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ABSTRACT 

The intellectual world of the late Ming literati was 

without question one of great richness and complexity. The 

focus of the present study, however, is limited to an 

examination of Wang Ken, the man, his key philosophical 

beliefs, and his role in the foundi:a1g of the T'ai-chou School 

of thought. In exploring the genesis of Wang Ken and his 

school of thought, certain aspects of the social milieu are 

examined in order to reach a better understanding of how the 

larger environment and this radical intellectual movement 

became intertwined. In other words, I have attempted to 

discern and define the interplay of the most important 

creative minds of the time, and particularly those of the 

elite class with this group. 

As a teacher and thinker Wang Ken exercised a 

considerable influence on his times, contributing in the 

process to the new permissiveness so characteristic of the 

latter half of the Ming dynasty. In this regard, the present 

study also represents an attempt to discover the basic 

patterns underlying Wang Ken's thought, as well as the T'ai

chou School's responsiveness to dramatic changes in society. 

In doing so, we perceive an implication of intellectual 
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autonomy in the form of social and political protest against 

imperial autocracy. Also; the spread of his faith in an 

attainable and intelligible sagehood among the lower classes, 

gradually blurred the dividing line between elite and 

commoner. 

Finally, the assertions of Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou 

School indeed stimulated a new sense of self-awareness and 

self-worth. Nevertheless, it is because of its radical 

rejection of the established social, political, and 

intellectual order that the T'ai-chou School has been branded 

as heterodox. As a result, the frustration of it~aspiration 

for a more genuine humanity was inevitable, as this 

intellectual movement fell victim to the forces of orthodoxy 

and conformity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Ming dynasty [1368-1644] is widely understood to 

have been an era of considerable significance in the long 

continuum of Chinese civilization. within a period of 

approximately three centuries following the expulsion of the 

Mongol conquest dynasty by indigenous armies, there occurred 

a resurgence in the whole of Chinese life, with notable 

changes taking place in the pol i tical r social, economic, 

intellectual, and cultural realms. The energetic vi tali ty and 

sense of purpose which guided the founders and early emperors 

of the dynasty was not passed on to their descendants in 

undiluted form, however, and the Ming record is therefore an 

inconsistent one. Not unexpectedly, new trends in the 

direction of national life became discernible over time. 

In the intellectual world, for instance, new 

departures were encountered in the sixteenth century. In the 

process of an intellectual restructuring, there emerged a new 

sense of individual freedom and freshness of spirit. This was 

rooted in a philosophical search for sagehood, in a sense of 

liberation of the creative self in the humanistic realms of 

arts and letters, and in a new flexibility at certain levels 
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of social life. 

Out of this philosophical reorientation there 

developed a new awareness of the individual self, and this was 

rooted in the philosophical teachings of Wang Yang-ming. 

Later, it culminated in the T'ai-chou School whose founder was 

Wang Ken. The main thrust of this individualistic stream of 

thought was that an innate knowledge of goodness is inherent 

in all men and within the grasp of all who are willing to seek 

and cUltivate it. It was upon this new concern for the 

capacity of the self that a moral pursuit of goodness was 

erected, as well as certain e:galitai."ian tenuencies. Moreover, 

in the sphere of fiction, drama, and poetry, this spirit 

called openly for a new dedication to self expression. And 

with regard to critical scholarship, it served to stimulate 

a search for new crjtical and methodological approaches tv the 

study of the ancient texts. 

The intellectual world of the late Ming literati was 

without question one of great richness and complexity. The 

focus of the present study, however, is limited to an 

examination of Wang Ken, the man, his key philosophical 

beliefs, and his role in the founding of the T'ai-chou School 

of thought. Among other thing.:;, I will explore certain 
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aspects of the social milieu in the hope of discerning and 

defining the interplay of some of the creative minds of the 

time. In doing so, I hope to shed some light on a number of 

questions, such as: What led to the emergence of Wang Ken and 

his school of thought? What elements constituted the core of 

his thinking? What impact did his teachings have on his 

times? What elements in society reacted favorably to his call 

for this rediscovery of the self? And, what legacy did he 

leave to his followers? 

Without doubt, as a teacher and thinker Wang Ken 

exercised a considerable influence on his times .. contributing 

in the process to the new permissiveness so characteristic of 

the latter half of the Ming dynasty. Therefore, the present 

study will also attempt to discover the basic patterns of 

thought in his conception of an ideal society in which people 

fulfill their responsibilities to themselves and the larger 

social unit. Moreover, while his intellectual concerns were 

charged with human passion and hope, Wang Ken was frustrated 

in realizing his dream~ by the political conflicts and 

tensions of his age. 

In this particular re~ard, the last chapter offers a 

historical overview of the T'ai-chou School and its 
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responsiveness to social change and its dissatisfaction with 

the existing order. The T'ai-chou School has been called a 

left wing offshoot of the School of Wang Yang-ming, implying 

that it represented a radical rejection of traditional 

orthodoxy. This assertion is reexamined in the light of 

existing data. In the conclusion, a preliminary examination 

is undertaken of the key issues of sagehood and heterodoxy, 

which also involves questions relating to existing 

interrelationships between Neo-Confucian ideas and Ming social 

and political institutions. 
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CHAPTER I 

FIFTEENTH AND SIXTEENTH CENTURY KING CHINA: THE SETTING 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have come in 

recent years to be recognized as one of the most creative and 

stimulating periods in the history of Chinese thought. 

Realizing this, Chinese, Japanese, and American scholars in 

particular have begun to explore the intellectual and 

philosophical realities of that era. Provided with the 

various findings of fundamental change in this transitional 

period, modern readers have sensed in the intellectual leaders 

of that time a conscious attempt to seek liberation from 

convention on the one hand, a.nd a vigorous effort to redefine 

antiquity on the other. The convergence of these two 

intellectual strains has thus been understood to ha'.Ie brought 

about a new sense of freedom and freshness of spirit in the 

philosophical search for sagehood, in various artistic 

expressions in the humanistic realm, such as literature and 

painting, and at certain levels of social life. 

In this manner, we can see that the late Ming period 

bore witness to the emergence of a new awareness of the 

individual. This new concern for the self had its roots in 

the philosophy of Wang Yang-ming [1472-1528] and culminated 



15 

in the philosophers of the so-called T'ai-chou school whose 

founder was Wang Ken [1483-1541]. Heir to this 

individualistic stream of thought, Wang Ken carried forward 

more vigorously than his master Wang Yang-ming the idea of 

the commoner as sage. He was expressly concerned with man's 

fulfillment of his innate potential for goodness in a world 

where Confucian virtue was everywhere identified with 

membership in the ruling class. Accordingly, his teachings 

served to bridge the distance in language and spirituality 

between the upper class and the lower one in the social scale. 

We can also observe that this individualist strain openly 

called for self-expression in fiction, drama, and poetry.' 

There is also much evidence in thj s connection to 

suggest the rise of philosophical and textual studies which 

anticipated the later emergence of Ch'ing evidential studies. 

This intellectual restructuring signalled a shift away from 

, The stress on personal experience, typical of this 
self-consciousness, is a marked feature of late Ming 
literature. For instance, in fiction such works a~ Chin P'ing 
Mei [Tpe Golden Lotus] and Hsi Yu Pu [Supplement to Journey 
to the West], display a marked interest in subjective 
experience and piace emphasis on individual responsibility for 
human action. In drama, T'ang Hsien-tsu [1550-1616], a 
leading playwright of the day, displayed similar 
individualistic eccentricities. In poetry, whic.:h includes 
shih, tz'u, and ch'u, new artistic elements and the elegant 
expression of sentiment and style also convey this sense of 
self-expression. See Jonathan Chaves, ed., Columbia Book of 
Later Chine~e Poetry, 1987, pp. 6-9. 
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metaphysical speculation and toward a revitalized critical 

scholarship. The stress on self-renewal and social 

consciousness also revealed egalitarian tendencies, which 

became a characteristic feature of the T'ai-chou school. It 

not only stimulated neT;l critical and independent thinking, 

but also individualistic and even eccentric behavior in many 

persons. In its close encounter with Taoism and Buddhism, 

Confucian teaching was surveyed in a new 1 ight and from a 

broader perspective, which resulted in the coloration of a 

syncretist movement. Along with this religious and 

philosophical revival, some late Ming scholars, such as Ni 

Yuan-lu [1594-1644]2 and Fang I-chih [1611-71],3 illustrate an 

expansion of vision which includes scientific explorations. 

As a result, a broader and more expansive view of humanity 

was developed at this time. 

The intellectual world of the late Ming literati was 

without question a rich and varied one. Yet, while the exact 

2 For his biography, see Arthur Hummel ed., Eminent 
Chinese of the Ch'ing Period, p. 587, hereafter to be referred 
to as ECCP. Also see Ray Huang, "Ni Yuan-lu: Realism in a 
Neo-Confucian Scholar-Statesman" in de Bary ed., Self and 
Society, pp. 415-449. 

3 ECCP, pp. 232-233; also see Willard Peterson, Bitter 
Gourd: Fang I-chih and the impetus for intellectual change, 
Yale University Press, 1979, and "Fang I-chih: Western 
Learning and the 'Investigation of Things''', in The Unfolding 
of Neo-Confucianism, de Bary ed., pp. 369-411. 
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nature of this dynamism in late Ming society is still, as it 

has always been, open to discussion, a fuller and more 

cQmprehensive picture of the late Ming period requires a 

deeper e!!amination of both its synchronic and diaGhronic 

dimensions. To answer this concern, the true significance of 

the late Ming intellectual movement will be further revealed 

if it is presented as a part of the historical process. In 

other words, as a historical study of late Ming thought, the 

social setting within which basic attitudes and values of the 

time were formed and conditioned should be taken fully into 

account. Therefore, the emphasis of the so-called "new 

intellectual history", as olJPosed to a traditional "history 

of ideas", is on the response of key thought patterns to 

social and political conditions and their impact on social and 

political action. Yu Ying-shih has concluded that the 16th 

century represents a breakthrough in the long intellectual 

tradition of China, but a less prominent one than others of 

earlier date, and that it \'las prer.l~ded by what historians 

would normally call a breakdown in the socio-cultural order. 4 

While the relation between breakthrough and breakdown is still 

in question and debatable, here we are not trying to advance 

a reductionist explanation of the causes of this change in the 

4 A public lecture entitled "Breakthroughs in Chinese 
Intellectual History," given by Professor Yu Ying-shih at the 
University of Arizona, April 29, 1988. 
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intellectual context of that time. Instead, in probing into 

the social milieu, we hope to discern and define the interplay 

of the creative minds of the time, and particularly among the 

elite and the intellectual environment. Moreover, we hope 

this approach will shed some light on the question why Wang 

Ken and his school of thought emerged and why it stimulated 

an intellectual reorientation in thought and practice, as well 

as in the social life of sixteenth century Ming China? 

Frederic E. Wakeman, a social and intellectual 

historian, has carefully traced the historical process of the 

transi tion from Ming to Ch' ing in terms of the economic 

decline of seventeenth-century commerce, the social and 

political disintegration of the Ming order, and the 

consolidation of Ch'ing rule. 5 Unlike the attempt by 

seventeenth century intellectuals and Ming loyalists, and some 

later scholars, to attribute the demise of the Ming simply to 

social and intellectual decadence, 6 the picture of an 

unravelling of the economic, political, and social fabric of 

the Ming empire, as delineated by Wakeman, represents a much 

5 Frederic E. Wakeman, Jr., "China and the 17th-century 
Crisis," in Late Imperial China 7.1 [1986] : 1-23 . 

. 6 Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, Chung-kuo chin san-pai-nien hsueh
shu shih [The Intellectual History of China in Recent Three 
Hundred Years], 1929, pp. 1-16. 
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more ac.curate description of the so-called seventeenth-century 

Chinese crisis and its relation to a global economic 

depression. Of course, according to this thesis, this 

seventeenth-century crisis caused the Ming dynasty to fall, 

to be replaced by the Ch'ing regime. 

By moving our time frame back to the sixteenth 

century, or even earlier into the fifteenth century, a 

different picture of Ming China emerges. Despite political 

institutions designed to maintain imperial autocracy, and 

despite the growing weakness of its military forces, Ming 

China seemed still to enjoy economic prosperity as a 

.consequence of active commercialization at various local, 

regional, and national levels in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries. 7 Nevertheless, in Rawski's comparative study of 

Chang-chou and Chien-ning in sixteenth century Fukien 

province, a variety of situations existed concurrently. 

Rawski points out in her study that, while Chang-chou enjoyed 

an economic boom which had repercussions in the social, 

cuI tural, and political spheres, Chien-ning, economically 

stagnant regardless of its being already commercialized, was 

7 Ray Huang, "Military Expenditures in 16th-Century Ming 
China," oriens Extremus 17[1970]:39-62; Timothy Brook, "The 
Merchant Networks in 16th Century China," Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient, 24[part II 
1981]:pp. 165-244. 
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a more typical example of the commercialized economy in Ming 

times. 8 Apparently, Rawski's investigation suggests not only 

regional differences in economic growth, but also the 

existence of crucial factors in pol i tics, the economy, or 

culture that either facilitated growth and prosperity or 

depressed conditions. 

This disparity in socio-economic conditions is also 

reflected in the data on She county in Hsin-an, southern 

Anhui, as recorded in an early seventeenth-century gazetteer. 

On the one hand, that record describes the social tranquility 

and economic affluence which existed during the Hung-chih 

reign [1488-1505], when there was a sufficiency of arable 

fields, housing was plentiful, the mountains were forested, 

and the villages were peaceful and secure. On the other hand, 

however, toward the end of the Cheng-te [1506-1521] and the 

Chia-ching [1522-1560] periods, social turmoil plagued a 

society in which property frequently changed hands, prices 

fluctuated drastically, deceptive business practices 

flourished, rich and poor grew socially apart, and market 

conditions became complicated. By 1600, according to the same 

gazetteer, local conditions were no longer comparable to those 

8 Evelyn S. Rawski, Agricultural Change and the Peasant 
Economy of South China, Harvard University Press, 1972, pp. 
57-100. 
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of a century earlier. 9 In this sense, economic disruption 

often accompanied economic growth. Bearing on this incipient 

social crisis, hist.orians have begun to detect evidence of 

serious problems Qeveloping on many fronts in the sixteenth 

century and becoming extreme in the seventeenth century, 

particularly in the case of the deterioration of the armed 

forces and the monetary system. 10 since the focus of the 

present study is mainly on Wang Ken who lived from 1483 to 

1541, the synchronic perspective of his time, be it political, 

economic, social or cultural aspects, will be briefly sketched 

in the following pages, the purpose being to provide 

background for the unfolding of Wang Ken's world. Moreover, 

as part of a much longer historical process, we hope to 

validate some crucial elements that gave the 16th century its 

special tone in terms of intellectual breakthrough as well as 

socio-economic breakdown. 

9 Quoted in Frederic E. Wakeman Jr., "China and the 17th
century crisis," Late Imperial China, 7.1[1986]: pp. 7-8; also 
see Willard J. Peterson, Bitter Gourd: Fang I-chih and the 
Impetus for Intellectual Change, Yale University Press, 1979, 
p. 70. 

10 Ray Huang, "Military Expenditures in 16th-century Ming 
China," Oriens Extremus, 17[1970]: pp. 39-62; also Taxation 
and Governmental Finance in 16th-century Ming China, Cambridge 
University Press, 1974, pp. 44-46. 
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1. The Political Reality 

Chinese autocracy matured fully during the Ming 

dynasty, which has been characterized as a time of very 

powerful government by modern historians. 11 The strong, 

assertive, and highly centralized regime established by the 

founding emperor T'ai-tsu, and reinforced by later emperors, 

on the one hand consolidated the power of the dynasty in the 

emperor's own hands. On the other f a sense of absolute 

authority not only manifested itself in imperial governance 

but also extended over the entire fabric of that vast r~alm. 

Absolutism was justified by a need for governmental stability 

as well as the prevention of challenge from within or without. 

For instance, the governmental fiscal system was designed to 

serve and maintain an extremely centralized empire. 12 In the 

civil service sphere, a structure of centralized control and 

supervision was regularized by the recruitment system via 

11 The Cambridge History of China, vol.7, part I, 1988, 
pp. 2-8. 

12 Ray Huang, Taxation and Governmental Finance in 16th
century Ming China, Cambridge University Press, 1974, pp. 4-
32. 
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periodic civil service examinations. 13 The exercise of 

political power was further .consolidated by an elaborate 

ideological basis for bureaucratic behavior. As a result, the 

foundation laid in the first half of Ming rule provided a 

large measure of political stability which served to maintain 

domestic peace and prosperity until the late sixteenth and 

early seventeenth centuries w~en a variety of factors began 

seriously to weaken the state. As we examine reign by 

imperial reign during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 

perhaps we can obtain a better picture of growing governmental 

neglect as well as socio-economic inequities that ultimately 

led to dynastic decline and demise. 

Let us begin with the emperor Hsien-tsung,14 who was a 

devoted adherent of Buddhism and Taoism, and during whose 

reign [Ch'eng-hua, 1464-1487] th~ power of the government fell 

into the hands of notorious eunuchs and their party, with Wang 

Chih, one of the so-called four evil eunuchs of the dynasty, 

13 For a detailed account of the civil service examination 
sys'Cem, see Ho Ping-ti, The Ladder of Success in Imperial 
China, Columbia University Press, 2nd printing, 1967; also see 
Ichisada Miyazaki, trans. by Conrad Schirokauer, china's 
Examination Hell, Yale University Press, 1981. 

14 i.e., Chu Chien-shen [1447-1487]. For his biography, 
see OMB, pp. 298-304; also see The Cambridge History of China, 
vol.7, part I, pp. 343-402, hereafter to be referred to as 
CHC. 
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as their leader. Wang Ken was born toward the end of this 

reign. 

As a whole, the Ch'eng-hua reign is sometimes 

considered as one of the better periods of Ming history for 

its stability and solid achievements. 15 Yet, it can be argued 

that those positive features were at least partially eclipsed 

by the destructive abuse of eunuch power throughout the 

dynasty. 

The beginnings of eunuch malpractices can be traced 

back to the abolition of the prime ministership in 1380 by the 

emperor T'ai-tsu. The direct consequence of this action was 

the gradual emergence of an irregular though eventually highly 

organized bureaucracy, including the grand secretariat and its 

counterpart, the eunuchs. The competition between these two 

factions of course inevitably served to disrupt the normal 

functioning of government with varying consequences, and under 

inattentive rulers the situation was particularly severe. 

Toward the end of the Ch'eng-hua reign, the eunuch 

15 OMB, pp. 299-302; for instance, his attention to public 
affairs as reflected in the generous measures of famine 
relief, the respect for scholarship as seen in his praise of 
Chien Hsien-chang, the security of transportation and 
resettlements in the southern prvvinces as well as north in 
Jurchen territory, and the rebuilding of the Great Wall for 
six hundred miles which lessened the threat of the Mongols. 
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administrative establishment had grown so vast as to almost 

parallel the size of the civil service bureaucracy. And the 

growth of the eunuch bureaucracy was far greater than that of 

the civil service throughout the rest of the dynasty. Though 

there were occasions in which the dictatorial manipulation of 

eunuchs created conditions of service that were humiliating 

to Ming officials, in most situations, both sides cooperated 

openly and successfully a great deal of the time. 

Nevertheless, in subsequent reigns, the traditional ruler-

minister relationship was seriously undermined both by the 

growing prominence of the eunuchs and the capricious and 

ruthless exercise of unchallengeable imperial authority over 

officialdom. 16 Emperor Hsien-tsung, though a reasonable and 

even magnanimous person, was a passive and non-assertive 

introvert who was easily influenced by individuals of strong 

will. During his rule, though the struggle between these two 

forces --civil officials and eunuchs-- to control the 

decisions of government was not regarded as alarming at that 

time, his inattention to the duties of office thus made the 

excesses of the eunuchs a growing threat to the dynasty's 

interests. Moreover, the various abuses of political and 

16 Charles o. Hucker, The Ming Dynasty : Its origins and 
Evolving Institutions, The University of Michigan Press, 1978, 
pp. 85-100: The Cambridge History of China, vol.7, part I, 
pp. 358-360, 363-365. 
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police power which became ingrained in his reign, tended to 

serve as models for eunuchs and their associates in later 

times. Because of this situation, some able and devoted 

statesmen-bureaucrats were' driven from government by the 

frustrations of service. 17 Others c:1.ose to avoid political 

involvement altogether and to lead instead a secluded life of 

study, where they channelled their frustrations into creative 

forms, such as philosophical inquiry or literary expression. 

A conscientious, rational, and hard-·wor!dng ruler, Chu 

Yu-t· ang [1470-1505], emperor Hsien-tsung' s son and successor, 

has been praised by historians for having reformed the 

government by ridding it of some of the abuses of his 

predecessor and for leading a frugal and virtuous life. 18 His 

reign period [1487-1505], which was entitled Hung-chih, came 

to be cherished as a harmonious and generally uneventful time. 

And, for his commitment to Confucian teachings and ethical 

values, his reign has been compared by some historians to the 

17 DMB, p. 299; also see CHC, vol.7, part I, pp. 349-350, 
360-363. 

18 Albert Chan, The Glory and Fall of the Ming Dynasty, 
p, 3r.0; also OMB, p. 378. 
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golden age of a Confucian sage-king. 1Y His wise and benign 

rule engendered a fresh spirit among the bureaucracy. Yet, 

his positive achievements were overshadowed by problems which 

had troubled the previous reign and re\~merged during his later 

years. First of all, his reign witnessed the further growth 

of the eunuch bureaucracy, because no Ming emperor could 

escape entrusting them with part of his heavy administrative 

responsibilities. However, at the end of the fifteenth 

century we also observe a significant growth in the authority 

of the grand secretariat, which was trusted as the responsible 

counterpart to imperial dignity for their ethical commitment. 

As a consequence, the struggle for the control- of the 

decision-making process between these two competing 

bureaucratic forces was becoming increasingly severe. 20 

Perhaps, the worst legacy of his rule, as Frederick W. Mote 

maintains, was the choice of Chu Hou-chao [1491-1521] as his 

heir, who ascended the throne as emperor wu-tsung [1505-

1521] .21 

19 DMB, pp. 377-378. For a learned discussion of 
eremitism, see Frederick W. Mote, "Confucian Eremitism in the 
Yuan Period," in Confucian Persuasion, ed., by Arthur Wright, 
stanford University Press, 1960, pp. 202-240. 

20 CHC, vol.7, part I, pp. 351-357, 362-364. 

21 DMB, pp.307-315; CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 403-439. 
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Emperor Wu-tsung' s extravagant and pleasure-seeking 

life-style caused him to be inattentive to the empire's 

problems. In turn, his neglect of his imperial duties allowed 

the notorious eunuch Liu Chin [ca.1452-1510] to usurp the 

power of the throne. Later, a de facto shift of political 

power from the emperor to emergent court ministers who sought 

to remedy the dis functioning of government marked not only the 

lessening of imperial control but also the beginning of the 

decline of the empire in the second half of its existence. 

This situation further complicated the tension and strife 

existing between several parties, that is, the emperor, the 

eunuchs, and senior court ministers, where the latter two 

could be and often were disunited. Though emperor wu-tsung 

was commended for his martial spirit and military prowess, 

which were employed to stop the decline of Ming military 

power, his reign was unfortunately frequently troubled by the 

outbreak of banditry. Yet, these domestic problems did not 

bring him to his senses, and a life of debauchery not only 

squandered the sUbstance of his forefathers and thereby 

shortened his own reign, but it also decisively affected the 

course of the dynasty. 22 

Because emperor Wu-tsung did not leave an heir upon his 

22 • Ib1d •• 
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death, his cousin Chu Hou-ts'ung [1507-1566] succeeded to the 

throne as emperor Shih-tsung [1521-1566].23 In the early years 

of his long reign, the latter focussed his attention on the 

raising of his deceased father's rank to imperial status, thus 

giving rise to the controversy known as the Ta-li yi [the 

debate on imperial rites]. 24 Although he ultimately gained his 

objective in this matter, thereby marking a resurgence of 

despotic imperial authority, imperial control of the political 

and economic infrastructure in fact was not as complete as it 

once had been, for beginning in the sixteenth century, the 

government failed in its attempt to reform the land tax 

system. Moreover, the constricted vision of rulership which 

Shih-tsung attempted to assert resulted in antago~istic 

confrontations between himsel f and his senior ministers. 

Therefore, despite a brutal and despotic style of rule, the 

emperor was actually reduced to asserting his imperial 

23 OMB, pp. 315-321: CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 440-510. 

24 Emperor Shih-tsung was a grandson of emperor Hsien
tsung, a nephew of the Hung-chih emperor, and a cousin of 
emperor Wu-tsung. If emperor Shih-tsung had agreed to be the 
adopted son of emperor Wu-tsung, the direct line of succession 
would nominally have been maintained. But instead, upon his 
accession, he recommended the adoption of imperial rites and 
titles proper for his biological father. In consequence, a 
court debate on the distinction between legitimate succession 
in the dynastic line and blood line succession ensued, which 
had ramifications going well beyond the immediate issue and 
aroused interest in the study of historical precedents, in the 
history of the dynasty, and in philosophy and textual 
analysis. See CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 443-450. 
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prerogatives and autocracy in negative ways.25 

Harsh, obstinate and lacking in compassion, the 

emperor tolerated no interference in those matters which 

claimed his attention, no criticism of his person or of his 

policies. For this reason, many able officials were ruined 

politically and financially and driven from the court in 

disgrace. Yet, in carrying out the emperor's will, his 

officials often willingly put their positions and lives at 

stake. If they were unfortunate enough to incur his wrath, 

they risked death or unjust and excessive punishments. 

Throughout his reign, many officials, even including his 

favorites, met unfortunate and untimely ends. 26 Nevertheless, 

shrewd and unscrupulous courtiers were able to guide imperial 

policies in the direction of their own interests regardless 

of the wishes of the emperor. wi th regard to the eunuch 

bureaucracy, the emperor was able to keep them in check; this 

won him a reputation for severity in dealing with the eunuchs. 

However, their power continued to grow throughout his reign. 

Gradually, they came to overshadow even the grand secretariats 

25 CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 450, 508-510. 

26 OMB, p. 321. Among his favorite officials, Kuo Hsun 
died in prison, Ch' iu Luan' s corpse was disinterred and 
beheaded, Hsia Yen was executed, and Yen Sung ended his life 
in desolation. Only a few senior officials escaped tragic 
fates. 
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in power and influence. In consequence, the political vigor 

of the empire began to decline. 

In foreign relations, throughout the Chia-ching reign 

Mongol bands maintained steady pressure on the northern 

frontier. Because the military institution from the Ch'eng

hua reign onward was subj ect to frequent manipulation and 

change, military discipline during the Chia-ching reign 

reached a very low level. As a result, control over the 

border garrisons had been deteriorating since the early 

sixteenth century.27 Moreover, along the southeastern coastal 

provinces, the wo-k'ou [Japanese pirates] caused equal 

~uffering and constant depredations. Wealthy and populous 

cities in the lower Yangtze area, such as Ning-po, Hang-chow, 

Shao-hsing, Soochow, Yang-chow, and Nanking, could not escape 

repeated harassment. 28 As a result, the losses in life and 

property were immeasurable. And yet, defense and suppression 

measures proved very costly to the court, seriously draining 

its monetary reserves. 

27 CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 466-479. 

28 Ibid., pp. 490-505; also see Kwan-wai So, Japanese 
Piracy in Ming china during the 16th centurY, 1975, and 
Charles O. Hucker, "Hu Tsung-hsien' s Campaign Against Hsii Hai, 
1556," in Kierman, Frank A. Jr., and John K. Fairbank, eds., 
Chinese Ways of Warfare, Harvard University Press, 1974, pp. 
273-307, for general background on this problem. 
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Equally important to the dissipation of the energy 

and wealth of the empire was the emperor's obsession with the 

Taoist religion. Emperor Shih-tsung was the only Ming emperor 

devoted to the cult of religious Taoism, and the only one to 

suppress Buddhism. And because he became so absorbed with 

religious ceremonies and practices involving a quest for 

immortality, he was unwilling to spare much time for imperial 

audiences or the regular affairs of court in the later years 

of his reign. As a result, the power of the government fell 

largely into the hands of Grand Secretary Yen Sung [1480-

1565]. Under his dictatorial control, the administration 

slowly deteriorated. 29 Because there was very little 

communication between the sovereign and his subj ects, and 

because he was so ill-informed about the world outside the 

court, he had to depend on others, such as eunuchs and 

courtiers, to make decisions involving serious matters of 

state. In consequence, t.he Ming government reached a low ebb 

in these years. Wang Ken, who died in 154J., bore witness to 

the bitter experiences of this reign. 

2. Socio-Economic conditions 

It is now generally recognized that in the first half 

~ Ibid., pp. 479-482. 
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of the sixteenth century Ming China experienced a period of 

expanding prosperity because of the spread of a commodity 

economy and new advances in agricultural technology and 

methods of production. Concurrently, China experienced a 

dramatic increase in population. 3o As William Skinner points 

out, population growth, productivity, and market expansions 

are closely interrelated, and this linkage is particularly 

marked in commercial developments in sixteenth c~mtury China. 31 

Besides, the large influx of silver into China beginning in 

the sixteenth century contributed directly to the monetization 

of the economy, which in turn exercised a major impact on the 

30 Ho Ping-ti, Population, pp. 183-189, concludes there 
was a five- or six-fold population increase in the sixteenth 
century. The flourishing commercial activities of the latter 
half of the Ming dynasty has generated a debate among Chinese 
Marxist historians and Japanese historians concerning the 
trans formative potential of commerce. Some scholars argue 
this led to the budding of capitalism in China. Despite the 
presumptiveness and rigidity of Marxist interpretations of 
Chinese economic history, the debate has resulted in the 
collection and compilation of abundant documents pertaining 
to commercial developments in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Also see Fu Yi-ling, Ming-tai Chiang-nan shih-min 
ching-chi shih-t'an [Essays on the urban economy of the Ming 
period in the Chiang-nan area], Shanghai, 1957. 

31 G. William Skinner, "Marketing and Social Structure in 
Rural China," Journal of Asian studies, 24.1[1964]:pp. 1-43, 
24.2[1965]: pp. 195-228, and 24.3[1965]: pp. 363-399. For 
more information about economic development and finance in 
16th century Ming China, see Timothy Brook, "The Merchant 
Network in 16th Century China," Journal of Economic and Social 
History of the orient, 24[part II, 1981]: pp. 165-244; Ray 
Huang, Taxation and Governmental Finance in 16th-Century Ming 
China, Cambridge University Press, 1974. 
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financial and economic systems. 32 As a consequence, rapid 

expansion of the domestic trade in agricultural commodities, 

in handicraft and textile manufactures, and in salt and tea 

manifested itself in a similar expansion of marketing systems 

as well as the prosperity of market t.owns. Moreover, together 

with an upswing in foreign trade, the overall economy of the 

Ming empire flourished, and changes in both the urban and 

rural economies can also be identified. Some contemporary 

accounts vividly illustrate the trading activities and general 

commercial prosperity enjoyed by economically favored areas. 

In the 1480' s, the Korean traveller Ch' oe Pu [1454-1504] 

recorded in his diary his adventures in china, particularly 

those in the lower Yangtze region: 

"As to the prosperity of the settlements, they are 
elegant and beautiful beyond words in all the 
prefectural towns, counties, and garrisons from the 
river· south. Whether it is a market town, police 
station, chiliad, fortress, station, stop, village, 
or embankment post, sometimes for three or four li, 
sometimes for seven or eight Ii, sometimes for over 
ten li, and often for as much as twenty Ii around 
them, village gates crowd the ground, markets line 
the roads, towers look stern ••.. It was because of 
that that men of old considered the land south of 

32 For a study of the relations between the monetization 
of silver and Chinese economic development in the 15th and 
16th centuries, see The Single-Whip Method of Taxation in 
China, tr. Wang Yu-ch'uan, Harvard University Press, 1956. 
Also see Frederic E. Wakeman Jr., "China and the 17th-Century 
crisis," in Late Impe.i:."ial China, 7.1[1986]: pp. 2-3, and The 
Great Enterprise for a more extensive discussion of this 
sUbject. 



the river a ~eautiful land. 

From the river north, both Yang-chow, Huai-an, and 
from the Huai River north; and Hsu-chou, Chi-ning, 
and Lin-ch ling, are handsome and grosperous, the 
same as places south of the river." 3 

In Su-chou [Soochow] prefecture, while he was travelling from 

Pao-tai Bridge to KU-su Station, he noted that "shops and 

markets one after another lined both river banks, and merchant 

junks were crowded together. 

center of the southeast. ,,34 

It was well called an urban 

While these descriptions are 

indicative of commercial prosperity in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, we must bear in mind as mentioned earlier 

the existence of great regional variations in economic 

development. Despite the obvious importance of factors 

contributing to the growth of commerce, attention in the 

following will be given to the social and intellectual 

consequences of economic and commercial prosperity. 

Without doubt, such flourishing of trade in the latter 

half of Ming rule brought drastic changes in the life of many 

Chinese. In a substantially changed economic environment 

growing out of ever increasing inter-regional trade and the 

33 John Meskill, tr., Ch I oe Pu I s Diary : A Record of 
Drifting Across the Sea, The University of Arizona Press, 
1965, p. 154. 

~ Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
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growth of market towns, the populace, especially those living 

~n urban areas, underwent new experiences, with the result 

that their perceptions of reality gradually gave rise to a new 

mentality, however slowly, as they were compelled to adapt to 

infrastructural transformation. In this regard, the pressures 

of poverty and over-population drove many people in search of 

more lucrative ways of making a living. 

The following quotation illustrates well the worried 

concerns of scholar and gentry members for what they regarded 

as a popular tendency to abandon fundamental undertakings in 

the pursuit of the superfluous. Ku Yen-wu [ 1613 -82] ,35 a 

serious critic of late Ming society, lamented the si tu,:'.'tion 

as follows: 

"By the time of the Hung-chih reign [1488-1506], 
the foundation of the dynasty had been finally 
established. At that time, people led an adequate 
livelihood ••• there were homes to live in and fields 
to cultivate ••• But by the end of Cheng-te [1506-
1522] and the beginning of Chia-ching [1522-1566], 
the situation became different. Merchants were 
numerous, while cultivated land was no longer 
treasured. People interacted with one another for 
profit. There were rises and falls, not governed 
by any constancy. Only the capable would succeed, 
the incompetent being left to perish. While the 
family in the east attained wealth, that in the 
west fell into poverty ..• AII sorts of strifes and 
hypocrisy ran rampant ... By the end of Chia-ching 
and the beginning of Lung-ch'ing [1567-1573], the 

35 ECCP, pp. 421-426. 
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change was even more drastic. Wealth derived from 
superfluous activities was in the majority, while 
weal th obtained through fundamental undertakings 
was rare ..... 36 

Ku's observation had been preceded in time hy similar remarks 

by Lin Hsi-yUan [Ca.1480-ca.1560],37 chin-shih of 1517 and a 

gentry member from Fukien: 

.. Presently, traders, handicraft workers, idlers and 
loafers constitute about fifty to sixty percent of 
the population. There are few farmers .•. The 
merchants amass hu~e fortunes. Rich ones possess 
more than ten thousand taels, even the small 
merchants have a hundred or a thousand taels. Many 
of them purchase official posts and enj oy their 
exploits. The farmers work all year round. Yet 
they may not have enough food, and are constantly 
being burdened by t~y.es and corvee labor. This is 
why the people are increasingly drawn toward the 
superfluous ... 38 

The textile and silk industries drew many farm women into the 

spinning and weaving business which turned out to be much more 

~ Quoted in Richard Shek, Religion and society in Late 
Ming: Secretarianism and Popular Thought in Sixteenth
Seventeenth century China, Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
California, Berkeley, 1980, p. 17. Ku's statement is quoted 
in Sakai Tadao, Chugoku Zensho no Kenkyu [A Study of Chinese 
Morality Books], 1960, p. 117. 

37 DMB, vol. I, pp. 919-922. 

~ Ibid., p.18; quoted in Zensho, p. 116. 
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profitable for them than laboring in the fields. 39 And the 

increasing possibility of profit-making also led eunuchs, 

gentry members, high officials, army officers, and yamen 

clerks to engage in trade and industry, as evidenced by one 

contemporary account : 

"People in WU [Kiangsu] adopt weaving as their 
profession. Even among the scholar-gentry 
families, many engage in weaving and spinning to 
realize profit. The social custom encourages 
diligence and profit-making. Therefore, they 
become affluent. Yet something deplorable may be 
mentioned. When the leading Grand Secretary from 
Hua-t'ing [Hsu Chieh] was in office, he kept a 
large number of female weavers and sold what they 
had woven at the end of each year. ,,40 

It is no wonder that among the scholarly elite who 

upheld the centuries old ideology of "agriculture as the 

primary sector, and everything else including trade as 

secondary," the growth of manufacturing and trade was 

considered as a threat to the agricultural base of society. 

Therefore, trade was regarded in influential circles as 

representing a lapse in moral discipline. Moreover, 

39 Evelyn Rawski, Agricultural Changes and the Peasant 
Economy of South China, p. 55. 

40 Quoted in Sakai Tadao, Chugoku Zensho no Kenkyo [A 
Study of Chinese Morality Books], p. 120. A translation can 
be found in Richard Shek, Religion and Society in Late Ming, 
p. 22. 
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restrictions were imposed upon mercantile activities as one 

means of maintaining the security of the state and the fiscal 

accessibility of the agricultural base. 41 And yet, ironically, 

the imperial government did not enjoy the profits accruing 

from advances in agricultural technology and production, from 

the expansion of foreign and domestic trade, from the growth 

of the handicraft industry, or from the opening of new lands 

to cUltivation. Imperial control, as mentioned earlier, was 

not as strong as it had once been, and its inability to 

manipulate these new sources of revenue left them to private 

hands. 42 

Another negative phenomenon generated by economic 

growth and which reacted on the socio-economic structure was 

the concentration of land in the hands of the few. 43 One 

immediate consequence of this fact was the conversion of many 

owner-farmers into tenant-farmers and vagrants. The latter 

41 Timothy Brook, "The Merchant Network in Sixteenth 
century China," in Journal of Economic and Social History of 
the Orient, 24[part II, 1981]: pp. 172-73, 181-85. 

42 CHC, vol. 7, part I, pp. 508-09. 

43 Ch'ing P'ei-heng, "Lun shih-liu shih-ch'i shih-chi 
chung-kuo she-hui ching-chi te hsing-chih" [On the Economic 
Nature of Chinese Society in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries], in Ming-Ch' ing tzu-pen chu-i meng-ya yen-chiu lun
wen chi [Monographs on Chinese Nascent Capitalism in the Ming 
and Ch'ing Dynasties], Shanghai, 1981, pp. 42-47. 
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group constituted a perennial problem for government 

throughout the dynasty. Because of government negligence in 

distributing relief, the problem of vagrancy became even more 

serious and widespread by the Ch'eng-hua period [1465-1487]. 

Eventually, many who were driven into vagrancy because of high 

land rents, usury, poverty, or natural disasters, joined rebel 

or bandit gangs. Thus, banditry and rebellion became 

widespread in various parts of China, particularly in the 

southeast. 44 As these social ills continued to develop, the 

gap between rich and poor widened. A seventeenth-century 

gazetteer, cited above, reported, "One out of a hundred is 

wealthy, but nine out of ten are impoverished. The 

impoverished are unable to oppose the wealthy so that, 

contrary to what should be, the few control the many. Silver 

and copper cash seem to dominate Heaven and Earth. ,,45 

Increasing affluence among the upper classes resulted 

from a steady rise in the living standard. This, in turn, 

prompted the rich to indulge in ostentatious consumption and 

44 Ibid., Albert Chan, The Glory and Fall of the Ming 
Dynasty, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1982, pp. 240-
244; Tao Hsi-sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih [The 
History of Chinese Political Thought], vol. 4, Taipei, 
reprint, 1972, pp. 193-194. 

45 Cited in Frederic E. 
Seventeenth-Century Crisis, " 
7.1[1986]: pp. 7-8. 

Wakeman Jr., "China 
in Late Imperial 

and the 
China, 
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to adopt luxurious lifestyles. The 1579 edi tion of The 

Gazetteer of Hang-chou witnessed this change in the customs 

and attitudes of the people. It further criticized tendencies 

to extravagance in almost every aspect of life. 46 Hsieh Chao

che [1567-1624],47 chin-shih of 1592 and a well-travelled 

observer of the late Ming period, observed how newly-rich 

merchants "squander gold like dust" on "concubines, 

prostitutes, and lawsuits. ,,48 Other observant scholars such 

as Ho Liang-chun [1506-73]49 and Sung Ying-hsing [1587-

ca .1666] 50 also sensed the social implications of ostentatious 

living. They worried that moral disintegration was subversive 

of the existing social order. 51 Finally, as extravagant 

lifestyles became more widespread, it caught the attention of 

~ Cited in Kwan-wai So, Japanese Piracy in Ming China 
During the 16th Century, Michigan State University, 1875, pp. 
129-130. 

47 DMB, vol. I, pp. 546-550. 

48 Hsieh Chao-che, Wu-tsa-tsu [A Miscellany in Five 
Parts], cited in Ho Ping-ti, The Ladder of Success in Imperial 
China, Columbia University Press, 1962, p. 158. 

49 DMB, vol. I, pp. 515-518. 

50 ECCP, pp. 690-691. 

51 Ho Liang-chiin, ssu-yu-chai ts 'ung-shuc:>, Shanghai, 1959, 
pp. 310-316; Sung Ying-hsing, Yeh-i lun-ch'L T'an-t'ien. Ssu
lien shih, Shanghai, 1976, pp. 40-43; Also see Cheng Pei-kai, 
Reality and Imagination: Li Chih and T'ang Hsien-tsu in Search 
of Authenticity, Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1980, 
pp. 44-46; Li Chieh, Ming Shih [The History of the Ming 
Dynasty], Taipei, 1964, pp. 610-611. 
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the government. In 1506 and again in 1545, sumptuary bans 

were issued by the government to "prohibit people to wear 

clothes unsuitable for their social status, to build houses 

in violation of regulations, and to use gold or silver 

utensils, to show pomp during funeral and marriage occasions, 

or to kill inordinate numbers of animals and fowl for their 

feasts. ,,52 Nevertheless, the fact remains that economic 

expansion and prosperity was not durable enough to sustain the 

faltering Ming empire. Moreover, the imminent crisis 

beginning in the fifteenth century deepened during the Wan-Ii 

period [1572-1620] and culminated in the eventual fall of the 

empire. 

3. Intellectual Outlook 

Confronted with a variety of political tensions, with 

economic prosperity and its resulting conflicts and tensions, 

and with concurrent social ills beginning in the fifteenth 

century, how did intellectuals and independent thinkers of the 

time conceive of an ideal society in which they could fulfill 

their responsibilities to cUltivate themselves and to serve 

society? Moreover, while the general environment was favorable 

52 Cited in Kwan-wai So, Japanese piracy in Ming China 
During the 16th Century, p. 130. 
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to intellectual inspiration, how did they translate their 

foresight into practical plans for their ideal world? And 

when their intellectual concerns were armoured with genuine 

human passions and aspirations, but hampered by the 

frustration that so characterized reality, in what manner did 

they convey their personal experiences in response to new 

circumstances and antecedent dissatisfaction with the 

tradi tional order? For those intellectuals who chose to 

express themselves in the acceptable literary forms, what was 

the reach of their creative imaginations? For those who 

engaged in scholastic endeavors, what were the social 

implications of their individual and collective endeavors, and 

what ideas were then current in the cultural milieu? To 

answer all of these questions is definitely not a easy task, 

especially because of the rich and varied complexity of life 

in the second half of the Ming period. Nevertheless, some 

cri tical features of Ming autocracy, of the education and 

examination systems, and of the reorientation in scholastic 

endeavors characteristic of those times will be outlined in 

hopes of providing a better understanding of the significance 

of these questions and their answers. 

The oppressiveness of Ming autocracy as exemplified in 

the purges of scholars and officials during the T'ai-tsu reign 
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period without question left an indelible imprint on the minds 

of intellectuals and thinkers of later generations.~ 

Moreover, imbalances in the ruler-minister relationship were 

aggravated by the rise of eunuch power as mentioned above. 

As a result, officialdom at times was vulnerable to the whims 

and caprices of powerful eunuchs and their cliques. 

Gradually, the insecurity of official life was made even more 

distasteful by the civil service examination system, which in 

Ming times became the dominant, if not the exclusive channel 

to bureaucratic recruitment and advancement. The government 

had no choice but to rely on the services of an educated 

elite, who were selected by means of the examination system 

and who proclaimed their commitment to certain social and 

moral values rooted in the Neo-Confucian tradition. On the 

53 Hsiao Kung-ch '\ian, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih 
[The History of Chinese Political Thought], Taipei, 1961, pp. 
561, 580. T'ai-tsu's ruthless rule won him the name of the 
cruelest and most vicious tyrant in all of Chinese history, 
as F.W. Mote contends in "The Growth of Chinese Despotism," 
Oriens Extremus 8 [1961]: 1-41. His great distrust of powerful 
generals and officials led to many purges and to countless 
instances of brutish punishment of his officials. He even 
subjected his officials to humiliating floggings in open 
court. Ch' eng-tsu, T' ai-tsu' s son, was equally harsh in 
adopting his father's style of government. Upon ascending the 
throne, Ch' eng-tsu purged loyal Chien-wen supporters, 
including the Confucian scholar Fang Hsiao-ju. Thousands 
perished. Also see Chiu Ling-yang, "Lun Ming T' ai-tsu cheng
ch '\ian hsia te chih-shih feng-tzu" [On the Intellecutals under 
T'ai-tsu's Regime], in Ming shih lun-chi [Ming History: Seven 
Studies], Hong Kong, Ch'eng-ming Publishing Co., 1975, pp. 1-
13. 
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other hand, an increasing awareness of the value of education 

as the main avenue of upward social mobility attracted a group 

of able persons to careers in government service. However, 

emphasis on the civil service examinations as the principal 

means used in selecting people for appointment to office and 

rigid adherence to the pedantic "eight-legged" examination 

essay style led to a gradual decline in the quality of 

education. The rote memorization of copybook answers to a 

limited range of examination topics, all of which had to be 

couched in the prescribed essay forms, did little to train 

students in the management of practical affairs. The 

deterioration of education, in turn, stultified the 

examination system, which no longer provided partiC'd~Jants with 

an opportunity to display true learning and talent. Besides, 

academic integrity was corrupted by means of bribery and 

plagiarism. Detailed accounts of the evils of the system were 

widely reported by contemporary observers. 54 In spite of this, 

there was never a shortage of individuals seeking fame and 

fortune who were willing to accommodate themselves to the 

system, however seriously flawed it may have been. 

54 Such as Wu Ying-ch'i [1594-1645] in his Liu tu chien
wen lu [A Record of Observation while Residing in the Capital] 
~nd Chin-lin so-shih [A Chin-lin Miscellany]. Chao Yi, in his 
Nien-erh-shih tsa-chi [The Miscellaneous Comments on the 
Twenty-two Dynastic Histories], also recounted the ills of the 
examination system in the Ming period, chuan 36. 
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Frustrated by the fierce competition for a limited 

number of official posts and the rote learning required for 

success in the examination system, some scholars called 

attention to the superficiality of the education system as 

well as the deleterious effects of the civil service 

examinations on Confucian thought. In their proposals for 

reform, they forcefully pointed out the irrelevance of most 

school work to true learning. It should be noted here that 

the study of the Four Books and other classical texts for the 

civil service examinations was based on the commentaries of 

Ch'eng Yi [1033-1107] and Chu Hsi [1130-1200], as had been the 

case since 1313 when the Yuan dynasty officially approved 

those texts as the basis for the civil service examinations. 

The Ming government did no more than carryon the 

system. During the early Ming period, an order was issued to 

compile three monumental collections of approved commentaries 

on the Confucian classics: the Wu-ching ta ch 'uan [Great 

Compendium of the Five Classics], the Ssu-shu ta-ch'uan [Great 

Compendium of the Four Books], and the Hsing-li ta-ch 'uan 

[Great Compendium of Hsing-li Philosophy]. The purpose of this 

policy was to make the best of the teachings of the Sung-Yuan 

scholars and thinkers available in a standard and accessible 

form. Most important, these texts were used as the basis for 
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the examinations. 55 However, as Julia Ching has observed, the 

price of government support and an official promulgation of 

orthodoxy would always be the loss of inner vitality and a 

turn to formalism in the intellectual world. What official 

orthodoxy effected was only tha production of scholars with 

good memories and certain literary skills at the expense of 

originality of mind. 56 

Therefore, acting against the rigidity and stagnation 

of the orthodox tradition, there was an attempt to revive the 

intuitionist philosophy of Lu Chiu-yuan [1140-1192],57 whose 

emphasis was on the inner subjectivization of the self as 

opposed to Chu Hsi's objective approach to book learning to 

improve one's personal nature. Among those dissidents, Ch' en 

Hsien-chang [1428-1500]58 first broke with orthodoxy, despite 

the fact that he and others had once been nourished and 

educated within the orthodox tradition. Placing emphasis on 

55 Ming Shih [The History of the Ming] , 70:155. 

56 Julia Ching, To Acquire Wisdom. The Way of Wang Yang
ming, Columbia University Press, 1976, pp. 20-21. 

57 Sung jen chuan-chi tzu-liao so-yin [Index to 
biographical materials of Sung figures], ChIang Pi-te et ale 
Taipei, 1974-75, vol. 3, pp. 2662-2663. 

58 OMB, vol. 1, pp. 153-156, and Jen Yu-wen, "Ch'en Hsien
chang's Ph.ilosophy of the Nature" in de Bary ed., Self and 
society in Ming Thought, pp. 53-92. 
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interior cUltivation rather than the study of books, Chien 

Hsien-changls system of philosophy is based on the natural, 

one of its essentials consisting of acquiring personal insight 

by means of quiet-sitting. Besides, because of his moral 

influence, many of his followers embraced a life of honorable 

poverty and independence with no regard for wealth and 

honors. 59 

with regard to the theory and practice of acquiring 

sagehood, Wang Yang-ming, of course, achieved even greater 

renown for his redefinition of sagehood, which radically 

changed the tone and nature of the moral pursuit. He boldly 

affirmed that human effort made sagehood attainable to the 

majority of society. Without doubt, his ideas won a great 

following in the permissive atmosphere characteristic of the 

latter half of the Ming dynasty. After his death, his 

followers spread allover the empire, expounding the teachings 

of their master. And his thesis that sagehood was inherent 

in everyone and within the grasp of all was welcomed by 

59 Minq-ju hsiieh-an [The Records of Ming Scholars], 
"Quotations from Liu Tsung-chou," pp. 4-5; chiian 5, pp. 78-
80; the edition hereafter cited as MJHA is the Cheng version, 
which is gene:rally considered as the standard text. This 
version has been punctuated and collated by the modern scholar 
Chih-yin Shen, Taipei reprint by Hua-shih Publishing Co., 
1987. Also see Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, 
pp. 55-56, 84-88. 
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members of the elite class as well as commoners. 60 Some of 

hi::; followers went so far as to incorporate Buddhist and 

Taoist doctrines into a Confucian framework. This was 

especially among true of adherents of the T'ai-chou school, 

and it was frequently denounced by more tradi tion-minded 

Confucians as heterodox behavior. Just as Huang Tsung-hsi 

stated in his Ming-ju hsueh-an [The Records of Ming Scholars], 

"The teaching of master Yang-ming became popular everywhere 

under Heaven and Earth on account of Wang Ken and Wang Chi. 

But it gradually lost its transmission in part due to Wang Ken 

and Wang Chi .•• By the time his teac.hing passed down to men 

like Yen Chun and Ho Hsin-yin, it was no longer within the 

boundaries of Confucian moral philosophy. ,,61 Yet, this 

voluntary rejection of the orthodox tradition and the search 

for a new intellectual orientation was, as Hsiao Kung-ch'uan 

has argued, a sign of iconoclastic protest against a system 

of intellectual tyranny supported by the state. As such, it 

carried with it radical implications for change as well as a 

60 Ibid.; Chi Wen-fu, Wan-Ming ssu-hsiang-shih lun [On the 
Intellectual History of the Late Ming] , 1944, pp. 1-9; Tso
p' ai Wang hsueh [The Left Wing school of Wang Yang-ming], 
1944, pp. 82-83; Jung Chao-tsu, Ming-tai ssu-hsiang shih, 
1962, Taipei reprint, pp. 73-87. 

61 MJHA, chuan 32, p. 703. 
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subtle and indirect attack upon imperial autocracy.62 In this 

context, the following treatment of Wang Ken and his founding 

of the T'ai-chou school of thought represents an attempt to 

discover the basic patterns of thought underlying the T'ai-

chou school's responsiveness to the dramatic changes that were 

occurring in late Ming society and thought. The present study 

will also attempt to shed some light on the aforementioned 

questions within a broader perspective. 

62 Hsiao Kung-ch'iian, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih 
[The History of Chinese Political Thought], Taipei, 1961, pp. 
561, 564, 566. 



CHAPTER II 

WANG KEN AND HIS ENVIRONMENT 

Passing An-feng-ch'ang' 

I 

Green rushes, white dew beside the murmuring stream, 
setting sun, spring zephers stir a wanderer's memories. 
If one says the people of An-feng are the lowest, 
There is also Wang Hsin-chai2 among the commoners. 

II 

Carrying my zither to the shores of the eastern sea, 
Half of those I meet are salt sellers. 
Speaking of poetry, master Wu3 is a modern man of taste 
Living in solitary seclusion amidst the thirty factories. 4 

51 

These two poems, both entitled "Passing An-feng
ch'ang," can be found in Sun Chih-wei's collected works, Kai
t'ang chi, vol. 1, 9.11a, p. 447, Shanghai, 1979. They are 
also cited in the Chia-ch'ing Gazeteer of Tung-t'ai [1817 
ed.], 8.8b, p.352. The second poem is also cited in Yang Chi
ch'ing, comp., Wu Chia-chi shih chien-chiao [A modern 
punctuated and annotated edition of the poetry of WU Chia
chi], Shanghai, 1980, p. 527. An-feng-ch'ang is located 
twenty five li south of Tung-t'ai county, T'ai-chou prefecture 
of Yang-chou, modern Kiangsu province. Tung-t'ao, another 
name for An-feng-ch'ang, is the native place of both Wang Ken 
and Wu Chia-chL 

2 I.e., Wang Ken; Hsin-chai was his style. 

3 I.e., Wu Chia-chi. 

4 Chiang, or factory, was the head establishment of a 
salt production unit constituting a number of small 
manufacturing fields, or salterns. In Ming and Ch'ing times, 
among the six Salt Distribution Commissions, the Liang-huai 
area, where salt was produced along the drainage basin of the 
Huai river, was the most affluent and prosperous area of all. 
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Sun Chih-wei [1620-1687].5 

Although dedicated to Wu Chia-chi [1618-1684] by his friend 

Sun Chih-wei [1620-1687] when he visited WU at An-feng-ch lang', 

these two poems are also reminiscent of the late Ming Neo-

Confucian philosopher-teacher and founder of the so-called 

T'ai-chou school, Wang Ken. The name of Wang Ken was closely 

associated with the salt industry of that area, where in his 

youth he labored long hours in the salt trade and devoted 

himself to Confucian self-cultivation. Eventually declaring 

himself a scholar-teacher, he gained a large popular 

following, especially among fellow commoners who also followed 

the same occupation. Perhaps it was because of his 

determination to promote the practice of self-cultivation 

wi thin the Liang-huai area, there were thirty factories, 
administratively divided into three subcommissions, with T'ai
chou located in the middle, T'ung-chou to the south, and Huai
an to the north. Because the T'ai-chou branch was located in 
the middle, it was also called Chung-shih-ch lang, the ten 
central salt producing factories. See Ta -Ming Hui -tien 
[Collected statutes of the Ming dynasty],Li Tung-yang [1447-
1516], et. al., chuan 32.1-2, p. 589, facsimile reproduction 
of 1587, Taipei, 1964, hereafter to be referred to as TMHT. 
Also see Liang-huai Yen-fa Chih [K'ang-hsi Gazetteer of the 
Liang-huai Salt Administration], 2.3b-4a, 2.15b-16a, 2.18b-
19a, pp.68-69, 92-93, 98-99, Taiwan reprint, 1966, hereafter 
to be referred to as LHYFC. 

5 For biographical data, see Eminent Chinese of the 
Ch'ing Period, ed. Arthur Hummel, 1964, p. 675, and Ch'inq 
Shih Lieh-chuan [Biographies of the ChI ing History], Shanghai, 
1928, 71. 8a-b. 



53 

among the common people that he committed himself to a life 

of teaching. 

The name and indomitable spirit of Wang Ken was long 

remembered by local villagers, for he embodied their hopes and 

aspirations for escape from mundane tribulations and for 

eventual salvation. The sorrows and sufferings of village 

life in this traditionally depressed economic area did not end 

with the passing away of Wang Ken. About eighty years later, 

Wu Chia-chi, lauded as an extraordinary genius for his verse, 

still compassionately and realistically described the bitter 

life of the lower classes and their experiences with frequent 

flooding and drought, as well as plunder and rapine by bandits 

and invasion by Ch' ing armies. 6 Just as Sun Chih-wei has 

observed, Wu Chia-chi's poetry is filled with expressions of 

personal anguish and realistic reflections on the hard lot of 

the local inhabitants. 7 

6 For translations of some of his poems, see waiting for 
the Unicorn. Poems and Lyrics of China's Last Dynasty. 1644-
1911, eds. Irving Lo and William Schultz, Indiana University 
Press, 1986, pp. 79-82, and biographical data in Indiana 
companion to Traditional Chinese Literature, ed. william H. 
Nienhauser Jr., Indiana University Press, 1986, pp.899-900. 

7 Preface to Wu Chia-chi's Lou-hsuan shih chi [The Humble 
studio collection] by Sun Chih-wei, in Yang Chi-ch'ing comp., 
Wu Chia-chi shih chien-chiao, pp. 490-91. 
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Also born and raised in An-feng-ch' ang, WU Chia

chi must have often trod where Wang Ren had walked, and from 

those experiences he must have drawn resourceful inspiration 

from memories of Wang' s colorful career and philosophical 

teachings. It is also not surprising that his admiration for 

Wang Ren should find expression in his poems,8 for his 

grandfather, Wu Feng-i[1538?-1609], had achieved local 

prominence as a disciple of Wang Ren's son, Wang Pi, and Wu 

Chia-chi also claimed spiritual kinship with Wang Ren. 9 

1. The Place 

The humble and often baffling circumstances of time 

and place vividly mirrored in WU Chia-chi's poetry cause us 

to speculate about the reality of the environment in which 

Wang Ren lived. An-feng-ch'ang, the birth place and seedbed 

8 Ibid., p. 467, "A Quatrain on An-feng-ch' ang" runs like 
this, "All say that An-feng's manners and customs are bad:/ 
A reed flute soughs poignantly, an egret soars./ Who realizes 
in that tiny house beside the stream,/ Years ago a commoner 
heard the Truth there." Here, "commoner" refers to Wang Ken, 
and the "tiny house" to the house where he reportedly achieved 
enlightenment. The site is located to the north of Tung-t'ao 
factory. Another poem recounts a visit to Wang Ken's shrine, 
p. 398. 

9 Ibid., pp. lt 491. Also see Yuan Ch'eng-yeh ed., Wang 
Hsin-chai ti-tzu shih-ch'eng piao, pp. 89-90. Wu Feng-i was 
about twenty some years younger than Wang pi. At the age of 
twenty, he came under Wang pi's tutelage. In 1609, Wu died 
at the age of 71. 
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of their spiritual nurturing, was one of the maj or sal t 

producing factories under the jurisdiction of the T'ai-chou 

subcommission. T'ai-chou, together with T'ung-chou and Huai

an, constituted the three branch offices of the Liang-huai 

Salt Administration, which had its head office in Yang-chou 

at the junction of the Yangtze river and the Grand Canal. 

Geographically, salt production and distribution in the Liang

huai area embraced four provinces, chiangnan [modern Kiangsu 

and Anhui], Kiangsi, Hukuang [modern Hupei and Hunan], and 

Honan. 10 Due to the dense population in the area and an 

intricate network of rivers, lakes and canals, there was an 

ample supply of labor and an excellent transport network to 

support the large-scale production of saltf and as a result, 

the Liang-huai area contributed substantially to the revenue 

of the Ming government. According to one estimate, the total 

annual income from the salt monopoly in the late sixteenth 

century was two million taels of silver, half of the four 

million taels of average revenue annually accruing directly 

to the Ministry of Revenue. The Liang-huai salt distribution 

commission provided about one-third of the total salt 

revenue. 11 And among the three branch offices of the Liang-

10 LHYFC, 4.1a-b, pp. 277-278. 

11 Ray Huang, Taxation and Government Finance in 16th
century Ming China, pp. 175, 213-216, 268, 274-275. Also see 
Ping-ti Ho, "The Salt Merchants of Yang-chou: A Study of 
Commercial Capitalism in Eighteenth-century China," in Harvard 
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huai Salt Administration, the T'ai-chou subcommission 

outstripped the other two in both production and sales. An

feng-ch' ang was responsible for the largest share in the 

profitable salt-brewing industry of the T'ai-chou branch:'Z 

Located twenty-five Ii south of Tung-t'ai,'3 An-feng

chIang belonged to the production fields south of the Huai 

river where salt was extracted from raw brine mainly by 

lixiviation, whereas salt north of the Huai river was produced 

JOUrnal or Asiatic studies, 17[1954], pp. 130-131. According 
to Ray Huang, the total value of the regular land tax was 
twenty-one million taels, the labor service levy produced 
another ten million taels, and the total proceeds from salt 
revenues were two million taels. All of this income, along 
with some other unaccountable and uncollectible items, 
constituted the thirty-seven million taels which went to 
finance the administration of the empire. Of this total, the 
Ministry of Revenue controlled only four million taels. 

1Z Preface to the Gazetteer of Chung-shih-ch'ang, cited 
in Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai, 37.46a-47a, pp. 1537-
39, also 36.37a, p. 1409; LHYFC also cites the importance of 
the salt production and sales in the Liang-huai area to the 
national revenue, preface, p. 25. 

13 Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai, 8.7b, p.350. 
Ibid., 6.6a, p. 289, also briefly summarizes the history of 
Tung-t'ai county, citing from the geographical section of the 
Ming Shih [The History of the Mingl. In 1520, the T'ai-chou 
subcommission was located in the Tung-t'ai factory, which at 
that time was only one of the salt factories. It was not 
until 1768 that Tung-t'ai was established as a county, 
consisting of the northeast part of T'ai-chou prefecture of 
Yang-chou. The T'ai-chou subcommission was still located in 
Tung-t'ai county, and the ten or so factories which included 
An-feng-ch'ang and Tung-t'ai were under the jurisdiction of 
both Tung-t'ai county and the T'ai-chou subcommission. 
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by means of solar evaporation. 14 Because the percolation 

method used in the factories south of the Huai river required 

plant stalks as fuel to boil the brine, marsh lands were 

tended in An-feng-ch' anq to supply this need. Yields of plant 

fuels varied in accordance with the productivity of the land, 

and An-feng-ch'ang, where the land was rich, ranked among the 

top six salt factories in the Liang-huai area in terms of 

total annual production. 15 Yet, with all its advantages and 

the profits gained from the production of salt, actual living 

conditions in An-feng-ch'ang and its saltern households were 

still severely depressed. The sharp contrast between the bare 

existence of salters in the factories and the lavish standard 

of living. of salt merchants in nearby trading and distributing 

centers such as Yang-chou can only be understood in terms of 

the actual operation of the salt monopoly. 

Salt production in Ming times, which ranked next only 

to the land tax in terms of state income, was a traditional 

government monopoly. On the one hand, successful operation 

of the monopoly hinged on the ready availability of a 

productive labor force. On the other, the high profits of 

14 LHYFC, 2.37b-39a, pp. 136-39. Also see Chang Hsuan, 
Hsi-yuan wen-chien Iu [The Collection of Notes by Hsi-yuan], 
36.4a, p. 3197. 

15 LHYFC, 18.2a, p. 1367. 
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this governmental monopoly were in fact made possible through 

the farming out of distribution and sales to merchants who 

were the real moving spirit in the system. 16 During the early 

years of the Ming dynasty, the salt monopoly was operated 

under a grain-salt exchange system, which served the purpose 

of maintaining military garrisons along the northern and 

western frontiers. After the break-up of this exchange system 

during the last quarter of the fifteenth century, the salt 

trade was thrown open to new competi tors for sal t 

certificates. Thereupon, frontier merchants, mostly natives 

of Shansi province, joined by merchants from Hui-chou in the 

Southern Metropolitan Region, began to engage in the salt 

trade in the interior provinces and flocked to the Liang-huai 

area where its unique waterways made the salt trade most 

lucrative and from which they reaped huge profits. 17 Ping-ti 

Ho cites many illuminating instances in which great family 

16 Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai[l817 ed.], 18.36a, 
p. 755. Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Ju-kao[1808 ed.], 7.18a-b, 
pp. 593-94. 

17 Ping-ti Ho, "The Salt Merchants of Yang-chou: A study 
of Commercial Capitalism in Eighteenth-Century China," HJAS 
17 [1954]:135-36, 143-44. "Merchants who wished to engage in 
the salt business must transport grain to the frontier posts 
in exchange for government-issued salt tickets ••• Merchants 
who held such tickets received government monopolized salt in 
the interior. They then sold the salt to the inland salt 
distributors." 
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fortunes were built on the salt trade. 18 Yet, while salt 

merchants acquired sizable and oftentimes huge fortunes for 

their endeavors, salt producing households whose legal status 

was designated with the terms tsao-hu or t'ing-hu [salterns] 

were actually the primary manufacturers. 19 

Tsao-hu, or registered salt producers, were usually 

allotted land [ponds or fields], tracts of marsh lands, and 

basic production equipment. These tsao-hu were employed by 

the government to deliver a fixed annual quota of salt in 

accordance with their economic resources and available 

manpower. In return, the government paid them sums considered 

equivalent to the net cost of production. 2o 

18 Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in Imperial China, 
Cambridge University Press, 1962, pp. 43-44. 

19 Tsao-hu [saltern] is a generic term for a salt 
producing household: individual salt producers were known as 
yen-ting or tsao-ting [salter]. For a detailed account of 
the tsao-hu institution, see Hsii Hung, "Ming-tai ch'ien-ch'i 
te shih-yen sheng-ch'an tsu-chih"[The salt production system 
during the early Ming dynasty], Wen-shih che-hsiieh 
pao[Bulletin of the College of Liberal Arts, National Taiwan 
University], 24[1975]:1-29: also see Ho Wei-ning, "Ming-tai 
chih yen-hu"[The salt-producing households of the Ming 
period], in Chung-kuo she-hui ching-chi shih chi-k'an[Chinese 
Social and Economic History Review], 7.2[1946,7]:138-53. 

20 Ibid., Hsii Hung, pp. 28-29. This net cost was 
sometimes paid in kind, depending on the current price of 
rice. If the price of rice was high, then it was paid in 
kind: if the price of rice was low, then it was paid in 
currency. Since salt production was clearly defined as an 
obligation to the government, net costs, like equipment, were 
supplied by the government. These outlays should not be 
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Legally, the salt producing service involved a 

compulsory hereditary status. The purpose of this hereditary 

service requirement was to preserve the important salt gabelle 

as a steady source of state revenue, for without a reliable 

source of productive labor r production would have been 

difficult to sustain. Therefore, the salt monopoly was not 

intended to be operated on a laissez-faire basis. Since the 

production of salt invol ved much hard labor and there was 

little return for one's efforts, the recruitment of skilled 

labor and its concurrent maintenance was not an easy task. 

To meet the demand for labor as well as fixed production 

goals, the government forcibly assigned min-hu, or ordinary 

commoner households, in the vicinity of the salterns to the 

salt-producing service. Sometimes, even convicts were 

assigned to these corvee tasks in order to replace deserters 

from the ranks of the salterns. That desertion was a 

continuing problem in the industry was a reflection of the 

fact that the actual social status of salters was hardly any 

higher than that of ordinary criminals. As a result, the 

government salt monopoly system was entirely dependent upon 

considered as wages or sale prices. 
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the direct exploitation of statutory labor. 21 

In the course of time, however, the rapid monetization 

of mercantile commodities beginning in the fifteenth century 

had a significant impact upon the compulsory hereditary status 

of statutory labor in the production of salt. In some areas, 

the taxes assessed on salt production had been gradually 

converted from goods to silver payments. This, in turn, 

caused the salt monopoly tu be operated on a laissez-faire 

basis and inevitably led to the disruption of the time-honored 

laws of hereditary corvee service in the industry. As a 

result, although some tsao-hu were liberated from their status 

. as statutory laborers and by degrees became petty independent 

owners or hired hands of the well-to-do, dramatic differences 

in income as compared to individuals not part of this system 

appeared to be greatest among the tsao-hu, the majority of 

whom fell into the abyss of abject poverty. 

Causes of this disruption of the system were many. 

On the one hand, eunuch abuses and political corruption in the 

bureaucracy and the neglect of frontier defenses deepened the 

21 Ibid., Hsii Hung, pp. 7-11, 17-18 and Ho Wei-ning, pp. 
138-44; TMHT, 34. 38a, p. 635. A statute of 1534 required 
special permission for a registered tsao-hu to be restored to 
min-hu [common householder] status. 
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sense of national crisis and doubts about the government's 

power to control events. On the other, these and other 

factors were destructively reflected in almost every segment 

of the institution. For instance, beginning in the middle of 

the fifteenth century, the concentration of land in the hands 

of people of wealth and influence became more pronounced. 

Besides, the properties and means of production of petty salt 

producers were encroached upon by the rich and by local 

bullies. Furthermore, tax increases on salt production, the 

increasing burden of corvee duties on the tsao-hu, as well as 

frequent natural catastrophes, such as floods, typhoons, 

famine, and drought, also served to force the hapless salt 

producers either to seek the protection of powerful local 

clans or simply to desert their homes and jobs. 22 According 

to the testimony of a salt censor in 1529, "more than one half 

of the salt producers under the jurisdiction of the Liang-huai 

22 For a well-documented account of changes in the 
organization and form of salt production in the second half 
of the Ming period, see Hsu. Hung, "Ming-tai hou-ch'i yen-yeh 
sheng-ch'an tsu-chih yii sheng-ch'an hsing-t'ai te pien
ch'ien"[Changes in the salt production system during the late 
Ming period], in Shen Kang-po hsien-sheng pa-chih jung-ch'in 
lun-wen chi [Collection of Essays, Anniversary Volume 
Dedicated to Mr. Shen Kang-po on His 80th Birthday], Taipei, 
1976, pp. 400-18. Also see Wang Te-chao, Ming-chi chih cheng
chih yU she-hui [The politics and society of the late Ming 
period], 1942, pp. 8-12; Li Chieh, Ming Shih ~The History of 
the Ming], p. 611. 
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Salt Administration have deserted.,,23 Another report on the 

situation in the sixteenth century states that, "The poor 

[salt producers] have deserted [the fields], the rich have 

illegally purchased release from their status, and the whole 

quota [system] has become vastly different from that of 

earlier times. ,,24 The distress of the tsao-hu is also 

reflected in poetry. For instance, Chen Yi [dates unknown], 

in a chueh-chu [quatrain] poem, described a sudden change in 

the personal fortunes of one individual as follows, "A seawind 

upon the weeds, I look upon infinity:/ Scattered trees, 

withered willows, a broken rafter./ A barefooted oldster, once 

a wealthy salter,/ Recounts his meeting with misfortune these 

thirteen years. ,,25 

The extreme gap between salt households of plentiful 

means and impoverished ones intensified at the beginning of 

the sixteenth century. According to the Ming Shen-tsung shih

lY [The Veritable Records of the Wan-li emperor], 76,073 

salters suffering from extreme poverty lived under the 

jurisdiction of the Liang-huai Salt Administration. There 

23 Ibid •• Also see Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in 
Imperial China, p. 63, for examples which were originally 
cited in LHYFC [1748 ed.], 17.5a-7a. 

24 • Ibl.d •• 

25 LHYFC, 28.38a-39b, pp. 2240-41. 
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were 6,303 salters of slightly better means in the same 

jurisdiction. Impoverished households thus constituted the 

vast majority among salt producers in the Liang-huai area. 26 

In 1489, P'eng Shao [1430-95), a vice-minister of the Board 

of Justice assigned the responsibility of reforming the Salt 

Administration of Chekiang province, submitted a memorial with 

illustrations depicting in vivid and realistic terms the 

bitter life of the salters : 

"The decoction of sea sal t depends solely upon 
human labor. In salt households of plentiful 
means, able-bodied men are numerous and labor is 
abundant. Because of the advantages of the natural 
resources, there are no worries of family 
deficiencies. Truly, they can be equated to people 
living in paradise. 

Impoverished people, although possessing allotments 
of salt fields and firewood [tracts of marshes], 
are, however, always short of food and lacking in 
a place to rest. Unable to avoid borrowing from 
others, whenever there are profits from the 
decoction, these must be paid to their creditors, 
and thus their personal poverty is not lessened but 
enhanced. Therefore, their distress can not be 
told in full. 

Their tiny houses of a few rafters only can not 
shelter them from wind and rain, and coarse, 
unhusked rice is insufficient to fill them. These 
are the distresses of food and shelter. 

Where hills and [salt] ponds stretch endlessly, men 
and animals stealthily tread. If one seeks 
protection, there are no men, but if there is no 
protection, there will be no firewood coming in. 

26 Minq Shen-tsunq shih-Iu, 31.4b, p. 742, under the 2nd 
year of the reign of the Wan-Ii emperor, 11th month [1574]. 
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These are the distresses of putting up firewood. 

When they decoct and filter the salt, the whole 
family goes into the fields, where they scrape the 
mud away and let in water from the sea. At noon, 
they sweat like rain. Even though cold winds 
pierce their bones, they still must work. These 
are the distresses of being soaked in brine. 

When boiling and decocting [the sea water] with 
fiery heat and steam, their hair becomes 
dishevelled and their faces get dirty, so that they 
no longer seem human in form. Although it becomes 
torturously hot like boiling water, they can not 
leave. These are the distresses of decoction. 

Not distinguishing wint2r from summer, heedless of 
clouds and sun, every day there are taxes, every 
month there are levies. Before the former have 
been satisfied, the latter come due. These are the 
distresses of the salt levy. 

Travelling merchants come to the fields, where they 
roar like tigers. If there is no salt and no 
reductions in the price, they pressure and insult 
[the salters] in every way, making the whole family 
anxious and fearful. These are the distresses of 
the salt indemnity. 

If there is illness, death, funerals, and so forth, 
these are even more unbearable. If they flee to 
other regions, then they drift aimlessly. If they 
return to resume the enterprise, their homes and 
livelihood lie in ruins. It is really a dilemma : 
whether fleeing or staying, there are no plans to 
insure the welfare of the family. Mencius said 
that the impoverished people have no place to turn 
to. It is truly so. 27 

Actually, P'eng Shao's sympathetic recording of the sorrows 

of life in saltern households was applicable to areas beyond 

27 Excerpt from a palace memorial, cited from P'eng Hui
an chi [The collected works of P'eng Shao] , 1.26a-27a, 
reproduced in the Ssu-k'u ch'uan-shu chen-pen, series 3. 
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Chekiang province. These conditions were common throughout 

the Liang-huai area. other problems confronting the salt 

producers are portrayed in the local gazetteers. 28 For those 

who' fled the salt fields, if they did not drift aimlessly, 

they faced the alternatives of becoming either hired hands or 

servants of the well-to-do. Others entered Buddhist monastic 

orders without official permission in order to survive, and 

still others joined the army in order to gain exemption from 

statutory labor and corvee duties in salt production. 

Large increases in the number of deserters from 

salterns inevitably brought about the breakdown of the 

statutory labor system and its replacement by a mercantile 

commodi ty system in the Liang-huai area. Moreover, after 

excise payments began to be made in silver, it was much easier 

for registered salters to liberate themselves from the 

statutory labor system and the government monopoly operation. 29 

28 Chia-ch'inq Gazetteer of Ju-kao, cited in Chia-ch'inq 
Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai [1817 ed.), 18.36b-37a, pp. 756-57. 
The encountering of high tides is described as follows, 
"Autumn tides suddenly arrive and typhoons also do their work, 
so that paddy fields and firewood at once turn to rot. As 
huts and hovels are quickly blown away, wails of anguish come 
from places now exposed, for they do not know where the pieces 
are. These are the difficulties of encountering the tides." 

29 According to Hsii Hung, the Liang-huai area was the last 
salt producing area to impose excise payments in cash on salt 
production in 1617. Beginning in the sixteenth century , 
commuted salt payments constituted more than one-third of the 
total production in other areas. However, the percentage in 
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Furthermore, after the sale of surplus salt30 was permitted 

sal t producers beginning in the sixteenth century, those 

producers who turned the manufacture of salt into lucrative 

businesses and became affluent attracted the salt-producing 

labor force to commercial activities. Nevertheless, 

throughout the sixteenth century, the salt administration was 

in fact "a sort of Qligopoly in which a few salt merchants 

benefi ted at the expense of the rest. ,,31 

2. The People and Their customs 

The inhabitants of An-feng-chlang, located in a 

coastal area, led a marginal existence derived from salt 

the Liang-huai area remained 8.5. Since Liang-huai was the 
largest salt producing area, the insistence of the government 
on payment in kind tended to insure the yield of fixed quotas. 
See "Changes in the Salt Production System during the Late 
Ming Period," pp. 401, 406, 422-26. 

30 Ray Huang, Taxation and Governmental Finance in 16th
century Ming China, p.207. According to Ray Huang, 
"Theoretically the surplus sal t was the amount that the 
registered saltern households produced extra [in addition] to 
official requirements and it was sold after they had submitted 
their regular payments to the field offices in fulfillment of 
their service obligations. In practice, as might have been 
expected, much of the total production began to be siphoned 
off through this new outlet. The fact that the salt was in 
this way obtained by purchase made it much more efficient than 
the official system, in which the salt was collected as a poll 
tax." 

31 b'd ~., pp. 196, 202. 
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production and agriculture. They enjoyed few, if any, of the 

amenities of life, and rarely did the area produce a scholar 

well-grounded in Confucian studies. Despite sporadic attempts 

to establish and maintain local community schools and charity 

schools in An-feng-ch I ang and neighboring towns over the 

centuries, the vulgar and untutored temperament of this area 

persisted. 32 

According to the "customs and Manners" section of the 

Liang-huai Yen-fa Chih [K'ang-hsi Gazeteer of the Liang-huai 

Salt Administration], people originally native to the WU 

region [the Su-chou prefectural area] constituted the majority 

of salt-producing households in the Liang-huai area. In the 

last years of the Yuan dynasty [1279-1367], Chang Shih-ch'eng 

[1321-1367]33 exercised undisputed authority in the Wu region, 

from which base he contended with Chu Yuan-chang [1328-1398, 

later the founder of the Ming dynasty] 34 and others for 

hegemony. After Chu Yuan-chang succeeded in ascending the 

throne and proclaiming a new dynasty, he blamed the Wu people 

for supporting Chang Shih-ch'eng, and thereupon ordered. the 

32 Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai [1817 ed.], 12.15a-
19b, pp. 513-522. 

33 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 99-103. 

34 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 381-392. 
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confiscation of the lands of powerful clans and weal thy 

families. Moreover, he ordered that they be transported to 

desolate coastal areas. Under those harrowing circumstances, 

these people were either forced to join the labor force or 

become salters to be exploited by the hereditary statutory 

labor system. 35 In this and other respects, the salters were 

considered members of the lowest class. Reduced to the 

harshest of circumstances, it is not surprising that their 

manners and customs were subject to decline. In time, they 

acquired tude ways and were given to brawling, indulging in 

acts of violence, and inclined to lawsuits regardless of 

personal safety. In times of famine and other crises, they 

were easily induced to take up spear ~nd lance and sink into 

vagabondage or banditry.~ 

Yet, for all the harshness of life in the area, there 

35 LHYFC, 15.3a-b, pp. 1189-90. 

36 Ibid.; also see the "Ballad of the Saltern Household," 
in LHYFC, 28. 56a-57a, pp. 2275-77, 27. 42a, p. 2113. Chang 
Shih-chi eng, a native of Po-chu-chlang which was located in 
the eastern Huai salt fields [belonged to the Huai-an 
subcommission under the jurisdiction of the Liang-huai Salt 
Administration], was trading surplus salt illegally toward the 
end of the Yuan dynasty. In resistance against the 
exploitation and encroachment by Yuan authorities and the 
powerful clans, he gathered hapless salters and organized them 
in open uprising. See Tlao Hsi-sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih 
ssu-hsiang shih [The History of Chinese Political Thought], 
Taipei, 1954, vol. 4, p. 179; also see DMB, pp. 99-103. 
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was never a lack of individuals committed to the transmission 

of the Confucian Way of Sageliness. The educated of practical 

bent sought political careers through the civil service 

examination system. Wang Ken, though he did not obtain an 

official degree and belonged to the class of registered 

salterns, stood out among others and achieved local and later 

national prominence as a dynamic thinker and teacher. 37 

37 Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in Imperial China, 
pp. 64-65, 68. According to Ho, there were at least 388 chin
shih produced by yen-chi and tsao-chi [registered salterns] 
during the Ming period. These registered salterns belonged 
to anyone of the five major salt administrations, of which 
the Liang-huai area was one. Also Wang Ken's official 
biography was recorded in the biographical entry of Confucian 
scholars of the Ming Shih, Chang T'ing-yu, et. al., Peking, 
Chung-hua Book Store, 1974, chuan 283, pp. 7274-75, and Ming 
Shih Lieh-chuan [The Biographies of the Ming History], Hsu 
Ch'ien-hsueh, et. al., Taipei, Student Book Store, 1970, chuan 
70, pp. 3326-28. 



71 

CHAPTER III 

WANG KEN THE LIFE OF A COMMONER AND SAGE 

Wang Ken [tzu, Ju-chih, hao, Hsin-chai] - a native of 

An-feng-ch lang, T I ai-chou prefecture of Yang-chow [modern 

Kiangsu] - was a commoner.' The Wang family moved from KU-su 

[Soochow prefecture, modern Wu county, Kiangsu] to this 

desolate coastal area immediately after the founding of the 

Ming dynasty, where its members derived a living mainly from 

salt production and agriculture. 2 Since the time of Wang Po-

, See the genealogy of the Wang family in The Complete 
Works of Wang Hsin-chai, chuan 2.45a-47a, hereafter referred 
to as WHCCC. The edition of the complete works on which this 
dissertation is based is a reprint of the 1631 edition, a copy 
of which is now preserved in the National Central Library in 
Taipei. Another copy of this edition is housed in the East 
Asian Library of the University of California, Berkeley. This 
edition contains a reprint of the first edition [printed by 
his son Wang pi in the mid-sixteenth century, and later 
reprinted' by his grandson Wang Chih-yuan], 6 chuan, and an 
appendix [including biographical data and memorial ~ssays by 
his disciples and followers, ed. by his great grandson Wang 
Yuan-ting], 2 chuan. The appendix is hereafter referred to 
as Appendix. A nien-p'u [Chronicle], edited and added to the 
Complete Works by his disciple Tung Sui in 1569, is hereafter 
referred to as Nien-p'u. It is a well-accounted history of 
the life of Wang Ken. Since Wang Ken left few writings 
dealing with his own life, a portrayal of his life and person 
is illuminated through the eyes of his family members and 
followers. 

2 Ibid •. According to the Wang family genealogy, their 
origins can be traced to T'ai-yuan, Shansi province [dates 
unknown]. After an initial move to Hsin-an [in modern Anhui] 
and later to Ku-su, the first ancestor to move to An-feng
chIang was named Po-shou. During the early period of Ming 
T'ai-tsu's reign a policy of colonial settlements was 
initiated in order to restore and revive the northern 
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shou [dates unknown~ c. fourteenth century], the family, 

generation after generation, remained a registered salt 

household. Wang Ken, who inheri ted his father's sal tern 

status, was destined to a life in that bitter occupation. 

Born on the sixteenth day of the sixth lunar month 

[i.e., July 20] in 1483, Wang Ken was first given the name 

Yin, meaning silver. 3 After his birth, what impressed people 

the most about his physical being were fleshy warts which grew 

in both palms, one in the left hand and two in the right. 

These warts, commonly regarded as representations of the yin 

and vsng powers, bestowed upon hi~ the image of having heaven 

and earth in his grasp.4 At the age of seven, Wang Ken began 

his education in a village school. Among the local lads in 

territory which was once occupied by the Mongols but then 
abandoned. As a result, a general removal of population to 
the north was imposed. See Li Chieh, Minq Shih, p. 45. One 
may speculate on the possible connection b~tween the migration 
of the Wang family to An-feng-ch'ang at the time of Wang Po
shou with the early Ming colonial policy. Wang Ken was a 
seventh generation descendant of Po-shou. 

3 Hsu Ch'ien-hsueh, et. ale Minq Shih Lieh-chuan [The 
Biographies of the Ming History], Taipei, Student Book Store, 
1970, chuan 70, p. 3326; LHYFC, chuan 19.3a, p. 1377; Minq
shan Ts'anq, also known as Shih-san ch'ao i-shih [this work 
contains historical data on the first thirteen reigns of the 
dynasty, i.e., from ca. 1368 to 1572], et. al., Ho Ch'iao-yuan 
[1558-1632], photocopy of 1640 edition, Taiwan, Ch'eng-wen, 
1971, p. 5253. 

4 WHCCC, chuan 2.49a-b, and Nien-p'u, chuan 2.1b. 
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the village school, he seemed to stand out because of his 

unusual talents and traits. Nevertheless, family financial 

difficul ties in his early years prevented his receiving a 

full, formal Confucian education. At the age of eleven, Wang 

Ken was forced to drop out of school so as to help manage 

family affairs at home. 5 His mother, whose family name was 

T' ang, assisted in the women's quarters. She was much 

respected for maintaining good order in the household and as 

an example of reasonable behavior. Her skill as a teacher at 

home won her the respect of the children and she remained an 

examplar to them even in their adulthood. In 1496, when his 

mother died, Wang Ken was only fourteen years old. For him, 

as well as his five brothers and one sister, this was of 

course a great shock. 6 

Upon reaching full physical maturity, Wang Ken most 

likely was rather taller than average and slender in build. 

Because of a high forehead, a lean build and prominent cheek 

5 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.1b-2a. Since he came from a saltern 
household which lived on salt production, the term "family 
affairs" as used in the Nien-p'u, denotes hard labor in the 
salt fields. 

6 ~ •• Also see Nien-p'u, chiian 2.49a-b. Wang Ken's 
mother was the second wife of his father [whose first wife was 
barren]; she gave birth to six sons and one daughter. Wang 
Ken was the second son. After Wang Ken's mother passed away, 
his father remarried and his third wife produced still another 
son. 
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bones, he was thought to have an archaic appearance and 

manner. 7 

In 1501 at the age of nineteen, on his father's 

instruction, Wang Ken embarked on a business trip to the 

adj oining province of Shantung where the hometown of Confucius 

was located. Thereafter, he visited Shantung two more times. 

The exact purpose of these business trips is not clearly 

stated in the nien-p' u. However, since the family was legally 

bound to the salt industry, and since the~e were few other 

alternative means of making a living locally, the most likely 

reason for these trips was the sal t trade, and probably 

involved the sale of surplus salt. 8 Whatever the nature of 

those travels, because of his talents in the management of 

family finances and trade, the Wang family gradually achieved 

a measure of affluence. Even the local community is said to 

have benefited from Wang Ken's advice and his successful 

7 Ibid.. In Nien-p'u, Wang Ken is described as being 
nine ch'ih in height, i.e., slightly over seven feet which we 
can assume to be somewhat of an exaggeration. 

8 See fn. 29, Chapter Two. The biography of Wang Ken by 
Li Yung [1627-1705] in his "Kuan-kan lu" [Impressions of 
Things Seen] states that, "At tht! age of about thirty, Wang 
Ken went with villagers to sell salt in Shant.ung province." 
See Li Erh-ch'u hsien-sheng ch'uan-chi [The Complete Work of 
Li Yung] , photocopy of an 1828 reprint by Hua-wen Book store, 
Taiwan, 1970, chuan 22.1a, p. 851. 
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example. 9 

Wang Ken's success in business did ~ot detract from 

a long standing hope and determination of becoming a 

cultivated and educated man. Following the interruption of 

his schooling, he had little leisure time or opportunity to 

pursue his studies of the Confucian texts, either at home or 

in the local community. In 1507 at twenty-five years of age, 

a second business trip to Shantung province finally provided 

an opportunity for him to visit the Confucian temple complex 

in Ch'u-fu. 10 Looking upon the burial shrine of Confucius with 

reverence and deeply moved by the experience, he nevertheless 

remarked that "A sage for all generations like Confucius was 

merely a human being like me, whose sageliness can be reached 

through learning." 

From that moment on, he determined personally to 

assume the burden of carrying on the transmission of the Way. 

After returning home, he resumed his study of the classical 

texts, such as The Book of Filial Piety, The Analects, and The 

9 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.2b. 

10 For a detailed description in English of that complex 
and the surrounding countryside, see Richard E. strassberg, 
The World of K'ung shang-jen. A Man of Letters in Early ch'ing 
China, Columbia University Press, 1983, pp. 1-70. 
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Great Learning, often carrying copies of them about in his 

sleeves so that he could ask knowledgeable individuals for 

assistance whenever he encountered difficult passages. 11 From 

these studies and random consultations with various scholars, 

Wang Ken hoped to achieve enlightenment. Moreover, he was 

determined to put what he learned from his studies into 

practice. Once when studying the chapter in The Analects 

where Yen Yuan asks Confucius about the meaning of j en 

[humanity], he came to realize that Yen Yuan was highly 

regarded among Confucius' disciples after the passage was 

explained to him by a village teacher. We are told that he 

thereupon remarked, "This is the effort and dedication it 

takes to become a sage; [these passages.] are not just for 

people to recite. ,,12 Immediately, he made himself a gown and 

a hat i~ the archaic style according to the Chou Li [Rites of 

Chou], and a tablet inscribed with the four "Nots" from The 

Analects. By holding the tablet in hand from dawn to dusk, 

he maintained a close watch over his own actions and behavior 

11 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.3a; LHYFC, chiian 19.3b, p. 1378; and 
"Biography of Wang Hsin-chai" by Keng Ting-hsiang [1524-1.596] 
in his completed works, a facsimile reproduction of the 1598 
edition, Taipei, Wen-hai, 1.970, chiian 14.1b, p. 1.404, 
hereafter referred to as Biographv by KTH. 

12 Biography by KTH, chuan 14.1.b, p. 1404. 
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in order to maintain the required proprieties. 13 This unusual 

behavior was ridiculed by village lads. Yet, he simply 

responded that "All men can become sages like Yao and Shun, 

but somehow, people are blindfoldea." It was his conviction 

that the Way inherently lies in the ordinary affairs of daily 

life. '4 

Wang Ken was also known for being a filial son. He 

believed deeply that filial piety is the ultimate foundation 

for the regulation of the family unit, and that, by extension, 

it leads to order and harmony in all-under-Heaven. When he 

was young, he modelled his behavior on that of Lao Lai-tzu, 

a legendary figure famous for his filial piety who reputedly 

flourished during the spring and Aut\lllln period. Consequently, 

he dressed himself in varied-color garments in the presence 

of his parents so as to please them. 15 Another often remarked 

example of his filial behavior occurred in 1508 when he was 

13 Ibid.; for the four "Nots," see The Analects, trans. 
by Arthur Waley, p. 162, "The master said, to look at nothing 
in defiance of ritual, to listen to nothing in defiance of 
ritual, to speak of nothing in defiance of ritual, never to 
stir hand or foot in defiance of ritua1." 

14 Appendix, part I.17a. 

15 Li Ch'un-fang, "Ch'ung-ju tz'u-pei chi" [I Biographical 
Inscription for the Confucian Shrine to Scholars] ,in Li Wen
tina kung vi-an t'ang chi, 1589 edition, Taipei, National 
Palace Museum, chuan 9.12b. 
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twenty-six years old. During the winter months, his father 

had to rise early in the morning because of duties required 

of the salters. Wang Ken happened to see his father washing 

with cold water and exclaimed that, "A son, having brought his 

parent to such extremity, how can he be considered a human 

being?" Thereafter, whenever there was arduous labor to be 

performed, Wang Ken insisted on taking his father's place. '6 

His filial virtues were later honored and held in esteem as 

a family tradition. Later in 1517, he composed an essay 

entitled "Hsiao-ti Chen" [Exhortation on Filial Piety and 

Brotherliness] to expound the importance of the filial 

virtues. 17 

In his pleadings for a return to traditinal Confucian 

values, Wang Ken made an earnest effort to reform local 

customs. He advised his father and fellow villagers to 

destroy Taoist and Buddhist images in family and clan shrines, 

and to replace them with Objects appropriate to the norms of 

ancestor worship. In doing so, he hoped to exalt Confucian 

teachings among the general population. '8 

16 

17 

five. 

18 

Nien-:e'u, 

Hj,en-:e'u, 

Nien-:e'u, 

chuan 2.3b; LHYFC, chuan 19.3b, p. 1378. 

chuan 2.6a, written at the age of thirty-

chuan 2.5b, and WHCCC, chuan 5.31a-b. 
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Although in his early years Wang Ken had little time 

for serious study, he was able to meditate on his readings of 

the Classics. He studied the Classics in order to testify to 

his own enlightenment, and in turn, he made use of his 

enlightenment to interpret and validate the Classics. Through 

the years, he was steadfas·c in his committment to preparing 

himself intellectually as a Confucian, and eventually he 

abandonned his duty as a sal ter when the family became 

affluent. 19 

His first recorded experience of intuitively coming 

to an understanding of the Way is rather mystical in nature. 

One night in a dream he saw the heavens falling and people 

everywhere fleeing in panic. In answering their cries for 

help, he rose up and pushed the heavens back in place, and 

again put the sun, moon and stars in proper working order. 

He awoke, bathed in perspiration, and was suddenly aware of 

a new sense of openness in his mind/heart. He then recorded 

this experience on the wall, as follows: "In the sixth year 

of the Cheng-te reign [1511], I had the experience of being 

19 Ming-shan Ts lang, p. 5254; also see epitaph by Chao 
Chen-chi [1508-1576], a follower from scholar-official 
circles, in WHCCC, chuan 5.16b-17a, which also appears in Kuo
chiao hsien-cheng lu, ed., Chiao Hung et. al., photocopy by 
Student Book Store, Taipei, 1965, p. 5032. Hereafter referred 
to as Epitaph by Chao Chen-chi. 
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united with the myriad things through jen [humanity] for three 

months and a half. ,,20 Thenceforth, he sought to maintain at 

all times a state of silent meditation, as well as a 

sensitivity to intuitive impulses. The following year, he 

built a tiny studio in his backyard which he named Hsin-chai. 

There, he immersed himself in study and meditation while 

practicing quiet-sitting. His honorific name, Hsin-chai, 

derived from this and literally means the studio of the mind

and-heart. 21 

In conformity with certain prescriptions found in the 

Book of Rites, Wang Ken had taken in 1507 to wearing on a 

regular basis a long gown, a ceremonial hat and a girdle, all 

in an archaic mode, and to carrying tablets around with him. 

In 1519 when he was thirty-seven years of age, alluding to the 

Mencius, he said, "How can one speak the words of the sage-

king Yao and perform the actions of Yao and yet not wear the 

clothing of Yao?,,22 On his own door, he wrote down the 

20 Nien-p , u, chiian 2. 1b, 3b-4b. 

21 Nien-p' u, chiian 6.37 a. Professor de Bary has suggested 
that the name Hsin-chai was taken from Chuang Tzu's "fast of 
the mind," see Self and Society in Ming Thought, p. 229, fn. 
30. Since Wang Ken himself did not explicitly make clear 
the significance of the name, one possibility would be the 
"studio of purifying [or studying] mind and heart." 

22 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.7b-Sa; cf. Legge, Chinese Classics, 
II:205. 
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following words, "This Way runs from [the teachings of the 

sages] Fu-hsi, Shen-nung, the Yellow Emperor, Yao, Shun, Yu, 

T'ang, Wen, Wu, the Duke of Chou, and Confucius. To all who 

are determined to seek it, whether young or old, high or low, 

wise or ignorant, I shall transmit it. ,,23 .Just as Professor 

de Bary has pointed out, Wang Ken's eccentricity in clothing 

himself in the garments of a legendary sage-king should not 

be taken as a sign of affectation, as was charged by his 

conventionally-minded contemporaries. To him, as well as to 

all common men, the clothing of the sage Yao was simply meant 

to signify the accessibility of sagehood to all human beings. 24 

Hence, disregarding the ridicule cast him upon by some 

individuals, Wang Ken was determined to become a teacher, so 

as to lead one and all to self-enlightenment through the 

practice of principled conduct in their daily lives. Because 

of his evident sincerity, his firm adherence to principle, and 

his abiding sense of mission and dedication to a higher cause, 

the initial doubt and suspicion of the people gradually wore 

away. And ultimately, he gained a wide following u.ri'l.ong the 

23 Ibid •• 

24 William T. de Bary, "Individualism and Humanitarianism 
in Late Ming Thought," in de Bary, ed., Self and Society in 
Ming Thought, pp. 159-60. 
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salters in the local community.25 

A turning point in Wang Ken's intellectual pursuit of 

sagehood and his self-appointed mission of carrying Confucian 

teachings to educated and commoners alike occurred in 1520 at 

the age of thirty-eight. Before his dramatic encounter with 

Wang Yang-ming, Wang Ken's scholarly activities and 

proselytizing efforts were confined to his own local circle 

of acquaintances. Because of his low social status and 

limited formal education, he was intellectually isolated from 

the contemporary scholarly establishment. He once confessed 

to his father, "During ten years of study, it has been 

difficult to find intellectual companionship, and seldom has 

there been anyone with whom I can converse. ,,26 

At that time, Wang Yang~ming was serving as the 

governor of Kiangsi, and lecturing from time to time on his 

concept of innate knowledge. Scholars and officials from all 

over the region flocked to hear his lectures and to take up 

his ideas. Isolated in the intellectual and cultural 

25 Hsu Yueh, "Wang Hsin-chai pieh-chuan," in WHCCC, chiian 
5.30b-31a, hereafter to be referred to as Pieh-chuan; Hsu Yii
luan, "Wang Ken chuan," from the Gazetteer of Yang-chou, 
reprinted in Appendix, chuan II. 37a, and WHCCC, chiian 6. 33a-b. 

26 Hsu Yiieh, Pieh-chuan, in WHCCC, chiian 5.31b. 
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backwater of .M-feng-ch' ang, Wang Ken had never heard of Yang-

ming or of his teachings. A man named Huang Wen-kang, a 

native of Chi-an then residing in T'ai-chou, was surprised 

when he heard of Wang Ken's teachings. He remarked that 

"These are absolutely like those of Wang Yang-ming." Wang Ken 

was pleased and said, "Is that so?" After Huang's explication 

of Yang-ming's teachings, Wang Ken remarked, "But Wang Yang

ming teaches innate knowledge while I teach the investigation 

of things. If our doctrines are indeed similar, then Wang 

Yang-ming is Heaven's gift to the world and later generations. 

But if there are differences, then Heaven is giving me to Wang 

Yang-ming.,,27 He further lamented those utilitarian-oriented 

scholars who indulged themselves in the pedantic study of the 

"eight-legged essay" style merely for the purpose of passing 

the civil service examinations. For Wang Ken, it was this 

kind of mindless study that misled the educated and brought 

all-under-Heaven into chaos. As a consequence, the 

opportunity of meeting such a distinguished scholar-official 

as Wang Yang-ming, who, in Wang Ken's expectation, was 

determined like himself to carry out the Way of the sages, was 

something not to be missed. Before their actual encounter, 

however, Wang Ken dreamt of their meeting. Upon awaking, he 

. 27 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.8a-9b: Epitaph by Chao Chen-chi, in 
WHCCC, chuan 5.17b-18a. 
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was convinced some kind of spiritual communication growing out 

of mutual admiration existed between the two of them. Fired 

with these convictions, he then set off to visit Wang Yang

ming in Yu-cllang [Le., Nan-ch'ang, modern Kiangsi province] .28 

still dressed in archaic gown and ceremonial hat with 

tablet in hand, his unconventional appearance and behavior not 

surprisingly shocked the people of yu-chang. On his arrival 

at Wang Yang-ming's residence, he offere~ .two poems as an 

announcement of his arrival. These read as follows: 

I. 

untutored and ignorant, I live by the sea coast; 
Relying on books~ as a guide to action, I renew myself. 
~~o'd have thought day after day I'd gain new vitality; 
Without realizing it, my heart is full of spring time. 

II. 

Hearing that in K'un's realm30 springtime spreads abroad, 
I requested leave humbly to seek the truth. 

To return to goodness, I'd not fear a three thousand li 
journey; 

I make a resolution, hoping only to become a first class 
man. 

One way or another, with one mind I'll follow the Supreme 
Lord; 

28 • lQj.g •• 

~ I.e., The Confucian classics. 

30 I.e., the earth. 
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You gentlemen act as you will : whether you obey or 
disobey, there is fate. 

Polishing and grinding, I am ashamed to lack the embryo;, 
Please instruct me, for I am an empty headed commoner. 1 

Then he waited at the middle gate, holding aloft his tablet 

until Wang Yang-ming came out and escorted him in. Wang Ken 

took the seat of honor. Only after some debate did Wang Ken 

acknowledge Wang Yang-ming's superiority and move to a lower 

seat. 32 After the debate was over, Wang Ken then sighed with 

admiration, "He is so simple and direct. I can not equal 

him." He then made obeisance to Wang Yang-ming and declared 

himself his disciple. Later, when reflecting upon Wang Yang

ming's remarks in the debate, Wang Ken found himself not 

wholly convinced that he had been bested in the exchange, for 

on certain points he was in disagreement with his host. Thus, 

he ruefully commented, "I gave in too easily. II The next day, 

once again coming face to face wi th Wang Yang-ming, he 

expressed regret for his earlier action. Wang Yang-ming 

replied, lilt is delightful that you will not yield assent too 

readily. II Wang Ken then resumed the seat of honor. After 

further debate, Wang Ken surrendered completely and made his 

31 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.9a-b, 4.28a-b, and Pieh-chuan, in 
WHCCC, chuan 5.31b-32a. 

32 This act signified his readiness to become Wang Yang
ming's pupil. 
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submission to Wang Yang-ming as a disciple. Later, Wang Yang

ming told his other disciples, "When I captured the rebel Chu 

Ch'en-hao, I was not a bit moved, but today I was moved by 

this man. ,,33 

Wang Ken's carefulness in speech and manner and his 

adherence to principle had clearly impressed Wang Yang-mingo 

Wang Yang-ming even urged him to change his name from yin 

( Silver] to that of Ken, the name of one of the eight 

trigrams.~ After Wang Ken left T'ai-chou for his hometown, 

Wang Yang-ming praised him as a man who really sought to learn 

to be a sage. When Wang Yang-ming's disciples criticized Wang 

~ Nien-p'u, chuan 2.9b-10b. Chu Ch'en-hao, the Prince 
of Ning (d. 1521], rebelled in 1519. Wang Yang-ming had 
previously been in contact with the prince, having received 
Liu Yang-cheng, the prince's aide, who came ostensibly to 
invite Wang to lecture. Instead of a~cepting the invitation, 
Wang sent his pupil to the prince to dissuade him from 
rebelling and to spy on him. According to one version, Wang 
decided to suppress the rebellion, escaped from the prince's 
agents in disguise, went to Chi-an, and consulted with the 
prefect, Wu Wen-tinge Another version has it that he decided 
to resist the prince only at the prefect's urging. In the 
end, Wang defeated the prince's armies. See the DMB, p. 1412-
13. 

~ Nien-p'u, chuan 2.10b-11a. de Bary has suggested that 
Wang Ken's new name, Ken, his courtesy name, Ju-chih, and his 
honorific name, Hsin-chai, all indicate an undistracted and 
imperturbable state of self-containment. Professor Frederick 
Mote has suggested to de Bary that Wang Yang-ming may have 
recommended the change to Ken out of distaste for the 
bourgeois vulgarity implicit in his original name, yin 
[Silver]. Self and Society in Ming Thought, p. 229, fn. 30. 
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Ken for his unconventional clothing, Wang Yang-ming replied, 

"That is ceremonial dress. Who else will I befriend if I 

reject this man?,,35 

When Wang Yang-ming temporarily resigned his office 

and took up residence in his home in Shao-hsing, Chekiang 

province, due to factional disputes at court, Wang Ken moved 

there. Subsequently, scholars and officials who flocked to 

Shao-hsing to receive instruction from Wang Yang-ming came 

mostly under Wang Ken's guidance and direction. Nevertheless, 

having high expectations for the efficacy of his master's 

learning, Wang Ken remarked, "This is a rare doctrine that 

appears only once every one thousand years. Heaven has 

revealed it to my master for the purpose of dissemination. 

How could I prevent people in all-under-Heaven from hearing 

of this learning?,,36 

Always eager to spread the word about Confucian 

values, Wang Ken asked Wang Yang-ming what kind of cart 

Confucius had used in his travels around the country. Wang 

Yang-ming replied with a simple smile. Thereupon, Wang Ken 

returned home and built a wheeled vehicle in what he imagined 

35 . Ib1d •• 

36 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.12a-b: WHCCC, chuan 6.34a. 



88 

to have been the style in Chou times. He then placed a 

placard on the cart stating the purpose of his mission as 

follows, "All-under-Heaven is a single entity: the ten 

thousand things are a single body. I enter mountains and 

forests to seek out recluses; I pass by markets in order to 

enlighten the ignorant. Following the Way of the sages, 

Heaven and Earth can not obstruct this, and, having attained 

innate knowledge, ghosts and deities can not fathom this. I 

wish to do good in company with the people in all-under

Heaven. Without this "wanderer's cart", 37 the goal could not 

be reached. Can those who would understand me do so merely 

on the basis of this behavior? Can those who would censure 

me do so merely on the basis of this behavior?,,38 

37 Wang Ken named the cart "Chao-yao, ,! probably taking 
that term from the "K'ung-tzu shih-chia" [The Hereditary House 
of Confucius] section of the Shih-chi, chuan 47, p. 1921, 
Peking, Chung-hua Book Store, 1973. When the Duke of Ling in 
the State of Wei swaggered down the street in a carriage with 
his wife, Confucius criticized this behavior saying, ttl have 
never yet seen anyone whose desire to build up his moral power 
was as strong as sexual desire." But here, Wang Ken's riding 
in a cart was intended to reflect his determination to 
disseminate the true Way. The translation of Confucius' 
saying can be found in Arthur Waley, The Analects of 
Confucius, pp. 142, 196. 

~ Nien-p'u, chuan 2.12a-b, WHCCC, chuan 6.34a. It was 
in 1522, with the intention of submitting a long memorial to 
the throne expounding the virtues of filial piety and 
brotherliness, that he made these remarks. Also see Biography 
by KTH, chuan 14.3b, p. 1408. 
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wang Ken's personal commitment to saving the world and 

his humane passion for mankind is vividly reflected in his 

"Ch' i u Shan Fu" [Rhapsody on the Loach and Eel]. In this 

work, the loach is meant to symbolize a "ta-chang-fu" [great .. 
man] who "considers the myriad things under Heaven and Earth 

as one entity. To fix one's mind on Heaven and Earth, and to 

cast one's lot with man." Prompted by the suffering of his 

fellow human beings, represented as eels in this li ttle 

parable, Wang Ken, as the stranger in the story, determinably 

mounted his cart and departed for Peking, intent on bringing 

enlightenment to suffering humanity.39 

This journey is associated wi th another mystical 

experience attesting to Wang Ken's charisma as a sage savior. 

The story was told that the night before he arrived in Peking, 

an old man dreamt of a headless yellow dragon40 which landed 

39 WBCCC, chuan 4.2cb-28a, a complete translation of the 
"Rhapsody on the Loach and Eel" appears in the Appendix. 

40 In China, the dragon signifies a dynamic and creative 
force which manifests itself in a thunderstorm. In terms of 
human affairs, the dragon is always used to symbolize royalty, 
emperorship, or a man of charisma. In the I Ching [Book of 
Changes], there is a passage referring to the headless dragon, 
as follows: "When all the lines are nines, it means: There 
appears a flight of dragons without heads. Good fortune." 
As Wilhelm points out, "The strength of the Creative and the 
mildness of the Receptive unite. strength is indicated by the 
flight of dragons, mildness by the fact that their heads are 
hidden. This means that mildness in action joined to strength 
of decision brings good fortune." See the I Ching, trans. by 
Wilhelm and Baynes, Princeton University Press, 1967, pp. 7-
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before one of the great gates leading into the city. The 

dragon transformed itself into a human being. The next 

morning the old man went to the gate to investigate. There, 

he met Wang Ken who had just arriveo. :1"l the capital. 41 

At that time, supporters of Chu Hsi's teachings were 

giving voice to criticism of the ideas of Wang Yang-ming. 

Wang Ken' s strange appearance, his eccentric behavior, as well 

as his vigorous promotion of his master's philosophy brought 

widespread criticism upon himself, and the beliefs he was 

seeking to promote. He was regarded by some as demented. 

Some fellow disciples who were residing in the capital, such 

as Ou-yang Te Chao, Nan-yeh, 1496-1554], hid his cart and 

urged him to leave. Only after Wang Yang-ming had roundly 

censured him in a letter and his father had urged him to 

return home did he finally return to K'uai-chi [i.e., Shao

hsing]. On his return, Wang Ken was refused an interview with 

tha master for three days, although he waited daily by his 

gate. Upon catching sight of Wang Yang-ming seeing a guest 

off at the gate, Wang Ken kneeled down on the side of the road 

10. Here, Wang Ken was compared to the headless dragon. 
Though he was still unrecognized, this story was meant to 
suggest that when the time was ripe, he would succeed with 
devotion of purpose. 

41 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.14a. 
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and said, "I realize that I was mistaken." As Wang Yang-ming 

silently turned about to go back inside, Wang Ken followed him 

to the courtyard and cried out bitterly, "Even Confucius would 

not have carried things so far." Only then did Wang Yang-ming 

relent, helping him to his feet and taking him in.42 

Despite the sharp criticism he received from various 

quarters for his ostentation and eccentric behavior, Wang 

Ken's trip to Peking actually turned out to be rather 

successful. His bizarre appearance and strange behavior 

attracted much attention among the general population. All 

of sudden, he acquired considerable notoriety for his 

unconventionality and obsessive activity. Most important, 

many people became convinced of his sincerity in advancing the 

Way of the sages. 43 Al though Wang Ken made an effort to 

moderate his behavior after being rebuked by Wang Yang-ming, 

he never lost entirely his capacity for public display. It 

was his active disposition, his uprightness, and his firm 

adherence to principle that supported him for the rest of his 

life and enabled him to fulfill his own high sense of moral 

responsibility. 

42 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.14b-1Sa. Wang Ken's remark alluded 
to the Mencius; cf. Legge, Chinese Classics, II:197. 

43 Biography by KTH, chuan 14.3b, p. 1408; Epitaph by Chao 
Chen-chi, chuan S.18a. 
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From the inception of his discipleship in 1520 to the 

passing of his mentor in 1528, Wang Ken devoted himself to 

attending upon wang Yang-ming and holding learned discussions 

with his fellow disciples. In addi tion, when the need 

presented itself he performed a variety of public services. 

When a local famine occurred in 1523, Wang Ken, acting on his 

sense of self-fulfillment as a sage, borrowed grain from the 

rich to feed the hungry. He also sought official aid for the 

distressed. During a plague, he daily assisted in the 

preparation of medicines for the afflicted.~ He also began 

to teach. In 1525, after Tsou Shou-yi [hao, Tung-kuo, 1491-

1562 ]45 had founded the Fu-ch IU Academy in Kuang-te [in modern 

Anhwei province], Wang Ken was invited to give lectures 

there. 46 

44 Nien-p IU, chiian 2.15a-16a. On another occasion he 
assisted in relieving a local famine; see Nien-plu, chiian 
2.28b-29a. 

45 Tsou Shou-yi was one of the most important 
representatives of the Chiang-yu [Kiangsi] school, which, 
according to Huang Tsung-hsils Ming-ju hsiieh-an, alone 
represented the true transmission of the teachings of Wang 
Yang-mingo Ming-iu hsiieh-an, chiian 16, p. 333. The edition 
used here, the Cheng version, is generally regarded as the 
standard text. This version has been punctuated and collated 
by the modern scholar Shen Chih-yin and reprinted in Taipei 
by the Hua-shih Publishing Co., 1987; this work is hereafter 
referred to as MJHA. Also see Julia Ching, ed., The Records 
of Ming Scholars, University of Hawaii, 1987, pp. 118-121-

46 Nien-plu, chiian 2.17a-19a; WHCCC, chiian 3.29b-30a. 
This academy was established in 1521 in an effort to restore 
the original nature through the extension of the innate 
knowledge of goodness. Wang Ken recounted the occasion in an 
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In 1526, renewed by his determination to become a 

full-time teacher and to disseminate the true Way, Wang Ken 

accepted a lectureship at An-ting Academy.47 Later in 1526, 

when Wang Yao-hu was promoted to a new official post, Wang Ken 

wrote a farewell message marking his departure for the north. 

In this essay entitled "On Sagacity and the Protection of the 

Self," Wang Ken elaborated upon his concept of shen [the Self] 

and an-shen [giving peace and security to the self]. Having 

seen many fellow disciples in official life who either died 

of remorse or were sent into exile, Wang Ken placed 

significant emphasis on the protection of the self as a 

starting point to safeguarding family, nation, and ultimately 

all-under-Heaven. 48 In the same year, Wang Ken composed "Lo-

hsueh Ko" [A Song: The Joy of Learning] to celebrate the 

personal satisfaction and self-improvement to be gained from 

a life of study and principled behavior. To Wang Ken, 

learning is so simple and easy that it does not require 

essay entitled "A Discourse on Restoring the original Nature." 
A complete translation appears in the Appendix B. 

47 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.18a-19a, WHCCC: chuan 3.30a-31a. An
ting Academy in T'ai-chou was named after Hu Yuan [993-1059, 
An-ting was his courtesy name], an early Sung Neo
Confucianist. It was established by Wang Yao-hu, a disciple 
of Wang Yang-ming. A complete translation of the essay on the 
An-ting Academy appears in the Appendix C. 

48 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.19a-20b: WHCCC, chuan 3.31a-33b. A 
complete translation appears in the Appendix. 
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excessive effort or labored seriousness. It is this 

simplicity and spontaneity of learning that avails itself to 

every man and woman. The poem reads as follows: 

The human mind/heart originally takes joy in itself, 
But then is restrained by its own selfish desires. 
When selfish desires begin to sprout, 
Innate knowledge restores self-consciousness. 
Once there is awareness, the selfish desires will 
disappear, 
And the human heart will return as before to joy. 
Joy is the enjoyment of this learning; 
Learning is to learn this joy. 
If there is no joy, then there is no learning. 
If there is no learning, then there is no joy. 
Be joyous, and then there will be learnjng; 
Learn, and then there will be joy. 
Joy is learning; 
Learning is joy. 
Alas! 
Among the joys of this world, what compares to learning! 
What learning in the world compares to this joy!49 

In 1527, after arriving in Chin-ling. CLe., Nanking], 

Wang Ken met Chan Jo-shui [1466-1560],50 Tsou Shou-yi [1491-

1562] ,51 and Ou-yang Te [1496-1554] 52 in the Hsin-ch' iian 

Academy, where they were discussing the similarities and 

o Nien-p'u, chiian 2.20b-21a; WHCCC, chiian 4.25a-b. This 
is a revised version of a translation by William T. de Bary 
in Self and Society in Ming Thought, pp. 167-68. 

50 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 36-42. 
51 DMB, vol. 2, pp. 1310-1312. 

52 DMB, vol. 2, pp. 1102-1104. 



95 

differences between Chan Jo-shui' s realization of t' ien-li 

(the principle of Heaven] existent in everything and Wang 

Yang-ming's liang-chih [innate knowledge of goodness].53 For 

Wang Ken, there was no difference in learning, be it t'ien-li 

or liang-chih. All is inborn nature, which manifests itself 

in the form of spontaneity. The only difference in these two 

terms lies in their nominal designations. 54 In 1528, after 

returning from his hometown where he had gone for a short 

visit, Wang Ken gathered his fellow disciples at Yang-ming 

Academy in K'uai-chi. There, he further explicated his ideas 

on the Way as manifested in the "pai-hsing jih-jung" 

[commoners' daily usages]. To him, these usages are so simple 

and natural that one does not require i!"tql!.ectual exertion 

to achieve the Way of spontaneity. The Way simply manifests 

itself through the practice of ordinary intelligence in 

everyday life, as near at hand as ordinary social int~rcourse 

and the actions of a young servant. Moreover, the Way is open 

53 See Chao-ying Fang's biography of Chan Jo-shui and 
Julia Ching's contribution on his thought in OMB, v. 1, pp. 
36-42. The philosophies of both Chan and Wang stemmed to a 
greater or lesser degree from the teachings of Chien Hsien
chang. But Wang Yang-ming stressed striving for the innate 
knowledge in one's own mind, thus reducing the importance of 
formal intellectual effort such as book learning. Chan, 
however, taught that the principle of nature could be learned 
only through a rigorous process of learning, questioning, 
thinking, distinguishing, and regular practice. 

54 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.21a-22a, WHCCC: chuan 3.37a-38b. 
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to common men and women, who can also know and practice 

learning as sages do. For he saw in commoners the potential 

of sageliness in the form of spontaneity.55 

In 1528, when Wang Yang-ming died in Nan-an, Kiangsi, 

Wang Ken went to T'ung-lu [in Yen-chou prefecture], near Yang

ming's hometown, t~ await the coffin in order to escort it to 

Yang-ming's home. Wang Ken also observed a period of mourning 

for his former mentor. After tending to affairs for Yang

ming's family, Wang Ken returned to his own home in T'ai-chou. 

On his arrival, he opened a school where he receiv~d 

disciples from far and near, regardless of social station. 

In time, many individuals from all walks of life sought his 

guidance and counsel. Whenever formal scholarly discussion 

of philosophical issues were conducted by Wang Yang-ming's 

former disciples, Wang Ken served as presider by their 

request. He proved himself to be an inspirational teacher 

with a gift for stimulating intuitive understanding among 

those who came to study under his guidance. 56 

In 1536, Hung Chiieh-shan [1532-1590],57 a surveillance 

55 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.22b-23a. 

56 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.23a-b, 25b-30b. 

57 PMB, v. 1, p. 39. 
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commissioner for salt production, called on Wang Ken, seeking 

his instruction in the Way of simplicity. Upon attaining a 

spiritual awakening, Hung requested Wang Ken to draw up a 

hsiang-yUeh [rural regulation] ,58 which was subsequently put 

into practice at the command of a local official. 

Thenceforth, it is said, local customs and manners were 

improved as a result of this action. Later in 1537, owing to 

limited space at his school for the holding of scholarly 

meetings, Hung, along with Wang Ken's other disciples, 

contributed funds for the building of new lecture halls and 

dormi tories, which were collectively named the "Tung-t 'ao 

Studio. ,,59 On the twelfth month of that year, when his father 

died at the advanced age of ninety-three, Wang Ken was fifty-

four. His father once reportedly remarked that, "I obtained 

58 See Joanna F. Handlin, Action in Late Ming Thought, 
University of California, 1983, p. 47-48. "The hsiang-yUeh was 
a voluntary agreement ••• to join in association to correct one 
another's faults for moral self-cultivation and to help the 
poor in times of difficulty so that they would not turn to 
evil. Those who failed to be cooperative would be evicted 
from the group. During the Ming, the bureaucratic elite 
appropriated the hsiang-Weh as a lecture program for the 
moral education of the common people." Handlin translates 
hsiang-yUeh as rural lecture. For a discussion of the 
political and ideological dimensions of the hsiang-yUeh 
institution in later times, see Kung-ch'uan Hsiao, Imperial 
Control in Nineteenth Century China, University of Washington 
Press, 1960, pp. 184-205. 

59 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.30b. Also see WHCCC, chuan 1.25b, 
for an account of renovations undertaken to convert the studio 
to a shrine after his death. 
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an extension of my years to this moment because I have a 

filial son. ,,60 

In 1538, when Ch'en Jang, a censor assigned to the 

Huai-Yang region, planned to visit Wang Ken, he fell seriously 

ill upon arriving in T'ai-chou. Unable to call on wang Ken 

as he had in~ended, he composed a poem to be presented to Wang 

Ken in lieu of a visit. In the poem, he praised Wang Ken for 

his high virtue, whose moral character, he stated, could be 

equated to that of Yi Yin and Fu Yueh of the Shang dynasty.61 

Wang Ken responded with a laugh and said, "As for the 

undertakings of Yi [Yin] and Fu [Yueh], I have no ability to 

accomplish that. As for the learning of Yi [Yin] and Fu 

[Yueh], I will not follow their lead." When questioned about 

his meaning by his disciples, Wang Ken replied, "It was 

60 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.32a-b. 

61 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.38ai WHCCC, chuan 5.49b. Yi Yin, a 
farmer, was well known for his wisdom. After King T'ang of 
the Shang dynasty repeatedly invited him to serve in his 
court, he finally succumbed. As prime minister, Yi yin was 
credited with aiding T'ang in overthrowing the Hsia dynasty 
and establishing the Shang dynasty. Fu Yueh was another 
virtuous minister who served Wu Ting of the Shang dynasty. 
In a dream, WU Ting met a sage. Later he discovered the man 
of his dream in an ex-convict laborer, Fu yueh. Wu Ting made 
him prime minister and he proved to be a loyal and able 
administrator. See Chang Kwang-chih, Shang Civilizatio~, Yale 
University Press, 1980, p. 10 i Ssu-ma Ch' ien, Shih Chi 
[Records of the Grand Historian of China], trans. by Burton 
watson, Columbia University Press, 1961, v. I, p. 513. 
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fortuitous encounters for Yi yin and Fu Yueh to find [service 

with wise] lords. If they had not had those encounters, they 

would certainly have lived out their days practicing virtue 

in solitude. However, Confucius would not follow the same 

path." Later in the early Ch' ing period, Huang Tsung-hsi 

[1610-95], the compiler of the Ming-ju hsueh-an, commented on 

Wang Ken's remarks at that time and said, "That was why he 

rl.e., Confucius] travelled ceaselessly from state to state 

in his carriage. This example, the imitation of which Yang

ming wished to curb, proved difficult for Wang Ken to forget. 

And thus [the knowledge so bitterly acquired by Ken on the 

occasion-of Yang-ming's rebuke] is still not the same as the 

wisdom of having no regret at all even when one is unknown to 

the world ... 62 

At this time, due to an unequal distribution of salt

farming land among salterns in An-feng-ch'ang, many persons 

lost their gainful employment and fell into abject poverty. 

This had previously been reported to the government and a 

reallocation of land holdings had been planned for several 

dozens of years, but without result. When asked for 

assistance by local officials in charge of these matters, Wang 

62 MJ:HA, chuan 32, p. 711. For a full translation of this 
passage, see Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, 
1987, pp. 177-78. 
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Ken painstakingly crafted a plan for a more equitable 

distribution of the land, which was adopted and put into 

effect. 63 

Despite frequent bouts of illness in 1539, Wang Ken 

insisted on carrying on as usual, and met with his students 

while still in sick bed. A firm believer in the idea that 

true learning can only be transmitted from one mind to another 

by word of mouth, throughout his life he devoted himself to 

personally instructing his disciples and friends, seldom 

putting his ideas down in writing. Unlike more conventional

minded scholars who labored to commit their ideas to writing 

for their contemporaries and later generations, Wang Ken took 

little interest in that endeavor and left later generations 

to sort out his ideas from a severely limited record. 

When compiling and collating his literary remains and 

a small quantity of recorded sayings, Tung Sui, his disciple 

and the editor of the Nien-p'u, lamented in a letter to Wang 

Ken's sons that, "Though not relying on words, the Way still 

freely exists. Nowadays, those who have perceived the Way are 

very few. As for those who know him only from hearsay, most 

63 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.38a-b. The essay "Chiin-fen ts'ao
tang yi" [A Proposal for the Equal Allotment of Salt-farming 
Land] can be found in WHCCC, chiian 4.50a-51a. 
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did not obtain the genuine truth about Wang Ken.,,64 

In 1540, although his health was continuing to 

decline, Wang Ken continued to gather his disciples about him 

and to enthusiastically hold learned discussion on matters of 

mutual interest. When asked by his sons about personal and 

family matters requiring immediate attention after his death, 

Wang Ken gazed upon his second son Wang Pi [1511-87]65 and 

said, "Since you know the learning [of the Way], what is there 

for me to worry about?" After a while, he looked at his 

younger sons and said, "You all have a brother who knows this 

learning, what worry is there to trouble me?" On the eighth 

day of the ~welfth month [January 16] of 1541, Wang Ken died 

at the age of fifty-eight. M 

During his lifetime, Wang Ken was several times 

recommended for public office. In 1530, he was recommended 

64 WHCCC, chuan 1.33b-34a. 

65 Wang pi had been iustructed by Wang Yang-ming to study 
with Wang Chi and Ch'ien Te-hung [1497-1574]. Later, Wang Pi 
assisted his father in his teaching duties. After his 
father's death, he took charge of all instruction at Tung-t' ao 
studio. See Wang Pi, Hsin Chuan Tung-yai hsien-sheng yi-kao 
[The Literary Remains of Wang Pi], 1818 edition, Microfilm, 
National Central Library , Taiwan, I. 3a, II. 55a. Also see 
MJHA, chuan 32, p. 718. 

M Nien-p'u, chuan 2.41b-42a. 
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by Grand Coordinator and Vice Censor-in-chief Liu Chieh [1476-

1555] for appointment. Q Yet, to Wang Ken, transmitting the 

learning of the Way through teaching was more important than 

seeking official preferment. As he pointed out in "A 

Memorandum on An-ting Academy," "The teacher is the one who 

takes his stand amidst all and causes his own kind to be 

virtuous. Therefore, if the Way of the teacher is 

established, then people of virtue will be numerous. If 

people of virtue are numerous, then the imperial court will 

be rectified, and all-under-Heaven will be in order. ,,68 Later, 

in 1537, Censor-in-Chief Wu T'i [1502-1568], a follower of 

Wang Yang-ming's teachings, not only compared Wang Ken to Wu 

Yii-pi [1392-1469] and Ch' en Hsien-chang, 69 but also recommended 

him for office in a memorial to the throne. ro In a letter in 

reply to his disciple Lin Ch 'un [tzu, Tzu-jen, hao, Tung-

67 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.24a-b. For a complete version of 
this memorial, see WHCCC, chiian l.la-4a. 

68 wnCCC, chiian 3.30a-31a; also see Appendix. In Nien
~, chiian 2.25a, in a letter expressing gratitude for another 
offer of official position, Wang Ken also gave the same reason 
for his declining the appointment. 

69 Both WU Yu-pi and Ch' en Hsien-chang were considered 
forerunners of a new trend in Ming Neo-Confucian thought, 
whose moral and scholarly influence was far-reaching and 
profound upon later generations of the so-called School of 
Mind. For their biographical accounts, see DMB, v. 2, p. 
1497-1501, and v. 1, p. 153-156, respectively. 

ro.Nien-p'u, chuan 2.34a-35b. For the complete version 
of the memorial, see WHCCC, chiian 1.4a-7b. 
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ch'eng, a ~~in-shih of 1532], Wang Ken expressed his reaction 

to this recommendation, as follows: "The seeking of an 

appointment is up to me, and there must be a fixed way of 

going about it. One first takes a measure [of the situation] 

and then accepts an offer. One can not accept an offer and 

later measure it. If sovereign and minister both seek this, 

and the one hundred officials who manage affairs recommend it, 

this is the harmony of measure and degree. If the way that 

I hold to can be seen through to realization, then my going 

forth [to take office] may be said to be clear •••• If sovereign 

and minister make no use of it, the recommendations of the one 

hundred officials who manage affairs is only the fulfillment 

of their responsibilities. Even though I try to carry it out 

on my own part, it is no more than doing something in a 

perfunctory manner or merely respecting a sovereign's order. ,,71 

Perhaps as Wang Ken expected, the recommendation was 

not accepted by the court, and Wang Ken remained a commoner 

all his life. A decade after his death, three disciples, Hsu 

Yueh, Tung sui, and Nieh Ching, took the unusual step of 

privately conferring a posthumous title on Wang Ken, 

regardless of his commoner status. They honored him not out 

of personal favoritism but because of their reverence for his 

71 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.35b-36b. 
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virtue and erudition in carrying out the Way. Moreover, they 

honored him for his upright and unyielding dedication to 

principle and respect for the individual self. As a result, 

he was given the posthumous title of "Wen-chen," literally 

meaning culture and purity. Inspired by their memories of 

him as a teacher and disregarding imperial prerogatives in the 

matter of conferral of posthumous titles, they forthrightly 

stated that, "Postr..umous titles are instituted in the lecture 

hall, not in the Offl.ce of the Chamberlain for Ceremonials. ,,72 

Judging from the criticism later directed at Wang Ken and his 

T'ai-chou school for their supposed negative impact on the 

intellectual community, it seems that it was mainly in the 

lecture hall that Wang Ken was long remembered with favor. 

72 WHCCC, chuan 2.42a-44b. The Chamberlain for 
Ceremonials was responsible for supervision of the great state 
sacrificial ceremonies, especially at the Imperial Ancestral 
Temple and at the imperial mausolea. See Charles o. Hucker, 
A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China, Stanford 
University Press, 1985, p. 476. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE THOUGHT OF WANG KEN 

1. The Leqacy of Wanq Yanq-minq 

The rise of the teachinqs of ChIen Hsien-chang with 

his emphasis on the importance of the natural and internal 

cUltivation of the self and those of Wang Yang-ming which 

redefined the principle of sagehood have been viewed as a 

common reaction against the intellectually stagnant background 

of mid-fifteenth century China, which was dominated by the 

officially sanctioned Ch I eng-Chu School. The fresh and 

creative intellectual strain represented by these ideas, 

particularly the latter, led to a new orientation in the moral 

pursuit of sagehood. In his articulation of the concepts of 

innate knowledge and the unity of knowledge and action, Wang 

Yang-ming voluntarily challenged conventional restraints and 

Chu Hsi I s advocacy of prolonged bookish study as a way of 

aChieving sagehood. Just as Huang Tsung-hsi stated, "Since 

Wang Yang-ming pointed to lianq-chih as that principle of 

self-realization present in all, accessible to all through 

contemplation, the road to saqehood was opened to everyone. 

Thus, without Yang-ming, the learning of the ancients would 
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have died out." 1 

In enunciating the principle of the extension of 

innate knowledge of goodness, Wang Yang-ming described liang

£bin [innate knowledge of goodness] as an inborn moral sense. 

It is present in all men, regardless of birth or station in 

life. Together with liang-neng [inborn ability to do good], 

it directs one in searching for the good through moral 

experience and thereby leading to complete self-

transcendence. 2 In his elaboration of the principle of the 

liang-chih, Wang Yang-ming stated that, 

"Our knowledge of the good [liang-chih] does not 
come from seeing and hearing, and yet seeing and 
hearing are all functions of liang-chih.,,3 

Further, he remarked that, 

"Our capacity to know the good [liang-chih] is in 
the human heart, the same through all time and in 

1 MJHA, chuan 10, p. 179; Julia Chling, ed., Records of 
Ming Scholars, p. 100. 

2 Julia ching, To Acquire Wisdom, Columbia University 
Press, 1976, p. 107. 

3 Letter to au-yang Te, Wang Wen-chleng kung chluan-shu 
[The Complete Work of Wang Yang-ming], 2.24a, Shanghai, Chung
hua Book Store, 1931, hereafter to be referred to as WWCKCS; 
Wing-tsit Chan, tr., Instructions for Practical Living and 
Other Neo-Confucian Writings, Columbia University Press, 1963, 
p. 150, as quoted in Julia Ching, To Acquire Wisdom, p. 107. 
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the whole universe. It is the 'capacity for 
knowledge which does not depend on reflective 
thinking' which 'works with ease and knows where 
danger is.' It is 'the ability for action which 
does not depend on learning,' which works with 
simplicity and knows where obstruction is.,,4 

In this regard, in his stress on reaching for innate 

knowledge in the individual self, Wang Yang-ming thus reduced 

the importance of intellectual exertion such as book learning. 

For him, the apprehension of lianq-chih must be spontaneous 

and prereflective. "There is no knowledge outside of his 

knowledge of the good [liang-chih], and no work outside that 

of extending this knowledge. He who seeks knowledge outside 

of this knowledge, finds only vain knowledge. He who seeks 

to perfect himself without extending this knowledge, falls 

into error. ,,5 In other words, in attaining sagehno 1., Wang 

Yang-ming argued the necessity of subordinating tao wen-hsueh 

[following the path of knowledge and inquiry] to, or 

incorporating it within, the practice of tsun te-hsinq 

[honoring virtuous nature]. 

since lianq-chih is inborn and accessible to all men 

4 Ibid., WWCKCS, 2.26a; Chan, Instructions, p. 156; Julia 
ching, To Acquire Wisdom, p. 108. 

5 Ibid., WWCKCS, 2.24a; Chan, Instructions, p. 150; Julia 
Ching, To Acquire Wisdom, p. 108. 
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and since it can be extended and realized by all, 

theoretically it provides everyone with a fundamental dignity, 

moral autonomy, and equality. Yet, there is a difference 

between the moral knowledge of the sage and that of the 

ordinary man. Whatever the difference may be, the truth 

remains that it is a difference of degree rather than of kind. 

In explaining the matter of difference of degree in realizing 

one's moral capacity, Wang Yang-ming adopted, as a student of 

his noted, the analogy of "pure gold to the sage, the quantity 

to the sage's ability, and the ,lork of refining to the 

student's effort to learn.,,6 

Earlier.on, Wang had stated: 

"The reason the sage has become a sage is that his 
mind has become completely identified with the 
Principle of Nature and is no longer mixed with a~y 
impurity of selfish human desires. It 1.S 
comparable to pure gold, which attains its purity 
because its golden q-Ilality is perfect and is no 
longer mixed with copper or lead. A man must have 
reached the state of being completely identified 
with the Principle of Nature before it becomes 
pure. 

However, the abilities of sages differ in degree, 
just as the several pieces of gold quantitatively 
differ in weight. The sage-emperors Yao and Shun 
may be compared to 10,000 pounds; King Wen and 
Confucius to 9,000 pounds; King Yu Cr. 2183-2175 
B.C. 1], T'ang, Cr. 1751-1739 B.C. 1], Wen, and Wu, 
7 or 8,000 pounds; and Po-i and I-yin, 4 or 5,000 

6 WWCKCS, 1.23a; Chan, Instructions, p. 68. 
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pounds. Their abilities and efforts differ, but in 
being completely identified with the Principle of 
Nature they were the same and all may be called 
sages. It is just like the several pieces of pure 
gold, which may be so called because they are 
qual~tatively perfect although quantitatively 
different. Mix a 5,000 pound piece of gold with a 
10,000 pound piece, and their quality remains the 
same. Put Po-i and I-yin beside Yao and Confucius, 
and their complete identification with the 
Principle of Nature is the same. For to be pure 
gold depends not on quantity but on perfection in 
quality, and to be a sage depends not on ability or 
effort but on being completely identified with the 
Principle of Nature. Therefore, even an ordinary 
person, if he is willing to learn so as to enable 
his mind to become completely identified with the 
Principle of Nature, can also become a sage, in the 
same way that although a one ounce piece, when 
compared with a 10,000 pound piece, is widely 
different in quantity, it is not deficient in 
perfection in quality. This is why it is said that 
'every man can become Yao and Shun.' 

In learning to become a sage, the student needs 
only to get rid of selfish human desires and 
preserve the Principle of Nature, which is like 
refining gold and achieving perfection in quality. 
If the deficiency in purity is not substantial, the 
work of refining is simple and success is easily 
attained. The lower the proportion of purity is, 
the more difficult the work becomes. In the matter 
of purity and impurity of physical nature, some men 
are above average and some are below. with 
reference to the Sage's doctrines, some are born 
with the knowledge of them and can practice them 
naturally and easily, while others learn them 
through study and practice them for their 
advantage. Those below the average must make one 
hundred efforts where others make one, and one 
thousand efforts where others make ten. But the 
success of all of them is the same. Later 
generations do not realize that the foundation for 
becoming a sage is to be completely identified with 
the Principle of Nature, but instead seek sagehood 
only in knowledge and ability. They regard the 
sage as knowing all and being able to do all, and 
they feel they have to understand all the knowledge 
and ability of the sage before they can succeed. 
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Consequently they do not direct their efforts 
toward the principle of Nature but merely cripple 
their spirit and exhaust their energy in 
scrutinizing books, investigating the names and 
varieties of things, and imitating the forms and 
traces [of the acts of the ancients]. As their 
knowledge becomes more extensive, their selfish 
desires become more numerous, and as their 
abilities become greater and greater, the principle 
of Nature be(;omes increasingly obscured from them. 
Their case is just like that of a person who, 
seeing someone else with a piece of pure gold of 
10,000 pounds, does not take steps to refine his 
own so that in the quality of purity his will not 
yield to that of the other person, but foolishly 
hopes to match the 10,000 pound piece in quantity. 
He throws in mixed elements of pewter, lead, brass, 
and iron with the result that the greater the 
quantity, the lower the degree of purity. In the 
end it is no longer gold at all.,,7 

Even among such sages as Yao, Shun, and Confucius, there is 

really no difference as to the quality of sagehood. "What is 

called sagehood depends only on the refinement and singleness 

of mind and not on quantity. As long as people are equal in 

their complete identification with the principle of Nature, 

they are equally sages. ,,8 In this regard, the capacity for 

goodness is inherent in everyone and is within the grasp of 

all, and thereby can be deepened and extended more through 

the efforts required of a moral genius than the fact of 

natural endowment. As a result, the concept of liang-chih as 

7 WWCKCS, l.20b-2la; Chan, Instructions, p. 60-62. 

8 WWCKCS, 1.23a-b; Chan, Instructions, p. 68. 
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expc:mnded by Wang Yang-ming provided an inner but 

transcendental realm of moral autonomy for the possibility of 

every man to become a Yao or a Shun. 

Wang Yang-ming's discourse on the principle of liang

£hill and the matter of "quality and quantity in sagehood" 

became the source of much later philosophical discussion 

relating to the attainment of sagehood among his disciples and 

followers. However, the latter often differed with their 

teacher on the question of how one extends the liang-chih in 

the search for sagehood. Some focused their attention on the 

strenuous efforts they believed necessary as a starting point 

to achieve sagehood. Others, such as Wang Chi and Wang Ken, 

applied a simpler and easier approach involving the matter of 

the inborn moral sense, which, according to them, manifests 

itself in the form of spontaneity. As a consequence, after 

Wang Yang-ming's death, the School of Wang Yang-ming divided 

into several branches, each of which claimed to transmit the 

master's true teachings, and each of which, at the same time, 

developed its own distin~t features with different doctrinal 

emphases. 

Judging from Huang Tsung-hsi's comments in the Ming

ju hsiieh-an, there were six schools, grouped according to 
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regional loyalties, which derived from the teachings of Wang 

Yang-ming, each involving a direct, lineal student-teacher 

affiliation. Of these, the T'ai-chou School, whose founder, 

Wang Ken, claimed to be a disciple of Wang Yang-ming, was 

distinguished by its regional association without being 

categorized as belonging to the School of Wang Yang-ming. 

Leaving aside the questions of implied moral judgement, his 

own sense of doctrinal orthodoxy, or his partisan spirit on 

the philosophical level, in his editorial comment on the T'ai

chou School, Huang Tsung-hsi still recognized the student

teacher relationship which had existed between Wang Yang-ming 

and Wang Ken. Huang Tsung-hsi was, however, concerned with 

the problem of the transmission of t~e true Way, and thus he 

was torn between the requirements of a balanced appraisal and 

his own personal judgment of the T' ai -chou School. As a 

result, he possibly had no choice but to place the T'ai-chou 

School at the end of his treatment of the School of Wang Yang

ming and its various offshoots. Modern Marxist historians, 

like Hou Wai-lu, praise Wang Ken and his T'ai-chou School for 

the exaltation of men of humble origins, for the voicing of 

egalitarian ideas, and for the promotion of social and 

political challenges to the prevailing order. Yet, the 

influence of Wang Yang-ming on the development of the T'ai

chou movement is not acknowledged by Hou. In fact, it is his 
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contention that the T' ai-chou branch was only an imposter 

pretending to belong to the School of Wang Yang-ming. 9 

The relationship between Wang Yang-ming and Wang Ken 

remains a personal and intellectual one. Their shared 

commitment to an intellectual reorientation of life involving 

a belief in the value of innate moral intuition resulted in 

the student-teacher relationship which both men observed. 

Whereas Wang Yang-ming fired a zeal for self-realization and 

moral fulfillment in all of his followers, Wang Ken reiterated 

and reenergized those teachings and gave them wider social 

meaning. Just as Liu Tsung-chou pointed out, "Although Wang 

Ken spoke of enlightenment in an exalted and transcendental 

language, he did not depart from the master's essential 

teachings. ,,10 Subtle intellectual differences between them are 

inevitable, due to the free spirit and independent thinking 

inherent in the teachings of Wang Yang-mingo More important, 

these subtle differences reflect the rich vitality and 

flexibility of thought so characteristic of the Neo

Confucianism in general, and of the late Ming intellectual 

world in particular. 

9 Hou Wai-lu, Chunq-kuo ssu-hsianq t'unq-shih, vol. 4, 
part II, p. 971-972. 

10 H!IHA, "Quotations from Liu Tsung-chou," p. 9; Julia 
Ching, ed., The Records of Minq Scholars, p. 62. 



2. wanq Ken's Thought and The Character of 

the T'ai-Chou School 

"Someone asked Tsou Shou-yi, 'The T'ai-chou School 
arose from the salt fields. As a commoner who was 
not engaged in the study of the classics, how could 
[Wang Ken] learn the Way so profoundly?' Master 
Tsou replied, 'It is merely because he was a 
commoner who was not engaged in the study of the 
classics that he was able to learn the Way. For 
those who are engaged in the study of the classics, 
principle deriving from seeing and hearing binds 
the mind and heart ••• Wang Ken, so brilliant as not 
to be bound by seeing and hearing .•• was fit to be 
the teacher of all-under-Heaven. ,"11 

i. The Daily Usages of Commoners as the way 
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Coming from a commoner background, not unexpectedlY 

Wang Ken retained a strong attachment to the lower classes, 

and to a certain extent, this also served to relieve him of 

the scholarly conventions binding members of the elite class. 

This liberation from established conventional norms and a 

close association with the values and aspirations of the 

11 Quoted in Li Yung's "Kuan-kan lu" [Impressions of 
Things Seen], Li Erh-ch 'A hsien-sheng ch '\ian-chi [The Complete 
Work of Li Yung], chAan 22.7b-8a, p. 864-865. 
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common man not only stimulated him in attaining a new 

perception of the self, but it also fired him with a 

proselytising spirit and the desire to spread his teachings 

to the educated and commoners alike. 

On the one hand, his approach to the attainment of 

sagehood was a simple and easy one; one not depending on words 

and verbal expressions alone. The doctrine he espoused was 

that the common man is a ready-made sage and this he made 

intelligible and attainable to the maj ori ty of people in 

society, especiallY the man in the street. On the other hand, 

because Wang Ken exalted individual enlightenment as the 

essential teaching, a condition not dependent on the reading 

of the classics, anyone, even including the illiterate, could 

achieve enlightenment through the practice of kung-fu [human 

effort]. He said, "If one can hold fast to opportunity, why 

is it necessary for one to pry into the ancient classics?,,12 

To him, the Six Classics served to testify to one's own mind 

and heart in its enlightenment. In turn, one made use of 

one's enlightenment to interpret and validate the classics. 

He stated that, "If one's efforts [at self-cultivation] are 

vigorous, and if one then studies books, this is what is 

called 'to learn new things by reviving old things.' If this 

12 WHCCC, chiian 3.12a. 
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were not so, after putting the books down, then there is no 

effort in doing so. ,,13 He further stated that, 

"The Classics are used to transmi t the Way. The 
commentaries are used to expound the Classics. 
Once the Classics are illuminated, the commentaries 
are no longer needed. Once the Way is illuminated, 
why is it necessary to use the Classics! Between 
the Classics and the commentaries, these serve only 
to bear witness to my mind and heart." 14 

Here, in realizing one's personal potential goodness, Wang Ken 

transcended the seeking of knowledge and exalted the efficacy 

of the mind to direct one's kung-fu toward the attainment of 

intuitive unity with ultimate reality-- i.e., the Principle 

of Nature. 

Unlike other fellow disciples and followers of Wang 

Yang-ming who propagated kung-fu as a precondition to the 

attainment of success in the quest for ultimate reality, Wang 

Ken recognized the oneness of myriad things. To him, kung-fu 

itself is the enlightenment of ultimate reality. In other 

words, the actualization of liang-chih lies in virtuous action 

as expressed in kung-fu. One seeks the experience of personal 

enlightenment in one's daily activities rather than in quiet 

13 WHCCC, chiian 3.7a. 

14 WHCCC, chiian 3.24b-25a; Nien-p'u, chuan 2.11b. 
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meditation. Wang Ken summed up his commitment to this belief, 

saying that, 

"The way of the sages is no different from that of 
the common people's daily usages. Anything that is 
different can be said tc! be hetercdoxy. ,,15 

"The capacity for discrimination in the daily 
usages of the common people is the same as the 
capacity for discrimination of the sage. The sage 
is aware [of this capacity] and thus does not lose 
it, but the common people are not and thus can lose 
it. ,,16 

For Wang Ke~ ~nd his followers, learning and 

reflective thinking are superfluous in the act of self-

cUltivation. It is action, as displayed in one's ordinary 

daily activities, in which the dynamic power of the innate 

knowledge of goodness is realized. Huang Tsung-hsi took note 

of Wang Ken's concept of the Way as that which is manifested 

in the daily observances of ordinary human beings, saying 

that, 

"It was Wang Ken who, through even his glances and 
facial expressions, was capable of inspiring the 
greatest number. He taught that the daily activity 
of the common people was the Tao, and he pointed in 
illustration of this to the unfailing naturalness 
of domestic servants in the midst of their every 
activity. Those who hE'~rd him were pleased and 

15 WHCCC, chiian 3.11b. 

16 WHCCC, chiian 3.12b. 
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uplifted. ,,17 

As for the naturalness of the Way, Wang Ken himself stated 

that, 

"The substance of innate knowledge is active and as 
lively as kites [flying] and fish [jumping]. When 
one should speculate, then speculate. After one 
has reached thorough understanding, then stop. 
This is just like the Duke of Chou who night and 
day strived to equal the three [ancient sage] 
kings. Fortunately, he achieved his goal. sitting 
and waiting for the dawn, how could it be necessary 
for him to bind and restrain himself? To sum up, 
spontaneously follow Heaven's laws; do not depend 
on artificial human efforts to set things right. ,,18 

These usages are so simple and ;:latural that one does not 

require any additional intellectual effort to achieve the Way 

of spontaneity. The Way simply manifests itself through the 

practice of ordinary intelligence in everyday situations; it 

is as near at hand as ordinary social intercourse and the 

actions of a young servant. Above all, the Way is open to 

all ordinary men and women who are able to realize it and 

practice it as sages do. For he saw in commoners the 

potential for sageliness in the form of spontaneity. It is 

17 ~, chuan 32, p. 710; Julia Ching, ed., The Records 
of Minq Scholars, p. 176. 

18 WHCCC, chuan 3.13b-14a. 
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a ready-made sagehood that exists in everyone. When once 

asked about innate knowledge, Wang Ken simply replied in a 

poem, 

"We know we should acquire innate knowledge, but 
what is it? 

originally, innate knowledge did not require 
knowing. 

But now, it is only innate knowledge that exists; 
There is no knowledge beyond innate knowledge.,,19 

ii. Tha Joy of Learning 

Although " ••• innate knowledqe .•• [does] not require 

knowing," Wang Ken did not mean to deny the practicality of 

knowing. As a matter of fact, it is through knowing that one 

strengthens and revives one's kunq-fu, one's efforts, to 

attain intuitive unity with the Principle of Nature. 

otherwise, "after putting the books down, then there is no 

effort in doing so. ,,20 Just as Wang Yang-ming had pointed out, 

"Our lianq-chih does not come from seeing and hearing, and yet 

seeing and hearing are all functions of lianq-chih. ,,21 In this 

19 WHCCC, chiian 4.30a-b. 

20 WHCCC, chiian 3. 7 a • 

21 WWCKCS, 2.24a; Chan, Instructions, p. 150. 
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regard, as in Wang Yang-ming's teachings, we can also detect 

in Wang Ken's thought the tendency to incorporate the concept 

of tao wen-hsUeh into the practice of tsun te-hsing. 

Actually, in the early years of Wang Ken's quest for 

the Way, he placed more emphasis on the utility of the 

classics in bearing witness to his mind and heart. He 

regarded the Six Classics as "a footnote to his mind and 

heart. 1122 However, in his later years, he placed increasing 

stress on the importance of "learning and study" as an 

integral part in the act of regaining the original mind and 

heart. Referring to Confucius as an exemplar, Wang Ken stated 

that, "Even though Confucius was a sage born of Heaven, he 

also had to learn The Book of Poetry, The Book of Rites, and 

The Book of Changes. Grinding and polishing sentence by 

sentence, thereby he attained a clear understanding to the 

fullest degree. 11 23 

In a letter to Ch'ien Te-hung, Wang Ken upheld the 

principle of studying the words and deeds of the ancient sages 

as the way of extending one's innate knowledge of goodness. 24 

22 Nien-p 'u, chiian 2.11b. 

23 WHCCC, chUan 3.9b. 

24 WHCCC, chUan 40a-b. 
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To Wang Ken, liang-chih is the root which is inborn in all 

men. The purpose of learning of the wo:t'ds and deeds of the 

ancient sages is to elevate one's virtuous nature. 25 In this 

sense, Wang Ken attempted to reconcile the differences between 

Chu Hsi and Lu Chiu-yfian in regard to the knowledge of "seeing 

and hearing" and the knowledge of the virtuous nature. In 

seeking to synthesize these two concepts, he adhered to a 

belief in the simple and easy approach to the Way, while 

recognizing the practicality of the formal learning as a means 

of improving one's own nature. Later, this stress on the 

importance of learning and study found reflection among elite 

members of the T'ai-chou School, such as ChIen Ti and Chiao 

Hung, who pioneered in the development of an empirical 

methodology which gave rise to one of the dominant trends in 

the scholarship and learning during the Ch'ing era. 

Wang Ken's emphasis on Confucian learning represents 

a subtle change and departure from the position of his teacher 

Wang yang-ming. Nevertheless, instead of establishing a 

systematic rendering of the concept and categories of learning 

and knowledge, Wang Ken was more concerned wi th making 

available to the common people the learning of the sages. For 

members of the elite class who were well versed in the 

25 WHCCC, chiian 40a-41a. 
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Confucian classics, Wang Ken's simple and easy approach and 

manner provided spiri tual inspiration in their quest for 

enlightenment in the Way. For members of the lower classes, 

Wang simplified Confucian learning by reducing it to a few 

basic propositions, thus making it more generally accessible. 

By means of open public lectures and discussions, Wang Ken 

hoped both to cultivate men of talent and to enlighten the 

ignorant. He stated that, 

"Learning is that which common men and women can 
know and can practice. The way of the sages is 
nothing more than a desire for the people to know 
and to practice. This is to hold a position 
between Heaven and Earth and nourish the myriad 
things. If those who possess the handles of 
authority do not know this, even if they say they 
have attained the Mandate of Heaven, this is 
nothing but a portion of goodness. ,,26 

Wang Ken believed that, "There are differences in the 

natural endowments of men. Yet, when discussing learning, it 

is not necessary to discuss natural endowments. ,,27 Here, Wang 

Ken is not only upholding the Confucian ideal that "in 

education there should be no class distinction," but he is 

also extending its reach by making it available to people from 

all walks of life regardless of their individual natural 

26 WHCCC, chiian 3. 6b. 

27 WHCCC, chiian 3.10a. 
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endowments. In this regard, he argued that "If common men and 

women are able to know and to practice, this is the Way; then, 

as actively and as lively as kites flying and fishes jumping, 

one knows nature. ,,28 Evidently, by means of this broadened 

concept of learning, Wang Ken underscored his belief in "the 

daily usages of commoners as the Way." To him, only the 

learning of lithe usages of commoners" can then be called the 

learning of the sages. Moreover, the learning of the sages 

is as simple and natural as is the practice of the daily 

usages of comm~n=rs. In this regard, he stated that, 

"Of the learning of 'all-under-Heaven," only the 
learning of the sages is easy to study. One does 
not expend much effort, yet there is endless 
happiness. If one does expend much effort, then it 
is not the learning of the sages. Thereby, it is 
not happiness. ,,29 

In celebrating the personal satisfaction and self 

improvement to be obtained from study and learning, Wang Ken 

composed the "Lo-hsiieh Ko" [A Song: The Joy of Learning]. 30 

Elsewhere, he argued that, " ••• goodness is certainly human 

nature. Badness is not human nature; it is the stuff of 

28 WHCCC, chiian 3. 6b. 

29 WHCCC, chiian 3.4b. 

30 WHCCC, chiian 4.25a-b; for a translation of the song, 
see Chapter Three, p. 81. 
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temperament. If one changes the stuff of one's temperament, 

then one's nature becomes good ••• one speaks of learning, not 

of the stuff of temperament because learning can change the 

stuff of temperament. ,,31 It is a joyful moment when, through 

learning, one rids one's self of selfish desires and restores 

the original mind that takes joy in itself. According to the 

"Lo-hsueh Ko," "Joy is the enjoyment of this learning;/ 

Learning is to learn this joy./ If there is no joy, then there 

is no learning./ If there is no learning, then there is no 

joy./ Be joyous, and then there will be learning;/ Learn, and 

then there will be joy. / Joy is learning; / Learning is joy. ,,32 

It is wi th simple ease that Confucian learning manifests 

itself in the form of spontaneity, without requiring excessive 

effort or labored seriousness. And because of the simplicity 

and spontaneity of true learning, every man and woman, 

regardless of social background or natural endowments, has 

the potential of achieving sagehood. 

iii. Buai-nan Doctrine of the "Investigation of Things" 

31 WHCCC, chuan 3. Sla-b. 

32 WHCCC, chuan 4. 2Sa-b. 
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In his effort to synthesize the knowledge of seeing 

and hearing and that of virtuous nature, Wang Ken advocated 

his own unique doctrine of the investigation of things in 

order to extend the concept of the knowledge of goodness. 

This doctrine became known as the Huai-nan doctrine of the 

investigation of things, and it was later held in high esteem 

among Confucian scholars. Liu Tsung-chou, for example, said, 

"Among the doctrines of the investigation of things propounded 

by later Confucian scholars, the Huai-nan doctrine ought to 

be regarded as the correct one. ,,33 

In his exegesis of the concept of "ko-wu, II Chu Hsi 

interpreted it as meaning "investigating or reaching things." 

With this emphasis on vigorous inquiry and the acquisition of 

knowledge in the pursuit of sagehood, the investigation of 

things and the extension of knowledge should precede sincerity 

of intention, rectification of mind, and cUltivation of person 

in a certain sequential order. On the contrary, Wang Yang-

ming stressed more the cUltivation and realization of the 

principle of Nature in the mind and heart. Therefore, he 

interpreted the term ko-wu to mean rectifying affairs. For 

him, making the intention sincere is the essential principle 

D ~, chuan 32, p. 710; Julia ching, The Records of 
Ming Scholars, p. 176. 
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and basis of learning, while the investigation of things and 

the extension of knowledge are the results achieved by 

sincerity of intention. In perfecting and determining the 

mind, Wang Yang-ming thus internalized the quest for 

sagehood. 34 

Following his master's line of reasoning, Wang Ken 

also preferred to interpret ko-wu as meaning rectifying 

affairs. However, Wang Ken gave a new connotation to it by 

further expounding the original meaning of the passage in the 

Great Learning. Wang Ken once spoke to his assembled 

students, saying, 

"Only the Ta-hsiieh [The Great Learning] is a 
complete book which the followers of Confucius can 
use to manage the affairs of ten thousand 
generations. The most critical part is merely in 
abiding in the highest good. As for the 
fundamental meaning of the phrase 'The 
investigation of things lies in the extension of 
knowledge,' there has been no fixed resolution in 
the past two thousand years. Recently, however, I 
have attained a clear understanding of it without 
the necessity of adding one single word. The 
original meaning is self-explanatory. When 
exe:mined [in the light of] the Chung-viing [The 
Doctrine of the Mean], the Lun[=yy] [The Analects], 
the Meng[-tzu] [Mencius], and the .l[Ching] [The 
Book of Changes], it perfectly tallies with them. 
The spirit and vitality of Confucius are completely 
contained in it. If all of you worthies understand 
this point, you will realize that it was Confucius' 

34 Julia ching, To Acquire Wisdom, p. 75-81. 
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great achievement in learning. ,,35 

Later, when asked about the meaning of the character "ko" [to 

measure, to rectify], Wang Ken replied as follows, 

"The character 'ko,' just like 'ko' [in the 
expression] 'ko-shih' [pattern], has the meaning of 
following 'the measuring square.' My character is 
a carpenter's square. All-under-Heaven, the state, 
and the family are a square. with the [use of the] 
measuring square, we know that the reason the 
square is not correct is because the carpenter's 
square is not correct. Hence, one need only 
correct the carpenter's square, but not seek it in 
the square itself. If the carpenter's measuring 
square is correct, then the square will be correct. 
If the square is correct, then it becomes a 
pattern. Therefore, it is said that things are 
rectified. With respect to superior and inferior, 
those in front and those behind, those on the left 
and those on the right, my character is a thing, 
and the measuring square is the pattern. 

There has never been an instance when the root is 
in disorder and yet the branches are in order. In 
this passage, we then encounter the meaning of the 
expression 'measuring the pattern.' To rectify 
things is to know the root~ to establish the root 
is to preserve the self ••• " 

Commenting on Wang Ken's doctrine of investigation of 

things, Huang Tsung-hsi in the Ming-iu hsueh-an remarked that, 

"Wang Ken regarded the investigation of things [ko
~] as referring to the fact that things have roots 

35 WHCCC, chiian 3.38b-39a. 

~ WHCCC, chuan 3.41b-42a. 
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and branches. He taught that one's self, the 
world, the state, and the family all make up one 
substance. The investigation of things, the 
extension of knowledge [liang-chih], and making the 
self secure [an-shen] constitute the root. 
Regulating the family, ordering the state, and 
giving peace to the world constitute the branches. 
Therefore, if in one's actions there is some 
deficiency, one must turn and look for it within 
oneself. This reflexive moment is the fundamental 
effort [kung-fu] of the investigation of things. 
Should one wish to regulate one's family, order the 
state, and give peace to the world, one must first 
make secure the self. ,,37 

Here, Wang Ken's doctrine of ko-wu began with the 

rectification of the self as expressed in making the self 

secure [an-shen]. If one rectifies the self, then all things 

are rectified. "This is our final resting place. Whenever 

one sees a man do evil, it is only because one has not 

exhausted one's goodness. If one has exhausted one's 

goodness, then one spontaneously transforms the nature of 

others. By this means, one's observing of one's own self is 

not petty. If one is rectified, one hundred are rectified. 

If one [thing] is completed, one hundred [thing] are 

completed. This is called to thoroughly penetrate the cause 

of all-under-Heaven. The sage accords with this to cultivate 

himself and thereby to sets at ease all the people and all-

37~, chuan 32, p. 710; Julia Ching, ed., The Records 
of Ming Scholars, p. 176. 
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under-Heaven is peaceful. ,,38 In other words, to make the self 

secure is to establish the fundamental root of all-under-

Heaven. If the root is in order, then the branches are in 

order. It is for this reason that one's own self is the root 

of the myriad things of Heaven and Earth. Therefore, the Book 

of Changes says, "He protects his own self and is able to 

protect the all-under-Heaven, the state, and the family.1I 39 

Yet, when the self is not preserved, the root is not firmly 

established. 

In this regard, the purpose of rectifying the self is 

to preserve the self, and ultimately, ·to induce one to abide 

in the highest good. In other words, as far as the goal of 

extending the innate knowledge of goodness is concerned, Wang 

Ken's doctrine of ko-wu served as a means to achieve the goal. 

In his elaboration of the fundamental concept of abiding in 

the highest good, Wang Ken stated that, 

"Manifesting the clear character is the means 
whereby we establish the substance, and loving the 
people is the means whereby we attain the function. 
Regarding the complimentarity of substance and 
function, the late Master, [Wang] Yang-ming, 
discerned this to the fullest. This is the way of 
Yao and Shun. However, some students do not quite 

38 WHCCC, chuan 3. lb. 

39 I ching, Hsi-tz'u [Commentary on the Appended 
Judgements] II. See Wilhelm and Baynes, p. 341. 
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understand this point and say that 'the highest 
good' is the fundamental sUbstance of the 
mind/heart, and furthermore, that it is not 
distinguished from the 'clear character', and 
perhaps that may not be its fundamental meaning. 
[The terms] 'Clear character' thus speak of the 
substance of the mind/.heart. [The passage where 
the character] 'tsai ,40 is thrice inserted thus 
calls for self-awakening and discrimination. This 
is precisely the reason that Confucius so 
diligently sought to establish an ultimate 
[standard], and was alone in setting forth the 
meaning of preserving the self. The tradition of 
Yao and Shun in holding to the mean, which was 
handed down to Confucius, is nothing but learning 
'to manifest the clear character' and 'to love the 
people. ' Yet, if one still does not know the 
meaning of 'preserving the self', then no one will 
be able to 'abide in the highest good.' However, 
Confucius was thoroughly aware of this principle, 
and so he established an ultimate [standard] in 
addition to that of 'manifesting a clear character' 
and 'loving the people.' Therefore, he also said, 
'It consists in abiding in the highest good.' 
'Abiding in the highest good' is to preserve the 
self. To preserve the self is to establish the 
fundamental root of all-under-Heaven. If the root 
is in order, then the branches are in order. If 
one rectifies the self, then [all] things are 
rectified. This is the learning of the great man. 
It is for this reason that one's own self is the 
root of the myriad things of Heaven and Earth. The 
myriad things of Heaven and Earth are the branches. 
If one realizes that the self is the root, then one 
will 'manifest the clear char~cter' and 'love the 
people.' If the self is not protected, then the 
root will not be established. There has never been 
a case where the root was in disorder and yet the 
branches were in order. If the root is in 
disorder, then the branches will be increasingly in 

40 Literally, the character "tsai" means "to consist in," 
which is repeated three times in the opening passage of the 
Ta-hsueh [The Great Learning]. There it states, "The Way of 
learning to be great co~sists in manifesting the clear 
character, [consists in] loving the people, and [consists in] 
abiding in the highest good." See Wing-tsit Chan, trans. and 
comp., A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 86. 
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disorder. Therefore, the I[Ching] says, 'He 
protects his own self and is able to protect the 
all-under-Heaven, the state, and the family.' In 
this way, one learns; in this way, one becomes a 
great man. If one does not know to preserve one's 
own self, then even though one 'manifests the clear 
character' and 'loves the people,' one will never 
establish the root of all-under-Heaven, the state, 
and the family. It is for this reason that one can 
not exercise control over Heaven and Earth and the 
[ceaseless] revolutions of creation. [His] 
teachings were established like this, and 
therefore, no one has excelled Confucius since the 
beginning of mankind. ,,41 

As for the basis of saying that "abiding in the 

highest good means to preserve the sel f ," Wang Ken further 

remarked that, 

"It is because of the Classics that we know that to 
preserve the self is to 'abide in the highest 
good.' In the Ta-hsueh [The Great Learning], it 
states, ' abide in the highest good.' Then, I 
merely elaborated more fully on the meaning of 
'abiding in the highest good.' 

To know what to abide in is to know how to preserve 
the self. with calmness, tranquillity, peaceful 
repose, and deliberation one can 'preserve the 
self,42 and thereby 'abide in the highest good.' 

41 WHCCC, chuan 3. 39a-40a. 

42 Here Wang Ken is alluding to well-know passages in the 
Ta-hsueh, so well-known that he does not need to quote them 
in full for his auditors to understand the references. The 
full passage is as follows, "Only after knowing what to abide 
in can one be calm. Only after having been calm can one be 
tranquil. Only after having achieved tranquillity can one 
have peaceful repose. Only after having peaceful repose can 
the end be attained. " See, A Source Book in Chinese 
Philosophy, p. 86. 
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Things have their roots and branches. Therefore, 
only after things are investigated can one know the 
root. To know the root is to attain knowledge to 
the utmost. To attain knowledge to the utmost is 
to know what to abide in. From emperor down to 
commoners, if anyone has reached this level it can 
be said that they have attained knowledge to the 
utmost. This passage is intended to expound the 
meaning of the investigation of things and the 
extension of knowledge. 

The self, all-under-Heaven, the state, and the 
family are one thing. Only if they are one thing 
can they have so-called root and branches. 'To 
investigate' means to measure and to regulate. 
Only after having measured and regulated between 
root and branches can one know that for the root to 
be in disorder and the branches to be in order is 
an impossibility. This is the 'investigation of 
things.' Only after things are investigated can 
one know the root. Only after one knows the root 
can one attain knowledge to the utmost. Therefore, 
it is said, from emperor down to commoner, all 
consider the cuI ti vat ion of one's self as the 
fundamental root. To cultivate one's self is to 
establish the root. To establish the root is to 
preserve the self. The following passages from the 
~[-ching] [The Book of Poetry] are quoted [in 
The Great Learning] to expound the meaning of 
'abiding in the highest good.' The [Shih-ching] 
says, 'Tender and pretty are the yellow orioles/ 
Perching on the corner of the hill. ,43 It knows 
what to abide in to preserve its self. Confucius 
sighed and said, 'When the bird rests, it knows 
where to rest. Should a human being be unequal to 
a bird?'~ The important thing is knowing how to 
preserve the self. The I[Ching] says, 'The 
superior man sets his person at rest before he 
moves.' It also says, 'this working furthers and 
brings peace to life.' And it also says, 'in this 
way he gains personal safety and is able to protect 

43 Shih-ching, Minor Festive Songs, Book VIII, Ode no. 
230. See Arthur Waley's translation, p. 119. 

~ Quoted from Ta-hsiieh, third chapter of commentary. See 
A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, p. 88. 
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the empire. ,45 Mencius said, 'What is the most 
important thing to watch over? One's own 
character ••• I have not heard of one morally lost 
who is able to do so.'~ All of these bstatements] 
are alike in having the same meaning." 

Since the preservation of the self is the root, to know the 

root is to know what to abide in. On the other hand, if one 

knows what to abide in, one knows how to preserve the self. 

In this regard, one abides in the highest good. To sum up, 

Wang Ken concluded that, 

"To know the root is to know what to abide in. If 
this is so, one does not seek for the stability of 
the branches. If this is so, the myriad things of 
Heaven and Earth can not disturb one's 
tranqu"illity. If this is so, one stands out among 
commoners and things [thereby attaining] the 
highest regard and the highest respect and 
protection. If this is so, one recognizes omens 
before they materialize. One is fascinated with 
its profound meaning. One serves, wi thdraws , 
tarries," or hastens whenever appropriate to the 
time or one adapts oneself to circumstances. If 
this is so, one preserves the self, just like 
'Tender and pretty are the yellow orioles/ Perching 

45 I Ching, Hsi-tz'u [Commentary on the Appended 
Judgements] II. For the translations, see Wilhelm and Baynes, 
pp. 343, 338, and 341. 

~ M • enc1us, 4A.19. For another translation, see D. C. 
Lau, Mencius, p. 125. 

47 WHCCC, chiian 3.40a-42a. 
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on a corner of the hill.'~ '[The gentleman] rises 
and goes at the first sign, and 'does'nu~ settle 
till he has hovered. ,,49 It is never unable to find 
a place to rest. It abides in the highest good. ,,50 

According to Wang Ken, the investigation of things 

lies in rectifying the self. Only after the self is rectified 

can one preserve the self. When one knows that to preserve 

the self is the root and knows how to preserve the self, one 

will abide in the highest good and thus achieve sagehood. 

However, if in one's actions there is that which does not 

accord with one's mind, then what should one do to engage in 

the investigation of things? To escape the predicament, Wang 

Ken simply advised,one to turn and look for the source within 

oneself. Therefore, in expounding self-examination as the 

fundamental effort [kung-fu] to be put into the investigation 

of things, Wang Ken again reinforced the idea of the 

rectification of the self as the means of preserving the self 

as follows, 

~ See the Shih-ching [The Book of Songs], Minor Festive 
Songs, Book VIII, Ode no. 230. The translation is from Waley, 
The Book of Songs, p. 119. 

49 Quoted from the Lun-yU [The Analects], 10.18. 
According to Arthur Waley, the phrase "does not settle till 
he has hovered" means that a gentleman "is circumspect in 
choosing a new state in which to settle." The Analects of 
Confucius, p. 151. 

50 WHCCC, chiian 3. 4 2b • 
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"If things are investigated, then one attains 
knowledge to the utmost, which is to know the root. 
To make one's will sincere, to rectify one's mind, 
and to cUltivate one's personal life are to 
establish the root. The root and the branches are 
penetrated by a single thread. Therefore, to love 
people, to govern people i and to treat people with 
propriety [ involve] the investigation of things. 
If one does not love, does not govern, and does not 
reciprocate [another's courtesy], this means that 
in one's actions there is that which does not 
accord with one's mind. That being the case, 
examine your self. Investigate things, and then 
examine your self. Self-examination is the 
fundamental effo:t:'t [kung-fu] put into the 
investigation of things. What is self-examination? 
It is nothing less than to rectify your self. To 
examine one's humanity, order, and veneration is to 
rectify the self. If the self is rectified, then 
all-under-Heaven will yield to one. Thus, if one 
rectifies the self, things will be rectified, and 
then, the sel f is protected. ,,51 

Just as Huang Tsung-hsi pointed out, "When we speak 

of making the self secure, we refer only to the securing of 

the mind and not to a security that derives from the zealous 

attempt to protect one's body. Should one live in a country 

in crisis or enter a state in rebellion and see what is to be 

done and yet [out of concern for the safety of the body] not 

act, then neither self nor mind is secure. Sometimes, there 

is a no alternative but to sacrifice one's life in order to 

establish ien [humanities]. ,,52 Citing the voluntary starvation 

51 WHCCC, chuan 3. 43a. 

52 M!1HA, chuan 32, p.. 711; Julia Ching, ed., The Records 
of Ming Scholars, pp. 176-171. 
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of Po-yi and Shu-ch' i as a historical example, 53 Wang Ken said, 

"[Po]-yi and [Shu]-ch'i, though they did. not preserve their 

own selves, nevertheless, they did preserve their minds. ,,54 

Wang Ken went on to say that, "Those who preserve their selves 

and preserve their minds are superior. Those who do not 

preserve their selves but preserve their minds are secondary. 

Those who do not preserve their selves and do not preserve 

their minds are inferior."~ 

To celebrate his concept of shen [the self] and sn= 

shen [giving peace and security to the self], Wang Ken wrote 

an essay entitled "On Sagacity and the Protection of the 

Self .,,56 Actually, it was also intended to advise a friend 

who was about to depart for a new official post on the Way of 

53 The legendary elder and younger sons of the ruler Ku
chu. Their father favored Shu Ch' i as his heir. But when he 
died, Shu Ch' i yielded the . throne in favor of his elder 
brother po-yi. Being unwilling to accept the throne, Po-yi, 
like Shu-ch'i, retired from the state. After the conquest of 
the Shang by the house of Chou, po-yi and Shu-ch' i were filled 
with outrage and considered it unrighteous to eat the grain 
of Chou. They therefore fled and took refuge on Shou-yang 
Mountain, where they tried to live by gathering ferns to eat. 
In the end, they died of starvation. See shih chi [Records 
of the Grand Historian], chiian 61, "The Biography of Po-yi and 
Shu-ch'i," as translated by Burton Watson, 1969, pp. 11-13. 

54 I.e., maintained their integrity. WHCCC, chiian 3.23b. 

55 WHCCC, chiian 3. 23b. 

56 Nien-p'u, chiian 2.19a-20b; WHCCC, chiian 3.31a-33b. A 
complete translation appears in the Appendix D. 
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protecting the self. Having seen many fellow disciples in 

official life who suffered from political setbacks, Wang Ken 

exalted the protection of the self as the first step to 

safeguard family, nation, and ultimately all-under-He:lven. 

Here, the same line of reasoning in regard to the protection 

of the self is reinforced in his illumination of the doctrine 

of ko-wu, as follows, 

"To rectify things is to know the root; to 
establish the root is to preserve the self. If one 
preserves the self to insure the welfare of one's 
family, then the family will be regulated; if one 
preserves the self to insure the welfare of one's 
state, then the state will be governed; if one 
preserves the self to insure the welfare of all
under-Heaven, then all-under-Heaven will be at 
peace. Thsl.·efore, it is said that, 'One cuI ti vates 
the self in order to preserve mankind, that one 
CUltivates the self in order to preserve the common 
people. If one cultivates the self, then all
under-Heaven will be at ease.' If one does not 
know how t.J preserve the sel f , but proceeds to 
manage the affairs of all-under-Heaven, of the 
state and of the family, this is called 'losing the 
root.' Thereupon, one loses one's footing, or one 
may cut a slice of flesh fr~m one's own thigh and 
boil it, or one nlay starve t.{' death while wearing 
an official cap, but still hold on to what one 
thinks is right. If one does not know how to 
preserve the [spiritual] self, one can not protect 
one's [physical] self, and so, how can one protect 
all-under-Heaven, the state, and the family? ,,57 

According to Wang Ken, the learning of the gentleman is to 

57 WHCCC, chuan 3. 4lb-42a. 
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measure others by the perfected self. The process will be 

complete when one's own nature is rectified and one in turn 

helps others accomplish the same goal to the fullest. This 

is reciprocity. More important, it is that belief which fired 

in him the missionary zeal to spread the faith of a ready-made 

sagehood in all men. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF THE T'AI-CHOU SCHOOL 

Wang Yang-ming's theory of an innate knowledge latent 

within everyone fired the imagination of the Ming intellectual 

world and provided it with a new vitality and orientation. 

As implied in his doctrine, there emerged a new awareness of 

the individual self, a self that had the potential to achieve 

enlightenment and to reach sagehood. He boldly affirmed that 

human effort could make sagehood intelligible to and 

attainable by the majority of society. Among his followers, 

Wang Ken best exemplified, both in person and in thought, the 

thesis that sagehood was inherent in and within the grasp of 

all. As Ping-ti Ho has observed, lithe historic significance 

of his doctrine" 1 was unde?:stood at the time by Wang Tung 

[1503-1581]2, a native of T'ai-chou who served Wang Ken as a 

teacher and who remarked as follows: 

198. 

"In ancient times peasants, artisans, tradesmen, 
and merchants, though holding different 
occupations, all had the right to education. Among 
some three thousand disciples of Confucius those 
who ma~tered the six disciplines numbered only 

1 Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in Imperial China, p. 

2 For his biography, see MJHA, chuan 32, p. 732. 
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seventy-two; all the rest were but ignorant, vulgar 
people. After the proscription of learning by the 
Ch'in and the rise of the Han, the so-called 
learning was handed down from generation to 
generation by those who could memorize ancient 
classics and hence became the exclusive property of 
classicists and erudites. The true teachings of 
ancient sages, which originally could be understood 
and shared by all men, have thus fallen into 
complete oblivion. As if by Heaven's will our 
Master was born and arose from the eastern 
seashore. His largeness of mind led to his unique 
enlightenment, which follows straightly the 
teachings of Confucius and Mencius and which 
strikes directly at everybody's heart. Thenceforth 
even the untutored, common, illiterate people all 
know that from one's own nature and intelligence 
one can achieve intellectual self-sufficiency, 
which depends on neither oral nor visual 
instruction. The message that had failed to be 
transmitted for two thousand years has again been 
made comprehensible overnight.,,3 

Firmly believing that, "the true teachings of ancient 

sages ••. could be understood and shared by all men," Wang Ken 

carried forward more vigorously than Wang Yang-ming had done 

the idea of the commoner as sage. Therefore, he embarked upon 

a mission to "enter the mountains and forests so as to seek 

and meet recluses ••• [and to] pass by the marketplace in order 

to enlighten the ignorant. ,,4 Wherever he gave public 

lectures, they were open to all, high and low alike. Among 

3 MJHA, chuan 32, p. 741; translated in Ping-ti Ho, The 
Ladder of Success in Imperial China, pp. 198-199. 

4 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.12a-b. 
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the followers and admirers of these teachings, we find high-

ranking officials such as preceptors, ministers and censors. 

There were also commissioners, grand coordinators, inspectors, 

circuit intendants, and local magistrates. In addition, men 

from humble walks of life, such as common laborers, tenant 

farmers, salters, cutters and gathers of firewood, potters, 

and stone masons attended meetings and public lectures and 

were thereby indoctrinated in the meaning of the ancient 

classics. Just as Ping-ti Ho has pointed out, "Never before 

and never afterward, in traditional china, were so many people 

willing to accept their fellow men for their intrinsic worth 

or did they approach more closely the true Confucian ideal 

that 'in education there should be no class distinctions'."s 

From the vintage point of intellectual change and 

development, Wang Ken's concern with man's fulfillment of his 

innate potential for goodness both implicitly and explicitly 

challenged the traditional philosophical world where Confucian 

virtue was everywhere closely identified with members of the 

ruling class. Accordingly, in his teachings he stressed the 

individual self at the level of daily usage and emphasized 

5 Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in Imperial China, p. 
199. Here he is quoting from the Analects, translated by 
Arthur Waley as "There is a difference in instruction but none 
in kind." p. 201. 
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personal spirituality and activity as opposed to scholarly 

study. His simple and direct approach appealed to people of 

diverse social and educational backgrounds, and especially 

people who were traditionally excluded from learned 

discussions and intellectual pursuits. This message of 

subjectivization [internalization] of sagehood signalled a 

shift of emphasis to that of moral rather than social 

distinction among the classes. Moreover, in terms of the 

social consequences of this reshaping of traditional 

intellectual horizons, the social disparity between the 

members of the T'ai-chou school was such that it cut across 

traditionally rigid class lines. In this regard, the T'ai

chou school, with the salt fields of that region representing 

the incipient arena of its teachings, played a major role in 

developing this new learning which included the common people. 

A question concerning the relationship between the 

rise of a new philosophical school and the social origins of 

its memhe-rs can be posed. In his discussion of the growth and 

development of evidential scholarship in early Ch'ing times, 

Elman identifies a new social and professional group, 

including the sons of merchants and literati, which made 
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scholarship viable as a personal career. 6 Here, I do not 

intend to go into detail in trying to link a new intellectual 

trend to changes in social structure and to the emergence of 

a new social group. Rather~ on the basis of the available 

data, I will make a preliminary examination of the social and 

geographical backgrounds of the members of the T' ai -chou 

school. These data indicate a greater diversity and 

complexity in the membership of this school than traditional 

categories based primarily on student-teacher affiliation and 

geographical ties would allow. In this regard, we notice that 

personal friendships often transcended school affiliations and 

thereby sometimes functioned as a determining factor in the 

modification of an individual's ideas. We can also sense that 

a growing emphasis on personal experience sometimes tended to 

loosen bonds between students and teachers. Even within the 

confines of a single philosophical school, the transmission 

and modification of ideas between individuals was no longer 

mainly generational or geographical in nature. 

6 Benjamin A. Elman, From Philosophy to Philology: 
Intellectual and Social Aspects of Change in Late imperial 
China, Harvard University Press, 1984, pp. 88-96. 
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Brief chart of the genealogy of the Wang family 

Po-shou [the first generation, farmer] 

I 
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Kuo-hsiang ------------- Kuo-j ui ------------- Kuo-chen 
[salter] [commoner & farmer] [salter] 

I 
Chung-jen 
[salter & Confucian scholar] 

I 
Wen-kuei [1372-1458] 
[salt merchant] 

I 
Hsi [1409-1469] 
[salter] 

I 
Kung [1445-1536] 
[salter & farmer] 

I 
Ken [1483-1541] 

Wen-te 
[farmer] 

First of all, let me begin with Wang Ken's own family 

background. Table I7 shows that the Wang family was actively 

engaged in a variety of different gainful pursuits despite the 

fact that it was a registered saltern household. Wang Chung

jen, who belonged to the third generation following the 

family's move to An-feng-ch'ang, was the only individual 

7 WHCCC, chuan 2.47a-48a. 



145 

before Wang Ken to devote himself to Confucian studies. 

Because of his talent and virtue in a geographical region 

known to be culturally impoverished, he was named a Po-fu

chang [Foreman, leader of 100 men, normally implying laborers] 

to superintend the collection of the salt levy.8 Wang Wen

kuei of the fourth generation rank was engaged in the salt 

business. We can conclude that he was fairly prosperous, 

because he made a substantial contribution to the building of 

a local bridge. 9 Overall, of course, the Wang family 

historically made its living from the production and 

occasional sale of salt, and to a lesser extent from 

agriculture. 

The example of Wang Ken and many of his disciples and 

associates confirms the existence of considerable fluidity in 

the social status system. In other words, heredi tary , 

statutory labor backgrounds were not an insuperable barrier 

to a life of self-proclaimed scholarship. As has been 

mentioned before, when Wang Ken forsook his hereditary 

obligations as a saltern and won release from his corvee 

requirements in order to dedicate himself to the goal of self 

improvement and teaching, no legal action was taken by the 

8 Ibid., chuan 2.47a-48a. 

9 Ibid •• 
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government to force his compliance. Later in 1553, Wang Ken's 

four sons also petitioned for release from their saltern and 

corvee obligations so as to concentrate on a life of 

scholarship and learning. 1o Thereafter, later generations of 

the Wang family either engaged in agricultural pursuits or in 

a life of scholarship. Some sought political careers through 

the civil service examination system. 11 

Based on the available historical data, we are able 

to gain some general understanding of the geographical 

distribution and social standing of the members of the T'ai

chou school. These data, which relate to 487 [481] different 

individuals, and which we can safely assume to constitute a 

significant sample of the total membership of the school, 

cover a span of several generations. As such, they may be 

taken as a general indication of the gradual decline in the 

membership of the school over a period of approximately one 

hundred years or more. Table II shows the number of 

individuals for whom we have data arranged by generational 

10 ~dCCC, chunn 5.39a-40a. Although their corvee duties 
were waived, the family still had to fulfill its share of the 
salt levy because of their status as a registered salt 
household. Since they had prospered as a result of the salt 
trade, it is possible that they could afford to hire labors 
to produce salt for them. 

11 Ibid., chuan 2.53a-57b. 
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rank. Among the first generation, these 148 individuals were 

disciples and school members descending directly from Wang 

Ken's tutelage. 12 They included Wang Ken's own sons and 

clansmen, salters ~rom An-feng-ch'ang and other salt fields, 

and individuals of other social backgrounds. Of these 148 

individuals, sixty-nine are known by name only, and no data 

exists on their styles and courtesy names, their geographical 

origins, or their personal histories, 

Table II 

Distribution of T'ai-chou school MembershiJ;! by 
Generational Order 

No. .1 

First Generation 148 30.8 

Second Generation 224 46.5 

Third Generation 60 12.5 

Fourth Generation 23 4.8 

Fifth Generation 26 5.4 

Total 481 [487] 100 

12 Yuan Ch'eng-yeh, ed., Wang Hsin-chai hsien-sheng ti
tzu shih-ch' eng J;!iao [A Chart of Descent: Students and 
Teachers after Wang Hsin-chai]; xeroxed copy of a reprint copy 
preserved in the Kyoto Uni versi ty Library, Kyoto, Japan. From 
a manual count of the number of members in each generation, 
I get a figure of only 481 as compared to the total of 487 as 
stated in the preface by Yuan Ch'eng-y~h. 
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As for individual members of the T'ai-chou School 

belonging to the second through the fifth generation, they 

were disciples of Wang Ken's disciples, disciples of disciples 

of his disciples, and so forth. It is obvious that the t'ai

chou School reached its greatest development two generations 

after Wang Ken. 

These data give rise to a two-part question. On the 

one hand, from what elements in society did the T' ai-chou 

School derive its patronage? On the other, how important was 

the geographical factor in the development of the T'ai-chou 

school? with regard to the first question, it has been 

mentioned earlier that the T'ai-chou School drew its following 

from a wide spectrum on the social scale. For example, those 

who came to study under Wang Ken's guidance included members 

of the official class, scholars young and old, as well as 

individuals from the urban and rural lower classes. Others, 

although not studying directly under the guidance of Wang Ken, 

admired him and claimed to be his spiritual disciples. 

As for geographical ties, the data in Table III, which 

is organized on the basis of provincial origins where known, 

illustrates that the '.e' ai-chou school attracted followers from 
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Table III 

Geographical origins of Members of the T'ai-chou School 

Provinces No. .1 

Kiangsi 35 7.2 

Anhui 23 4.7 

Fukien 9 1.8 

Chekiang 10 2.1 

Hunan 7 1.4 

Hupei 11 2.3 

Shantung 7 1.4 

Szechuan 3 0.6 

North Chihli 1 0.2 

Honan 1 0.2 

Shensi 1 0.2 

Kwangtung 1 0.2 

Kiangsu 100-200 20.5-41.1 

Unidentified 100-odd Approximately 
20.5 

Total 481 [487] 100 

almost every corner of the Ming empire. 13 According to the 

physical organization of the Ming dynasty, only three 

provinces, Le., Kwangsi, Yunnan, and Kansu, are not 

13 Ibid •• 
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represented here. Yet, individual members appointed to 

official positions in these three provinces were quite 

numerous. It is therefore possible to say that the T'ai-chou 

teachings were represented in those administrative divisions. 

Besides, there are one hundred-odd individuals whose 

geographical origins are not known, thus meaning that some may 

have come from one or more of these three provinces. Of these 

provinces represented in the table, Kiangsu, the cradle, as 

it were, of the T'ai-chou School, had the largest number of 

members, as ~e should expect. It is also not surprising that 

the vast majority of its members resided in the lower Yangtze 

Valley region, close to the nucleus of the movement in Kiangsu 

province. The .number 100-200 for Kiangsu province in Table 

III is the rough figure given by Yuan Ch' eng-yeh in the 

preface to his work, as well as from a tabulation of the total 

number of members. 

The data in Table IV, below, specifies the 

geographical origins of the disciples and followers of Wang 

Ken's son, Wang Pi, or his disciples. 14 An-feng-ch' ang, where 

the T'ai-chou school originated, and other nearby 

jurisdictions, such as T'ai-chou and Yang-chow, provided the 

14 Hsin chuan Tung-ya hsien-sheng yi-kao [The Literary 
Remains of Wang Pi], 1818 edition, microfilm, National Central 
Library, Taiwan, chuan II.62a. 
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majority of Wang pi's following. Twenty-two clansmen of the 

Wang family, included in the An-feng-ch'ang data, constituted 

a significant proportion of those members who resided in An

feng-ch,ang. 

Table IV 

Geographical Origins of the Disciples and Followers 
of Wang Pi 

Location No. 

Other provinces 13 

Yang-chou 9 

T'ai-chou 13 

An-feng-ch'ang 63 

other salt fields 14 
[Such as Fu-an-ch'ang, 
Liang-to'ch'ang, Yu-ch'ang, 
and P'ing-ch'a-ch'ang] 

Subtotal 112 

Ts'ao-yen-ch'ang 93 

Total 205 

.1 [ subtotal] 

11.6 

8 

11.6 

56.2 

12.5 

.1 [total] 

6.3 

4.4 

6.3 

30.7 

6.8 

45.4 

The rest came from T'ai-chou prefecture, Yang-chow, or other 

provinces. Ninety-three individuals hailed from TS'ao-yen-

ch' ang , Hsin-hua county. Their names are listed in the 

handscroll presented to Wang Pi on the occasion of his 

sixtieth birthday. No indication of the degree of 
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discipleship is given for these individuals. Yet, it is quite 

possible that they were adherents of his who came to show 

their respects on his birthday. 

The Table V provides data on members of the T'ai-chou 

School who enjoyed a high measure of success in their public 

Table V 

Members with outstanding Careers and Accomplishments 

Accomplishments 

Chin-shih degree holders 

Officials via recommendation for their 
filial piet~ and personal virtue 

Officials via recommendation for virtue 
and talent as tribute students 

Enshrined for high moral standing as a 
cutter, potter, farmer, and corvee laborer 
[one each] 

Biography included in Ming Shih 

Biography included in MJHA 

Total 

36 

18 

23 

4 

20-odd 

30-odd 

131-odd 

careers or were otherwise publicly noted for their personal 

accomplishments. These individuals do not represent a single 

social class, but were honored for their personal 
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achievements. In a sense, this data reflects the vitality of 

the T'ai-chou School in numbering among its membership a 

substantial number of people who were recognized locally or 

nationally for the contributions to the public good. 

considering the fact that members of the T'ai-chou 

School were spread across a large area and that its membership 

was quite diverse in class terms, it is not surprising that 

it exercised substantial influence upon scholarly circles as 

well as upon other social classes in those areas where it was 

strongest. Because of his close connection with someone as 

intellectually inspiring as Wang Yang-ming and because of his 

association with other intellectuals, some of whom became his 

disciples and followers, Wang Ken broadened his intellectual 

outlook over time, which in turn led to new perspectives, but 

also to controversial doctrines which had a negative effect 

upon the Wang Yang-ming School. This is why Huang Tsung-hsi 

in the Minq-ju hsueh-an maintained that the teachings of Wang 

Yang-ming owed their popularity to Wang Ken, but that Wang Ken 

was also responsible for the eventual decline of the school. 

with regard to its relationships with various social 

classes, the close connections between the T'ai-chou School 

and salt producers and merchants are readily understandable. 
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Though Wang Ken was legally a registered salter, he and his 

family were also involved in the sale of salt from time to 

time. However, as some one who eventually gained wide 

recognition as a Conf~cian teacher, in terms of occupational 

status, Wang Ken and others like him succeeded in transcending 

class lines. 

Wang Ken, as we have seen, contributed to the welfare 

of the local community as well as the academic world. Later, 

other prominent members of the T'ai-chou School, such as Chu 

Shih-lu [1539-1610],15 Lo Ju-fang [1515-1588],16 and Yang Ch' i

yuan [1547-1599] 17 would follow in their master's path in 

establishing academies for instruction in the Confucian texts 

and discussions of doctrine in which the lower classes 

15 For Chu's biography, see MJHA, chuan 35, pp. 849-853. 
Chu was a disciple of Keng Ting-hsiang, who belonged to the 
second generational order under the guidance of Wang pi. Keng 
claimed spiritual kinship with Wang Ken due to his association 
with Chiao Hung, who was in the fourth generational order. 
The student-teacher relationship between Wang Pi and Keng was 
not clearly identified in the MJHA by Huang Tsung-hsi. It is 
very possible that due to Wang pi's guidance and tutelage on 
Keng from time to time, Huang Tsung-hsi therefore categorized 
Keng into T'ai-chou School in the MJHA. Accordingly, Yuan 
Ch'eng-yeh placed Keng under Wang Pi. See Yuan Ch'eng-yeh's 
chart, pp. 94-95. 

16 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 975-978. 

17 Yang was a disciple of Lo Ju-fang, who was in the third 
generational order and studied under Yen Chun. DMB, vol. 2, 
pp. 1505-1506. 
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constituted a majority of the membership. For instance, the 

Huan-ku Academy established in 1589 by Chu Shih-lu in Esiu

ning county [in modern Anhui province] was closely associated 

with theT'ai-chou School. Among the members in the academy, 

many were of merchant background. 18 considering later 

developments, it was not uncommon for wealthy merchants to 

patronize private scholarly undertakings. Although the 

precise relationship between private wealth and independent 

scholarship requires further study, Wang Ken and his T'ai-chou 

school did provide an example of this kind that may have 

stimulated an important dimension of sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century social and scholarly life. 

18 Okubo Hideko, "Taishu gakuha to so no shakai teki kiso" 
[The School of T'ai-chou and its social basis], in Toyoshigaku 
ronshu, no. 3, 1954, pp. 72-77. Many members of the Huan-ku 
Academy served the T'ai-chou School as teachers, such as Chu 
Shih-lu, Lo Ju-fang, Yang Ch'i-ytian, and Chou Ju-teng. In 
1603, Chiao Hung also attracted a large gathering to learned 
discussions at the Huan-ku Academy. Also see Ono Kazuko, 
"Mimmatsu no kessha ni kan suru ichi kosatsu, jo & ge" 
[Overview of late Ming Societies, 1 and 2], in Shirin 45.2:37-
67 [March, 1962] and 45.3:67-92 [May, 1962]. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE T'AI-CHOU SCHOOL: A HISTORICAL REVIEW 

In the author's introduction to Ming-ju hsueh-an [The 

Records of Ming Scholars], the famous scholar Huang Tsung-hsi 

praised Ming thought for its depth and subtlety by asserting 

that: 

"In letters as well as in exterior accomplishments, 
the Ming dynasty was inferior to earlier ones. 
Only in philosophy [li-hsueh] is it superior. 
Every nuance, be it as fine as the ox's hair or the 
cocoon's silk, has been carefully discerned and 
analyzed. What former scholars did not develop has 
been done for them." 1 

Being heir to the Tung-lin and Kan-ch'uan schools by 

virtue of personal and intellectual lineages, Huang Tsung-hsi 

loyally supported the claims of accomplishment of Ming 

thought. 2 And in this regard, his positive appraisal of 

, MJHA, author's introduction [fa-fan]; also see Julia 
Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, pp. 45-46, for 
selected translations from this text. 

2 Huang's teacher, Liu Tsung-chou [1578-1645], was close 
to the Tung-lin movement but deplored its partisan politics. 
He was also a follower of Wang Yang-ming's school of thought 
but criticized the doctrinal positions taken by its latter
day disciples. In terms of philosophical affiliation, the 
Tung-lin and Kan-ch'uan schools shared common concerns and 
made a serious effort to reconcile the key differences 
represented by the Yang-ming school and Ch'eng-Chu orthodoxy. 
Huang's father, Huang Tsun-su [1584-1626], was a political 
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Confucian philosophical achievements in Ming times not only 

represented his personal judgment, but also revealed his own 

philosophical stand in characterizing the entire thrust of 

Ming thought as being under the sway of the school of Wang 

yang-ming. However, instead of using the term J'lsin-hsiieh 

[school of the Mind/Heart] which was identified with the 

School of Wang Yang-ming, Huang placed speculative thought 

in Ming times in the larger perspective of li-hsiieh [school 

of Principle]. From the standpoint of intellectual 

developments, the use of that term in thi.s context suggests 

and even reinforces the sense of underlying continuities in 

the Confucian tradi tion that is generally overlooked when 

primary attention is given to competing school concerns. 

Thus, on the one hand, Ming thought represents a continuation 

of the Sung legacy, especially in its earlier phases, when 

scholars tended to follow the teachings of the orthodox 

Ch'eng-Chu school. On the other hand, growing concerns with 

the problems of mind and human nature among later thinkers 

point to a significantly different development, but one which 

retained a close relationship with the Sung model. 

While Sung thinkers, from Chou Tun-yi to Ch'eng Yi and 

Chu Hsi, stressed metaphysical speculation relating to the 

martyr in the Tung-lin struggle with the eunuch party. 
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external universe and cosmology, generally speaking, Ming 

scholars placed greater emphasis on the meaning of sagehood 

and the ways of achieving it. with this increasing 

internalization and subjectivi~y, as well as pragmatic 

orientation, Ming Confucianism can be seen to possess its own 

distinctive character. As is clearly indicated in the preface 

to the "Biographies of Confucian Scholars" in the Ming Shih, 

a meaningful change in outlook begins with Ch'en Hsien-chang 

and Wang Yang-ming. 3 with them, new and original ideas are 

formulated and given sharp focus. The latter individual is 

especially important in establishing a doctrine sifnificantly 

different from that of Chu Hsi, one which gained a wide 

following in China as well as in Japan and Korea. 

That the School of Wang Yang-ming represented the main 

current of thought in Ming times is evidenced by the 

organization and contents of the Ming-ju hsueh-an as compiled 

by Huang Tsung-hsi. It inevitably displays the philosophical 

predisposition of the compiler for the school of Wang 

Yang-mingo In its selection of subjects for inclusion and 

their grouping according to school affiliation, in the 

editorial comments on the thought systems of individuals and 

3 Ming Shih, chuan 282, p. 7222, preface to the "Ju-lin 
chuan" [Biographies of Confucian Scholars]. 
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schools, and in the indications of philosophical origins of 

various schools, we realize that the internal structure of 

the Minq-ju hsueh-an revolves around of one single thinker, 

Wang Yang-ming. For instance, the Yac-chiang school4 is 

regarded as the direct lineal descendant of Wang Yang-ming, 

and other schools which were founded by his disciples and 

their followers are grouped according to regional loyalties. 5 

Two which are distinctive in outlook but still claim to be 

followers of Wang Yang-ming are the Chih-hsiu School [rest 

and cultivation] and the T'ai-chou School of northern Kiangsu. 

Taken all together, the Yao-chiang School and its offshoots 

occupy twenty seven chapters out of a total of sixty-two that 

make up the Minq-ju hsueh-an. Thus, almost two-fifths of the 

entire book is devoted to Wang Yang-ming and his intellectual 

descendants, thus testifying to the importance of his 

teachings in the two and one-half centuries of Ming rule. 

In his recording of the history of Ming thought and 

scholarship, Huang Tsung-hsi has noted in detail the rich 

4 Yao-chiang, another name for yu-yao in Chekiang 
province, the native place of Wang yang-ming. Huang Tsung
hsi has given some importance to Wang's influence in his home 
province in ~. Chuan 11. 

5 Geographically, these schools were distributed from 
Chekiang, Kiangsi, South Chihli [Anhwei], Kiangsu, and Hukuang 
in the north, to Kwangtung and Fukien in the south. 
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diversity of opinion and the vitality of philosophical 

discussions on the myriad manifestations of the Mind/Heart. 

In this way, the reader is introduced to the intellectual 

debates on the mind and human nature, on goodness and evil, 

stimulated by Wang Yang-ming's teachings and which continued 

long after his death. In calling attention to these matters 

in such careful detail, Huang Tsung-hsi apparently wished to 

foster a more rational a~~ balanced response to the 

philosophical issues involved. In this respect, Ssu-k'u 

t'i-yao [The Imperial Catalogue], despite its biased criticism 

of Huang's work in general,6 gives a positive appraisal of 

his moral and philosophical judgments on the contributions of 

Ming thinkers: 

"In relating the unity and diversity of the 
Confucian schools, [Huang Tsung-hsi] has presented 
a rather detailed account, which yet allows the 
readers to discern their merits and limitations, 
and learn the causes of the calamities of the late 
Ming factional politics. It gives, therefore, a 
good mirror of history.,,7 

6 In evaluating the text and various editions of the 
Ming-ju hsueh-an, Julia Ching has ascribed this biased attack 
on Huang~s work to Chia's rearrangement of the original text; 
see The Records of Ming Scholars, pp. 27-30. 

7 Ssu-k'u ch'uan-shu tsung-mu t'i-yao [E~sentials of the 
Catalogue of the Four Libraries Series], 1286. English 
translation by Julia Ching. 
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Nevertheless, the question of partisanship can be 

posed pertaining to just how sound Huang's philosophical 

positions actually were, especially in light of his assessment 

of latter-day disciples and followers of the Wang yang-ming 

School. Being personally involved in the controversial 

debates of his time, and being as well a philosopher whose 

life had been marked and shaped by events leading to the fall 

of the Ming dynasty, a certain partisan spirit in his writings 

was observed by Huang's self-styled disciple and posthumous 

collaborator, Ch'iian Tsu-wang [1705-1755]:8 "Huang covertly 

protects the followers of the Yang-ming School while overtly 

criticizing them, just as he covertly attacks the School of 

Hsiieh Hsiian, a follower of the Ch'eng-Chu School,while making 

an overt show of approval.,,9 

Implied in these remarks is the idea that Huang 

Tsung-hsi was in fact obliged to pay an intellectual debt to 

Ch'eng-Chu orthodoxy, although he was a prominent adherent of 

the teachings of Lu Chiu-yiian. Bearing on this issue was his 

attempt to mediate the differences between the two potentially 

8 ECCP, pp. 203-205. 

9 See a brief comment by Ch'iian on the subject of Huang 
Tsung-hsi's scholarship in his collected writings, Chieh-ch' i
t'ing chi, wai-pien [supplements], 44.14b-16a, quoted from 
Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, pp. 27-30, 
268. Also see Yamanoi Yu, "Minju-gakuan no shikoteiyo ni 
kansuru nisan no mondai," Tokvo Shinagakuho 12 [1960], pp. 86-
94. 
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extreme tendencies of tsun te-hsing [honoring virtuous nature] 

and tao wen-hsiieh [following the path of knowledge and 

inquiry] as represented by the Lu-Wang and Ch'eng-Chu Schools 

respectively. 

The medial position that Huang takes in attempting to 

harmonize these two positions allows him not only to stress 

the underlying continuity of the Confucian school generally, 

but also to interpret and criticize all schools of Confucian 

thought in a discerning way, as Julia ching has noted. 1o As 

a matter of fact, in the Ming-ju hsiieh-an, Huang Tsung-hsi has 

not hesitated to assign praise or blame, although in discreet 

and subtle terms, in reviewing the lives and ideas of 

individuals represented in that work. 

It is through the selection and ordering of excerpted 

pas~Jages from the works of individual writers, as well as 

commentaries and descriptive sections, that Huang Tsung-hsi 

finds a way of expressing his own views while leaving to later 

scholars any final judgments regarding doctrinal similarities 

and differences. In this way, he points out the central 

position of Wang Yang-ming's contribution to Ming thought on 

10 Julia ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, 
Epilogue, pp. 268-69. 
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the one hand, and depicts the controversial nature of his 

intellectual legacy on the other. Moreover, while defending 

Wang Yang-ming against those critics who attacked the doctrine 

"the mind is neither good nor evil" as having opened the road 

to moral indifference, Huang also criticizes Confucian 

philosophers of his own time, especially latter day followers 

of Wang Yang-ming, for being "Buddhists in disguise." This 

is particularly true in the case of Wang Chi [1498-1583]," the 

prominent follower of Wang Yang-ming, who propagated the 

doctrine of the "Four Negatives," a somewhat controversial 

modification of the so-called "Four Maxims" often mentioned 

by Wang Yang-ming in his lectures. In opposing the doctrine 

of the "Four Negatives" for having negative Buddhist 

overtones, Huang Tsung-hsi sided with Hsu Fu-ylian [ 1599-

1665] ,'2 Liu Tsung-chou I s teacher, who subscribed to Wang 

Yang-ming I s teachings on the "Four Maxims. ,,13 

In his effort to transcend these dialectical 

differences, Huang sought to maintain a position of balance 

between both points of view. Nevertheless, it is his 

11 DMB, vol. 2, pp. 1351-1355. 

12 • MJHA, chuan 41, pp. 975-976; translatl.on in Julia 
Ching, ibid., pp. 204-207. 

13 Ibid.. Jung Tsao-tsu, Ming-tai ssu-hsiang shih, pp. 
110-114. 



164 

compromising stance between two extreme tendencies that 

inevitably weakens his position. By adopting the system of 

"k'uang and chuan" characterizations'4 in classifying the 

positions of individual Ming scholars and thinkers, Huang 

could not but establish a criterion regarding doctrinal 

orthodoxy. His personal invol vement in the philosophical 

controversies of his time, as well as his ready comments on 

various academic disputes, not only reflects a partisan spirit 

on the philosophical level, but this also caused him to 

identify his own philosophical position in grounding the 

history of Ming thought. In this way, the Chiang-yu School 

is given special prominence as being the most faithful to Wang 

Yang-ming , s teachings. 15 Moreover, the same tendency is 

apparent in his discussion of the attempt by the Chiang-yu, 

Kan-ch'uan, and Tung-·lin schools to remedy the effects of the 

extremist tendencies of the T' ai-chou School, which proclaimed 

the doctrine of the common man as a "ready-made sage" at the 

expense of intellectual or moral discipline. 

14 Huang makes use of Confucius' characterization of his 
disciples as being either "k'uang" [madly ardent] for the 
truth, or "chuan" [extremely cautious] and therefore reticent 
to act; see Lun-yU [Analects], 13.21. Also see Julia Ching, 
ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, pp. 19-20. 

15 MJHA, chuan 16, preface to the Chiang-yu branch of the 
Wang Yang-ming school. "The Chiang-yu school alone acquired 
'the true trar.smission of Wang Yang-ming." 
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Like their Sung exemplars, Ming dynasty Confucians 

continued to criticize Buddhism and Taoism and carefully 

distinguished Confucianism from Buddhist and Taoist teachings. 

Moreover, in their reactions against Buddhist teachings, Ming 

scholars and thinkers, just like their Sung dynasty 

~redecessors, carried forward the development of a philosophy 

of Mind and a method of inner-oriented speculation with the 

help of Buddhist methods of CUltivation and meditative 

disciplines. However, in Huang Tsung-hsi's opinion, there 

were some among them, especially the latter-day adherents of 

Wang Yang-ming, who carried this to excess and wandered far 

afield from the fundamental ideals of Confucius and Mencius. 

Such is the case of Wang Chi, who proposed that 

mind-in-itself is beyond good and evil. To Wang Chi, good and 

evil are only ontologically valid in their existence, while 

emptiness, devoid of good and evil, is the true reality. 16 

Because of the negativism inherent in this formulation, Huang 

Tsung-hsi followed his teacher Liu Tsung-chou in condemning 

Wang Chi for injecting Buddhist teachings into his master's 

philosophy. 

16 Carsun Chang, The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought, 
vol. 2, p. 25. 
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Among the followers of the T' ai-chcu School, such 

scholars and thinkers as Wang Ken, Chao Chen-chi [1508-1576], ~7 

Lo Ju-fang [1515-88],18 Keng Ting-hsiang [1524-96],19 and Chiao 

Hung [1541-1620]20 were all influenced by Buddhism and Taoism. 

Other syncretically-minded Confucians of late Ming times, 

along with those individuals already mentioned, were 

collectively condemned by their orthodox opponents as wild 

Ch ' anists • 21 

Apparently, Huang Tsung-hsi, as a revisionist of the 

Wang Yang-ming School who desired to uphold the orthodox 

Confucian tradition, considered those of a syncretist 

persuasion too extreme. Perhaps that is why Ho Hsin-yin 

[1517-1579]22 and Li Chih [1527-1602]23 were not accorded 

biographies in his book. In the preface to the discussion of 

T'ai-chou School adherents, Huang Tsung-hsi is critical of 

17 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 120-121-

18 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 975-978. 

19 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 718-721. 

20 ECCP, vol. 1, 145-146. p. 

21 Edward Ch' ien, Chiao Hung and the Restructuring of Neo
Confucianism in the Late Ming, pp. 14, 21, 45-46. 

22 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 513-515. 

23 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 807-818. 
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that school for failing to follow the teachings of Wang 

Yang-ming in sharply distinguishing Confucian from Buddhist 

and Taoist teachings. 24 

"The teaching of master Yang-ming became popular 
everywhere under Heaven on account of Wang Ken and 
Wang Chi. But it gradually lost its transmission 
in part due to Wang Ken and Wang Chi. Wang Ken and 
Wang Chi were frequently dissatisfied with their 
master's teachings, seeking all the while to unveil 
more of the Buddha's mysteries and attribute them 
to the master. Thus they pressed Yang-ming into 
Ch'an Buddhism. In Wang Chi's case, no disciple 
emerged who was stronger than himsel f , and his 
teaching was balanced and remedied by the Chiang-yu 
School. So there was no total disintegration 
effected. In Wang Ken's case, many of his 
disciples could fight the dragon and the snake with 
their bare hands. By the time his teaching passed 
down to men like Yen Chun and Ho Hsin-yin, it was 
no longer within the boundaries of Confucian moral 
philosophy. Ku Hsien-ch' eng said: "Ho Hsin-yin and 
his like were attached to profit and passion like 
[men] sitting in a basin of paint. They were able 
to exercise influence over others only through 
their petty cleverness, which was their strong 
point. " However, in my opinion, what attracted 
others to them was not their so-called cleverness 
but rather their teachings. What we called 
Patriarch Ch'an is the teaching that regards 
transformation of consciousness as direct 
perception of nature. These men turned Heaven and 
Earth upside down. There has been no one like them 
among the ancients and the moderns. The Buddhists 
practiced beating and yelling, acting wildly 
according to the situation; however, once the stick 
was laid down, they were like fools. But these men 
bore everything with their bare bodies, never 
letting down their stick, for which reason they 

24 Tu Wei-ming, Neo-Confucian Thought in Action: Wang 
Yang-ming's Youth [1472-15091, pp. 62-72, 114-115, 128-129. 
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have caused so much harm. ,,25 

The "Quotations frnm Liu Tsung-chou" in the Ming-ju hsueh-an 

also reflects the same suspicions of the T'ai-chou School: 

"Of the disciples of the School of Wang Yang-ming, Wang 
Ken in particular propagated his teachings far and 
wide. St?.rting from the teaching of "without learning, 
without reflection," he moved to the label of the 
nat,l.1ral [tzu-jan] and then of the joy of learning. The 
latter day followers of his school included numerous 
degenerates, who were mediocre men having no 
inhibitions. ,,26 

Despite the fact that Wang Ken reiterated and 

reenergized Wang Yang-ming's teaching of innate moral 

intuition [liang-chih] as the self-determining power of the 

mind, and by which the seeds of sagehood are immanent within 

the self, the T' ai-chou School, led by Wang Ken, placed 

greater stress on the quest for ultimate reality and more 

emphasis on virtuous action. Therefore, many followers of 

thi::; school frequently sought the experience of personal 

enlightenment in their daily activities rather than in quiet 

meditation. For Wang Ken and his followers, learning and 

reflection are superfluous to the act of self-cultivation. 

25 ~, chiian 32, p. 703: for a full translation, see 
Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, p. 165. 

26 MJHA, "Shih-shuo" [quotations from Liu Tsung-chou], see 
Julia Ching's The Records of Ming Scholars, p. 67. 
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It is action in which the dynamic power of the innate 

knowledge of goodness is realized. Moreover, by further 

extending Wang Yang-ming' s teachings on sagehood and its 

universal-~c~essibil~~y, the doctrine that the common man as 

a ready-made sage was exalted by Wang Ken and his followers. 

In this regard, the T'ai-chou School has been subjected in 

times past to severe criticism for its boldness in "turning 

Heaven and Earth upside down," and for their nonconformist 

behavior and unconventional ideas concerning social protest. 27 

Nevertheless, it is in this peculiarity and uninhibitedness 

that the true nature of the T'ai-chou School is revealed. 

Faithful to the legacy of Wang Yang-ming whose 

teachings emphasized the interrelatedness of activity and 

tranquility in one's spiritual quest, Huang Tsung-hsi, like 

his teacher Liu Tsung-chou and many of his contemporaries, 

blamed the T'ai-chou School for its failure to adhere to 

established principles. What was conceived as undisciplined 

speculation and scholarly impracticality on the part of T'ai

chou leaders was vigorously attacked by Yen Yuan [1635-1704]28 

27 Such as Yen Chun, whose behavior has been described as 
eccentric or madly ardent, and which caused contemptuous 
reactions among scholars and officials of his time. 

28 ECCP, vol. 2, pp. 912-915; also see Tu Wei-ming, "Yen 
Yuan: From Inner Expe:t"ience to Lived Concreteness," in de 
Bary, ed., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, pp. 511-541. 
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later in the seventeenth century. Huang Tsung-hsi and others 

concluded that the moral decline and social disorders of 

recent generations derived from the syncretic and synthetic 

n~ture of Ming Confucianism, inlaid as it was with Buddhis~ 

and Taoist overtones. This, they believed, was responsible 

in large part for the emergence of individualism and 

factionalism that characterized the behavior of late Ming 

intellectuals and allegedly paved the way for social decadence 

and intellectual ferment and, finally, the downfall of the 

Ming dynasty.29 

If this interpretation of the T' ai-chou school is 

accepted.as valid, then their attempt to explore the deeper 

meanings of humanity, of the genuineness of the individual 

human spirit, and of their authenticity as practicing 

Confucians must be dismissed as meaningless and impractical. 

Unfortunately, Huang's moralistic interpretation of this 

widcsprCQa ana popular movement became established in his own 

day, was echoed by Ch'ing evidential research scholars, and 

29 For a discussion of expressions of individualism in 
late Ming times, see de Bary, ed., Self and Society in Ming 
Thought, introduction, pp. 1-27, and "Individualism and 
Humanitarianism," pp. 145-245. For a discussion of 
factionalism in this era, see Edward Ch'ien, Chiao Hung and 
the Restructuring of Neo-Confucianism in the late Ming, pp. 
26-30. Ch'ien notes that manifestations of syncretism in the 
factional politics of late Ming provoked strong reactions from 
orthodox circles. 
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persisted down to modern times. 3D 

While critiques of a claimed degeneration in late Ming 

tnought and morality center on unorthodox, empty, and 

unheal thy tendencies, 31 de Bary and many other contemporary 

scholars place greater emphasis on the transmutation and 

renewal of late Ming thought from which a new significance 

and value emerged. 32 Thus, instead of ·the typical Confucian 

predilection for a moralistic interpretation of history, what 

we find in the extremities of the Ming situation is a picture 

of lively controversy and intellectual richness and 

complexity. 33 Just as Julia Ching has pointed out, the Ming-ju 

hsiieh-an is an integration of philosophical judgment and 

historical scholarship.34 In terms of personal judgment, Huang 

3D de Bary, ed., Sel f and Society in Ming Thought, pp. 1-
3. Modern scholars, such as Liang Ch'i-ch'ao [1873-1929], in 
his Intellectual Trends in the Ch' ing Period, trans. by 
Immanual Hsii, p. 28, severely condemned late Ming thinkers for 
these tendencies. 

31 Carsun Chang, The Development of Neo-Confucianism, vol. 
2, pp. 28, 114, 117. 

32 See Edward Ch' ien, Chiao Hung and the Restructuring of 
Neo-Confucianism in the Late Ming; Yii Chun-fang, The Renewal 
of Buddhism in China: Chu-hung and the Late Ming Synthesis; 
Judith A. Berling, The Syncretic Religion of Lin Chao-en; and 
Joanna F. Handlin, Action in Late Ming Thought: The 
Reorientation of LA K'un and Other Scholar-Officials. 

33 de Bary, The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, p. 29. 

~ Julia Ching, The Records of Ming Scholars, p. 33. 
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Tsung-hsi committed himself to an exploration of the 

intellectual ferment of his and earlier generations as a 

conscious response to situations in which he was also 

situated. 

As a result, this commitment, along with a lively 

sense of involvement, pronlpted him to seek an understanding 

of the history of Ming thought and scholarship. In doing so, 

he presented a passionate and sympathetic picture of one of 

the most dynamic and creative periods in the history of 

Chinese thought. As a historian, Huang anticipated ch'ing 

objective scholarship with its emphasis on evidential 

research, and also aimed at truth in his investigation of Ming 

history and society. While it is true that the ideal of the 

intellectual historian is to understand and not to judge,35 

Huang was also consciously committed to understand the ideas 

of others whose philosophical positions he opposed. This 

conscious commitment was bound to color his understanding to 

some extent, and a certain residue of personal evaluation 

remained in the making of the Ming-ju hsueh-an. 

Nevertheless, what we need to question here in terms 

35 Benjamin Schwartz, "The Intellectual History of China: 
Preliminary Reflections" in John K. Fairbank, ed., Chines~ 
Thought and Institutions, pp. 22-24. 
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of historical objectivity is whether Huang Tsung-hsi made a 

determined attempt to distinguish between his own judgments 

and his conclusions about the philosophical principles of 

others. In this regard, we might not draw the same 

conclusions he did about Wang Chi and Lo Chi in-shun [1465-

1547] ,36 or accept his critical account of the T'ai-chou School 

which has been praised by modern scholars in the People I s 

Republic of China and reinterpreted in the light of modern 

scholarship. 37 In this regard, with a tacit understanding of 

Huang I s philosophical position and standard of historical 

scholarship, it is not difficult to apprehend the role of 

conscious responses and reactions played by those scholars and 

officials of late Ming. For instance, Chang Chu-cheng had his 

own reasons for imposing strict prohibitions on academic 

instruction that was closely associated with the T'ai-chou 

School. For their harsh attacks on the teachings of Wang 

Yang-ming as represented by the T'ai-chou School and latter

day followers, Tung-lin adherents had their own cause to 

serve. And Yen Yuan, in his vehement rejection of what he 

regarded as the excessively speculative nature and the 

36 DMB, vol. 1, pp. 972-974. 

37 Hou Wai-lu, Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang tlung-shih, vol. 4, 
part II, pp. 958-1002. In Hou's treatment of Wang Ken and the 
T I ai -chou School, he employed the Marxist theory of class 
struggle. Therefore, Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou School are 
identified as belonging to the oppressed class. 
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pedantry of late Ming philosophy, believed himself to be 

morally and philosophically correct. Therefore, in probing 

the complicated relationships between the T' ai-chou School and 

representative figures of that entire era, it is with the hope 

of better understanding the T' ai-chou School in the historical 

and intellectual context of late Ming-early ch'ing society, 

both in its synchronic and diachronic dimensions. 

Chang Chii-cheng [1525-82]38 has been portrayed as a 

Confucian legalist whose personal convictions and public 

actions represented an attempt to revitalize the dynasty. 

His political career corresponds in time with a steady decline 

in the imperial vitality and governance. As a witness to the 

rapid decline of the state caused by the abuses of the 

eunuchs, factional strife in the central bureaucracy and 

widespread corruption in the army and government, and 

convinced that a law of reversal operated in the historical 

process, Chang vigorously and sometimes ruthlessly set about 

to recover the dynastic vigor which had marked the Hung-wu and 

Yung-lo reign periods. 

38 For information about Chang Chii-cheng, see OMB, vol. 
1, pp. 53-61~ also see Robert B. Crawford, "Chang Chii-cheng's 
Legalism" in de Bary, ed., Self and Society in Ming Thought, 
pp. 367-414~ Chi Wen-fu, Wan-ming ssu-hsiang shih~lun, pp. 48-
57; and T'ao Hsi-sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih, 
vol. 4, pp. 224-235. 
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In his analysis of the causes of dynastic decline, 

Chang concluded that the most serious problems derived from 

a weakening of imperial authority and a disregard for dynastic 

laws and institutions. Therefore, in seeking to strengthen 

the state, he felt it necessary to reconfirm the absolute 

authority of the imperial government and to enforce its laws. 39 

Moreover, in justifying his legalistic solutions, he severely 

criticized contemporary scholars for being impractical, 

excessively abstract and for failing to understand changes in 

the times. Considering himself to be an orthodox Confucian, 

Chang believed that the essence of true Confucianism lay in 

the pursuit of reality rather than in idle speculation on 

literary values and philosophical principles which engaged so 

many of his contemporaries. 

This practicality-oriented attitude was not only 

realized in his pragmatic policies designed to strengthen the 

state, but it was also reflected in his approach to learning. 

In his view, learning itself has no definitive value except 

as an instrument in the service of government. Thus, the 

edicts of the reigning sovereign and the demands of one's 

39 "Memorial," 1.1-8, "Essays," 11.678, 11.687-88, in 
Chang Wen-chung kung ch'uan-chi [The Complete Work of Chang 
Chu-cheng], as cited in Robert B. Crawford, "Chang Chu-cheng's 
Legalism," in de Bary, ed., Self and Society in Ming Thought, 
pp. 371-375. 
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office were regarded as legitimate objects of study. 40 

Moreover, for Chang, laws and public institutions should be 

taken as guidelines in determining practical actions. Hence, 

according to Chang, scholars should consider only "walking on 

actual ground as merit, esteeming intrinsic nature as conduct, 

observing the established laws as the standard, and obeying 

the sovereign with a sincere heart as loyalty. ,,41 

Chang's practical-mindedness and devotion to 

statecraft set him sharply apart from the scholars of his 

day, whom he often described as being high-flown, decadent, 

unrealistic, and partisan-spirited politically and 

intellectually. The liberal tendencies of the School of Wang 

Yang-ming, especially as represented by th~ T'ai-chou school, 

Chang viewed as being incompatible with political realities. 

Above all, his criticism of the spread of private academies 

showed him to be intolerant of any challenge to his own 

authority or criticism of his policies by scholars and 

officials. For this, Chang was often at loggerheads with 

other members of his class, and with members of the T'ai-chou 

40 Ibid., "Letters," 9.379, cited in Robert B. Crawford, 
ibid., p. 380. 

41 Ibid., "Letter," 9.385, cited in Robert B. Crawford, 
ibid., p. 381. 



177 

School. 42 

Chang Chu-cheng loathed the chiang-hsueh 

[philosophical discussions] fashionable in academies not only 

for being inimical to the unification of the government 

mandated education system, but also as a potential threat to 

the social order and political authority. In an essay 

complaining of the wrongdoing of individuals who engaged in 

philosophical discussions, Chang wrote, 

"The Shu-ching [Book of History] says, [Make the 
five human relationships widely known.] What is 
meant by "widely" is to educate patiently men of 
different innate abilities -- the dull and the 
bright, the strong and the weak -- and to induce 
the worthy to bow and comply and the unworthy to 
look up and try. That is all. Today, people do 
not understand the meaning of "widely" and are 
overindulgent and lax, buying fame from the people, 
to such an extent that scholars act proud and 
boastful; and their ways deteriorate daily ••• 
Occasionally there are one or two who try to 
correct [the situation]. But they too emphasize 
show and speak empty words, opening their own 
hete't'odox paths. This is called using meat to 

42 For an account of the academies and politics in Ming 
China, see Sheng Lang-hsi, Chung-kuo shu-yuan chih-tu, pp. 
77-87; John Meskill, Academies in Ming China: A Historical 
Essay; and also Meskill, "Academies and Politics in the Ming 
Dynasty" in Chinese Government in Ming Times: Seven Studies, 
ed. by Charles o. Hucker. For Chang Chu-cheng's criticism of 
philosophical discussions, see Chi Wen-fu, Wan-ming ssu-hsiang 
shih-lun, pp. 49, 56. 
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drive away snakes and wood to put out fires. ,,43 

Thus, when he gained political power by ascending to the 

position of Chief Grand Secretary in the first decade of the 

Wan-li era [1513-1620], Chang fiercely suppressed 

philosophical discussions and had the academies which 

sponsored such discussions proscribed by imperial edict in 

1579. 44 

Free philosophical debate and the vitality of those 

academies which had adopted a new openness to the general 

public angered Chang Chu-cheng at the mere mention of their 

names. 45 On the other hand, open discussion of philosophical 

and spiritual values and goals was regarded by the T'ai-chou 

School as essential to its existence and its growing 

popularity. Wang Ken, the pioneer of the school, was himself 

a leading exponent of open public lectures and a champion of 

freedom of intellectual discourse and public discussion. It 

was by means of these learned public discussions that he 

43 Cited in Chang Hsuan, Hsi-yuan wen-chien lU, 45.13a, 
and translated by Joanna F. Handlin, in Action in Late Ming 
Thought, pp.52-53. 

44 Ming Shen-tsung shih-lu [The Veritable Record of the 
Shen-tsung Emperor of the Ming], 83.5b: also see Sheng Lang
hsi, Chung-kuo shu-Wan chih-tu, pp.86-87. 

45 Shen Te-fu, Wan-li yeh-huo p' ien, 8.219, cited in Sheng 
Lang-hsi, Chung-kuo shu-yUan chih-tu, p. 86. 
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sought to promote men of talent who would lay a new foundation 

for the management of public affairs. 46 Therefore, he 

traveled ceaselessly from place to place in his carriage, 

lecturing to one and all in the hope that the world would 

acknowledge his learning and that the ignorant would be 

enlightened. In this way, the T'ai-chou School became very 

popular among the common people. A vivid account of the 

activities of Han Chen, a potter and disciple of Wang Ken's 

son, Wang Pi, is found in the Ming-iu hsueh-an, as follows: 

"Thousands of people, including farmers, artisans, 
and merchants, followed him. In the autumn, when 
farmers had more time, he would gather disciples 
for lectures, going from one village to another, as 
he sang and others responded, so that the voice of 
songs [sic] filled the countryside. ,,47 

The use of learned discussions in disseminating T'ai-

chou teachings was expanded by a scholar-follower named Lo 

Ju-fang [1515-88], who had received the chin-shih degree in 

1553.48 Huang Tsung-hsi in the Ming-ju hsueh-an described 

~ WHCCC, chuan 3.25a. 

47 MJHA, chuan 32, p. 720; translation by Julia ching, 
ibid., p. 182. 

48 For Lo Ju-fang, see his biography in DMB, vol. 1, pp. 
975-78; also, for Lo as an educator, see Joanna F. Handlin, 
Action in Late Ming Thought. 
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Lois great talents as a lecturer as follows: "Both in subtle 

discussions and in intense expositions, what he said had the 

effects either of spring breezes or of thunderbolts. Even in 

the cases of those who had no learning, Lo was able to open 

up their minds and hearts in an instant, so that they could 

set:: the Tao in front of their eyes. ,,49 As a widely revered 

lecturer of his day, Lo Ju-fang often attracted audiences of 

as many as four or five hundred individuals to his meetings. so 

His popularity displeased Grand Secretary Chang Chii-cheng, who 

was suspicious of the gatherings which Lo and his friends 

organized in 1577, and which attracted a large following among 

members of the court. 51 

Chang I s displeasure was probably caused in part by the 

fact that the public gatherings which Lo sponsored were not 

exclusively philosophical discussions in nature but were 

colored by political overtones. As early as the years 1562-65 

when he served as a prefect at Ning-kuo-fu, Anhwei, Lo made 

use of public assemblies in conducting the business of 

49 M!lHA, chiian 34, p. 762, translation by Julia ching, 
ibid., p. 188. 

50 Lo Ju-fang, Hsii-t'an chih-ch'iian, p. 137. 

51 MJHA, chiian 34, p. 760. 
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government. 52 He brought his disciples together in public 

discussion and debate, and he ordered litigants to sit 

cross-legged in public and meditate and examine their hearts. 

He used public funds to make offerings of food and money, thus 

attracting large crowds. 53 That these meetings could be 

construed as having a political dimension is evidenced by the 

fact that public affairs were attended to at public lectures 

when he served as magistrate in T'ai-hu, Anhwei. 54 This, no 

doubt, aroused Chang Chu-cheng's hostility and it was 

therefore condemned by him as "establishing factions and 

assembling crowds for the idle purpose of conducting 

philosophical discussions."~ 

Another reason for Chang Chu-cheng's aversion for the 

T'ai-chou School was his bitter experience with Ho Hsin-yin 

[1517-79].56 One day in 1560, Ho Hsin-yin met Chang Chu-cheng 

52 • Ib1d •• 

53 • Ib1d., p. 763; translation in Julia Ching, ibid., p. 
190. 

54 Ming Shih, chuan 283, pp. 7275-76; also, see the 
biography of Lo Ju-fang in the "Biographies of Confucian 
Scholars" section of the Ming Shih. 

55 Chang Cheng-fan, Chung-kuo shu-yuan chih-tu k'ao-lfteh, 
p. 37. 

56 For Ho's biography, see DMB, vol. 1, pp. 513-515; also 
see Ronald G. Dimberg, The Sage and Society: The Life and 
Thought of Ho Hsin-yin. 
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in a Buddhist monastery • Chang was then the Director of 

studies at the National University. Ho bluntly asked Chang 

Chu-cheng: "You are at the National University. Do you know 

the tao of the National University?" Chang pretended that he 

heard nothing but stared at Ho and said: "You would like very 

much to fly, but you can not even leave the ground." After 

Chang's departure, Ho was very discouraged and said: "This 

man will one day be in charge of the country and will then 

kill me. ,,57 Circumstances later proved Ho Hsin-yin correct 

about being executed at Chang Chu-cheng's order. 58 However, 

the cause of their differences was less personal than 

intellectual and political. While Ho was a supporter of 

freedom of choice for the academies and teachers, Chang's 

persecution of non-conformists culminated in the proscription 

of the academies by imperial edict in 1579. In the same year, 

Ho wrote an essay entitled Yuan hsueh yuan chiang [On Teaching 

and Discussion] in response to this action. Therein, Ho 

defended and elaborated upon his own position. 59 As a result, 

he fell victim to the forces of orthodoxy and conformity. 

57 MJHA, chuan 32, p. 704; translation by Julia ching, 
ed., ibid., p. 167. 

58 Jung Chao-tsu, ed., Ho Hsin-yin chi, p. 124; MJHA, 
chuan 32, p. 705; also see Ronald G. Dimberg, The Sage and 
Societv, pp. 53, 57, 50 ff. 

59 Jung Chao-tsu, ed., Ho Hsin-yin chi, pp. 1-25. 
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By the time he was arrested in 1579, Ho Hsin-yin had 

been falsely accused of being a bandit, a rebel, a monster, 

and a traitor. 6o An even harsher denunciation of his conduct 

came from Wang Shih-chen [1529-90J, the leader of the litera~-y 

circle called the Latter Seven Scholars. He stated that, 

"The popular lecturers of the Wang yang-ming School 
flourished and spread throughout the land in the 
Chia-ching [1522-67J and Lung-ch'ing [1567-72J 
periods. What led finally to their great excesses 
was that they used their lecturing to serve the 
cult of heroism, and used the cult of heroism to 
indulge their unrestrained selfishness. Their arts 
had basically nothing to them that might rouse men 
to action, and lacking any real conviction or 
concern they joined in beating the drums, blowing 
their horns, and flapping their wings, drawing 
crowds together and flashing here and there, until 
they came near to causing a disaster like the 
Yellow Turban and Five Pecks of Grain [movements 
at the end of the second century A.D.J. Now the 
change from Wang Yang-ming to T'ai-chou [Wang KenJ 
had not yet done too great damage, but with the 
change from T'ai-chou to Yen Chun everything rotted 
apart and it could not be put together again. ,,61 

Wang Shih-chen also laid charges of licentiousness, 

dissipation, and sedition against Yen Chun and Ho Hsin-yin. 

However, in his preface to the section on the T'ai-chou School 

~ Ibid., pp. 98-99, 109-113. 

61 Wang Shih-chen, Yen-chou shih-liao hou-chi, chuan 35, 
"Chia-Iung chiang-hu ta hsia," cited in Jung Chao-tsu ed., Ho 
Hsin-yin chi, pp. 143-44, translation by de Bary in de Bary, 
ed., Self and society in Ming Thought, p. 178. 
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in the Minq-ju hsiieh-an, Huang Tsung-hsi concluded that 

"People today who discuss these men of T' ai-chou refer usually 

to Wang Shih-chen' s Kuo-ch' ao ts 'unq-chi. But Wang had 

summa~ized everything from the judicial records of the time 

and could not be completely relied upon. ,,62 Although 

distrustful of the judicial records and of Wang Shih-chen's 

judgement, Huang nevertheless shared the belief of many of his 

contemporaries that the T' ai-chou School had undermined public 

morality and the social order. 

The crimes that Ho Hsin-'yin was alleged to have 

committed and the verdict rendered by the officer hearing the 

case against him as recorded in the official documents were 

of such a nature as to place Ho and the T'ai-chou School in 

opposition to the government. Moreover., the government's case 

against Ho Hsin-yin was made known throughout the provinces 

so as to caution the public against any further disruptions 

of the established order. 63 In that sense, the repressive 

action taken by the government against Ho as a person and the 

cause he represented while hardly commendable is at least 

understandable. The central issue is thus not that of the 

62 M!lHA, chiian 32, p. 703, and transLation by Julia ching, 
ed., ibid., p. 165. 

~ Jung Chao-tsu, ed., Ho Hsin-yin chi, pp. 145-46. 
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credibility of the judicial records but the hostility of the 

ruling class against all manifestations of unconventional 

belief and action. 

Li Chih [1527-1602], another well known associate of 

the T'ai-chou School and often regarded as a leading 

iconoclast of his time, had great admiration for Ho Hsin-yin, 

regarding him as a sage. M Although the two men never met in 

person, Li Chih's regard for Ho was very strong and in 1579 

after Ho had been executed, presumably at Chang Chu-cheng's 

order, Li chih wrote an essay in his honor, emphatically 

denouncing the gross miscarriage of justice in this case.~ 

Ironically, Li Chih also regarded Chang Chu-cheng as t~e most 

brilliant man of the day.M Thus, he said of both men: 

"If we do not discuss their ruin but discuss their 
accomplishments; do not investigate their lives but 
investigate their minds; do not upbraid their 
faults but reward their merits; then these two old 
ones are both my teachers. They do not compare 
with the world's petty and opportunistic, those who 

M For biographical data on Li Chih, see DMB, vol. 1, pp. 
807-818; Chi Wen-fu, Wan-ming ssu-hsiang shih-lun, pp. 231-255; 
Jung Chao-tsu, Ming tai ssu-hsiang shih, pp. 231-256; and Ray 
Huang, 1587. A Year of No significance, "Li Chih, A Divided 
Conscience," pp. 189-221. 

65 Li Chih, "Ho Hsin-yin lun" in Jung Chao-tsu, ed., Ho 
Hsin~yin chi, introduction, pp. 10-12. 

M Li Chih, Fen-shu, 1.15; cited in Ray Huang, 1587. A 
Year of No Significance, p. 212. 
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bury their heads in books, have a high opinion of 
themselves, and steal the name of sage in order to 
conceal their own covetousness for position and 
their subservience."67 

Because of his feelings for both men, Li Chih 

undertook to defend Chang Chii-cheng against the charge of his 

being implicated in the death of Ho Hsin-yin.~ Nevertheless, 

critical differences in intellectual outlook led Li and Chang 

in quite different directions. For Li Chih, the claims of 

individualism as a guide to belief and action outweighed those 

of conformity. Chang Chu-cheng, on the other hand, was a 

pragmatist committed to a political career. 69 Unfortunately, 

toward the end of their lives, both men fell victim to their 

respective ideals. Li Chih's devotion to intellectual freedom 

and his ferocious candor won him the image of a heretic at a 

time when traditional conventions and values were all-

inclusive norms restricting the rights of the individual and 

discouraging personal initiative. Consequently, allegations 

leveled against Li Chih for immoral and disorderly conduct and 

67 T'ao Hsi-sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih, 
vol. IV, p. 229; also see Chi Wen-fu, Tso-p'ai Wang-hsiieh, p. 
76; translation by Robert Crawford, in "Chang Chii-cheng's 
Legalism," in de Bary, ed., Self and society in Ming Thought, 
p. 369. 

~ Li Chih, Fen-shu, 1.15; also "Ho Hsin-yin lun" in Jung 
Chao-tsu, ed., Ho Hsin-yin chi, introduction, p. 10-12. 

69 Robert Crawford, "Chang Chii-cheng' s Legalism" in de 
Bary, ed., Self and Society in Ming Thought, p. 403. 
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a ban imposed on his published writings as constituting a 

serious threat to established institutions and a challenge to 

established authority reflect the intellectual and 

psychological frustrations experienced by Li Chih and his 

associates at this time. Chang Chu-cheng, on the other hand, 

although standing atop the civil bureaucracy and struggling 

to revive imperial authority, shared the intellectual and 

political subtleties of Li Chih's dilemma, for restraint and 

various inhibitions had seriously hampered the governance of 

the empire in terms of adherence to moral principle rather 

than statutory law. For Chang Chu-cheng, laws and 

governmental institutions were the means of ensuring the 

.effective implementation of imperial authority, as well as 

increasing the flexibility of the government in adjusting to 

changing circumstances. ro Nevertheless, his personal 

convictions and strong will were constrained by eunuch abuses, 

struggles between political factions, corruption in 

government, and powerful entrenched interests. Chang himself 

was accused of the abuse and usurpation of power. 

Chang Chu-cheng's failure to abide by the proprieties 

relating to mourning leaves generated strong animosities among 

ro Ibid., pp. 403-404; also Ray Huang, 1587. A Year of No 
Significance, pp. 210, 213, 221. 
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leading scholars and officials. 71 Among his critics, Keng 

Ting-hsiang [1524-96], an adherent of the T'ai-chou School 

and at the same time an active member of Chang Chu-cheng's 

inner circle, represented a moderate view. n In a letter to 

Chang, Keng compared him to ancients like Yi Yin who, 

instructing their ages [in the Tao] and assuming the cares of 

the world as their own personal responsibility, "are bound to 

risk the criticism of the world." Those who rebuked Chang for 

his actions in this instance, according to Keng, did so 

"because they simply did not understand this. ,,73 Huang 

Tsung-hsi later spoke unfavorably of Keng for seeking to 

absolve Chang of misconduct by reciting the· Six C1assics. 74 

Keng Ting-hsiang even came to share Chang's detestation for 

the radical aspects of the T'ai-chou movement, as is 

71 John M~ski11, "Academies and Politics in the Ming 
Dynasty," p. 155-167: T' ao Hsi -sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih 
ssu-hsiang shih, p. 235. This resentment related to Chang's 
refusal to leave office to observe the prescribed mourning 
period after his father's death in 1577. 

n For Keng Ting-hsiang's biography, see DMB, vol. 1, pp. 
718-721: Ming Shih, chiian 221, pp. 5816-17; also see Ray 
Huang, 1587. A Year of No significance, pp. 212, 258, ff. 88. 

73 For the letter, see Keng's collected writings, Keng 
T'ien-t'ai hsien-sheng wen-chi, vol. 2, pp. 609-613; MJHA, 
chiian 35, p. 815; translation by Julia Ching, ed., ibid., pp. 
191-192. 

74 MJHA, chiian 35, p. 815. 
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illustrated by his break with Li Chih.~ 

Huang Tsung-hsi commented on this matter, as follows: 

"Because Li Chih promoted mad Ch' an Buddhism and many scholars 

followed his lead, Keng Ting-hsiang frequently took what was 

practical as of chief importance. He made earnest 

exhortations to correct the evil and avert danger, but he in 

turn became muddled, half believing and half disbelieving the 

teachings of the Buddha. In the end, he could not prevail 

over Li Chih.,,76 It is apparent that the differences that 

arose between Li Chih and Keng Ting-hsiang were not only due 

to ideological differences but also to personal ones. The 

bitter hatred Li Chih developed for Keng Ting-hsiang deepened 

after Ho Hsin-yin was imprisoned in early 1579 and beaten to 

death six months later. n 

Keng Ting-hsiang was, as we have observed, on close 

terms with Chang Chii-cheng. Moreover, Li Yi-ho, Chang I s 

subordinate who had advocated the killing of Ho Hsin-yin and 

~ Ming Shih, chiian 288, p. 3237, chiian 221, p. 2553: Ray 
Huang, 1587. A Year of No Significance, pp. 195-197, 210, 216. 

76 H:[HA, chiian 35, pp. 815-16: translation by Julia Ching, 
ed., ibid., p. 192. 

n See nctes 44, 45 and 46. Chang Chii-cheng was regarded 
as being responsible for Ho's arrest. 



190 

was regarded as being responsible for signing his death 

warrant, was also associated with Kenq. Li Chih therefore 

believed that it would have been easy for Keng to intercede 

and save Ho Hsin-yin's life. Instead, Keng had chosen not to 

violate Chang Chu-cheng's prohibition against public 

discussion. For this reason, Li chih charged Ken Ting-hsiang 

with personifying bureaucratic hypocrisy. And later, Huang 

Tsung-hsi regarded Keng's position in the matter quite 

unfavorably and pointed to Keng's misunderstanding of the true 

meaning of the innate knowledge of goodness and to his lack 

of intellectual consistency.~ 

Although Keng Ting-hsiang was close to Chang 

Chu-cheng, his disciple Kuan Chih-tao [1536-1608], who 

received the chin-shih degree in 1571, submitted a memorial 

criticizing the government when Chang Chu-cheng was Grand 

secretary. His intention was to strip Chang of his 

preponderant influence at court and to return all powers to 

the sovereign. For this act, Chang Chu-~heng got him into 

trouble and later Kuan was impeached and degraded.~ In this 

regard, Li Chih's bitter disappointment with Keng Ting-hsiang 

78 MJHA, chuan 35, pp. 815-816; translation by Julia 
Ching, ed., ibid., pp. 192-193; Li Chih, "Ho Hsin-yin lun" in 
Jung Chao-tsu ed., Ho Hsin-vin chi, introduction, pp. 10-12. 

~ MJHA, chuan 32, p. 708. 
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over the Ho Hsin-yin matter and his cooperation with Chang 

Chu-cheng, sheds some light on the intellectual and personal 

complexities involved in the T'ai-chou School, and also upon 

the limitations of the philosophies of both the T' ai-chou 

School and Chang Chu-cheng which prevented their reaching 

fulfillment. 

with deviations among latter-day followers of the 

T'ai-chou School from traditional moral standards, as well as 

their increasing involvement in what their critics considered 

to be 'empty discourse and impractical action', came the rise 

of the the Tung-lin movement with its call for a return to 

tradi tional standards of moral behavior. 80 Though deeply 

involved personally in current political controversies and 

fighting for their political ideals, Tung-lin members did not 

speculate on the reform of fundamental political or social 

institutions, as did later thinkers like Huang Tsung-hsi, Ku 

Yen-wu, and other Ming loyalists of the mid-seventeenth 

century. Instead, while striving to stem what they perceived 

to be vulgar tendencies in the educated elite and governmental 

maladministration, the members of the Tung-lin were convinced 

80 For the development of the Tung-lin movement, see 
Charles o. Hucker, "The Tung-lin Movement of the Late Ming 
Period;" in John K. Fairbank ed., Chinese Thought and 
Institutions, pp. 132-162. 
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that the prevailing evils of the time derived largely from the 

,moral degeneracy of the educated classes and their lack of 

public spirit. Therefore, their absolute moralism of drawing 

clear and sharp distinctions between right and wrong as an 

effective way of bringing order to the world81 not only caused 

them to place heavy stress on the social virtues and duties 

of the elite group, but also led to their taking a vigorous 

stand against those radical tendencies embodied by the 

T'ai-chou branch of the Wang Yang-ming School. 

In terms of intellectual outlook, as a school of 

philosophy the Tung-lin School has been characterized as 

belonging to a movement traceable from Wang Yang-ming back·to 

Chu Hsi. 82 Although originating within the Wang Yang-ming 

School, some prominent members of the Tung-lin movement, such 

as Ku Hsien-ch'eng [1550-1612] and Kao Plan-lung [1562-1626],~ 

were outspokenly critical of what they perceived to be evil 

practices associated with certain elements in that school, 

which had brought discredit upon the Confucian tradition. In 

81 MJHA, chuan 58, biography of Kao P~an-lung, p. 1399. 

82 Ch' ien MU, Chung-kuo chin san-pai nien hsueh-shu shih, 
p. 14; Chi Wen-fu, Wan-ming ssu-hsiang shih lun, pp. 69-70. 

~ For Ku Hsien-ch'eng's biography, see DMB, vol. 1, pp. 
736-744, and MJHA, chuan 58, pp. 1376-79; for Kao Plan-lung's 
biography, see OMB, vol. 1, pp. 701-10, and MJHA, chuan 58, 
pp. 1398-1402. 
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an attempt to firmly uphold Confucian ideals in public and 

private life, they rigorously attacked the extreme views of 

radical elements in the Wang Yang-ming School on the one hand, 

and cautiously invoked the precedents of ch'eng-chu'doctrine 

for the resurgence of the true Way on the other. By doing 

this, they sought tq counter radicals in the former group and 

bring about a reconciliation of Wang Yang-ming's teachings 

with those of Chu Hsi. More precisely, in order to rectify 

the ills of the time, they strived to counterbalance the 

excesses of the Wang Yang-ming School and the rigidity of the 

Ch'eng-Chu School. M 

In his polemics against radical and vulgar tendencies 

within the Wang Yang-ming School, those particularly 

exemplified by the T'ai-chou branch, Ku Hsien-ch'eng was 

especially diligent in pointing out the difficulties inherent 

in Wang Yang-ming's statement regarding "the absence of good 

and evil," considering this to be the occasion of ruin for the 

M Ku Hsien-ch'eng's generalization concerning dangers in 
the two schools is as follows, "The danger of following Chu 
Hsi is inhibition and stiffness; that of following Wang Yang
ming is excessiveness and dissipation. For the inhibited 
there are things which he does not do; for the dissipated 
there is nothing which he does not do." Hsiao-hsin chai cha
chi, chuan 3, pp.5-6. 
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world. 85 Even among the cri tics of Wang Yang-ming, this 

teaching of the mind-in-itself as being "neither good nor 

evil" was regarded as a major issue simply because it opened 

the road to moral indifference. According to Wang Yang-ming, 

the "Four sentences," which he had formulated to express the 

essential ideas and methods of moral cultivation, were that 

"the absence of good and evil characterizes the 

mind-in-itself; the presence of good and evil characterizes 

th~ :ovement of intention; the knowing of good and evil is the 

task of innate capacity for knowledge and wisdom; the doing 

of good and ridding of evil is the meaning of the 

investigation of things.,,86 However, the lack of clarity of 

meaning in the first of the "Four Sentences" was a cause of 

controversy among his disciples. 87 For Wang Chi, the mind, 

intention, knowledge, and things are actually all one thing, 

that is, neither good nor evil. Only men of superior gifts 

85 MJHA h" I h' f W . ____ , c uan 58, p. 1379; a so see C 1 Wen- u, an-m1ng 
ssu-hsiang shih-Iun, p. 58. 

86 MJHA, chiian 58, p. 1379, chiian 12, PR:." 238-40; 
translation in Julia Ching, ibid., pp. 114-117. 

87 Wang Chi and another disciple, Ch'ien Te-hung [1496-
1574], submitted their differences on this issue to the master 
for ajudication at the famous conference at T' ien-ch' iian. 
This controversy was characterized as the ssu-wu [The Four 
Negatives] and the ssu-yu [The Four Positives), referring to 
Wang Chi's and Ch'ien Te-hung's interpretations of the "Four 
sentences." Also see Ch'eng Chung-ying, "consistency and the 
Meaning of the Four Sentence Teaching in the Ming-ju hsiieh
gn," Philosophy East and West 29 [1979], pp. 275-294. 
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can reach a level of understanding where reality itself is 

nothing, but its manifestation is physical effort. Therefore, 

in order to achieve sudden enlightenment, notions of good and 

evil should be set aside in the cUltivation of the mind. 

Instead of the strenuous effort required for the practice of 

perfect virtue according to Ch' eng-Chu doctrine, Wang Chi 

declared effortlessness and moral spontaneity to be the 

exclusive and universal method of personal cultivation.~ 

Later generations of followers of Wang Y'ang-ming, 

particularly those belonging to the T'ai-chou branch, 

proclaimed the correctness of this negative method of personal 

cultivation, according to which one seeks to be spontaneous 

in action without interference from any exterior obj ect, 

including any intention of doing good or of avoiding evil. 

To them, every person is a ready-made sage and moral 

perfection requires nothing more than to follow one's natural 

impulses. In other words, spontaneous action should be 

performed in a detached and indifferent manner. This 

doctrine, nevertheless, was subject to innumerable criticisms 

for its Buddhist overtones, as well as for its ethical 

nihilism. Ku Hsien-ch'eng, being an upholder of the concept 

of the goodness of human nature, directed his sharpest attacks 

~ MJHA, chuan 12, pp. 238-240. 



196 

at it, both in theory as well as in practice. In his 

arguments against this concept, Ku pointed out that any denial 

of the goodness of human nature or of the human mind failed 

to mark the basic difference between Confucianism and 

Buddhism, and also threatened the very foundations of 

Confucian realism as well as the purity of Confucianism. 89 

No less critical a deficiency in this principle was 

detected by Tung-lin scholars in their criticism of later 

follower~ of the Wang Yang-ming School, who they censured for 

their moral subjectivism, or moral spontaneity. considering 

the moral and intellectual laxity of the extremists of the 

Wang Yang-ming School, and the T' ai-chou branch in particular, 

Ku Hsien-ch'eng relentlessly opposed the doctrine of moral 

spontaneity and repudiated it as being responsible for public 

eccentric and even licentious behavior. In his Hsiao-hsin chai 

cha-chi [Random Notebook from the Studio of Hsiao-hsin], Ku 

expressed his cautious concerns about the dissolution of the 

Wang Yang-ming School. 

"Master Yang-ming offers more than enough stimulus, 
but not enough checks. At a time when scholars, 

~ Ku's arguments are collected in his Cheng-hsing p'ien. 
They are cited in Heinrich Busch, "The Tung-lin Academy and 
Its Political and Philosophical Significance," Monumenta 
Serica 14[1949-55], pp. 103-110. An abridged version of Ku's 
ideas is given in MJHA, chuan 58, pp. 1380-98. 
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fettered by annotated commentaries on the Classics 
and by literary compositions, suddenly hear of the 
theory of innate knowledge, it attracted the 
attention of all contemporaries as overwhelmingly 
••• one frequently relied on his empty perception, 
thereby playing tricks behind the scene, and gave 
oneself up to his spontaneity, thereby making light 
of strenuous exertion. Thus, things have gone on 
deteriorating until today theories and discussions 
are becoming ever more abstruse and subtle, 
customs ever more base. At their best, these 
people are reckless and strange, at their worst, 
stupid and shameless."9O 

Among the extremists whose loose morals the Tung-lin 

members attacked was Li Chih, who became a foremost target for 

criticism. In the eyes of the Tung-lin conservatives, he was 

for the most part an iconoclast for affirming what other 

people deny and denying what other people affirm. In his 

unconventional evaluation of history and historical figures, 

for instance, he justified right and wrong in terms of success 

and failure. With regard to contemporary circumstances, he 

never tired of praising Chang Chii-cheng, whose Legalist

Confucian principles failed to measure up to the absolute 

moral standards of Tung-lin circles, as the greatest statesman 

of the early Wan-Ii era. 91 other members of the T'ai-chou 

90 Ku Hsien-ch'eng, Hsiao-hsin chai cha-chi, chiian 3, pp. 
5-6. A revised version of the translation in Heinrich Busch, 
ibid., p. 99. Also see Chi Wen-fu, Tso-p'ai Wang-hsiieh, p. 
96. 

91 For Ku's criticism of Li Chih, see Ku Hsien-ch'eng, 
Ching-kao ts'ang-kao, 5.50a, for a letter from Ku Hsien-ch'eng 
to Kao Plan-lung. Also see Chao Ling-yang, "Li Chih's 
Historiography, II in Ming shih lun-chi [Ming History: Seven 
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group, such as Ho Hsin-yin, were accused by Ku Hsien-ch'eng 

of being attached to profit and passion like men sitting in 

a basin of paint. Ho, however, was held in high regard by Li 

Chih. 92 Moreover, he disregarded four of the five Confucian 

ethical relationships and subscribed only to the last, friend 

to friend, thus placing himself in conflict with traditional 

family-centered values. Hence; Ho abandonned his family and 

devoted himself exclusively to his friends. 

The tendency of forming strong personal bonds between 

master and disciple was typical of members of the T'ai-chou 

School. Some members of a radical bent, such as Li Chih and 

Teng Huo-chu, also left their families and became Buddhist 

monks. Li Chih, boldly and without historical precedent, 

claimed for this Buddhist lifestyle the example of Confucius 

himself, who had toured the various ancient states searching 

for employment and intimate friends.~ 

Nevertheless, it was this free lifestyle and eccentric 

Studies], pp. 18-30. 

92 MJHA, chuan 58, p. 1388. 

93 Chi Wen-fu, Wan-ming ssu-hsiang shih-lun, pp. 60-61, 
and Tso-p'ai wang hsueh, p. 99. For examples of the strong 
ties between Yen Chun and Lo Ju-fang, and between Lo Ju-fang 
and his disciples Chou Ju-teng and Yang Ch'i-yuan, see MJHA, 
chuan 34, pp. 760-61, 806, and chuan 36, p. 854. 
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personal behavior that took them beyond the traditional 

boundaries of Confucian moral philosophy. Ironically, and to 

the surprise of Tung-lin adherents, all of whom were members 

of the upper class, the spread of T'ai-chou teachings among 

members of the lower classes, who were not deeply imbued with 

traditional ethical values, tended gradually to blur the 

dividing line between elite and commoner. As a result, the 

less well educated followers of that school were subjected to 

severe cri ticism and even labeled as heretics for their 

ignorance of the traditional rites and proprieties. 

While the T'ai-chou School was alleged by some 

historians to have been responsible for the downfall of the 

Ming because of the disintegration in the late sixteenth and 

early seventeenth century of social and intellectual 

standards, the Tung-lin party was a.lso associated with that 

disaster. Later generations of scholars and historians 

accused the Tung-lin of also contributing to the end of the 

Ming because of factional political struggles, in which the 

Tung-lin was heavily involved. 94 Because of his personal 

involvement in that movement, Huang Tsung-hsi defended the 

Tung-lin against its critics and praised its members for their 

94 MJHA, chuan 58, p. 1375; also see Li Cho-jan, "Lun 
Tung-lin tang-cheng. yii wan-Ming cheng-chih, II in Bulletin of 
Ming-Oinq studies, vol. 1, pp. 63-76. 
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loyalty and righteous behavior in seeking to restore 

political, social, and moral standards to public life. 

However, like the T'ai-chou group, the Tung-lin party also had 

a role to play in bringing Ming rule to an end. It is just 

as Tseng Kuo-fan [1811-1872],95 the famous Confucian scholar 

and official, stated: "In rejecting the [Wang] Yang-ming 

School without severing their connections with it, it is like 

denouncing another's fault which the denouncer also shares, 

no matter to how small a degree" [i. e., the kettle calling the 

pot black]. 96 

Ku Yen-wu, a Neo-Confucian scholar-philosopher who rose 

to national prominence in the transition period from Ming to 

Ch'ing rule, was unsparing in denouncing those late Ming 

scholars in particular who indulged in ch'ing-i [pure 

discussion], as being essentially responsible for the 

barbarian conquest of China. Ku compared the overthrow of 

the Ming by the Manchus to the barbarian invasions of China 

during the Six Dynasties, which he believed resulted mainly 

from similar circumstances. However, he argued, the pure 

discussion of the late Ming went even further and centered 

~ ECCP, vol. 2, pp. 751-756. 

96 cited in Chi Wen-fu, Wan-Ming ssu-hsiang shih-lun, p. 
70. 
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upon the introspection and pedantry of the School of the 

Mind. 97 In the wake of the Ming collapse, Ku Yen-wu 

specifically charged the teachings of Wang Yang-ming with 

directing the attentions of the scholarly community to empty 

speculation on the mind and human nature, which brought about 

moral decline and intellectual disorder. In his disparagement 

of Li Chih, Ku Yen-wu described him as "the most outrageous 

and unabashed anti-Confucian to have ever appeared in Chinese 

history. ,,98 In rej acting what he perceived to be the decadent 

intellectual trends of the time, Ku Yen-wu, among others, was 

instrumental in provoking a vigorous rejection of this 

Confucian quest for moral perfection and its replacement by 

an empirical search for knowledge. 

This latter phenomenon took shape and form with the 

rise of k'ao-cheng [evidential research] scholarship. Elman 

has pointed out that the acceleration of this intellectual 

shift depended upon the fall of the Ming as an external 

factor. 99 According to recent studies by Yu Y ing-shih and 

97 Ku Yen-wu, Jih-chih lu, 6.4a-5a, 7.4a-6a, 18.23a-28a; 
also T'ing-lin shih-wen chi, 3.1a-2a, translated by de Bary 
in Sources of Chinese Tradition, pp. 608-609. 

98 Ku Yen-wu, Jih-chih lu, 18.28b-29b; Benjamin Elman, 
From Philosophy to Philology, pp. 50-51. 

99 Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, pp. 40-
49. 
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Edward Ch'ien, the inner logic of this development is visible 

among elite members of the Tlai-chou School, which Ku Yen-wu 

and other Ming loyalists, as well as early Ch ling 

philologists, had so roundly condemned for the deterioration 

of Confucian learning. 100 Nevertheless, in this new scholarly 

fashion, with its increasing emphasis on historical and 

textual studies as the medium of knowledge in the objective 

world, attention was largely paid to matters relating to human 

affairs as interpreted in traditional statecraft terms. The 

pragmatic orientation of early Ch'ing scholarship suggests, 

in turn, that the scholarly world of the late Ming as 

exemplified by the T'ai-chou School was given over to 

speculation which was vague, incomprehensible, and in the end 

of no practical use to political reconstruction, economic 

renewal, or revitalization of the intellectual world. 

100 Edward Ch lien, Chiao Hung and the Restructuring of 
Neo-Confucianism in the Late Ming, and "Chiao Hung and the 
Revol t against Ch I eng-Chu orthodoxy" in de Bary, ed., The 
Unfolding of Neo-Confucian!§m, pp. 271-303; Yii Ying-shih, 
"Ts'ung 3unQ-Ming ju-hsiieh te fa-chan lun Ch'ing tai ssu
hsiang shih" in chung-kuo hsiieh-ien 2[1970], pp. 26-37. T'ai
chou members such as ChIen Ti [?-1620] and Chiao Hung, and 
other late Ming scholars such as Fang I-chih [1611-1671], are 
widely regarded as forerunners of evidential research 
scholarship. For an account of Ch I en Ti as an evidential 
scholar, see Jung Chao-tsu, Ming tai ssu-hsiang shih, pp. 270-
283. For an explanation of the role of Fang I-chih in these 
developments, see Willard Peterson, Bitter Gourd, p. 12, and 
"Fang I-chih: Western Learning and the Investigation of 
Things" in de Bary, ed., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, 
pp. 378-380. 
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In the foregoing discussion, an attempt has been made 

to demonstrate that the qecline and ultimate collapse of Ming 

rule fully occupied the attentions of the Confucian scholarly 

community, and hence exerted a profound impact upon them. For 

most, if not all, their lives and thoughts were marked and 

shaped by the events which led to the demise of the Ming 

dynasty. In their individual responses to that political 

tragedy, intellectual commitment involved a spontaneous and 

rational justification of the problems confronting their 

society. Therefore, Wang Fu-chih's advocacy of 

ethnocul turalism, Huang Tsung-hsi 's critique of despotism, and 

Ku Yen-wu's advocacy of the decentralization of authority can 

be better understood in that context. However, to a certain 

extent, they all performed the polemical function of 

attempting to defend their individual perspectives on the 

major historical and intellectual events which characterized 

their times. Their criticisms may have been negative and 

external to those events, but they also represented some 

misunderstanding of the whole, partly as a result of the 

different historical stances they took. But it is in their 

critiques of the failings of Ming Confucianism that an 

intellectual historian can begin to probe and test the 

synchronic dimensions of the intellectual movement, with its 

complexities and varieties of intellectual response. As a 
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matter of fact, this synchronism, along with a diachronic 

treatment, will certainly help us to understand the true 

meaning of the T'ai-chou movement itself, as well as the 

larger events of sixteenth and seventeenth century China. 

In the transition from Ming to Ch' ing rule, we can 

discern not only a political transition, but also a 

significant shift of emphasis in the cultural and intellectual 

spheres from the Wang Yang-ming School of thought back to 

Ch'eng-Chu doctrine. This intellectual change reached its 

climax in the new scholarly fashion of evidential research in 

early and mid-Ch'ing times. As a matter of fact, the revival 

of the Ch'eng-Chu School and its establishment as an official 

doctrine owed much to political patronage from a powerful 

centralized state administration. For example, the K'ang-hsi 

emperor's admiration for Chu Hsi's achievements in the study 

of the Classics eventually caused him to elevate Chu Hsi to 

the rank of the "ten philosophers" in the Confucian pantheon 

in 1712. 101 During the Ch'ien-lung era, the emperor more than 

once in his imperial edicts demanded the destruction of 

published materials contradictory of Ch'eng-Chu philosophy, 

as well as books professing other philosophies at the expense 

101 K'ang-hsi wen-chi [The Literary writings of K'ang-hsi 
Emperor], l.la-lb. 
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of Ch' eng-Chu doctrine. 102 Al though these political decisions 

mainly reflect a decision to exert greater political authority 

over cultural matters for the purpose of consolidating Ch'ing 

rule, the fact remains that the high respect accorded Ch'eng

Chu doctrine by K'ang-hsi and his successors restored that 

doctrine to a position of orthodoxy. 

However, the triumph of Ch' eng-Chu doctrine in the 

early Ch'ing era did not necessarily exclude the teachings of 

Wang Yang-ming totally from the intellectual scene. As a 

matter of fact, the critical spirit which was so evident among 

the leaders of the T'ai-chou School in the sixteenth century 

and which caused them to take an uncompromising stand for 

intellectual independence also pervaded ch' ing evidential 

scholarship. Modern scholars of Ming-Ch' ing intellectual 

trends have paralleled the independent spirit manifested in 

T' ai-cl.i.ou scholarship with that of the Ch' ing evidential 

research scholarly discourse, which placed a similar stress 

on the autonomy of criticism. In that sense, this powerful 

and profound critique which is correctly attributed to the 

T'ai-chou group can be said to have laid the groundwork for 

102 Tung-hua lu, the imperial edict of the Ch' ien-Iung 
reign in the ninth month of the sixth year. 
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the later academic discourse of philology. 103 Ironically, 

whereas such members of the T'ai-chou School as Li Chih had 

accused adherents of Ch' eng-Chu Confucianism of hypocrisy, had 

questioned the validity of the Confucian classical texts, and 

in the end had attacked Neo-Confucian orthodoxy, evidential 

scholars of later generations employed that same spirit of 

criticism to defend Confucian orthodoxy against the anti

intellectual stance of the T'ai-chou radicals. 

During the Ch' ing period, Ch' eng-Chu learning continued 

to be prescribed by the ruling class as the required 

curriculum for the civil service examinations. In this 

manner, as in the Ming dynasty, Ch'eng-Chu learning inevitably 

became entangled with more immediate material and social 

concerns, with the examination system functioning as the open 

door to fame and wealth. Therefore, scholars who committed 

themselves to the task of upholding the tradition of th~ Way 

often found t~amselves having to resist the deterioration of 

Confucian scholarly values as well as moral integrity. 

Earlier, Wang Yang-ming had advocated the doctrine of the 

innate knowledge of goodness after his personal witness of 

moral decline among the Confucian scholars. Later, Fang Pao 

103 Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, pp. 42-
43, 269, ff. 9. 
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[1668-1749J,104 a Ch'eng-Chu scholar and one of the founders of 

the T'ung-ch'eng School, also lamented the intellectual and 

moral shallowness of Confucian scholars of his own time. 

Despi te the fact that he was a strong upholder of the 

teachings of Chu Hsi, dedicated to the study of Chu Hsi' s 

commentaries on the classics, and sharply critical of other 

types of literature as harmful to the mind, he was so moved 

by the powerful effect that Wang Yang-ming' s teachings of 

innate knowledge had had upon late Ming scholars of integrity 

that he wished to share this subtle understanding with other 

Ch'eng-Chu scholars of his time. In this respect, in his 

"Narrative on the Renova'tion of the Wang Yang':"ming Shrine in 

Nanking," Fang Pao expressed. these concerns, as follows: 

" ••• Wang Yang-ming' s disciples, such as Wang Chi 
and Wang Ken, were uninhibited in word and reckless 
action. Yet, we have never heard of their adapting 
themselves to the [socialJ environment, becoming 
quick-witted and full of tricks, so as to ally 
themselves with men of influence. Among their 
latter-day followers, they lapsed into the 
quiesence of Ch'an Buddhism. Yet, we have never 
heard of them ruining their prudence for the sake 
of covetousness and meanness. If one verbally 
recites the teachings of the Ch'eng-Chu School, but 
secretly indulges one's self in wants, this is what 
Mencius would call 'losing the original mind and 
heart,' which is as deceitful as a thief breaking 
through a neighbor's wall. Even the followers of 
the Wang Yang-ming School would feel ashamed to 

104 For a biography of Fang Pao, see ECep, vol. 1, pp. 
235-237. 
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associate with the likes of men. ,,105 

As mentioned before, scholarly discussion and public 

lecturing constituted the vitality as well as the essentials 

of the T'ai-chou populist movement. It was when scholars and 

officials began to avoid philosophical discussion and debate 

that the T'ai-chou School declined and eventually died as a 

movement in mid-Ch'ing times. 

The last evidence of scholarly acti vi ty associated 

with the T'ai-chou School belongs to the mid-ninteenth 

century. According to "A Biography of Wang Ken," authored by 

the late Ch'ing revolutionary and scholar Liu Shih-p'ei [1884-

1919], around the end of the Hsien-feng reign [1850-61] and 

the early T'ung-chih reign [1861-74], Li ch'ing-feng, a native 

of T'ai-chou prefecture, held in high esteem the teachings of 

Wang Ken. He travelled about with a few hundred disciples, 

lecturing and teaching wherever he could find an audience. 

When Shen Pao-chen [1820-79], Governor-general of Kiangsu, 

Kiangsi and Anhwei, ordered his arrest, he burnt almost all 

the books he had written, only a few remaining to be handed 

105 Fang Pao, Fang Wang-hsi hsien-shena ch' \ian-chi [The 
Complete Work of Fang Pao] , 14.2b-4a. 
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down to later generations.'~ The grounds on which Shen Pao

chen intended to arrest Li Ch' ing-feng are unkno\-Tn. Perhaps 

it was due to his belief that toe T'ai-chou School posed a 

threat to established beliefs. In light of this, however, it 

is no wonder that a revolutionist like Liu Shih-p'ei, in 

response to the profound intellectual crisis confronting China 

at the turn of the century, should have become a fervent 

admirer of Wang Yang-ming's moral philosophy, and in 

particular, of his disciple Wang Ken, the founder of the T'ai

chou School. significantly, it is in Wang Ken's concept of 

self with its strong overtones of outer autonomy that Liu 

Shih-p'ei further developed the notion of the independence of 

the total self from the authorities of state and society. 107 

1~ Liu Shih-p'ei, Liu Shen-chu hsien-sheng Yi-kao [The 
Literary Writings of Liu Shih-p'ei], vol. 3, 18.4b-5a, pp. 
2045-46. Liu Shih-p'ei also wrote a lengthy poem dedicated 
to Wang Ken; see Ching-chung j ih-pao [Alarming Bell Daily 
News], vol. 4, no. 204 [September 16, 1904], section 4. 

107 Chang Hao, ChineSe Intellectual s in crisis: Search for 
Order and Meaning [1890-19111, pp. 159-162. According to 
Chang Hao, in the Confucian tradition, autonomy of self is 
conceived largely in the framework of self-realization and 
moral fulfillment, which can be called "inner autonomy" to 
distinguish it from the idea of "outer autonomy", which 
stresses the independence of the total self from external 
control. The idea of inner autonomy, though predominant in 
the Confucian tradition, carries certain implications 
conducive to the development of the notion of outer autonomy 
which is often in a latent and submerged form in the Confucian 
tradition. 
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In his articulation of his concept of the self, both 

in its inner and outer dimensions, Liu Shih-p'ei was fueled 

by the moral perspective largely rooted in the Confucian 

tradition of outwardly challenging the ideological foundation 

of the traditional order, which became a persistent theme in 

the intellectual search for a new orientational order in the 

nineteenth century. Related to this is Wang Yang-ming' s 

advocacy of innate moral intuition, with its emphasis on self

realization and moral fulfillment for all human beings. These 

ideas injected a new vitality into intellectual discourse, and 

in turn posed an invisible yet sUbstantial threat to the 

existing social , political, and intellectual order. His 

disciples Wang Ken and Wang Chi, and his latter-day followers 

in particular, carried his teachings to the extreme and tended 

to lapse into Ch'an Buddhism. Because of his intellectual 

affiliation and school ties, Wang Yang-ming, as the founder 

of the school, was held rec::~onsible for the uninhibi ted 

excesses of his followers, no matter how far they departed 

from his original teachings. 

The intellectual relationship between Wang Yang-ming 

and the radical wing of the T' ai-chou school remains a 

problematique. The differences between the two can be very 

subtle, be it the idea of ready-made sagehood or the ideal of 
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spontaneity. Thus, any attempt to argue either side of the 

issue would only ccmplicate the intellectual differences that 

separated them in the first place. Despite strong opposition 

to the radical position of the T I ai-chou School in later 

times, the fact remains that it was because of T I ai-chou 

proseletizing efforts that the teachings of Wang Yang-ming 

became popular "everywhere under Heaven." Thus, this 

intellectual movement which centered around the idea of a 

self-renewing and innate moral intuition, gained wider 

currency than Wang Yang-ming could ever have anticipated. 

Just as the Japanese scholar Kengo Araki has pointed out, had 

the heterodox wing of T'ai-chou School been cut off from its 

origins in the Wang yang-ming School, how isolated the concept 

of "innate moral intuition" would have been.1~ 

108 Araki, Kengo, Yomeiqaku Taikei, vol. 6, Yomeimonka, 
part II, preface, p. 4. 
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CONCLUSION 

1. The Teacher of sage King and All-under-Heaven 

Wang Ken was a commoner. Yet, his low station in life 

did not prevent him from being determined to become a sage. 

As a matter of fact, he was a self-educated scholar from the 

humble origins of a salt-producing household. To him, 

sagehood was not the lofty and privileged status of the few, 

but a morally autonomous and virtuous nature inherent in all 

men, regardless of social or educational background. 

Moreover, the road to sagehood was very simple and easy to 

realize through the practice of principled conduct and the 

ordinary affairs of daily life. 

His conviction that all men had direct access to 

ultimate reality -- i.e., sagehood -- assumed tangible form 

in his proselytising effort to spread his faith to all-under

Heaven. Because of his close ties with the lower classes, 

Wang Ken was particularly concerned with the availability of 

Confucian learning and values to the common people. 

Therefore, with a remarkable eagerness to disseminate his 

beliefs and a deep commitment to the saving of everyone in 
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all-under-Heaven, Wang Ken set off in his "wanderer's cart" 

to "enter the mountains and forests so as to seek and meet 

recluses .•• [and to] pass by markets in order to enlighten the 

ignorant. ,,1 In public lectures and learned discussions, Wang 

Ken attracted a wide following of individuals from diverse 

social and educational backgrounds, especially people who were 

traditionally excluded from such discussions and intellectual 

pursuits. His message of ready-made sagehood inherent in all 

men signified a new emphasis on moral rather than social 

distinctions among the classes in society. As a result of 

this restructuring of the intellectual horizon, there was a 

remarkable disparity in class origins among the members of the 

T'ai-chou School, which epitomized a breaking of the 

traditionally rigid class lines and a new openness in society. 

Wang Ken's determination to become a teacher was 

inspired by his firm belief in the direct transmission of the 

learning of the Way by means of oral instruction. He once 

remarked, to his disciples that, "Learning is that by which 

one learns to become a teacher.,,2 Referring to Confucius as 

the exemplar of a great teacher, Wang Ken praised him, r,aying, 

1 Nien-p'u, chuan 2.12a-b, WHCCC, chuan 6.34a. 

2 WHCCC, chuan 3.28b. 
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" ••. Only if one never grows tired of learning nor 
wearies of teachir;g others will one then realize 
equilibrium and harmony to the highest degreoa, 
place Heaven and Earth in their proper order, and 
nourish the myriad things. Thus, the great 
enterprise of the emperors Yao and Shun is 
accomplished. This is the simplest and easiest 
way. Regarding all-under-Heaven as ordinary 
affairs, one never takes one's ease at any time or 
any place. Therefore, Confucius alone is without 
peer. My late Master once used the metaphor of 
refined gold for the sage. I consider Confucius to 
have been a 1 ing-tan [ a wonder drug] which can 
transmute tile or stone into gold, and is 
inexhaustible. 11

3 

To him, the ideal rule exemplified by the emperors Yao and 

Shun was not difficult to establish. The only difficulty 

resided in teaching and learning via the holding of learned 

discussions. In this regard, Wang Ken stated that, lilt is 

only an ordinary matter for sages to manage the world. 

Sovereigns and ministers in the age of Yao and Shun associated 

only with one another in learned discussions. 114 This :implies 

that if the emperor had good faith and respect for the 

learning of the Way, then the learning of the Way can be 

transmitted t.o the emperor through learned discussions. In 

doing so, one becomes the teacher of the emperor. If the 

emperor is a sage king, the learning of the Way prevails in 

all-under-Heaven. Therefore, the all-under-Heaven is in order 

3 WHCCC, chuan 3.24a-b. 

4 
t~CCC, chuan 3.22b. 
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and at peace. Otherwise, if one does not become the teacher 

of an emperor when one takes office, this is unmindful and 

improper service. Unexpectedly, one then will trouble the 

self and thereby neglect the root [Le., preserving the self]. 

Moreover, if one goes into retirement and does not become the 

teacher of ten thousand generations in all-under-Heaven, one 

then merely practices virtue in solitude, without making clear 

the learning of the Way and ignoring the branches. 5 Bearing 

upon this contention, Wang Ken stated that, 

"The great man preserves a mind/heart which can not 
bear [to see the suffering of] others, and yet, he 
makes the myriad things of Heaven and Earth 
dependent upon himself. Therefore, if he takes 
office, he will surely become the teacher of an 
emperor: if he is in retirement, he will surely 
become the teacher of ten thousand generations in 
all-under-Heaven. If he takes office but does not 
become the teacher of an emperor, he is neglectful 
of the root. If he is in retirement but does not 
become the teacher of ten thousand generations in 
all-under-Heaven, he ignores the branches. To 
advance without neglecting the root and to withdraw 
without ignoring the branches, this is the way to 
abide in the highest good.,,6 

"To endanger the self 'midst the myriad things of 
Heaven and Earth is what is called neglecting the 
root. To purify one's self alone 'midst myriad 
things of Heaven and Earth is what is called 
ignoring the branches.,,7 

5 WHCCC, chuan 3.28b-29b. 

6 WHCCC, chuan 3.16b-17a. 

7 WHCCC, chuan 3.2b. 
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"If one has a mind to make light of official rank 
and wealth, this will ultimately degenerate into a 
situation where one lacks a father and lacks a 
sovereign. If one has a mind to place great weight 
upon official rank and wealth, this will ultimately 
degenerate into patricide and regicide. lIs 

Between going forth to take office and withdrawing in 

retirement to practice virtue in solitude, Wang Ken 

determinedly chose to become a teacher. To him, transmitting 

the learning of the Way through teaching was more important 

than seeking official preferment. Moreover, learning was the 

means by which one learned to be a teacher, whose mission it 

was to bring order and peace to all-under-Heaven. In this 

regard, Wang Ken exalted the teacher as a man of virtue in 

all-under-Heaven. In "A Memorandum on An-ting Academy," Wang 

Ken confirmed when he remarked that, 

liThe teacher is the one who takes his stand amidst 
all and causes his own kind to be virtuous. 
Therefore, if the Way of the teacher is 
established, then people of virtue will be 
numerous. If people of virtue are numerous, then 
the imperial court will be rectified, and all
under-Heaven will be in order. If not the 
supremely virtuous in all-under-Heaven, who will be 
able to impart this [learning]? .• If in the past 
there had not been enlightened teachers and good 
companions to encourage one, to guide and help one, 
to commend and exhort one, to curb one's excesses 
and to catch up one's shortcomings so that one 
could acn~eve equilibrium, it is clear that one 
would not go half way without stopping, or one 

8 WHCCC, chuan 3.14a. 
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would proceed without consideration, act without 
examination, and thus sink into the byways of 
heterodoxy. 11

9 

When asked by his disciples why he did not take 

office, Wang Ken simply replied by referring to Confucius' 

saying that, "I take no steps about which I do not cons.ult 

you. 11
10 Following Confucius's path, Wang Ken was not content 

with practicing virtue in solitude. Therefore, like Confucius 

who travelled ceaselessly from state to state in his carriage, 

Wang Ken also committed himself to disseminating the learning 

of the Way and to saving the world through teaching. This is 

Wang Ken's interpretation of the idea of self-appointed 

official preferment -- i.e., to be the teacher of ten thousand 

generati~ns in all-under-H~aven. 

Though Wang Ken aspired to become the teacher of an 

emperol':". so as to make the Way prevail, he seemed to sense that 

the Way as he understood it could not be seen through to 

realization at that time. His cautions about taking 

government service proved to be true i many of his fellow 

9 WHCCC, chuan 3.30a-31ai also see Appendix C. 

10 Lun Yu, 7.24. See Arthur Waley's translation, p. 128. 
According to Waley, the word hsing suggests that practical 
steps [with a view to office, patronage or the like] are all 
that is intended. Also see Epitaph by Chao Chen-chi, chuan 
5.19a. 
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disciples who either died of remorse or suffered from 

political setbacks in official life. He once said, "If one 

enters government service for official pay, this may go so far 

as to harm one's body. If in serving in government one harms 

one's body, of what use is official pay? I f one enters 

government service to practice the Way, this may go so far as 

to harm one's body. If in serving in government one harms 

one's body, of what use is this to the way?"11 In this regard, 

Wang Ken espoused the importance of the protection of the self 

as a starting point to protecting the family, the nation, and 

ultimately all-under-Heaven. He maintained that, "One first 

takes a measure [of the situation] and then accepts an offer. 

One can not accept an offer and later measure it. ,,12 

Otherwise, "To endanger the self 'midst the myriad things of 

Heaven and Earth is what is called neglecting the root [i.e., 

preserving the self]. "13 Therefore, while exalting Confucius 

as a sage who knew how to bide his time, Wang Ken again made 

clear the fundamentals of the shen [the Self] and an-shen 

[giving peace and security to the self] by saying that, 

"Confucius knew what is fundamental. Therefore, he 
served, withdrew, tarried, or hastened forward 

11 WHCCC, chiian 3. 8b • 

12 Nien-p'u, chilan 2.35b-36b. 

13 WHCCC, chiian 3. 2b • 
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whenever appropriate to the time. The reason that 
he praised the hen-pheasant of the hill-bridge for 
knowing how to bide its time, is just because it 
rises and departs at the first sign, and does not 
settle till it has hovered. 14 Therefore, Confucius 
commented on the Appended Judgments [in The Book of 
Changes], saying, 'The gentleman sets his person at 
rest before he moves.' Again he said, 'This 
working of the mind furthers and brings peace to 
life. • He again said, '[In this way] he gains 
personal safety and is able to protect the 
empire •• 15 .. 16 

When considered as a recluse, Wang Ken again responded 

with Confucius' saying that, "I take no steps about which I 

do not consult you." To him, reclusion referred to those who 

live in seclusion, cut themselves off from people, and shun 

worldly affairs and herd with birds and beasts. However, 

committed to spreading his teachings and saving the world, 

Wang Ken chose not to wi thdraw in retirement and practice 

virtue in solitude. Like Confucius when he was not in office, 

he actually made his appearance in the world by way of 

personal cUltivation and learned discussions. He never hid 

14 For an account of the hen-pheasant, see Lun YU, 10.18. 
A translation of this story can be found in Arthur Waley's The 
Analects of Confucius, p. 151. According to Waley, the phrase 
"does not settle till he has hovered" means that a gentleman 
is circumspect in choosing a new state in which to reside. 

15 I Ching, Hsi-tz'u [Commentary on the Appended 
Judgments] II. For a translation, see Wilhelm and Baynes, 
pp. 338, 341, 343. 

16 WHCCC, chuan 3.13a. 
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himself away for even one day without contributing to the 

improvement of his era. 17 In this regard, Wang Ken became a 

leading exponent of open public lectures and learned 

discussions in an attempt to promote men of talent and 

enlighten the ignorant. Moreover, it was through the use of 

learned discussions in disseminating Wang Ken's teachings that 

the T'ai-chou School became very popular, especially among the 

common people. In sum, while it was not likely to make the 

Way prevail by way of becoming the teacher of an emperor, Wang 

Ken, as a self-educated commoner, devoted his life to teaching 

the ten thousand generations of all-under-Heaven. In doing 

so, his actions carried with them the implication of 

intellectual autonomy in the form of social and political 

protest, which had been deeply rooted in the minds and hearts 

of traditional Chinese scholars and thinkers ever since the 

time of Confucius. 

2. sagehood and Heterodoxy 

The T'ai-chou School, founded oy Wang Ken who placed 

great emphasis on spontanei ty in action to the point of 

reducing the importance of intellectual discipline in the 

17 WHCCC, chiian 3. 7a-b. 
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search for sagehood, has been regarded as a leftist 

development of the Wang Yang-ming School of thought. Here, 

the term "leftist," as opposed to "rightist," carries an 

implication of the existence of conflicts and tensions between 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy in the context of the development of 

the intellectual tradition. Etymologically speaking, the word 

"orthodoxy" stems from the Greek, signifying "correct 

opinion," whereas the word "heterodoxy" means "opposing 

opinion. " In other words , within the context of the Confucian 

tradition, those who were not Confucian or had different 

opinions from orthodox scholars have been identified as being 

heterodox or heretics. 18 Nevertheless, differences in doctrine 

and belief among various schools of thought did not 

necessarily convey the sense that one was more correct than 

another in the interpretation of Confucian teachings. 19 

Moreover, in terms of major deviations from orthodox teachings 

with respect to the elements of. intellectual outlook or 

philosophy, non-metaphysical forces were also conducive to 

developing their philosophical variations. Such forces as 

18 Teng, Ssu-yii, "Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Ancient 
Chinese Patterns of Thought," Bulletin of the Institute of 
History and Philology. Academia Sinica, vol. 55, pt. 3 [Sept., 
1984], p. 340. Also see Webster's Third New International 
Dictionary, 1986, pp. 1062, 1594. 

19 Wilhelm, Hellmut, "On Ming Orthodoxy," Monumenta 
Serica, vol. 29 [1970-1971], pp. 1-2. 
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those represented by social ethics and political institutions 

were eften indications of the aspirations, anxieties, and 

frustrations which lay behind these deviations. In this 

regard, the T'ai-chou School's voluntary assertions of 

independence and radical rejection of the traditional 

orthodoxy will be examined in light of this broader notion of 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy. 

Throughout Ming times, the Ch'eng-Chu School of 

thought was recognized as the established doctrine. Through 

official sanctions, such as the civil service examinations, 

it became the ideological foundation of the state. In this 

sense, the Ch' eng-<;::hu School was exalted as an orthodoxy , 

which its adherents guarded and defended as the correct line 

of transmission of the Way. However, the dominant Ch' eng-Chu 

Neo-Confucianism was not intolerant of originality or of 

variations in belief. As a matter of fact, the modern 

intellectual historian Wing-tsit Chan has recognized the 

contribution of the Ch'eng-Chu School to the proliferation of 

new trends of thought in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries. In other words, innovators, such as Chien Hsien

chang and Wang Yang-ming who departed from tradition and 

sought to change some conventions and standards of authority, 

actually cwed a certain intellectual indebtedness to scholars 
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of the Ch' eng-Chu doctrine. In this regard, what is the 

intellectual stance of Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou School in 

terms of orthodoxy? Moreover, under what circumstances did 

these ideas develop outside of officialdom? 

First of all, to answer these questions, the trait of 

"heterodoxy" will be examined in terms of philosophical 

doctrine. Wang Ken's reaction to the then current rigid 

adherence to the pedantic "eight-legged essay" requirement led 

him to exalt personal experience and the efficacy of the mind 

in the attaining intuitive unity with the Principle of Nature. 

To him, the ancient classics only served to testify to one's 

own mind and heart in its state of enlightenment. 20 Thus, Wang 

Ken transcended the seeking of knowledge, which was upheld as 

essential in the Ch 'eng-Chu convention regarding mor~\l 

CUltivation and the achievement of sagehood. For Wang Ken and 

his followers, however, it is in the virtuous actions 

displayed in one's ordinary daily activities that one realizes 

one's innate knowledge of goodness. Wang Ken once defended 

his teachings by defining heterodoxy as, 

"The Way of the sages is not different from that of 
the common people's daily usages. Anything that is 

20 WHCCC, chuan 3.24b-25a; Nien-p'u, chuan 2.4b, llb. 
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different can be said to be heterodoxy. ,,21 

The assertion of this belief and his reaction to current 

authority was also reflected in the statement by his peasant

disciple Hsia T'ing-mei [dates unknown], who said, 

" ••• If the people of today, who read Confucius! 
Analects and Mencius, only intend to obtain honor 
and personal gain [through the civil service 
examination], this is then truly heterodox. ,,22 

In their own defence and in redefining what was heterodox 

action and belief l they certainly drew a sharp line between 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy. 

Secondly, the call for severe condemnation of Wang Ken 

and the T I ai-chou School by later orthodox opponents was 

because of the Buddhist and Taoist overtones in their 

teachings. In his earlier years, Wang Ken earnestly intended 

to exalt Confucian teachings and values by advising villagers 

to destroy Taoist and Buddhist images in family and clan 

shrines. Nevertheless, he was, without question, very much 

21 WHCCC, chiian 3.11b. 

22 See the biography of Hsia T I ing-mei by Li Yung, in 
"Kuan-kan lu" [Impressions of Things Seen], Li Erh-ch Iii hsien
sheng ch'iian-chi, chiian 22.13b, p. 876. 
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steeped in Taoist and Buddhist ideas as displayed in his 

assertion of being true to one's own personal experience and 

his stress on the attainment of individual enlightenment 

through spontaneous and detached action. In light of the 

syncretic impulse so characteristic of the late Ming 

intellectual world, Wang Ken sought to overcome the tensions 

between Confucianism and Buddhism, saying, 

"Someone said that Buddhism and Taoism have 
attained the substance of our Confucianism. The 
Master remarked, 'Substance and function all have 
the same origin. If there is substance in our 
Confucianism, then there is function in our 
Confucianism. The function of Buddhism and Taoism 
is, therefore, itself the SUbstance of Buddhism and 
Taoism. ,,,23 

Except for this comment, Wang Ken did not further expound on 

this matter. Yet, because of the synthetic character of late 

Ming Confucianism with its inlays of Buddhism and Taoism, the 

T'ai-chou School was held responsible for undermining public 

morality and social order. 

This moralistic interpretation also sought to heap 

discredit upon the T'ai-chou school for its failure to adhere 

to established principles and its promotion of vulgar 

~ WHCCC, chuan 3.5a. 
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tendencies. Wang Ken's ecoentricity in clothing himself in 

the garments of a legendary sage-king was also used by his 

conventional-minded contemporaries as a sign of personal 

affectation. Nevertheless, on the one hand, adopting the 

clothing of an ancient sage-king could have been meant to 

signify the accessibility of sagehood to all human beings. 

On the other, the spread of T'ai-chou teachings among members 

of the lower classes who were not deeply imbued with 

traditional ethical values, gradually blurred the dividing 

line between elite and commoner. As a result, to those 

members of the upper class who adhered to the traditional 

boundaries of Confucian moral philosophy, Wang Ken and his 

less well educated followers, however original they may have 

been, were severely criticized and even labeled as heretics 

for their ignorance of the traditional rites and proprieties. 

Furthermore, despite the fact that learned discussions were 

regarded by Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou School as essential to 

its existence and its growing popularity, the liberal 

tendencies behind them were suspected by conservative scholars 

and officials to be incompatible with political realities, 

thereby posing a potential threat to social order and 

established political authority. 

The assertions of Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou School 
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indeed stimulated a sense of individual freedom and freshness 

of spirit as opposed to the prevailing pressures of the 

established order. Aspiring to a more genuine humanity, the 

idea of ready-made sagehood expounded by wang Ken provided the 

individual with a new sense of self-awareness and self-worth. 

Nevertheless, because of this notion of the importance of the 

individual self there developed an independent and 

uncompromising spirit which carried Wang Ken and the T'ai-chou 

School beyond the boundaries of the traditional social, 

political, and intellectual order. As a result, the 

frustration of this aspiration was inevitable, as this 

intellectual movement fell victim to the forces of orthodoxy 

and conformity. 
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APPENDIX A 

A RHAPSODY ON THE LOACH AND EEL 

A stranger idly roaming about in a marketplace 

unexpectedly came upon some eels breeding in a crock in front 

of a store. Twisting and turning, winding round one another, 

they were barely breathing as if on the point of death. 

Suddenly, he saw a loach emerge from among the eels. Up and 

down, left and right, forward and backward, the loach went 

round and round ceaselessly. It moved about without stopping 

as if it was some kind of divine dragon. Because of the 

assistance of the loach, the eels were able to turn about and 

breathe, and thus retain some vitality. Therefore, turning 

the eels around, preserving the eels' breath, and keeping the 

eels alove, all this was the merit of the loach. Although 

this was also the joy of the loach, it was not solely because 

of any pity for the eels, nor was it because it sought a 

reward from the eels. It was m~rely following its o'im nature. 

Thereupon, the stranger was moved and exclaimed with a sigh; 

"I grew up with my fellow man between Heaven and Earth. How 

could it be that we are not like the loach and the eels who 

are bred together in this crock? I have heard that great men 

consider the myriad things under Heaven and Earth as one 
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entity. To fix one's mind on Heaven and Earth, and to cast 

one's lot with man, how can it not be like this ?" 

Thereupon, he gave thought to readying his cart and 

packing for a journey. Magnanimous in spirit, his 

determination encompassed the four directions, and suddenly 

he beheld the interplay of wind, clouds, thunder, and rain. 

The loach took advantage of the situation by jumping into the 

River of Heaven [ i. e., the Milky Way or its earthly 

counterpart], and throwing himself into the great sea. In a 

leisurely manner, the loach departed. coming and going at 

ease, its joy was boundless. Looking back upon the trapped 

eels, the loach decided to save them. Disregarding its own 

safety, it transformed itself into a dragon. Then, it creatd 

a thunderstorm, fiiling the crock to the full. Thereupon, 

those who were wound tightly and pressed together all joyfully 

regained their vitality, and revived in spirit they returned 

to the long river and the great sea. The stranger gladly took 

hold of his cart and departed. Someone asked the stranger, 

"Are you going to enter the trap?" He replied "No, how could 

I be bitter, only fit to be hung up but not eaten ?,,1 When 

1 Here Wang Ken quotes Confucius' saying from the Lun Yu 
[The Analects], 17.7. According to Arthur Waley, there are 
two senses of "shih", "to eat", and "to get a salary, an 
off icial post". Waley' s translates the passage as follow, "Am 
I indeed to be forever like the bitter gourd that is only fit 
to hang up but not to eat?" See The Analects of Confucius, 
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asked if he was going to flee far away, he replied, "No, if 

I do not belong to the human tribe, with whom should I bide 

?" Then asked what he would do, he said, "AI though I will not 

separate myself 'from things, I will not be bound by things 

either." And so he composed a poem to express himself. 

Once spring comes, I will no longer take my ease, 
But travel throughout all-under-Heaven, the resplendent 
imperial domain. 
Some day things will change, and Heaven and man will be 
achieved in harmony, 
And unicorns and phoenixes will return, as in the time 
of Yao and Shun. 2 

p. 211-

2 The appearance of these mythical creatures 
traditionally signified the dawning of an age of peace. 
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APPENDIX B 

A DISCOURSE ON "RESTORING THE ORIGINllL NATURE" 

The management of all-under-Heaven has a root, and this 

is called the self. The root must be corrected, and to 

correct the root is merely to make the mind/heart sincere. 

To make the mind/heart sincere is merely to restore [to 

goodness] that activity which is not good. That activity 

which is not good is recklessnesss. I f recklessness is 

restored [to goodness], then there is no recklessness at all. 

If there is no recklessness, then [one's mind/heart] is 

sincere. If [one's mind/heart] is sincere, then there is no 

[connection with affairs]. 1 Therefore, sincerity is the 

sage's root. To be a sage is merely [to make the mind/heart] 

sincere. Therefore, learning to be a sage is merely tha 

restoring [to goodness] of that activity that is not good. 

Innate knowledge of goodness is [the ability] to know 

[recognize] activity which is not good. The recognition of 

activity that is not good and its restoration [to goodness] 

is thereby what is called the extension of the innate 

knOVIlectge of goodness. I'c. is to r(~store [one to one's] 

1 Shih [literally, things, matters, etc.] here seems to 
mean the quotidian matters of ordinary human experience. 
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original nature. Master Tung-kuo2 has established an academy 

[in Kuang-te, Anhwei, in 1521]. Because it was named "Fu-

ch'u" [Restoring the original nature], I have recounted the 

occasion here. 

2 I.e., Tsou Shou-yi Chao, Tung-kuo, 1491-1562]. Tsou 
Shou-yi was one of the most important representatives of the 
Chiang-yu [Kiangsi] school, which, according to Huang Tsung
hsi's Ming-ju hsiieh-an, alone represented the true 
transmission of the teachings. of Wang Yang-mingo Wang Ken's 
collected works contain his correspondence with Tsou Shou-yi. 
See Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ming Scholars, pp. 118-
121. 
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APPENDIX C 

ANOTHER ACCOUNT OF THE LEARNED DISCUSSION 

AT AN-TING ACADEMY 

[A MEMORANDUM ON THE AN-TING ACADEMY] 

T'ung-shu' asks, "Who is the man of virtue in all-

under-Heaven?" It replies, "The teacher." The teacher is 

the one who takes his stand amidst all and causes his own kind 

to be virtuous. Therefore, if the Way of the teacher is 

established, then people of virtue will be numerous. If 

people of virtue are numerous, then the imperial court will 

be rectified, and all-under-Heaven will be in order. If not 

the supremely virtuous in all-under-Heaven, who will be abl~ 

to impart this [learning]? Formerly, in Sung times Master Hu 

An-ting,2 a native of T' ai-chou, dedicated himself to the 

pursui t of learning. The whole countryside honored and 

worshipped him as the teacher of a hundred generations, and 

moreover as the supremely virtuous in all-under-Heaven. 

At present, Master Wang Yao-hu of Yu-chang, my fellow 

disciple, also studied under Master Yang-mingo with single-

, A book written by the Neo-Confucian scholar Chou Tun
yi [1017-73] of the Northern Sung dynasty. 

2 I.e., Hu Yuan. 
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minded purpose to transmit the innate knowledge of goodness, 

he came to protect the ~tate. He promoted refined learning 

as his duty. He built An-ting Academy and recruited scholars 

from far and near to reside and to teach there. This is a 

worthy undertaking of the time. I lived at An-feng, about a 

hundred li away, and upon receiving a summons I went there to 

learn. 

I maintain that the Way which exists between Heaven 

and Earth has virtually no difference between past and 

present. Since ancient. times, only a person of determination 

is able to learn it. Confucius said, "In the morning hear the 

Way; in the evening, die content! ,,3 What else is worth 

saying! Alas! What age has lacked scholars of determination 

? If in the past there had not been enlightened teachers and 

good companions to encourage one, to guide and help one, to 

commend and exhort one, to curb one's excesses and to catch 

up one's shortcomings so that one could achieve equilibrium, 

it is clear that one would not go halfway without stopping, 

or one would proceed without consideration, act without 

examination, and thus sink into the byways of heterodoxy. As 

3 Lun Yu [The Analects], 4.8. For a translation of this 
passage, see Arthur Waley, The Analects of Confucius, p. 103. 
This famous rsmark means that you will have missed nothing, 
or conversely, having l~arned of the true Way, everything of 
significance in human life has been accomplished. 
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for me, I am a man of east, west, south, and north. Now, 

Master Yao-hu has gone north to accept another post, while I 

will go east to visit [my hometown]. Having undeservedly 

received favors from all my friends and considering the 

difficulty of our meeting again, I have therefore recorded 

these facts for posterity. 
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APPENDIX D 

ON SAGACITY AND THE PROTECTION OF THE SELF 

A FAREWELL MESSAGE FOR YAO-HU'S DEPARTURE NORTHWARD 

Sagacity is innate knowledge of goodness. Sagacity and 

the protection of the self are innate knowledge of goodness 

and innate ability. That which is called "to know without 

temptation and to be skilled without study" is something all 

men possess. The sage and I are alike. If I know how to 

protect my own self, then I must cherish my own self as a 

treasure. If I am able to cherish- my own self, then I dare 

not fail to love others. If I am able to love others, then 

others must love me back. If others love me, then my own self 

is protected. If I am able to love others, then I dare not 

hate others. If I do not hate others, then others will not 

hate me in return. If others do not hate me, then my own self 

is protected. If I am able to love my own self, then I must 

respect my own self as a treasure. If I am able to respect 

my own self, then I dare not fail to respect others. If I am 

able to respect others, then others must respect me. If 

others respect me, then my own self is protected. If I am 

able to respect my own self, then I dare not be scornful of 

others. If I am not scornful of others, then others will not 
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be scornful of me. If others are not scornful of me, then my 

own self is protected. This is humanity. This is also the 

oneness of the myriad things of the Way. 

If I regulate my family on the basis of this principle, 

then I am able to love my whole family. If I am able to love 

my whole family, then the whole family must love me. If the 

whole family loves me, ~hen my own self is protected. If my 

own self is protected, then I can protect the whole family. 

If I govern the nation on the basis of this principle, then 

I am able to love the whole nation. If I am able to love the 

whole nation, then the whole nation must love me. If the 

whole nation loves me, then my own self is protected. If my 

own self is protected, then I protect the whole nation. If 

I bring peace to all-under-Heaven on the basis of this 

principle, then I am able to love all-under-Heaven. If I am 

able to love all-under-Heaven, then there is no one endowed 

with blood and breath in all-under-Heaven who will not 

venerate his parents. If there is no one who does not 

venerate his parents, then my own self is protected. If my 

own self is protected, then I can safeguard all-under-Heaven. 

This is humanity. This is also that which is called "ultimate 

sincerity without end," or "the Way that runs through it all." 
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The reason that men are incapable of this, is because men 

are biased by [personal] temperament and material desires. 

It is because men are biased by [personal] temperament and 

material desires that they are different from sages. If they 

are different from sages, there is, however, learning. What 

is learning? It is nothing more than sagacity and the 

protection of the self. 

If I protect my own self, but do not realize that I 

should love others, I will be sure to go so far as to pleasure 

myself at my own convenience, and benefit mysel~ by harming 

others. If others should retaliate against me, then my own 

self can not be protected. If my own self can not be 

protected, then how can I safeguard all-under-Heaven, the 

nation, or the whole family? It is because selfish people 

and the like do not know that one thread runs through root and 

branch. If I realize that I should love others but do not 

realize that I should love my own self, then I will certainly 

go so far as to boil my own self and cut a slice of flesh from 

my own thigh. If I give up my life by suicide, then my own 

self can not be protected. If my own self can not be 

protected, how then can I safe~~ard ruler and father? This 

is so because of those who forsake the root by pursuing the 

branch. For the root to be in chaos but the branch to be in 
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order is an impossibility. Therefore, the learning of the 

gentleman is to measure others by oneself. If one knows what 

one desires, then one knows what others desire. If one knows 

what one dislikes, then one knows what others dislike. 

Therefore, it is said that one first seeks it in oneself and 

then seeks it in others. If one does not first seek it in 

oneself and then seeks it in others, one will certainly go so 

far as, if not failing oneself within, then failing others 

without. It will come to an end when one accomplishes the 

self-cultivation of virtue and in turn helps others accomplish 

it to the fullest. This is reciprocity. It is that which is 

called extending concessions; it is the Way of loyalty and 

reciprocity. Therefore, Confucius said, "It is the greatest 

thing to respect one's own self. ,,1 Mencius also said, "It is 

the greatest thing to watch over one's person. ,,2 [When] Tseng 

Tzu [was ill, he summoned his disciples and] said, "Free my 

1 Here Wang Ken is alluding to a passage in the Li-chi 
[The Book of Rites], "Duke Ai asked Confucius for advice." 
Confucius replied, "There is nothing that a gentleman does not 
respect. It is the greatest thing to respect one's own self." 

2 Mencius, 4A.20. 
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hands, free my feet," [to see if he had got through safely.]3 

All of these sayi~gs are meant to convey the same meaning. 

All past and present exhortations to those who are about 

to depart must include, ,"Take good care of yourself." Taking 

good care of oneself means protecting the self. If someone 

merely says to take good care of yourself without advising one 

on the Way of protecting the self, this is to fail to be loyal 

to others. When I informed Yao-hu Tzu4 of this at the time of 

parting, it is not because Yao-hu Tzu did not know this. But 

I intended that Yao-hu Tzu would so advise later generations 

in all-under-H~aven who are parting with friends. 

3 Here Wang Ken is alluding to a pa.ssage in the Lun Yu 
[The Analects], 8.3-4. Tseng Tzu was a filial son, and firmly 
believed that the human body was given us by our parents: 
hence, one has to be cautious lest one's body should be 
inj ured. A translation can be found in Arthur Waley' s The 
Analects of Confucius, pp. 132-33. 

4 Yao-hu Tzu, whose family name was Wang, was Wang Ken's 
fellow disciple under their master Wang Yang-mingo 



APPENDIX E 

Chinese Glossary 

An-feng-ch'ang ~ft~ 
Anhui ~tti 
An-shen ~Jt 
An-ting ~~ 

Chan Jo-shui m~* 
Chang-chou ~ Iff 
Chang Cheng-fan ~~M 
Chang Chu-cheng ~~~ 
Chang Hsuar. ~~ 
Chang Kwang-chi ~~~ 
Chang Shih-ch'eng ~±~ 
Chang Wen-chung kung ch'uan-chi 
~X,~~~. 

Chang T'ing-yu 
Ch 'alig tJ 
Chao Chen-chi 
Chao yao m~ 
Chao Yi m. 
Chek i ang tl!r iI 
Ch'en Hsien-chang ~~. 
Ch'en Jang ~m 
Ch'en Yi mt. 
Cheng-hsing p'ien 
Cheng-te ~ it 
Ch 'eng-Chu m * 
Ch 'eng-hua nit it. 
Ch 'eng-tsu nit m 
Ch 'eng Yi m /fj 
Chi-an s~ 
Chi Wen-fu flxm 
Chia-ching II ~ 
Chia-ch'ing at! 
Chiang-hsueh ~¥ 
Chiang-nan tIm 
Chiang-nan shih-min ching-chi shih-t'an 

~I m iP 00 ~ iJ1f A ~ 
Chiang YU Uti 
Ch i ao Hung ~ it 
Chien-ning ~* 
Ch i en -wen ~ X 
Ch'jen Mu lifJ 
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Ch'ien te-hung at!~ 
Chjn-] jng so-shjh ~~m. 
Chin P'jng Hej ~m~ 
Chin-shih i!± 
Ch ' i h R 
Chjng-chYng jih-pao •• 8 ~ 
Ching-kao ts'ang-kao ~~M~ 
Ch'ing Hf 
Chiu Ling-yang m~~ 
Ch'iu Shan Fu .8m 
Chou Tun-yi ~ft5 
Chu Ch'en-hao *~. 
Chu Chien-shen *~~ 
Chu Hou-chao *~m 
Chu Hsi *_ 
Chu Shih-Iu mtft1J 
Chu Yu-t'ang *m~ 
Chu Yuan-chang *:7G 1'0 
Chun-fen ts'ao-tang yi ~~¥.~ 
Ch'u db 
Ch'u-fu db!i! 
Chuan :fI 
Ch/.!an ~ 
Ch'uan Tsu-wang ~mil 
Chuang Tzu H~ 
Chyng-kyo cbeng-cbih ssy-bsjang shih 

JfJ iii ij( tEi ,m If !1! 
Cbyng-kyo chin san-paj-njen hsyeb-sby shjh 

JfJlililf.=.afF.#l!1! 
Chyng-kyo bsyeb-jen JfJ~.A 
Cbyng-kyo sbe-byi ching-cbj sbjh chj-k'an 

JfJ WI U 1£' ~ ~ !1! • fU 
Cbyng-kyo shy-yyan chjb-ty 

JfJ iii =- ~ $lJ J.t 
Cbyng-kyo shy-yyan cbih-ty k'ao-]yeb 

JfJ iii • ~ $lJ J.t ~ 113 
Cbyng-kyo ssy-hsjang t'yng-sbjb 

JfJ iii 1m If ill !1! 
Chung-shih-ch'ang JfJ+~ 
Chyng-yyng JfJ" 
ChygokY zensho no kenkyy 

JfJWI§. ?i1f7t 
Ch'ung-Ju tz'u-pei chi .Q'~~~ 
Ch'ung-wen ~X 
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Fang Hsiao-ju n$~ 
Fang I-chih n~~ 
Fang Pao n m 
Fang Wang-bsj bsjen-sbeng cb'uan-cbi 

nil~$t1:~. 
Feng-sbu 14:" 
Fu Ch' u fJl m 
Fu Hsi ~. 
Fukien ?M~ 
Fu Vi-ling ~ft<~ 
Fu Yueh fI ~ 

Hang-chow tfLlff 
Ho Ch'iao-yuan ~~~ 
Ho Hsin-yin ~Jf)1!i 
Ho Liang-chun ~ ~~ 
Ho Ping-ti ~@Nt 
Ho Wei-ning ~~i11 
Honan ~PJ Wi 
Hou Wai-lu ~*,. 
Hsi-tz'u •• 
Hs j Yu py ~ II fII 
Hsj-Yyan wen-cbien Iy ~~~~. 
Hsia Yen Im 
Hsiang-yueh .~ 
HsiaQ-bsin cbai cba-cbi ~\JD~~~ 
Hsiao Kung-ch'uan .~~ 
Hsiao-ti chen $~Ml 
Hsieh Chao-che m.~ 
Hsien-feng ~ II 
Hsien-tsung ~* 
Hsin-an ffi~ 
Hsin-ch'uan ffi~ 
H sin - h sue h 4:' • 
Hsin-hua "ft 
Hsing-li ta-cb'uan tt~*~ 
Hsiu-ning 1*" 
Hsu Ch'ien-hsueh ~fi¥ 
Hsu-chou tfi; Iff 
Hsu Fu-yuan ~~~ 
Hsu Hong tffi & 
Hsy-t'an cbjb-cb'yan ~~~~ 
Hsu Yu-luan tfi;~. 
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Hsu Yueh :f*ta5 
Hu Yuan Mil 
Hua-t'ing •• 
Huai-an ~9: 
Huai-nan ~ i¥i 
Huang Tsun-su M~~ 
Huang Tsung-shi M*_ 
Hu i -chou ~ jij 
Hukuang WJ !Ii 
Hunan WJ i¥i 
Hung-chih 5At~ 
Hung Chueh-shan m~W 
Hupe i WJ ~~ 

Jen C 
Jjb-cbib lu 8 ~jI 
Ju-kao :!lD:5i! 
Ju-lin chuad .#~ 
Jung Chao-tsu ~.m 

Kai-t'anSl I!hi ~:i:. 
Kan-ch'uan 1:t~ 
K'ang-bsi wen-chj .~Xm 
Kao P'ang-Iung •• 0 
K' ao-cheng :i: m 
Keng T'ien-t'ai hsien-sheng wen-chi 

1fk~.~1::Jt. 
Keng Ting-hsiang 1fk~~ 
Kiangsi U 29 
Kiangsu U~ 
Ko-shih fflj\; 
Ko-wu ffl ~ 
Ku Hsien-ch'eng •• $; 
Ku-su t.!i B 
Ku Yen-wu .~1Ee 
Kuan Chih-tao ~~m 
Kuan-kan lu Dre!. 
Kuang-te • f.. 
K'uang IE 
Kung-fu I ;Jc 
Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng Iy ~M~~x~ 
Kyo-ch'ao ts'ung-cbi ~MB~ 
K'uai-chi ttfl 
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K'un 1$ 

Lao Lai-tzu :g~=f 
Li EH 
Li Chieh ~~ 
Li Chih *_ 
Li Ch'un-fang *~~ 
Li Erh-chu hsien-sheng ch'uan-chi 

*-dB7IG1:~. 
Li-hsueh .fI~ 
Li Tung-yang *~/II 
Li Wen-ting kung vi-an t'ang chi 

*)(:~~Ja3(~~ 
Li Yung *Ilt 
Liang Ch'i-ch'ao ~§m 
Liang-chih ~~ 
Liang-huai m~ 
J.jang-hyaj yen-fa chjh m~g$.;5 
Lin Ch'un #:~ [::j::, Tzu-jen =re. !ht. Tung-ch'eng 

~ 1Ji£ ] 
Lin Hsi-yuan #:*j[; 
Liu Chieh ilJe 
Liu Chin JlJII 
Liu Shih-p'ei JlJftm. 
Liu Tsung-chou ilJ*~ 
J.iu tu chjen-wen lu flffIJJ!rlJj§t 
Lo Ch'in-shun .~pm 
Lo hsueh ko ~ ¥ 11k 
Lo Ju-fang .'&.~ 
Lou-bsuan shih chi M~~. 
Lu Hsiang-shan M!. Us [Lu Chiu-yuan ~ it tift ] 
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Lun Ming T'ai-tsu cheng-ch'uan hsia te chih-shih feng-
tzu ~ I!Jj ~ m. ~ til' tt:J m ttt -ill =f-

I.un Yu ~~ 
Lung-ch'ing 1111 

Meng-tzu ~=r 
Min-hu ~JS 
Mjng-chj chjh cbeng-chih yu she-hyi 

If)} ~ ;2 ~ i3 ~ :M: It 
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Mjng-Ch'jng tzu-pen chu-i meng-ya yen-cbiu 
lun-wen chi ~t.jl*.3:.aA~li1fjf~X. 

Ming-i" hsueh-an ~m¥~ 
Ming-shan ts'ang ~ wM 
Ming Shen-tsung sbib-lu ~,.* •• 
Ming Shjh 1VJ5e 
Mjng shih lieh-chuan 1VJ5e~1~ 
Ming shih lun-chi 1VJ5e~~ 
Ming tai ch'ien-ch'i te shih-yen sheng-ch'an tsu-chih 

~ f-t ;ru M tS "* It 1:: im i!fl ~ 
Ming tai chih yen-hu ~ft~lt~ 
Ming tai hou-ch'i Yen-Yeh sheng-ch'an tsu-chih YU sheng 

ch'an hsing-t'ai te pien-ch'ien 
~ft~MIt~1::imi!fl.~1::~~~tSW. 

Ming taj ssu-bsiang shih ~ft~~5e 

Nan-an m:9: 
Nan-ch'ang m~ 
Nanking m:iR 
Nan-yeh m Jf 
~Ii Yuan-Iu mj[;lIl 
Nieh Ching d5D 
Nien-erh-shih cha-chi tt=5e~ia 
Nien-p'u ~. 
Ning [The Prince of] $ 
Ning-kuo fu $1.IJf.I 
Ning-po $Wl 

Ou-Yang Te 

Pai-hsing jih-yung 8~ 8 m 
P'eng Huj-an chj ~m:9:. 
P'eng Shao ~f.ll 
Pieh-chuan ~~ 
Po-chu ch'ang 8~~ 
Po-fu chang 8 ~ -lit 
Po-shou fs. 
PO-y i fs ~ 
Oing Pei-heng ~Mffi 

Saka i Tadao itli # ~ ~ 
Shang ~ 
Shans i W l!i 



Shao-hsing 
She county 
Shen ~ 
Shen Kang-po hsien-shen pa-chjh jung-ch'jng 

lun-wen cbi tt~J187t~J\.~!f¥[!.I!~)(. 
Shen-nung ~. a 
Shen Pao-chen ~~~ 
Sheng Lang-hsi ~M~ 
Shens i ~ ~ 
Shih a 
Shjh Chi ~~ 
Shih-chjng a~ 
Shih-san ch'ao yj-shUl +=~.~ 
Shih-shuo Mi~ 
Shih-tsung 1if:* 
Shu-ch'i ~Jl!f 
Shun ~ 
Ssu-k'y ch'uaD-shu chen-pen ~.~.~* 
Ssu-k'y t'j-yao Il!l.jlf~ 
Ssu-ma Ch'ien ~~. 
Ssy-shy ta-ch'yan ~.*~ 
SSU-YU Il!l ~ 
Ssu-vu ~ 1M 
Ssu-yu-chaj tS'YDg-shuo Il!l~.~~ 
Su-chow !l Jff 
Sun Ch"ih-vei ~ttfi 
Sung Ying-hsing *~~ 
Sung-Yua:J * 7G 

Ta-chang-fu *~~ 
Ia-hsueb * ¥ 
Ta-li Yi *11. 
Ia Hjng Huj-tjeD *f9j.~ 
T'ai-chou .Jff 
T'ai-tsu i\m 
T'ai-yuan i\1Jit 
T'ane t.I 
T'ang Hsien-tsu ~.m 
T~o ven-hsueh m~'¥ 
T'ao Hsi-sheng ~*~ 
Teng SSU-YU m~~ 
T'ien-li ~1I 
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T'ing-hu • J5 
T'jng-Ijn shjh-wen chi T#ftiliX. 
Tsa i 7£ 
Tsao-ch i tlftl 
Tsao-hu tlJ5 
Tsao-ting tl T 
Ts'ao-yen ch'ang ¥~~ 
Tso-p'ai Wang-hsueh ~~~~ 
Tsou Shou-y i W ~ ~ [*. Tung-kuo Jt! ~~] 
Tsun Te-hsing ili.lt':£. 
Tung-hua lu ••• 
Tung-lin !r# 
T'ung-chih mIt& 
Tu Wei-lling U!.tfIJJ 
Tung Sui Ii. 
Tung-t'ai •• 
Tung-t'ao .~ 
Tung-yaj hsien-sheng yj-kao ~~*~m~ 
T'ung-chou lIIffl 
T'ung-Iu .fa.J. 
T'ung-sbu 111. 
Tzu-jan 13 fi.{ 
Tz 'u ~ 

Wan-Ii Miff 
Wan-Ij yeh-buo p'jen MIff~~~ 
Wan-Hing ssu-hsjang shjh-Iun ~~ I~~~~ 
Wang Ch i E .-
Wang Ch ih ff li 
Wang Chih-yuan E2~ 
Wang Chung-Jen ~~C 
Wang Hsjn-chai hsjen-sheng ch'uan-cbj 

EJ().*~~. 
Wang Hsjn-cbai hsjen-sheng tj-tzu 

sbib-ch'eng pjao 
E£.,.;t1:m.:rBiIi~~ 
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Wan g Ken ~ & [*. J u - chi h lk. 1.1:. ~. H sin - c h a i Ie., ~ ] 
Wang Te-chao ~~~ 
Wang Tung ~ ~ 
Wang Pi Eg 
Wang Wen-ch'eng kung ch'uan-shu 
Ex1£~~. 

Wang Wen-kuei 
Wang Yang-ming 
liang Yao-hu 



Wang Yuan-ting L~~ 
Wen [King of] )( 
Wen-hai x. iii 
Wen-chen )( ~ 
Wen-shih che-hsyeh pao )(~~¥m 
liu ~ 
Wu [King of] itt 
Wu Chia-chi ~ilr.:c 
Wu Chia-cbi shih-chien chiao ~Rr.:c.~~ 
\lu-ching ta-ch'yan A~*~ 
liu Feng-yi ~l\fI 
Wu T'i ~tt 
lJu-ting itT 
liu-tsung itt * 
liu Wen-ting ffi)(;E 
Wu Ying-ch'i ~!Ii~ 
\lu Yu-pi ~~jij 

Yang Ch'i-yuan :tai@e~ 
Yang-chow tJ ffl 
Yao ~ 
Yao-chiang 
Yen-chi 
Yen Chun 
Yen Sung 
Yen-ting 
Yen Yuan 
Y i Yin 
Yin j~ 
Yu ~ 
Yu-chang fj-= 
Yu-yao ~ At 
Yu Ying-shih 
Yuan ~ 
Yuan Ch'eng-yeh 

256 



257 

REFERENCES 

Araki, Kengo, ed., Yomeigaku Taikei, vol. 6, Yomeimonka, Part 
II, preface, Tokyo, 1971. 

Berling, Judith A., The Syncretic Religion of Lin Chao-en, 
Columbia University Press, 1980. 

Brook, Timothy, "The Merchant Networks in 16th Century China," 
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 
24 [part II, 1981]: 165-244. 

Busch, Heinrich, "The Tung-lin Academy and Its Political and 
Philosophical Significance" in Monumenta Serica 14 [1949-
55], pp. 103-110. 

Chan, Albert, The Glory and Fall of the Ming Dynasty, 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1982. 

Chang, Carsun, The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought, 2 
vols" New York, 1962. 

Chang, Cheng-fan, Chungkuo shu-yuan chih-tu k'ao-lueh, Taipei, 
1981. 

Chang, Hao, Chinese Intellectuals in Crisis: Search for Order 
and Meaning [1890-19111, 

Chang, Hsuan, Hsi-yuan wen-chien lu [The Collection of Notes 
by Hsi-yuan], Taipei, reprint of the 1940 ed., published by 
Ha-fo Yen-ching hsueh-she, Peking. 

Chang, Kwang-chih, Shang Civilization, Yale University Press, 
1980. 

Chang, T'ing-yu, et. al., Ming Shih [The History of the Ming 
Dynasty], Peking, Chung-hua Book Store, 1974. 

Chan, Wing-tsit, trans. and comp., A Source Book of Chinese 
Philosophy, Princeton University Press, 1963. 

trans. and comp., Instructions for Practical Living and 
Other Neo-Confucian Writings, Columbia University Press, 
1963. 

Chao, Yi, Nien-erh-shih tsa-chi [The Miscellaneous Comments 



258 

on the Twenty-two Dynastic Histories]. 

Chaves, Jonathan, ed., Columbia Book of Later Chinese Poetrv, 
Columbia University, 1987. 

Cheng., Pei-kai, Reality .. and Imagination: Li Chih and T' ang 
Hsien-tsu in Search of Authenticity, Ph. D. dissertation, 
Yale University, 1980. 

Ch'eng, Chung-ying, "Consistency and the Meaning of the Four 
Sentence Teaching in the Ming-ju hsiieh-an" in Philosophy 
East and West 29 [1979], pp. 275-294. 

Chi, Wen-fu, Tso-pai Wang-hsiieh [The Left Wing School of Wang 
Yang-ming], Shanghai, 1934. 

Wan-Ming ssu-hsiang-shih lun [On the Intellectual History 
of the Late Ming] , Commercial Press, 1944. 

Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of JU-kao [1808 ed.]. 

Chia-ch'ing Gazetteer of Tung-t'ai [1817 ed.]. 

Chiao, Hung, et. al., Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng lu, photocopy by 
Student Book Store, Taipei, 1965. 

Ch'ien, Edward, Chiao Hung and the Restructuring of Neo
Confucianism in the Late Ming, Columbia University Press, 
1986. 

"Chiao Hung and the Revolt against Ch'eng-chu orthodoxy" in 
de Bary, ed., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, pp. 271-
303. 

Ch'ien, Mu, Chung-kuo chin san-pai nien hsiieh-shu shih 
[Chinese Intellectual History of the Last Three Hundred 
Years], Taipei, Commercial Press, 1957. 

Ching, Julia; To Acquire Wisdom. The Way of Wang Yang-ming, 
Columbia University Press, 1976. 

Ch'ing Shih Lieh-chuan [Biographies of the ch'ing History], 
Shanghai, 1928. 

Chiu, Ling-yang, "Lun Ming T'ai-tsu cheng-ch'iian hsia te chih
shih feng-tzu" [on the Intellectuals under T' ai-tsu' s 
Regime], Ming shih lun-chi [Ming History: Seven studies], 
Hong Kong, 1975. 



"Li Chih' s Historiography" in Ming shih lun-chi [Ming 
History: Seven Studies], Hong Kong, 1975. 

Chou, Ju -teng , Sheng-hsiieh tsung-ch 'uan [The Orthodox 
Transmission of the Sage Learning], 1606. 

Ch'uan, Tsu-wang, Chi-ch'i t'ing chi, wai-pien 
[supplements], Taipei, 1977. 

259 

Crawford, Robert B., "Chang Chu-cheng's Legalism" in de Bary 
ed., Self and society in Ming Thought, Columbia University 
Press, 1970. 

de Bary, Wm T., ed., Self and Society in Ming Thought, 
Columbia University Press, 1970. 

eu., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, Columbia University 
Press, 1975. 

Dimberg, Ronald G., The Sage and Society: The Life and Thought 
of Ho Hsin-yin, University of Hawaii Press, 1974. 

Elman, Benjamin A., From Philosophy to Philology: Intellectual 
and Social Aspects of Change in Late Imperial China, Harvard 
University Press, 1984. 

Fang, Pao, Fang wang-hsi hsien-sheng ch'iian-chi lThe Complete 
Work of Fang Pao], Taipei, Wen-hai Publishing Co., 1970. 

Fu, Yi-ling, Ming-tai Chiang-nan shih-min ching-chi shih-t'an 
[Essays on the urban economy of the Ming period in the 
Chiang-nan area], Shanghai, 1957. 

Goodrich, L. carrington and Fang, Chao-ying, eds., Dictionary 
of Ming Biography, Columbia University Press, 1976. 

Handlin, Joanna F., Action in Late Ming Thought, University 
of California Press, 1983. 

Ho, Ch'iao-yiian, et. al., Ming-shan Ts'ang, photocopy of 1640 
edition, Taiwan, Ch'eng-wen Publishing Co., 1971. 

Ho, Liang-chiin, Ssu-yu-chai ts'ung-shuo, Shanghai, 1959. 

Ho, Ping-ti, The Ladder of Success in Imperial China, Columbia 
University Press, 1967. 

Studies on the Population of China. 1368-1953, Harvard 
University Press, 1959. 



260 

"The Salt Merchants of Yang-chou: A study of Commercial 
Capitalism in Eighteenth-Century China," in Harvard Journal 
of Asiatic Studies, 17 [1954]: 

Ho, Wei -ning , "Ming-tai chih yen-hu" [The sal t-·producing 
households of the Ming period], in Chung-kuo she-hui ching
chi shih chi-k'an [Chinese Social and Economic History 
Review], 7.2 [1946, 7]: 138-53. 

HOu, Wai-lu, Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang t'ung-shih [The History of 
Chinese Thought], vol. 4, part II, Peking, 1960. 

Hsiao, Kung-ch'uan, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih [The 
History of Chinese Political Thought], Taipei, 1961. 

Imperial Control in Nineteenth Century China, University of 
Washington Press, 1960. 

Hsieh, Chao-che, Wu-tsa-tsu [A Miscellany in Five Parts]. 

HSu, Ch'ien-hsueh, et. al., Ming Shih Lieh-chuan [The 
Biographies of the Ming History], Taipei, Student Book 
Store, 1970. 

HSu, Hung, "Ming-tai ch I ien-ch 'ite shih-yen sheng-ch I an tsu
chih" [The salt production system during the early Ming 
dynasty], Wen-shih che-hsuehpao [Bulletin of the College 
of Liberal Arts, National Taiwan University], 24 [1975]: 1-
29. 

"Ming-tai hou-ch 'i yen-yeh sheng-ch I an tsu-chih yu shen
ch'an hsing~t'ai te pien-ch'ien" [Changes in the salt 
production system during the late Ming period], in Shen
Kang-po hsien-sheng pa-chih jung-ch'in lun-wen chi 
[Collection of Essays, Anniversaty Volume Dedicated to Mr. 
Shen kang-po on His 80th Birthday], Taipei, 1976. 

Huang, Ray, "Military Expenditures in 16th-Century Ming 
China," Oriens Extremus 17 [1970]: 39-62. 

Taxation and Governmental Finance in 16th-century Ming 
China, Cambridge University Press, 1974. 

1587, A Year of No Significance, Yale University Press, 
1981. 

Huang, Tsung-hsi, Ming-ju hsueh-an, the edition cited as MJHA 
is the Cheng version, which is generally considered as the 
standard text. This version has been punctuated and 



261 

collated by the modern scholar Chih-yin Shen, Taipei reprint 
by Hua-shih Publishing Co., 1987. For translation, see 
Julia Ching, ed., The Records of Ning Scholars, university 
of Hawaii Press, 1987 

Hucker, Charles 0., The Ming Dynasty: Its Origins and Evolving 
Institutions, University of Michigan Press, 1978. 

A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China, Stanford 
University Press, 1985. 

"The Tung-lin Movement of the Late Ming Period" in John K. 
Fairbank, ed., Chinese Thought and Instjtutions, University 
of Chicago Press, 1957, sixth Impression, 1973. 

Hummel, Arthur, ed., Eminent Chinese of the ch'ing Period, 
[ECCP], 1964. 

Jung, Chao-tsu, Ming-tai ssu-hsiang shih [The History of Ming 
Thought], Taipei reprint, 1962. 

ed., Ho Hsin-yin chi [The Collected Work of Ho Hsin-yin], 
Peking, Chung-hua Book Store, 1960. 

K'ang-hsi wen-chi [The Literary Writings of the K'ang-hsi 
Emperor], Taipei, 1966. 

Keng, Ting-hsiang, Keng T'ien-t'ai hsien-sheng wen-chi [The 
Complete Work of Keng Ting-hsiang], a facsimile reproduction 
of the 1598 edition, Taipei, Wen-hai, 1970. 

Ku, Hsien-ch'eng, Hsiao-hsin chai cha-chi [Random Notebook 
from the Studio of Hsiao-hsin]. 

Ching-kao ts'ang-kao, Taipei, Commercial Press, 1978. 

Ku, Yen-wu, Jih-chih lu [Knowledge Acqu.':"red Day by Day], 
Shanghai, Chung-hua, 1928. 

T'ing-lin shih-wen chi [The Literary Writings of Ku Yen-wu] , 
Peking, Chung-hua Book Store, 1959. 

Legge, James, Chinese Classics. 

Li, Chieh, Ming Shih [The History of the Ming Dynasty], 
Taipei, 1964. 

Li, Chih, Fen-shu, Peking, Chung-hua, 1975. 



262 

I,i, Cho-jan, "Lun Tung-lin tang-cheng yu wan-Ming cheng-chih" 
in Bulletin of Ming-Oing studies, vol. 1, pp. 63-76. 

Li, Ch'un-fang, Li wen-ting kung yi-an t'ang chi, 1589 
edition, Taipei, National Palace Museum. 

Li, Tung-yang, et. al.,Ta-Ming Hui-tien [Collected statutes 
of the Ming dynasty], facsimile reproduction of 1587, 
Taipei, 1964, [TMHT]. 

Li Yung, Li Erh-chu hsien-sheng ch'uan-chi [The Complete Work 
of Li Yung] , photocopy of an 1828 reprint by Hua-wen Book 
store, Taiwan, 1970. 

Liang, Ch'i-ch'ao, Chung-kuo chin san-pai-nien hsueh-shu shih 
[The Intellectual History of China in Recent Three Hundred 
Years], 1929. 

Intellectual Trends in the Ch'ing Period, trans., by 
Immanual Hsu, Harvard University Press, 1959. 

Liang-huai Yen-fa Chih [K'ang-hsi Gazetteer of the Liang-huai 
Salt Administration], Taiwan reprint: 1966, [LHYFC]. 

Liu, Shih-p'ei, Liu Shen-shu hsien-sheng Yi-kao [The Collected 
writings of Liu Shih-p'~i], 4 vcls., Taipei, 1965. 

Lo, Ju-fang, Hsu-t'an chih-ch'uan, Taipei, reprint by Kuang
wen Book store, 1977. 

Mak, Chung-kwei, The study of Conscience by the Scholars of 
Wang Yang-ming School in the Ming Dynasty, The Chinese 
University of Hong Kong Press, 1973. 

Meskill, John, Chloe Puts Diary: A Record of Drifting Across 
the Sea, University of Arizona Press, 1965. 

Academies in Ming China: A Historical Essay, University of 
Arizona press, 1982. 

"Academies and Politics in the Ming Dynasty" in Charles o. 
Hucker, ed., Chinese Government in Ming Times: Seven 
Studies, Columbia University Press, 1969. 

Ming Shen-tsung shih-lu [The Veritable Records of the Wan-Ii 
emperor] • 

Miyazaki, Ichisada, China's Examination Hell, trans., by 
Conrad schirokauer, Yale University Press, 1981. 



263 

Mori, Noriko, "Enjo no Taishu gakuha" [The T'ai-chou School 
from the Salt Fields], Toho Gakuho [Journal of Oriental 
Studies], Kyoto University, 58 [March, 1986], pp. 525-554. 

Mote, Frederick W. and Twitchett, Denis, eds., The Cambridge 
History of China, vol. 7, part I, 1988. 

"The Growth of Chinese Despotism," Oriens Extremus 8 [1961]: 
1-41. 

Mou, Tsung-san, Ts'ung Lu Hsiang-shan tao Liu Chi-shan [From 
Lu Hsiang-shan to Liu Chi-shan], Taipei, 1979. 

Nienhauser, William H. Jr., ed., Indiana Companion to 
Traditional Chinese Literature, Indiana University Press, 
1986. 

Okubo, Hideko, "Taishu gakuha to so no shakai teki kiso" [The 
School of Tlai-chou and its social basis], in Toyoshigaku 
ronshu, no. 3, 1954. 

Ono, Kazuko, "Mimmatsu no kessha ni kan suru ichi kosatsu, jo 
& ge" [Overview of late Ming Societies, 1 and 2], in Shirin 
45.2 [March, 1962]: 37-67 and 45.3 [May, 1962]; 67-92. 

"J'ukyo no itan sha tachi" . [Heterodox Confucian Scholars], 
in Matsumoto, Sannosuke, ed., Taido suru Aiia [Asia in 
Transition], Tokyo, 1966. 

Peng, Shao, pleng Hui-an chi [The collected works of pleng 
Shao], reproduced in the Ssu-k I u ch I \ian-shu chen-pen, series 
3. 

Peterson, Willard J., Bitter Gourd: Fang I-chih and the 
Impetus for Intellectual Change, x~le University Press, 
1979. 

"Fang I-chih: Western Learning and the Investigation of 
Things" in de Bary, ed., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, 
pp. 369-411. 

Qing, Pei-heng, "Lun shih-liu shih-chi shih-ch'i Chung-kuo 
she-hui ching-chi te hsing-chih" [On the Economic Nature of 
Chinese Society in the 16th and 17th centuries], in Ming
Ch'ing tzu-pen chu-i meng-ya yen-chiu lun-wen chi 
[Monographs on Chinese Nascent capitalism in the Ming and 
Ch'ing Dynasty], Shanghai, 1981. 

Rawski, Evelyn S., Agricul tura.l Change and the Peasant Economy 



264 

of South China, Harvard University Press, 1972. 

Sakai, Tadao, Chugoku Zensho 110 Kenkyu [A Study of Chinese 
Morality Books], Tokyo, 1960. 

Schultz, William and Lo, Irving, eds., waiting for the 
Unicorn. Poems and Lyrics of China's Last Dynasty. 1644-
1911, Indiana University Press, 1986. 

Schwartz, Benjamin, "The Intellectual History of China: 
Preliminary Reflections" in John K. Fairbank, ed., Chinese 
Thought and Institutions, University of Chicago Press, 1957, 
Sixth Impression, 1973. 

"Some Polarities in Confucian Thought" in David S. Nivison 
and Arthur F. Wright, eds., Confucianism in Action, Stanford 
University Press, 1959. 

Shek, Richard, Religion and Society in Late Ming: 
Secretarianism and Popular Thought in 16th-17th Century 
China, Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, 
Berkeley, 1980. 

Shen, Te-fu, Wan-Ii yeh-huo p'ien, Shanghai, 1959. 

Sheng, Lang-hsi, Chung-kuo shu-yuan chih-tu, Taipei, Hua-shih, 
1977. 

Skinner, william, "Marketing and Social Structure in Rural 
China," Journal of Asian Studies 24.1 [1964]: 1-43, 24.2 
[1965]: 195-228, and 24.3 [1965]: 363-399. 

So, Kwan-wai, Japanese Piracy in Ming China during the 16th 
Century, Michigan State University Press, 1975. 

Ssu-ma, Ch'ien, Shih-chi, Peking, Chung-hua Book Store, 1973. 
trans. by Burton Watson, Columbia University Press, 1961. 

Strassberg, Richard E., The World of K'ung Shang-jen. A Man 
of Letters in Early Ch'ing China, Columbia University Press, 
1983. 

Sun, Chih-wei, Kai-t'ang chi, Shanghai, 1979. 

Sung, Ying-hsing, Yeh-i lun-ch'i. T'an-t'ien. Ssu-lien shih, 
Shanghai, 1976. 

Tao, Hsi-sheng, Chung-kuo cheng-chih ssu-hsiang shih [The 
History of Chinese Political Thought], Taipei reprint, 1972. 



265 

Teng, Ssu-yii, "Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Ancient Chinese 
Patterns of Thought" in Bulletin of the Institute of History 
and Philology. Academia Sinica, vol. 55, pt. 3 [Sep. 1984]. 

TU, wei-ming, Neo-Confucian Thought in Action: Wang Yang
ming's youth [1472-1509], University of California Press, 
1976. 

"Yen Yuan: From Inner Experience to Lived Concreteness" in 
de Bary, ed., The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, pp. 511-
541. 

Wakeman, Frederic E. Jr., "China and the 17th-century Crisis," 
in Late Imperial China 7.1 [1986]: 1-23. 

The Great Enterprise: The Manchu Reconstruction of Imperial 
Order in Seventeenth-Century China, 2 vols., University of 
California Press, 1985. 

Waley, Arthur, trans. and annotated, The Analects of 
Confucius, New York, vintage Books, 1938. 

Wang, Hsien-ch'ien, et. al., Tung-hua lu. 

Wang Ken, Wang Hsin-chai hsien-sheng ch'uan-chi [The Complete 
Works of Wang Hsin-chai [WHCCC], reprint of the 1631 
edition. A nien-p'u [chronicle], edited and added to the 
Complete Works by his disciple tung Sui in 1569. 

Wang, Pi, Hsin chuan Tung-ya hsien-sheng yi-kao [The Literary 
Remains of Wang Pi], 1818 edition, microfilm, National 
Central Library, Taiwan. 

Wang, Shih-chen, Yen-chou shih-liao hou-chi. 

Wang, Te-chao, Ming-chi chih cheng-chih yu she-hui [The 
politics and society of the late Ming period], 1942. 

Wang, Yang-ming, Wang Wen-ch'eng kung ch'iian-shu [The Complete 
Work of Wang Yang-ming], Shanghai, Chung-hua Book store, 
1931, [WWCKCS]. 

Wang, Yu-ch'iian, tr., The Single-Whip Method of Taxation in 
China, Harvard University Press, 1956. 

Wilhelm and Baynes, trans., I Ching, Princeton University 
Press, 1967. 

Wilhelm, Hellmut, "On Ming Orthodoxy" in Monumenta serica, 



266 

vol. 29 [1970-1971]. 

Wu, Chia-chi, Lou-hsilan shih chi [The humble studio 
collection], in Yang, Chi-ch'ing, comp., WU Chia-chi shih 
chien-chiao, Shanghai, 1980. 

Wu, Ying-ch'i, Liu tu chien-wen lu [A Record of Observation 
while Residing in the capital]. 

Chin-ling so-shih [A Chin-ling Miscellany]. 

Yamanoi, Yu, "Minju-gakuan no shikoteiyo ni kansuru nisan no 
mondai" in Tokyo Shinagakuho 12 [1960], pp. 86-94. 

Yang Chi-ch ling, comp., Wu Chia-chi shih chien-chiao [A modern 
punctuated and annotated edition of the poetry of Wu Chia
chi], Shanghai, 1980. 

Yil, Chun-fang, The Renewal of Buddhism in China: Chu-hung and 
the Late Ming Synthesis, Columbia University Press, 1981. 

Yil, Ying-shih, "Ts'ung Sung-Ming ju-hsileh te fa-chan lun 
Ch ling tai ssu-hsiang shih" in Chung-kuo hsileh-jen 2 [1970], 
pp. 26-37. 

Yilan, Ch'eng-yeh, ed., Wang Hsin-chai ti-tzu shih-ch'eng piao 
[A Chart of Descent: Students and Teachers after Wang Hsin
chai], xeroxed copy of a reprint copy preserved in the Kyoto 
University Library, Kyoto, Japan. 


