of 

all things. as reflected in a clear mirror. Therefore, 

in stead of deepening a dichotomy between "enlightenment" 

and "cultivation". Yang-ming opted for their reconcili­

ation. Enlightenment need not be sudden; it may come 

gradually, through the process of cUltivation. 22 

,,,, question which naturally arises, however,is the 

foundation of the reality of one's "enlightenment", and 

finally, of one's "sageliness". How can a man decide, 
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that his experience of enlightenment, or his many in­

sights, derived from earnest inquiry in reflective 
thought as well as from virtuous behaviour, is genuine?' 
Bow indeed can a human being. so limited in his capacity 
for that which is unlimited --wisdom-- know for sure that 
he has acquired enough of this ultimate truth to consider 
himself "wise"?' It is a question of authority. But 
whose authority?' 

This question must have pursued Yang-ming throughout 
his own quest for wisdom, for virtue, for the Absolute. 
It cOlours the entire evolution of his thought. It under­
lies the whole foundation of his method. 

"Self" versus "Authority" 

At first sight. the philosophy of Chi eng Yi and Chu 

Hsi seems to support the ro'Le of authority in the acqui­
sition of wisdom and in the orCiering of society. The 
harmonious universe of li andch'i which revolves around 

the notion of T'ai-chi-- the "Ultimate" in being and good­
ness-- may argue well for a hierarchic structure of a 

strongly centralised government. 23 The ~ppeaL to the Clas­
sics and to the sages, consic'ered as "lineal forebears" 
o~ the exponents of this philosophy, provides another 
corner-stone for a regimented system of education. The 
turth, however, is far more complex, since the philosophy 
which Chi eng Yi and Chu Hsi had developed was founded on 

an independent interpretation of the Classics. The 

authority to which they gave adherence was indeed higher 

than the state-- which saw itself as the guardian of 
classical exegesis-- higher, indeed, than the Classics. 
In fact, they relied primarily on their own authority, as 

24 self-appointed interpreters of the sacred message. For 
this reason. they acted as mora 1 judges of their sov(~r­

eigns rather than as dutiful ministers. 

Lu Chiu-yfian, on the other hand, appears to be a re­

bel against the entire classical trac!ition, and a pro­
phet of pure insight. He proposed the recognition of 



275. 

~(mind-and-heart) as Tao(ultimate truth). He sought 

to internalise wisdom and virtue completely. and to make 

the pursuit of sagehood entirely independent of claosical 

studies. Naturally. therefore, such a rejection of 

external authority. did not bring to his philosophy, the 

favour of state power, which always r(~l.ies on external 

sanctions. 

In fact. however, Lu was only inf8rring certain lo­

gical conclusions from Ch'eng yi's and Chu Hsi's atti­

tudes toward the Classics. He clearly pointed out 

the significance of that "higher authority", to which 

appeals had been made: it was the sages' l::!!l.i!!. as Chiang 

and Chu also acknowledged, but it was seminally present 

in man's ~. a fact which neither Chi eng nor Chu clear­

ly demonstrated. In Yang-ming's case also, in stead of 

being accepted as an important contribution to the "Con­

fucian quest", his teachings were criticised as "heresy" 

on doctrinal grounds -- because based on "private inter­

pretations" of the Classics, through his accomodation of 

Ch'an Buddhist ideas. 25 The controversies he sustained 

led Yang-ming eventually to question not only the exact 

role of personal insight or of intellectuaL inquiry, of 

inner enlightenment, which relies solely on insight, and 

of cultivation, which includes studies, in the quest for 

wisdom, but even of the very role of "authority" itseLf-­

whether of the sages, of the Classics,or of government-­

in the determination of truth. For if authority can be 

detrimental to that which it claims to defend, by what 

right does it continue to demand respect and adherence~ 

Yang-ming's debate with Chan Jo-shui, for example, 

put the focus on the problem of the "criteria" of truth. 

Chan admitted the value of insight, but regarded the CLas­

sics as a source of rich inspiration and insight which 

should not be set aside. Yang-ming, on the other hand, 

tended to give other pursuits in life equal value with 

the study of the Classics. But then, to what authority 

can the man of insight appeal as a support for the cor­

rectness of his views7! If truth is only regarded as the 
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product of action -- that is. of trial and experience 

and therefore quite independEmt of intellectual know­

ledge. he can orlly appea 1 to his own mora L character as 

final arbiter. His only authority, it would seem, is 

himself , 

Th:l.s "fould be the case :If man's mora L chara.cter, his 

hsi.n. contains nothing greater than itself. Yang-ming,. 

ho,\\'ever. discovered in :U: a certain o;elf-transcending 

qua tity, It \'7aS th~' agent as ·,<81 i as the goc.1. of sage-

hood. It was also the meeting place of HeavE,n-and-Earth 

and all things, Yang-·ming s.]:oke of hsin and j.iaEg:-chih 

as the ultimate authority of wisdom and pE-)rfection. He 

formulated the first of the ~'our }>';axims in this light. 

explaining how hsin-in-itself, the finaL and most pro­

found centre in man, that which is beyond ordinary con-

sciousness and yet capab 10 of being "a'i'mkoned" t.:o itse if 

t:b-rough enlightenment, defies ethical different:i.ation and 

judgement. BasicaHy, it is responsibLe b.) it.self alone. 

Its authority. with regard ·to itself, i., absolute, It 

is t.herefore a more fitting object: of "faj.th" than the 

Classics. 

Indeed. Yang-ming dec tared that he h:"lQ the sarne mind­

and-heart as Confucius -- he felt tho same urgent responsi­

bility to save a world which was proceeding headlong on a 

course that coutd only bring it destruction. 26 By this 

act of bol(Jness, he virtua Uy assumed to be his own. the 
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double mission of restoring the true teaching of the 

'" fit' 1d e h' . 27 sages. an" 0 - sav ng ,1e wor . OJ: loS tJ.IDG. He did 

not openly claim to be a sage himself. But his criti-

cisms of the Ch'eng-Chu commentaries, his independence 

of the Confucian classics themselves. as ~vE'U. as his 

personal teaching of disciples, i;:l a n<-:rw ''''Jay'' of acquir<-

ing wisdom and s<:1g81100('. marked hlm out as the self-

appointed spirii:uc.l helr of CO •. ::::UCiU8. - And 11 U t.his 

Yang-rning was and did. i,O he explained. by right of. 

and t.hrough t.he use of. that. in him which united him 

to 'the sages of 0 La. whiCh contained i tse l.f the 8ecret 

of sagehooo. his hs in (mincl-ana-heart). hiD .l~ang_,"::s:hih 

(Jwow1E:dge of the good). 

Thus thE' authority to which Yang-ming appealed. as 

support for the tru'th of his teaching. ana as guarantee 

for the success of his "'Way". is identical with the core 

this light" this se if-detErmining agent of wisdom and 

perfection ;i,s transformClo into all. abe 0 lute norm, an 

authority for itseLf. 

discover';jd the Good itself. 

Yang-ming advocat~Jd having fait.h in this "1{nowl.edge 

of the good" (jJ,ang_Chiq}.28 He ident:ified the object of 

faith with this authority itself, He 'was speaking of 

ultimate tr:'cth. the unc'lerstanaing of 'l<rhich bl':l.ngs wisdom. 
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Paradoxically. therefore, this philosopher who ac­

.knowledged no earthly authority, who desired to subject 
the words of Confucius hirnsetf to the examination of his 

own hsin, recognised one sote authority! that of ~. 
the vehicle itself of wisdom. For him. this referred not 

merely to his own mind-and-heart which is one and the 

same with the minds-and-hearts of all the sages. past and 

present. b<.;t also to -'.:hat constitutes the sacred Legacy of 

all orthodox transmission. 29 It is what he called, hsin­

in-itself or liang-chih-in-itself. It is also, accord­
ing to hlrn, the ~(ultimate truth) and even Heaven. 

In this light, Wang Yang-ming merely gave the finish­

ing strokes to the work which Lu Chiu-ytlan had begun. He 

developed a philosophy of hsin which sees everything only 

in relation to hsin. He also formulated a new "lir,e" of 
"orthodox transmission"-- and why should he not do so, if 

Chu Hsi could do it~ 

T'i (the Metaphysica U versus Yung (the NoraO 

Before discussing the probLem of "orthodoxy" in itself, 

a brief look at Yang-ming's attempt to unite the two con­

cerns of: ~ (the r",etaphysical) and YE.!l9: (the Morat), and 
in particular, of the search for pcn-t'i (ultimate reality) 

and the self-exertion or kung-fu which it ciills for, may 

be helpful. For it wi n show us how the increasing Iy 

practical orientation of post-Sung Neo-Confucian philo­

sophy. which culminated in the thought of Wang Yang-ming, 

could also become miscontrued loy certain of its adherents, 

as to defeat the very purposE' of th~') moveroent itse if. 

This. in turn, wi n serve to emphasise the ambiguity of 

Yang-mingls philosophical legacy, which must be pointed 

out in this concluding chapter. 

Compared to the earlier Confucians, the thinkers of 

the Sung period speculat"'(J much more deeply about the 

meaning of llk,n, and of his p.ace in the universe. The 

system of thought which they cc:structed has been inter­

preted largely in terms of such abstract concepts as 
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T'ai-chi. Ii and ~.30 A closer examination, however. 

has revealed that even Chou Tun-yi' s understanding of ~­

chi cannot be separated from his ideas of moral goodness 

and sagehooa. and that Chu Hsi had interpreted Chou's T'ai­

chi-t'u shuo in terms of his other book. T'ung-shu. em­

phasising thereby the ethical dimensions of this "Ultimate" 
~round of Being. Indeed, by identifying T'ai-chi with the 

Ch'eng brothers' T'ien-l! the inner, "heavenly principLe" 

in man -- Chu had given more immanence to the transcendent 

First Principle, while recognJ.sJ.ng also man's possession of 

the power to transcend himself. 31 

wang Yang-ming continued and completed in the l'ling dy-

nasty ~u Chiu-y~an's efforts to strengthen and 

the practical orientations of Sung philosophy, 

intensify 

Yang-ming 

seldom spoke of T'ai-chi, except in terms of its operations I 

of yin ""lDr: yane, "tranquillity· and "activity", Even then, 

he emphasised that such processes were difficult to explain 

in words. and could best be understood in silence by those 
who already knew the "Way" (Tao). 32 Otherwise, he added. 

one ran the risk of allOWing one's mind (hsin) to be "turned 

around by the ~otus sutra in stead of turning the ~otus Sutra 
" .33 arounc.. 

~u Chiu-~an and wang Yang-ming both speak of ~ as 

that which explains the meaning both of the universe and of 

man. Yang-ming also takes a further step. going deeper in­

to~. and discovering therein, the meaning of lianq-chih, 

--that in man which enables him to transcend himself, which 

is identical with T'ien-H, with Tao, with the Absolute. 

In order to discern between the unstable, changing. "mind­

and-heart" of man, and that in him which is constant and un­

changing. he speaks of hsin chih pen-t'i and lianq-chih pen­

~.34 And since he discovers pen-t'i(ultimate reality) in 

!!.!!.!:n. he is obliged to describe hsin chih pen-t l i as the un­

differentiated First Principle. that which is above ethical 
categories of good and evil. 35 
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Through his untiring emphasis on the work of chih 
liang-chih as that which combines moral CUltivation with 

the quest for sudden enlightenment and so fuse together 

the seemingly contrary pulls of contemplation ana of 

action, Yang-ming a Iso seek" to explain his id.entifi­

cation of pen-t'i (reality) itself with Kung-fu (moral. 

effort)36 indicating thereby that the meaning of ultimate 

reality. hidden in~. can only be discovered through 

moral and spiritual ascesis. and that ~ or liang-chih 
is its own adequate authority. Thus, lianq-chih. or lianq­

ohih pen-t'i. is both the agent which achieves a certain 

ena -- its own determination and perfection -- and the end 
itself. while the effort of chih liang-chih refers to the 

discovery, in the start.ing-point. of the goal to be 
achieved, which is the realisation of the pen-t'i of hsin 

or lianq-Chih. 37 But the very fluidity of his use of such 

terms, as also of ~ andlianq-chih -- frequently with­

out carefully distinguishing them from their pen-t'i -­
givES the impression that he hardly noticeo any difference 

between the changing and the unchanging. the relative and 

the ll.bsolute. This was to prodvce serious consequences 

on the later development of his school of thought, which 

easily became a haven for the restless and eccentric, for 

all who claimed to be in possession of the Absolute within 

themselves, without adequate realisatior.of the meaning of 

such an assertion, or of the need of a sense of responsi­

bility and of moral asc:esis. 38 Thus, Yang-ming's proposal 

to unite the "inner", contemplative life and the "outer" 

active life, became easily the victim of his own attempt.s 

to regard all reaJity as a "whole" rather than in terms 

of its "parts". Even if he himself offered the example 
of a life of action permeat~a by contemplation, many of 

his latter-day disciples preferred to pass their time in 
empty speculation on the pen-t'i of their~. rather 

than embrace any discipline which a life of cuLtivation 

necessari ly rsc.uired. As a resu lt, even the understanding 

of the absolute character of liang-chih waslost. 39 
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The Problem of 'Orthodoxy' 

The examination of the "inner-outer"/'enlightenma:tt-oiltivatiOl1 ': 
"self-authority" and "metaphysical-moral" tensions in the 
development of a new Confucian Way of acquiring wisdom, 

and in the evolution of Yang-mingls universal method, shoul-d 

help us to decide upon the issue concerning the "orthodoxy" 

of Yang-ming's philosophy, This can be done by first 

reviewing the thought-content of his underlying vision, 

and then, by consideration of the various implications of 

the method toward which his thought was oriented. 

Yang-ming's exposition of the "unity of all things" 

(wan-wu yi-t'i) manifests resemblances with as well as 
divergences from both the primitive idea of lIunity of 

Heaven and Man II (T' ien- jen ho-yi) and the later vision 

developed by Chiang Yi and Chu Hsi with the help of other 
Sung philosophers. But the transformation of the meaning 

of Heaven (T'ien), from the conscious. intelligent Master 

of the universe to the vague, more ambiguous notion of a 

natural Power with transcendent attributes occurred very 

early.40 This shift enriched the understanding of Man, 

regarded earlier as being in all things subject to the 

will of the reasonable and mysterious One, rewarder of good 

and punisher of evil. and then attaining later a higher 

dignity through the teaching of the immanent perfect virtue, 

"principle of Heaven" (T'ien-li) in his heart, The "unity" 

between the two became also more conscious, with the crys­

tallisation of a method of realising it in greater depth, 

through the dual practice of "reverence" and "extending 

knowledge". All this was accomplished long before the time 

of Yang-ming, He accepted the thought-content of the 

Confucian ~. already modified by his predecessors. His 

own contribution was also through his method, which, by its 

focus on the self-determining hsin. made the " unity" between 
Heaven and Man more dynamically conscious of itself. But 

there was no question about his acceptance of the expansion 

of the earlier notion of T'ien to include "Heaven-and-Earth 

and all things", He did not return to the primitive idea of 
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a personal deity, which. in any case, became quite early, 

one of the many components inherent in the meaning of the 

word "Heaven II (T' ien). On the other hand. however. it may 

be pointed out that Yang-ming never rejected either the 

possibility of the possession by Heaven of conscious, 

intelligent attribut.es. Rather, his description of Man 

in terms of the dynamic .b.§l!::!. a.no his insistence upon the 

oneness between Man and all things, indicated that he saw 

the dynamic. human intelligence as the reflection of a 

greater. more dynamic Intelligence, present in the depths 

of the self and yet master of the whole universe. But 
this WdS never articulated in unequivocal terms. According 

to Yang-ming's usage, the word Heaven (T'ien) remained 

ambiguous. with the emphasis on the continuum comprising 

man and all things pre-dominating over the presence of a 

masterly intelligence clearly transcendent and immanent. 

In terms of his content, therefore, Yang-ming's philo­

sophy manifests a basic resemblance with the thought system 

of the Ch'engs, Chang Tsai and Chu Hsi, effecting a lesser 

shift than that made by his predecessors of the Sung 

dynasty. In terms of the method he developed, however, the 

picture is different. Indeed, Yang-ming revealed a reaL 

concern for the continuity of the Confucian transmission. 

Be proposed that liang-chih was the sacred legacy in 

question, used it as a key in his explanation of the 

"formula of faith" which ha(, been crystallised earlier, 

and established in retrospect a new line of transmission 
. " tracing the handing down of the legacy through Lu Ch~u-yuan 

rather than Chu Hsi. Such daring was sufficient to 

indicate his entire independence of the offiCially approved 

Ch'eng-Chu philosophy. Moreover, his explanations of the 

universal, fool-proof method. chih Liang-chih, expressed 

clearly his faith in the correctness of personal insight, 

so long as the mind-and-heart (hsin) remains open and 

sincere, free from unruLy passions and evil desires. The 

Confucian classics. regarded always as the guardian of 

truth and wisdom, preserved a place of honour in his heart. 

But the gates of sagehood were flung open to all, whether 
Confucian or barbarian. 
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And it is this teaching which resolves the inherent 

contradiction contained in the doctrine of "orthodox trans­

mission", For insights, unlike techniques of exegesis, 

cannot be transmitted. 41 They must be acquired anew, by 

and for oneself. But faith in lianq-chih, which deepens 
itself into faith in ultimate truth, in what is caUed, 

"the sages' .h!!.!!!". can be passed on, by inspiration, Just 
as Confucius had inspired it in i'1encius, without having 

known or taught him personalty, so too Mencius inspired it 

in tu Chiu-yuan, after an intervention of over 1,500 years. 

And tu Chiu-yUan, in turn, had inspired it in Yang-ming, 

after another interval of over 200 years. In other words, 

the transmission of hsin, an entirely interior process, 

requires the person to look into his own hsin to discover 

the orthodox legacy itself. which, in turn, is sometimes 

described in a negative vocabulary, for the sake of empha­

sising its un-differentiated character and the consequent 
ineffability. 42 

In this way, Yang-ming completed and perfected certain 

teachings of Chu Hsi, while rejecting others. He taught 

the doctrine of "orthodox transmission", and of a truth 

which was transmitted, But he did so only in order to show. 

that truth or wisdom cannot be delineated by human ideas 

of "correctnGss", There is ultimately only one truth and 

it is everywhere, our h~in being fundamentally one with all 

things. Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi had both incorporated Taoist 

and Buddhist ideas into their system. Yang-ming declared 

that this was perfectly natural and legitimate. There are 

no Confucian, Taoist. or Buddhist taos. There is only one 

~. 

Therefore. Yang-ming's method precluded any attempt 

of continuing to use the time-honoured classification of 

philosophies as "orthodox" and "un-orthodox", "Confucian" 

on the one side, and "Taoist" or "Buddhist" on the other. 

Whether and how much Yang-ming had been influenced by 

Taoist and Buddhist ideas loses, therefore, its importance. 

In fact, the whole question of orthodoxy itself becomes 

irrelevant. By its very meaning, "orthodoxy" should refer 
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to thought. Where methods are concerned, correctness can 

only be decided by the test of their effectiveness. 

And so, how effective was the method of \!lang Yang-ming'il 

The answer lies partly in what it produced. The best 

example is the life and character of Yang-ming himself. 
From all evidences, his was the exemplification of a life 

which fused together the "inner and "outer" puLls of contem­

plation and of intense activity, of wisdom sought for and 

discovered through enlightenment and virtuous action, of 

the harmonious integration of such div8rse pursuits as 

philosophy, statesmanship, and even war. The tensions were 

not always completely resolved. Yang-ming continued to 
show throughout his life of activity, a desire for tranquil­

lity and silence. He made intermittent attempts of with­

drawal from active life. But his strong sense of social 
responsibility and commitment. inherent both in his vision 

of the "unity of a n things II and in his practica 1 idea 1 of 

sagehood, always brought him back into the arena of active 

affairs and their resultant conflicts. It was the best 

demonstration of his inner adherence to his own method: 

the extension of liang-chih. of his knowledge of the good, 

gained through life and action, making of one, tranquillity 

and activity, permeating all decisions and acts with the 

inner light of the good. 

An Ambiguous Legacy 

The sublime moral character of Yang-ming as man and 

philosopher, the degree of unity he achieved in his own life, 

argues well for the effectiveness of his method of self­

perfection. There is, however, another question. Does this 

necessarily imply that the method itself is a viable one 

for all seekers of sagehood? 

It is not easy to answer this question, The very nature 

of the method of chih liang-chih, so dependent upon persona L 

insights. which vary from individual to individual. and 

change according to the contexts of time and place, makes 

the jUdgement of its tenets according to any set of unchanging 
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criteria a well-nigh impossibility.43 The "School of Wang 

Yang-ming" produced many great men, although none of these 

equaled or surpassed Yang-ming as a philosopher and a sage. 

But the philosophical legacy of Yang-ming was so ambiguous 
that diverse interpretations soon set in, putting once more 

in motion the tensions in thought and action of the "inner­

outer" pulls, of the "enlightenment-cultivation" debate, 

of the "self-authority" dichotomy, and of the "metaphysical­

moral" polarisation. The group which fo 11 owed the leader­

ship of wang Chi and Wang Ren sought particularly to draw 
certain logical conclusions from the enlightenment versus 
cultivation debate, arguing in favour of an instantaneous 

enlightenment of the mind-and-heart, hsin, which is suffi­
cient to assure the acquisition of Wi~.44 But it offered 

no way of determining the authenticity of such enlighten­

ment and of the possession of wisdom. In the end, every 

"aspiring" sage considered himself an already "made" sage, 

and acknowledged only the rules of behaviour which he him­

self had made. Such a development contributed to the 

growth of the Yang-ming school into a popular movement, 

penetrating into all segments of the stratified society 

of late Ming times, and effecting a marked tendency toward 

individual and eccentric behaviour, and of an attitude of 
independence and resistance with regard to all authority, 

especially that of the political state. 

Other followers of the Yang-minq school sought to pre­

vent or remedy the above tendency, which, with all its be­

neficial consquences for the development of the ideas of 

social egalitarianism based on men's equal dignity, was seell 

in the context of traditional China as bringing havoc to 

the oroorly pursuit of philosophy and of wisdom. They either 

emphasised the importance of silence and of tranquillity, 

acquir"Cl in quiet-sitting, for the sake of confronting events 

and circumstances, or insisted upon the development of moral 

virtues in the "extension of liang-chih". In both instances 

a certain return to some of the ideas of the Ch'eng-Chu 

school was achieved. 45 
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It is interesting to note here that the development of 

a popular, protest movement in the Yang-ming school also 

prevented it from being ever clearly accepteQ as official 

doctrine without leading either to sufficient rational 

planning or to constructive action aimed at changing the 

status guo in late }ling China. 46 But the rich ambiguity 

of Yang-ming's legacy, which allows such diversity of in­

terpretation and of application in practice, permitted 

the eventual development in Japan of a movement of thought 

and action which drew from the fusion of moral ideals, so­

cial commitment. and the cultivation of an "inner" person­

ality, a certain strength and freedom 01 \ction that served 

well the latGr, mid-nineteenth century Meiji reforms. 47 

yang-ming's method fUnctioned well in producing many in­

spiring individuals of high charactGr in Japan and Korea 

as well as in China. In Japan especially, it also helped 

to effect a certain socia 1 transformation, l)as"d on ancient 

moral id"als, but looking forward to an independent con­

frontation with new political. social and intellectual 

realities which entered Japanese life and awareness with 

the incursion of European and American interests. 

In cenclusion, let us remember that the very quest for 

a universal, all-embracing method of self-cultivation im­

pl.ied that the method looked for must be one of great 

breadth of view, based on the common human nature, but de­

pendent upon changing ideas and circumstances. A certain 

ambiguity, therefore, cannot be avoided. But this merely 

underlines the ambiguity inherent in the primitive ideal 

of the "unity of Heaven and Han", for which a clear method 

of personal realisation was never enunciated. as well as 

that contained in its revised version, of the "unity of 

all things", as taught by the Ch'engs and Chu Hsi-- al­

though Chu's strong insistence on intellectual inquiry, 

nearly jeopardised the credibility of the universal acces­

sibility of sagehood. It was for tho sake of resolving 

this dilemma that Yang-ming embarked upon the search for 

a method which would make of the theory of "universal ac-

cessibilityll a practical possibility. In doing so, it 
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was also inevitable that he should radically change the 

notion of "orthodoxy", declaring as real heretics. not the 

adherents of alien creeds or practices. such as Taoists 
and Buddhists, but the hypocrites of the Confucian sch00' 
itself. who mouthed traditional ideals but denied them in 

life and action. By rendering obsolete the old criteria 

of correctness and orthodoxy, which were applied to a man's 
thoughts rather than to his life and action. and by sub­

stituting a new criterion, that of personal insight into 

the good, Yang-ming performed a signal service to the cause 

of sagehood itself. He declared himself in favour of truth 

rather than of ideology and of virtue rather than worldly 

success. He also pointed out that sagehood confers an 

assurance of its own correctness or "orthodoxy", because 

it reveals to man that in him which. united to a H things, 

is greater than himself: his .l::!.§.!n. which is also called 

1il2. 

Yang-ming's "Way" of acquiring wisdom has also made 

manifest the nature of wisdom: it is the recognition by 
man, of that in him which is greater than himself. which 

unites him to Heaven-and-Earth and all things. The object 
of this quest is well within one's reach, for it is already 

in his possession, And it is this knowledge which consti­

tutes the fruit of yang-ming's enlightenment. which makes 

of his "method", a transcendent philosophy: the discovery 

of ~. of the Absolute. 
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Notes to Chapter VIII 

1 ~ 19:573b-574a. 

2 See Chapter IV, 123-133. I wish to point out that I 
have found Benjamin Schwartz' article, "Some Polarities 
in Confucian Thought," in Confucianism in l"ction, ed. by 
David S. Nivison and Arthur F. wright (Stanford: 1959), 
50-62. very stimulating. 

3 I admit that the t'i-yunq and nei-wai tensions may be 
interpreted in a similar way. to refer both to the "La­
tent" and the "manifest", and even the wu-hsiu dichotomy 
may be explained in terms of emphasis on the one or the 
other of the same metaphysical pattern, However, in 
this chapter, by referring to t'i-yunq, I have in mind 
the tension between the "metaphysical" and "moral" con­
cerns, and, by extension. between "metaphysical" or 
even "ultimate" truth, and the "method of cultivation" 
required for acquiring a penetrating understanding of 
this truth or wisdom. When I speak of the nei-wai ten­
sion, it will be in terms of the attractions of the con­
templative and the active ways of life, and when I speak 
of the wu-hsiu debate, it will be in terms of the roles 
of enlightenment and cultivation in the quest for sage­
hood, Thus, within the context of this chapter, both 
the nei-wai and the wu-hsiu tensions belong more to the 
realm of ~ than to that of~. On the other hand, 
it should be kept in mind that Yang-ming himself saw a 
fundamental unity between t'i and ~, finding the for­
mer in the latter, just as he held also that contemplation 
should permeate action, and enlightenment sfDu1t' be at­
tained through cultivation. 

4 Kusumoto lflasatsugu, ~S~O:;:-;I;M;;;i::.:n~..Ij.:::ic:::d:::a:;.::i::....lJ:..;u::::q::ta=k.::u~s1..!h",i::.:s~o:;:...~n::::o:....:;k~e~n­
kyU. 237-239; 341-346. 

5 For Chu Hsi, see Chapter I. n,93. 
see §§. 434:1114. 

For Lu Chiu-yfian. 

6 The reluctance of many scholars to assume official po­
sitions has been attributed to the severity which the early 
l\1ing emperors manifested to their ministers. See Chao Yi. 
Erh-shih-erh shih cha-chi, 32:5b-6a. The early Ming 
scholars who refrained from partiCipating in government 
service, often even from takin~ civil examinations. in­
cluded Ii,u Yfi-pi. Hu Chfi-jen tJj..f1r1:::' (1434-1484), Lou Liang 
and ChIen Hsien-chang. all of whom spent their entire lives 
in semi-retirement. See MJHA llla-2b; 2:La-2a; 8a-9al 51 
la-3b. --

7 Yang-mingls preface to Chu-tzu wan-nien 
~ 3:160; Chan, Instructions. 265. 
8 lli£. 

tinq-lun • in 
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9 
See above, Chapter III, 100-103. 

10 Of the Ming thinkers who preceded Yang-ming, Chien 
Hsien-chang was the best known for his practice of quiet­
sitting and for the discovery of an interior world of 
vital activity through this practice. See ~ 5:2a-3a, 
6al Jen Yu-wen, "Chien Hsien-chang's Philosophy.ll in 
de Bary. ed •• Self and S8ciety. 53-57, 75-78. 

11 See Chapter VI, 217-218. 

12 In Self and Society, Introduction. 15, Prof. de Bary 
describes Yang-mingls ideal of sagehood in these words. 
liTo be a sage, then, was to be the master of 1".11 creation. 
For \Jang Yang-ming and many of his followers. the sage­
hood to whiCh any man might aspire was no less cosmic in 
its significance, with a belief in the direct attain­
ment of sagehood, and a vision of man standing at the 
centre of creation, the ingredients of a spiritual revo­
lution were at hanc." 

13 ;;;;-,::Ff 
Chuang-tzu, 1fT I ien-hsia p' ien, II J.-- I AifJ [All under 

Heaven]. 10:14a; Eng. tr. in Burton Watson. op.cit., 
364. 

14 In this respect, I have founc Prof. ce Baryls craft 
paper on "Spiritual Cultivation and InteUectual. En­
lightenment in Neo-Confucian Thought, "(Sept., 1970). very 
stimulating. 

15 HSCC 34:14b. Lu himself is a gooc example of an "en-
1ighteiled n man, who acquirec profound insights into the 
meaning of ~ curing early youth. But his jUdgement of 
Chu should not be regardec as expressive of conceit. To 
a disciple who suggested that both he and Chu should pub­
lish boOks, in orcer to allow posterity to choose between 
the two of them, Lu had replied severely that neither his 
own presence nor that of Chu could make the universe a 
better or greater place. See alsO HSCC 3613b. 
On my own part, I wish to point ou~at I am not denying 
Chu's wisdom, nor the possibility of attaining enlighten­
ment and sagehood by following his method of cultivation. 

16 Yang-ming' s critics. especia lly Ch' en Chien, referred 
especially to his tetilching of inner enlightenment as a 
proof of his Chlan Buddhist affiliations.[op.Cit .. 9Bt6a-bJ 

17 See above, Chapter V, 167-l72. See also in this regard 
the article by Ho Lin, "S ung-ju te ssu-hsiang fang-fa,n 
[The Method of Thinking of the Sung Philosophe~s], in 
Sung-shih yen-chiu chi [Collected Studies in Sung History] 
comp, by the Study Committee on Sung History(Taipei:1964), 
54. See also Jung Chao-tsu, fiiing-tai ssu-hsianq shih. 92-
94. where Jung explains how Yang-ming's teaching of .£bih 
lianq-chih permits the acquisition of wisdom either by a 
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sudden and thorough-going "en lightenment" or by "gradua 1 
cultivation" through doing good and avoiding evil, which 
leads to complete understanding of pen-t'i. He also 
claims that Wang Chi was the real heir to Yang-ming's 
thought. [See p.109]. 

18 Let it be noted that the differences of emphases bet­
V9sn Ch'ien Te~hung and Wang Chi on the relative merits 
of inner enlightenment and gradual cultivation have Led 
them to interpret Yang-ming's inner evolution each in a 
slightly different way. Ch'ien spoke of the "triple 
changes" in Yang-mingls evolution, first as a student, 
and then as a teacher, emphasising his gradual shifts 
of focus in his own thought as well as in his spiritual 
direction of disciples. See Chapter II, 66-67. 
Wnag Chi described Yang-ming ' s superior inteLligence, his 
wide interests -- including his sympathy for Taoist and 
Buddhist teachings-- and his experience of sudden en­
lightenment during exile. He placed emphasis on the in­
sights into the meaning of lianq-chih, which Yang-ming 
acquired through this.,rxperienc<il,'..kyJe5> "Yang-ming hsien­
sheng nien-p' u hstl, " 110 r#J! t :i .;f~·ii It [preface to 
Yang-mingls Chronological. Biography], WLCC 13:2b-3a, 
aho given in WWKC 36:1021b-1022a. 

19 For the Ch'an Buddhist's "shOCk therapy", see Suzuki, 
Essays in Zen Buddhism, 2nd series, (Longon:1950),15-69. 
For Yang-ming's use of these pedagogical techniques, see 
Chapter VII, 249. However, Yang-ming never relied sole­
lyon such methods for his instruction of disCiples. 

20 Besides speaking of "polishing the mirror [Of hsin] " 
as did the momk Shen-hsiu, Yamg-ming also referred some­
times to the very "absence" of the fuirror"itself, compar­
ing this absence to the fact that T'ai-chi(Ultimate) is 
basically Wu-chi(Ultimateless). See his poem in WWKC 
20:620a.- This, of course, is no argument for his denial 
of the reality of hsin, but points rather to his dis­
covery in hsin of something greater than itself, which 
can only be described in negative terms. In this re­
gard, Hisamatsu's article, which discusses especiaLLy 
the concept of "nothingness" in Ch'an Buddhism, can also 
help us to appreciate Yang-ming's intended meaning. See 
"The Characteristics of Oriental Nothingness," 65-97. 

21 Hence it may be said that Yang-ming advocated a kind of 
"cultiVation" \'lhich is akin to "non-cultivation" and so 
reminiscent of the ideas of Chuang-tzu and of Ch'an 
Buddhism. This "CU l ti vation through non-cultivation II, based 
on faith in the possession within oneself of the object 
of one's desires, regards any anxiety for the acquisition 
of this object as being harmful to the maint.enance of an 
unperturbed mind-and-heart. one and the same in action 
and contemplation. One speaks therefore even of "having 
no mind II (wu-bsin)if: i'::: )which refers, even in Ch' an Buddhism 
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to independence or transcendance of one's thoughts and 
images, in a state of mind described as "void" (hstl). 
See the discussion on the spontaneity which should accom­
pany the work of extending liang-chih, in chapter v,176-
177. See also the discussion of "cultivation through non­
cultivation" in Ch'a.!:! Buddhism. given in Fung Yu-lan's 
History of Chinese Philosophy as translated by Derk Bodde, 
v.2. 392-399. I have not been able to find the Chinese 
original to this section of Fung's book in th,e che-hstleh 
~ of Shanghai, 1935. 

22 I n~peat therefore that I considf.)r the later excesses 
of the T'ai-chou branch of the Yang-ming school. made in 
the name of acquiring sagehood through "sudden enlighten­
ment", as being qUite contrary to the true spirit of Yang­
ming's teaching. See above, Chapter VI, n.81, 

23 Joseph Levenson, Confucian China and Its Modern Fate, 
v.2: The Problem of Monarchical Decay (London: 1964), 
65-66. 

24 True, in the Ch'eng-chu system, T'ai-chi holds the place 
of the Absolute, immanent in a 11. and yet somehow transcen­
dent, the "Ground of Being" with moral attributes, des­
cribed as I~ull of goodness ", But the Ch' eng-Chu method 
of investigating 1i and practising reverence for the sake 
of attaining a fuller realisation of T'ai-chi,also caUed 
T'ien-li, the presence of which fills the "sages' hsin" 
considered also by them to be the "sacred legacy", does 
not clearly indicate the basis of authority to which they 
appeal for the truth of their words. The usual claim of 
correct interpretation of the Classics' spiritual message 
and of self-rea lisation through "reverence" shOvJS uncer­
tainty regarding their "starting-point". 

25 See above, Chapter IV.pp.123, 142. 

26 Letter to Nieh Pao, W'WKC 2:121 ; Chan, Instructions. 
169. 

27 l£!Q.~~TKC 2:122; Chan, Instructions, 171. 

28 "Nien-p'u". WWKC 33:951 • See also Wang Tchang-tche. 
La philosophie jV'orale de Wang Yang-mingo 68-71-

29 See above, Chapter V, 182-183. 

30 See Wing-tsit Chan, "The Ch'eng-Chu School of Early 
)\Iiing," in de Bary, ed •• Self and Society. 33. 

31 See Chapter I. n.66. 

32 Letter to Lu Ch'eng. WW'"KC 2:108a-b; Chan. Instructions, 
137-138, 
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33 
Ibid. The allusion is to Liu-tsu ta-shih fa-pao 

t1an=chIng, 1[Q No.2008, XLVIII, 355, 

34 

35 

36 

See Chapter V, 169, and Chapter VI, 207-208. 

See Chapter VI, 221-225. 

The idea that the sagels response to ordinary af-
fairs in the world (kung-fu) constitutes, in itself, 
the mysterious ~ (pen-t'i) was first taught by Ch'an 
Buddhists, who spoke of bodhi (wisdom or enlightenment) 
as being present in klesa (passions, afflictions, de­
lusions) for those who have eyes to see, and recom­
mended "cultivation through non-cultivation", See 
Bodde's translation of Fung's History of Chinese Phi­
losophy, v,2, 402-406, The fact that it entered the 
mainstream of Neo-C0nfucian thoughtis as much indi­
cative of Buddhist influence on Sung-Ning Confucianism 
as it i.s of Confucian "penetration" of Buddhism. Among 
the Sung thinRers, Ch'eng Yi taught especially that ~ 
and ~ corne from the same source, See~. Wai-shu, 
12:8a. Yang-ming referred to this, while teaching his 
disciples. See WWKC 3:132a. His personal teaching on 
the fundamental unity between pen-t ' i(u1timate reality) 
and kunq-fu(moral effort)was espeCially given during 
his instruction of Ch lien 'l'e-hung and Wang Chi on the 
m8aning of the Four l"axims. He sa id then tha t the man 
of superior spiritual endowment was capabLe of receiving 
enlightenment by direct contemplation of pen-t'i, thus 
discovering the unity between it and kung-fu, See WWKC 
3:l5lb-152a; Chapter VI~ 221-225. 

37 
Chapter VI, 207-220, 

38 The discovery of liang-chih pen-t'i(ultimate reality) 
in hsin is also reminiscent of the Ch'an Buddhist ~seF­
tion that the "ordinary mind II (p I inq-ch I anq hs in -1' '+!0 ) 
II tho Way(~), and that this 'flay belongs neither to the 
realm of ]<.nowledge nor to that of non-knowledge. Araki 
Kengo cited this passage, taken from the Wu-men kuan 
1§Q No.2005, XLVIII,2951German tr, by Dumoulin,p.32. 
while discussing Yang-ming's doctrine of knowLedge and 
action, See Bukkyo to JUkyo, 390, The danger, of course, 
is the possible confusion of the relative and the Abso­
lute, especially by persons who have not discovered for 
themselves ana in themseLves, the pr(~sence within of the 
Absolute. but who engage merely in phiJosophical. conver­
sations on the nature of this Absolute, and presume that 
they have been dispensed from the need of making any par­
ticuJar (-}ffort to seel{ the good for themse 1 ves. 
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39 See MJHA 32:1a-4b. This danger had been pointed out 
by Chan Jo-shui. See Chapter IV, 141-143. In an article 
on Wang Chi, Yamashita RyUji said that while Yang-ming 
had insisted on lianq-chih as the highest and unchanging 
Absolute, "lang Chi had made of it a relative principle, 
being able to see the Absolute only in terms of negations 
such as ~(non-being) (ind hsti(void). See n5 Hyokei ron," 
Nippon Chugol~u gakkaih15 VIII, (1956). 91-93 •. 

40 See Chapter I, n.6. 

41 This has been pointed out especially by Ku Yen-wu. 
See Jih-chih lu chi-shih 1.8: 14b-17b. 

42 understood this way, the Buddhist influence in the 
'transmission of hsin" cannot be denied, both in the case 
of Chu Hsi and in that of Wang Yang-mingo Ku Yen-wu re' 
ferred to it at length[}bid. ] • See also Chapter I, 
n. '~Cl. 

43 . , It l.S difficult enough for the person concernea to 
decide his own "sageliness", given his personal awareness 
of the degree of realisation of his hsin. It is more dif­
ficult for one to decide the "sageliness" of others, since 
the experience and awareness would be less direct. 

44 3 - -~ l2:1a-2b; 2:1a-4b. OJ<ada TakehiJ<o, 0 Yomei to 
J.Hn-matsu no ,JJ.gaku, 122-137; 183-255. These men made up 
the so-called "leftist" Yang-ming SChool. Prof. Okada 
prefers to ca 11 them "Existentialists" '211 accgu!'\t of. 
":he famous lianq-chih hsien-ch' eng lun [< *'" ~ fA( 1"0 
de"+1010ped by Wang Chi, which emphasised t:he "innate" qua­
lity of liang-chih and taught the possibility of sudden 
enlightenment by which itwas at once realised. Through 
him, Yang-ming's doctrine aLso tooJ~ on a much more reli­
gious character, with frequent exhortations to "faith" in 
liang-chih. See also Prof. Okada's article in English, 
"Wang Chi and the Rise of Existentialism, II in ce Eary,ed. 
Self and Society, 121-144. 

45 MJHA 16'la-4a; 17g1a-2b; 18:1a-2b. Ol~ada Takehi)<o, 
o yOiiiGI to JI:'.in-matsu no JugaJ<u, 138-182. 

46 One must not, however, forget the contribution of Yang­
ming's philosophy to the gradual amalgamation of the "Three 
Teachings", See Chapter VII. See aLso Araki Kenge. "Min­
matsu ni okcru Ju-Butsu chowaron no seikaku, "[ On the 
Thought of the Late rFng Era as ReveaLed in the Attempts 
at_Harmony between_Confucianism anCl Buddhism]. NipP2!! 
ChugoJcu gaJ<J<aiho XVIII, (1966), 210-219. 

47 See belm-1, Epilogue. 




