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HIROYUKI IKI*

Wang Yang-ming's Doctrine
o][ Innate Know/edge
0][ the Good

WHEN WE READ the works of Wang Yang-ming® (1472-
1529), we notice that the word “head” is used very often. To him, it means
not only the root of a tree or the source of a river, but that there has to be
the “head” (ie., a basic principle) in learning and that it is of utmost im-
portance to acquire this “head” in pursuing wisdom. This “head” is chib
liang-chib,” that is, “to extend the innate knowledge of the good,” or, to
extend man’s innate knowledge of the good to the utmost.*

What does chib liang-chib mean? According to Wang, there is no one
without a mind. It is only by the activities of the mind that the ears can hear,
the eyes can see, the mouth can speak, and the limbs can move." The mind
acts when it receives sensations and feelings, and these cause bodily move-
ment, because, if the mind acts at all, it expresses a will toward something.

The mind is always conscious of its own operations, whether good or evil.
Therefore, it can be said that, whenever the mind acts toward good or evil,
it is conscious of the goodness or evil of its activities. The mind which is
conscious of the goodness or evil of its activities and the mind which moves
toward good or evil are not different from each other—they are one and the
same. Therefore, the fact that evil activities of the mind sometimes arise
does not mean that the mind is evil. On the contrary, it is because the mind
is originally good that it can be conscious of its good or evil activities. The
mind, which is thus absolutely good, is to be called the mind of innate
knowledge of the good.”

What, then, does it mean “to extend the innate knowledge of the good”?

* Editor’s note: This term is extremely difficult to translate. Since it means innate knowl-
edge, innate knowledge of the good, and the mind itself, no one English equivalent is com-
pletely or precisely appropriate. “Innate knowledge of the good” is used throughout this paper.

! Wang Yang-ming, Ch’uan-hsi Lu* (Japanese, Den shi roks) (“Records of Instructions”),
Yamada Jun’ and Suzuki Naoharu,* eds. (rev. ed., Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1941), top, p. 383.
Hereafter, Instructions.

27
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28 HIROYUKI IKI

It means to bring the innate knowledge of the good into full play, knowing
that our mind is the innate knowledge of the good itself—that is, when the
activities of the mind arise, to develop and perfect the good ones, of which
the innate knowledge of the good is conscious, and to check and arrest the
evil ones, of which the innate knowledge of the good is also conscious.” Since
these activities of the mind represent the natural will to do something, to
develop and perfect the good mental activities means to do the good in-
tended; and to check and arrest the evil mental activities means never to do
evil.*

This absolutely good mind can distinguish good and evil activities by re-
flection. But, being the innate knowledge of the good, it knows before the
activities take place whether they should or should not be done. If the mind
can distinguish by reflection between good and evil activities only after they
have taken place, then it must be said that the mind acts blindly at first. This,
however, is not the case. Therefore, to extend the innate knowledge of the
good is to practice what the mind already knows it should do and not prac-
tice what it already knows it should not do.

But then comes the question: Why do we intend to do and actually do
what we already know we should not do? This question cannot be answered
by reason,’ and need not be answered, because, insofar as the mind is innate
knowledge of the good, it will soon be aware of the evil of evil activities,
and this awareness will cause them to cease of themselves.’ Therefore, we
can say that it would be better to try to do what the innate knowledge of
the good knows to be good than to try to check evil tendencies which have
arisen in the mind.

And, moreover, that all of us have the innate knowledge of the good
means, according to Wang, that all of us have the ability to do the good, and
so he strongly urges us to act naturally and honestly upon what the innate
knowledge of the good dictates, instead of following the negative course of

2Wang Yang-ming, Wang Wen-ch’eng Kung Ch’iian-shu' (“Collected Works of Wang
Yang-ming”) (Ching ed., reprint of 1572 ed.), Vol. 26. Hereafter Coilected Works. "Ta Hsiiech
Wen"™ section. (Hereafter, section titles will be cited only in list of Chinese characters follow-
ing footnotes.—Ed. note).

3 Instractions, op. cit., top section, p. 367.

41bid., bottom section, p. 486.

50f course, Wang tried to solve this question by dividing the selfish desires from the
heavenly principles and by thinking that the selfish desires come out of the human body,
But this thought inclines toward Chu Hsi’s theory that divides the mind from the body, or the
essence of the mind from the mind itself. Wang's essential statement consists in the assertion
of the identity of them. Therefore, Wang's latest assertion is the extension of the innate knowl-
edge of the good, instead of advocating the maintenance of heavenly principle and ridding
oneself of selfish desires.

8 Instructions, bottom, p. 454.
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WANG YANG-MING'S DOCTRINE OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 29

checking negative tendencies. The question is how intently and faithfully
we can follow our innate knowledge of the good.!

We have observed that the innate knowledge of the good already knows
what should be done before it acts, but that does not necessarily mean that it
already knows what may happen as a result.” It does what it thinks it should
do, not because it is dictated to from the outside, but because of itself. So, in
order to do the good, the innate knowledge of the good needs no encourage-
ment or support from the outside; on the contrary, when what should be
done has not been done, the mind cannot feel calm and delighted and will
remain unsatisfied. Therefore, we can say that to extend the innate knowledge
of the good is, after all, nothing but to satisfy the mind by bringing the in-
nate knowledge of the good into full play.” And this is the acquisition of
wisdom.

So, any concern about other people’s opinions of what we are doing is in
part an evidence that we are not ye: entirely dependent upon the innate
knowledge of the good. When we come to realize that the only master
whom we must follow is this innate knowledge of the good,” it will be evi-
dent that there is no other way than to do faithfully whatever may happen,
what the innate knowledge of the good commands: if it orders us to go or
to stop, to live or to die, we must go or stop, live or die.” If the world says
that we are insane in doing so, we can accept its censure and be at ease,”
because there is, as stated above, no other road for us to take.

However complicated and varied the events and phenomena in the world
may be, we can manage them by this innate knowledge of the good, and at
the same time we must say that, because of the very fact that they are com-
plicated and varied, we must rely upon this innate knowledge of the good,
knowing it to be our only directing power. Wang regards this innate knowl-
edge of the good as the rudder of a boat: holding it in our hands in times
of tempest or in prospect of shoals we need not be afraid of anything.” To
follow this innate knowledge of the good is, according to Wang, the way-
which has been carried down from remote antiquity and will be transmitted
to posterity.” This Way is the great “Head” for learning, and by following
it we find it easy to do the good spontaneously and sincerely.

This doctrine of Wang consists of two ideas: on the one hand, it says that

7 1bid., bottom, p. 463.
&It means only that it knows what it should do at the present moment in the present
situation. Ib7d., bottom, p. 473.
®1bid., middle, p. 427. 10 1bid., bottom, p. 468.
1 1bid., middle, p. 427. 12 1bid., middle, pp. 435, 436.
13 Collected Works, Vol. 6™ See also Vol. 33.°
4 Instructions, bottom, p. 455.
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30 ' HIROYUKI IKI

all of us have the innate knowledge of the good (we know what we should
do or should not do), and, on the other, it asserts that all of us have enough
ability to do what we know we should do. But do we really know what is
good and what is evil? And can we really do what we know we should do?
Wang did not approve of anybody who doubted this kind of knowledge and
this ability.

That everybody has the innate knowledge of the good means that the
mind of a sage is not different from that of an ordinary or even an ignorant
man. Since this innate knowledge of the good is called “sageliness,” there
is a sage living within everyone. No one can say in this respect, “This is not
the case with me,” because this apparently humble attitude means, rather,
one’s arrogance in wishing to learn and live differently from the sage.”

Everybody has the innate knowledge of the good, and one becomes either
a sage or an ordinary person depending on whether one extends this innate
knowledge of the good or not. Since actually there are sages and ordinary
persons, can we not say that there are two groups of men, those who can
extend this innate knowledge of the good and those who cannot? If this is
true, then can we not say that, even if everybody has the innate knowledge
of the good, not everybody has the ability to follow it? (It is an infirmity of
human nature that we should not always be able to do what we think we
should do, or refrain from doing what we think we should not do.) Con-
cerning this point, Wang, admitting the difficulty of extending the innate
knowledge of the good, says that to know is easy but to act is difficult.”® And
he also says that a man who extends the innate knowledge of the good
easily and naturally is a sage, a man who extends it with effort is a wise man,
and a man who cannot extend it is a stupid man.”

But, if there are really those who cannot extend it, Wang’s doctrine of
extending the innate knowledge of the good cannot be said to be easy to put
into practice sincerely, because it is impossible for some persons. Therefore,
the claim of his doctrine that it can be easily practiced by a sincere heart
can be maintained only if it is admitted that anyone who really extends the
innate knowledge of the good can become a sage. Wang says that a man
cannot extend the innate knowledge of the good because he does not resolve
to extend it and that anybody can really extend it if he resolves to do so,*
because the extension of the innate knowledge of the good is possible, not by
getting something additional from the outside, but by its own force.”” There-
fore, since the extension of the innate knowledge of the good is possible

15 Ibid., bottom, p. 454. 18 Ibsd., bottom, p. 487.
17 Collected Works, Vol. 8.° 18 Instructions, top, p. 378.
19 Ibid., middle, p. 406.
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WANG YANG-MING'S DOCTRINE OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 31

only because of the very nature of the innate knowledge of the good itself,
those who extend it with effort are the same as those who extend it easily
and naturally.

Nevertheless, if the extension of the innate knowledge of the good is ac-
tually checked in some cases, we still have doubt about the possibility of its
extension. Wang, answering this doubt, says that everybody can extend the
innate knowledge of the good as soon as he realizes he has it, and that every-
body is already extending it, because, as Mencius once said, there exists in
human nature the innate knowledge of the good and the innate ability to
extend; for example, even children know to love their parents and to
respect their elders.” And we can say that we have the innate knowledge of
the good and the ability to extend it only because we are actually extending
it. In other words, everybody has the innate knowledge of the good and the
ability to extend it simply because there are in fact affections between par-
ents and children, differentiations of functions between husbands and wives,
order between elders and young men, righteousness between sovereigns and
subjects, and truthfulness among friends.

Does this not mean that we need no effort to extend the innate knowl-
edge of the good? Wang does not think so. To him, all of us have the in-
nate knowledge of the good, but not all extend it. Whether one becomes a
sage or an ordinary person depends upon his extension of the innate knowl-
edge of the good, and, since learning is a form of extension, Wang strongly
urges us to pursue it. This being the case, the assertion that we have the
ability to extend the innate knowledge of the good simply because we are
actually extending it must be corrected, for learning as an extension is
urged because the innate knowledge of the good is not being extended. At
the same time, the extension of the innate knowledge of the good is not
possible without its being at the same time actually extended.” If so, this
means that everybody is extending and not extending the innate knowledge
of the good. How can this dilemma be resolved?

Wang’s answer is this: Everybody exerts the innate knowledge of the
good, but only to a certain degree. Even a sage does not extend it perfectly.”
Therefore, the difference between a sage and an ordinary man consists in
the fact that the former extends the innate knowledge of the good in a
greater degree than the latter. It is not that the former extends the innate
knowledge of the good while the latter does not.”

201%id., bottom, p. 487.

21That is, the possibility is inconceivable without actuality or ability.

22 Collected Works, Vol. 6.2

23 The difference in quality is nothing but the difference in quantity or degree.
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32 HIROYUKI IKI

Now, if even a sage cannot extend the innate knowledge of the good pet-
fectly, its perfect extension must be impossible for anybody. We can even
say that the innate knowledge of the good transcends everybody’s mind,
that is, nobody has this innate knowledge. According to Wang, when a man
knows something perfectly, he naturally practices it, and it is a proof of his
imperfect knowledge if he cannot (or does not) practice it perfectly.”

Wang asserts that knowledge and practice are not different in nature from
each other. They are two aspects of the same thing, namely, life. Knowledge
is the purpose and beginning of practice, while practice is the effort and
accomplishment of knowledge.” This still suggests, of course, that the two
are separable, one preceding the other. So, it would be better to say that
knowledge is a clear and distinct discernment of practice, while practice is a
sincere and vivid attitude of knowledge.” Knowledge is always involved in
practice, and practice in knowledge;” knowledge that does not involve prac-
tice is not real knowledge, and practice not based upon knowledge is not real
practice. This means that the innate knowledge of the good that is not ex-
tended is not really the innate knowledge of the good and that practice that
does not extend the innate knowledge of the good is not real practice.”
It also means that it is innate knowledge of the good that knows the ability
to exert it, and that it is the real ability that can extend the innate knowl-
edge of the good.”

However, if the fact that nobody can extend the innate knowledge of the
good perfectly means that nobody has the innate knowledge of the good, then
a clue for learning is lost and the effort to extend the innate knowledge of
the good becomes impossible. Then, must it be thought that the problem as
to whether we have the innate knowledge of the good or not is nothing but
the problem as to whether the degree of clearness and distinctness of our
innate knowledge of the good is great or not? For example, some mirrors
reflect things clearly and distinctly, and others reflect things only dimly, but
all of them are mirrors because they all reflect objects. Similarly, we all
have the innate knowledge of the good, but its degree of clearness and dis-
tinctness is different with each man, and those who have a clearer and more
distinct innate knowledge of the good are called sages, while an ignorant

2¢ Instructions, middle, p. 392.

25 1bid., top, p. 347.

26 Ibid,, middle, p. 391.

27 Susumu Yoshimura,” Wang Hsdeb Ti Kang' (“The Essentials of Wang’s Doctrine™)
(Kyoto: Kawakatsu Kohodd, 1861), top section, p. 31.

28 Collected Works, Vol. 27.¢

29 Instructions, middle, p. 423. Wang's opinion is founded upon the fact that, as far as we
take the view that our life has unity or oneness, we cannot separate mind from body. See 4id.,
bottom, p. 452.
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WANG YANG-MING'S DOCTRINE' OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 33

man’s innate knowledge of the good is less clear and distinct.” If so, the
effort to extend it is not only practical effort to put it into action, but is, or
must be, rather, intellectual effort, prior to such practical effort, to cultivate
the innate knowledge of the good and to make it clearer and more distinct.™

But even if—and the more, because—we take the effort to extend the
innate knowledge of the good to be this intellectual effort, we must say that
even a sage does not have a perfect innate knowledge of the good, because,
even he does not extend it perfectly, so that the effort to extend it is required
of him. But, since the innate knowledge of the good is, according to Wang,
perfectly and absolutely good, it must be maintained that the statement that
nobody has a perfectly clear innate knowledge of the good means also that
nobody has the innate knowledge of the good. Therefore, if we think of the
matter from the point of view of the effort, whether practical or intellectual,
we must say that nobody perfectly extends the innate knowledge of the good
and that, therefore, nobody has it.

Accordingly, the relation between the nature of the innate knowledge of
the good and the effort to extend it is such that, if the effort is thought of
from the point of view of the nature of the innate knowledge of the good,
everybody has the innate knowledge of the good and extends it in some
degree, while, if, on the contrary, the nature of the innate knowledge of the
good is regarded from the point of view of the effort, nobody perfectly ex-
tends it and, therefore, nobody has it. Consequently, we must say that the
innate knowledge of the good is inherent in everybody and at the same
time that none of us has it. It transcends all of us.

The following passage of dialogue shows this point clearly:

One day when Wang Ju-chih® returned from an outing, the Master asked him,
“What did you see?” He answered, “I saw that all the people on the streets were
sages.” Then the Master said, “If you saw that all the people on the streets were sages,
then they themselves must have seen you were a sage.” On another day, Tung Lo-
shih® returned from rambling about. When he saw his Master, he said, “Today I saw
a strange thing.” The Master asked, “What was it?” He answered, “I saw that all the

people on the streets were sages.” The Master said, “This is a commonplace thing.
Why should it be considered strange?”®

This passage seems to mean that, seeing that Wang Ju-chih, regarding the
effort from the point of view of the nature of the innate knowledge of the
good, thinks that everybody has the innate knowledge of the good and ac-
tually extends it, the Master asked him, “Do you actually extend the innate
knowledge of the good perfectly?” Seeing, on the other hand, that Tung, re-

301t is an infirmity of human nature to mistake the good for the evil, the evil for the good.
31 Instructions, bottom, p. 473.

32 Ibid., bottom, p. 481.
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34 HIROYUKI IKI

garding the nature of the innate knowledge of the good from the point of
view of the effort, worries himself to find a clue for learning, the Master
relieves his worry by saying that everybody has the innate knowledge of the
good and is extending it.

Historically, Wang Yang-ming’s view that everybody has the innate
knowledge of the good was set over against the views of the Confucian schol-
ars of his time, who, neglecting to endeavor to extend the innate knowledge
of the good, tried in vain to find the principle outside of the mind. His asser-
tion that nobody has the innate knowledge of the good, on the other hand,
was set over against the ideas of the Zen Buddhists of his time, who believed
that they already had great wisdom and who, renouncing the world, aban-
doned ethical effort in the world.

Once Chu Hsi* (1130-1200), in explaining the hidden intelligence in
our mind, said that benevolence comes out of wisdom, just as spring comes
out of winter. Brotherly love, hatred of injustice, and respect for propriety
severally operate as functions of our mind, but, since wisdom has nothing to
do other than to discern the good and evil of the love, hate, and respect
occurring in our mind, it is a characteristic of wisdom that it is hidden within
our mind. And, while love, hate, and respect are all one-sided functions of
our mind, wisdom has a two-sided function, i.., to approve of the good ac-
tions of our mind and to disapprove of the evil ones, knowing good ones
from evil ones before they actually arise. Chu Hsi believed that the ultimate
function of wisdom is to originate all things.” And he still held that the
fact that the excellent virtue of our mind, which, being empty (or unob-
structed), contains many reasons and, being spiritual, acts upon everything
and every phenomenon,™ is possible only because of this hidden wisdom of
our mind. Therefore, he said that this wisdom is the Master of our mind,
the supreme Manager of many reasons, and Ruler of all things.” Wang
Yang-ming accepted Chu Hsi’s doctrine, and developed his own theory upon
it. But, according to Chu Hsi, in order to unfold and develop this hidden
wisdom, what is indispensable is the effort to search for specific principles in
individual things, as well as the effort of piety to awaken the mind and to
make it alive.”

To this, Wang Yang-ming comments as follows:

‘What does it mean to search for specific principles in individual things? If it means
to investigate the principle of every thing, even a leaf and a blade of grass, then we

83 Chu Hsi Wen Chi* (“'Collected Works of Chu Hsi”), Vol. 58.7

34 Chu Hsi, Te Hsiieh Chang Chii™ (“Commentary on the Great Learning”).
85 Chu Hsi, Te Hssieh Huo Wen* (“Questions on the Great Learning”).

868 Insiructions, top, p. 349. 87 “Questions on the Great Learning.”
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WANG YANG-MING'S DOCTRINE OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 35

must say that this kind of search has nothing to do with the moral and ethical attitude
of finding out what we should do or should not do, because its field of activity is out-
side the realm of ethics. The search for the principles of things must be a search for
the principle of our minds, and it must be to know what are the benevolence and
righteousness of our minds, by which we can practice benevolent and righteous ac-
tions.** The opinion that we can search for principles in other ways than this forces us
to divorce the mind from principle and piety from research and to intend to know
what even a sage did not know and could not know.* Therefore, we must recognize
that there is no principle outside our minds and that there is no way for any search for
principles except by the extension of the innate knowledge of the good. Then, to
investigate things does not mean to search for the principle of everything, but, rather,
to correct things which exist in our minds, in our wills, and in our intellects,*® that is
to say, to correct our mental activities and to rectify things which our minds intend
to do or have actually done. In a word, it means to make our inner being sincere and
pure. And, since there exists nothing outside our minds and since to correct the
things of our minds directly means to do good and never to perform evil actions, the
investigation of these things is nothing but the extension of the innate knowledge of
the good.*®

According to Chu Hsi, however, this mind of ours is actually one of many
things in the universe, although, as already mentioned, it is empty and
spiritual and accordingly contains many principles, and acts upon every-
thing. But, since its spiritual workings are caused, so to speak passively by
responding to thmgs and events, we cannot say that there exists nothing ex-
cept our mind.” Furthermore, according to Chu Hsi, to search for the prin-
ciples of many things outside of our mind means to recognize in each thing
the Soul of the universe, which gives life to everything, and at the same
time such research into natural, physical matters gives us a chance or a clue
for recognizing and arousing the essence of our own mind—for even our
mind is essentially one with the universe, and the ptinciple of, say, a tree is
the same prlncxple as that of our mind, so that there is one Prmcxple in the
universe.” Therefore, if we try to discover the principle only in our mind,
leaving out the search into physxcal matters, we shall be likely, forgetting
the littleness of our existence in the universe, to be arrogant, haughty, and
disorderly.* Recogmnon and enhghtenment of the true nature of our mind
are possible only by investigating the natural things in the universe and
revering their greatness and depth.

According to Wang Yang-ming, however, mankind is the Soul of the
universe, and the essence of our mind is the unity of all things in the uni-

38 Instructions, middle, p. 396.

89 Ibid., middle, p. 405. 401bid., middle, p. 431.

4 Ibid., middle, p. 397. 4 “Collected Works of Chu Hsi,” Vol. 58.*
43 Ibid., Vol. 707

4 Chu Hsi Y4 Lei* (“Classified Conversations of Chu Hsi”), Vol. 124.
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36 HIROYUKI IKI

verse.”” To regard our mind as one of many things in the universe is to di-
vorce the self from others, and to make this great and wide mind small and
narrow.” To extend the innate knowledge of the good of this mind of ours
does not mean at all to act in a disorderly manner following our private and
selfish desires; it means, rather, to extend benevolence, which is the unity
of all things in the universe. The search for the principles of things outside
of the mind means to put our mind in opposition to other things, making it
smaller. In that case, we could by no means hope to acquire the satisfaction
of the mind, however much intellectual knowledge we may accumulate, and
it would be impossible for us to practice benevolence; i.e., to achieve the
good regulation of the family, orderly government, and world peace. Who-
ever, thus separating knowledge from practice, is engaged in trivial research
regarding things outside of the mind does not recognize that the mind em-
bodies the principles of things and that there is no way of learning except
that of bringing to light (or revealing) the excellent virtue of the mind
and loving people by means of the extension of the innate knowledge of the

But what Chu Hsi asserts is that this attitude cannot exhaust the Way,
because, though it can be conceded that our ethical effort is nothing but the
revealing of the principle of our mind, yet there must be for the extension
of the innate knowledge of the good political and economical institutions,
educational systems, and religious rituals. Since the innate knowledge of the
good is not empirical but inborn, the way of its extension may be said to
be simple and easy.” (This is possible by turning our attention to the recog-
nition of our own mind.) But, just because of the very fact that it is innate,
the practical extension of the innate knowledge of the good cannot be
achieved solely by itself. For its satisfactory and general extension there must
be careful examination of things by experience, i.e., by scientific and histori-
cal research into physical and social matters, as, for example, a study of cere-
monial institutions.” Without this kind of intellectual knowledge about
Nature and society, the effort to extend the innate knowledge of the good
for the purpose of acting with benevolence, which is the unity of the uni-
verse, will surely prove to be in vain, for practice in politics is not a matter
only for our heart, but what is most important is how far our benevolent

45 Instructions, middle, p. 435. 46 Collected Works, Vol. 26.™

47 1bid.

8 Instructions, middle, p. 406.

9 Chu Hsi, I-li-ching-chiian-tung-chieh,* (“A Running Commentary on the Book of
Manners™).
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WANG YANG-MING'S DOCTRINE OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 37

heart can be efficacious when it puts its benevolent intentions into practice
socially.”

But, according to Wang Yang-ming, to accept the fact that the innate
knowledge of the good is not empirical but inborn does not mean or involve
the denial of experience.” On the contrary, experiences are possible only be-
cause of the innate knowledge of the good and, furthermore, they can be-
come efficacious only when they are led by this knowledge. We can obtain
technical knowledge and ability by extending the innate knowledge of the
good, but, when such knowledge and ability are not led by the innate knowl-
edge of the good, they become vain and harmful. So, we must know that
what is most important is not the acquisition of these things but the satis-
faction of our mind. This is the reason we must declare that the extension of
the innate knowledge of the good is the head of learning, and, therefore,
that to search for knowledge outside of our mind is wrong, and that all the
ways of learning except that of the extension of the innate knowledge of
the good are erroneous.™

Now, on the other hand, Wang Yang-ming speaks well of those Buddhists
who study the mind, its nature and order, and who value highly the
spiritual awakening and satisfaction of the mind, while there are many who
are engaged in trivial knowledge, philological and literal learning.” But
he asserts that the defect of the Buddhists lies in their looking for the prin-
ciple of the mind without searching for that of other things. It is true
that there exists nothing outside of our mind, but it is also true that there
can be no mind if no other things exist, because this innate knowledge of
the good is nothing but the sincere will to perform benevolent acts, which
unite us with the universe, and the revelation of our virtue is nothing but
the practice of love toward all people by the extension of the innate knowl-
edge of the good. But the Buddhists speak as if it were possible to study our
mind without loving the people—this is their error. In other words, it is true
that the innate knowledge of the good is the great root of the world, but
only when it is extended will it become the splendid Way of the world.”
Yet, the Buddhists think that the mind is already the splendid Way of the
world and, therefore, that they have only to investigate and explain the
mind, so that they need not worry themselves about their family, the State,

50 See Masatsugu Kusumoto,'® Shu-bwas-an no ni-i-gyo** (“Two Posthumous Works of
Chu-hui-an”), in Annual of Philosophy (No. 14), (Fukuoka: Philosophical Society of Kyushu
University, 1953).

51 Instructions, middle, p. 425.

52 Collected Works, Vol. 6.2

53 1bid., Vol. 7*°

54 1bid »*

85 1bid., Vol. 8.2¢

This content downloaded from
212.219.61.210 on Wed, 29 Oct 2025 12:18:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



38 HIROYUKI IKI

and the world, however disorderly these may become. The attitude of these
Buddhists, who seek only for self-satisfaction, without thinking of the prin-
ciples of other matters or of ethical orders, falls easily into selfishness. There-
fore, we can say that the minds of these Buddhists are not the universal mind,
which does not put itself in opposition to things, but a private, selfish, and
egocentric mind, which is put in a position relative to things.® In opposi-
tion to this, what is called the self-satisfaction of Confucianism is the
satisfaction of the great ego, which makes no distinction between ego and
non-ego, or between what is inside the mind and what is outside it, and
which unites all things in the universe. So, the investigation and explana-
tion of this mind is no other than loving the people, and this mind of the
great ego is the mind without ego,” the mind with neither an outside nor
an inside. On the other hand, since the Buddhists emphasize what is inside
the mind and neglect what is outside, their mind is a smaller and relative
one and is opposed to things.

The Buddhists, however, challenge the Confucians as follows: Is the in-
nate knowledge of the good really the mind without ego? The most genuine
and basic function of the innate knowledge of the good, which is a clue by
which we can extend the innate knowledge of the good at first, is, according
to Wang Yang-ming, piety toward parents and elders.” Though the innate
knowledge of the good is the sincere heart willing to practice benevolence,”
which unites all things in the universe, it has love which is naturally
different in degree with each object it loves—it has more love for animals
than for inanimate things, more love for human beings than for animals,
and, among human beings, more love for parents, brothers, sisters, husbands,
and wives, or sovereigns, subjects, and friends, than for strangers, and this is
not by self-interest but because of the natural function of the innate knowl-
edge of the good.” If so, this natural function of benevolence is (so the
Buddhists think ), after all, based upon ego, although benevolence proceeds
from love for family and friends and expands to all people in the world and
to all things in the universe. Such a mind as stands on ego cannot compre-
hend the essence and truth of the mind.

But Wang Yang-ming asserts that we have the Way and that it is here
not merely to look at but to practice. No knowledge is possible if it is sepa-
rated from practice. Buddhists pretend to realize the Way by the act of
separation from the family and the State. But the knowledge gained in this

56 Ibid., Vol. 7.28

57 Ibid., Vol. 8.*!

58 Instructions, top, p. 371.
59 1bid., middle, p. 440.

80 1bid., bottom, p. 441.
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way must be very wrong, because the fact that they avoid the family and
the State and escape from them in order to see the Way naturally presup-
poses that they are already attached to a certain form of family or State,
and it is possible only by not being involved in that form when staying in
it that we should not be worried by it. Buddhists intend to escape from the
family and the State in order to see the mind which is opposed to, and tran-
scends, them, thinking that there can be such a mind. If they knew that there
can be no such mind and that the true mind has no distinction between ego
and non-ego, between what is inside itself and what is outside, they could
realize that the Way is not to be looked at but to be put into practice, di-
rected by the egoless mind. So, what can be said with assurance is that, when
we are in an order made up of parents and children, we must always
give our love to them and must return righteousness to the order of sovereign
and subjects in which we find ourselves.” As this attitude is directly to realize
the egoless mind and also to exert the innate knowledge of the good, there
is no other way. In opposition to this, Buddhists imagine that there could be
mind independent of the principles of things and of ethics. They believe
that they can see that mind, that they can obtain great wisdom in doing so,
and they are enjoying themselves, satisfied in the state of Nothing. That is
their error, because they think that wisdom and the innate knowledge of the
good can exist other than through the extension of the innate knowledge of
the good.

If, as observed above, the fault of Chu Hsi’s disciples consists in their
thought that they can see the principles of things outside of the mind, and
the fault of Buddhists lies in their thinking that they can see the mind out-
side of the principles of things, then Wang Yang-ming’s criticism of both
schools is the negation of the possibility to see the Way. Why can we not
see the Way? One reason is that, since the Way is of life, we cannot
stay at one place, and another is that, though the Way is immanent in our
life, it also transcends our life.

The fact that everybody has mind or the innate knowledge of the good
means that everybody knows what he ought or ought not do. But this mind,
which makes such ethical judgments, is not only intellectual; it is also emo-
tional,” liking good and hating evil, and this emotional kind of mind is pet-
ceptive of such things as pains and itches.” And just as, feeling an itch on
the skin, we naturally scratch the itchy part, so the innate knowledge of the
good is directly the will to love or to hate, and then this will realizes itself
by producing bodily movements. Therefore, the fact that we have the in-

611bid., bottom, p. 461.
62 Ibid., bottom, p. 474.
3 Ibid., bottom, p. 488.
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nate knowledge of the good does not mean that there is hidden in our minds
the intellect which apprehends the good and evil of the things we are doing,
but, rather, that our bodies move according to what the innate knowledge
of the good orders, which means, in a word, that we are living. We can say
that, because of the innate knowledge of the good, which is thus the source
of our lives, our bodies can live.**

Now, if we human beings are living because of this innate knowledge of
the good, then this innate knowledge of the good as the principle of all life
can also be found in trees and grass, birds and animals, even in mountains,
rivers, and stones. Only because of the innate knowledge of the good can
heaven be heaven, the earth be the earth,” and thus the innate knowledge
of the good is the Spirit of the universe® and the Life of all things, inces-
santly growing vividly and interrupted by no means at any moment.” So,
we should not be satisfied to know the innate knowledge of the good, which
is moving vividly in accordance with life; it is useless to try to discover the
innate knowledge of the good when we stand still. The innate knowledge
of the good presents itself as an evident fact, but, at the same time, so far as
it is Life itself, we cannot know it fully or adequately.”

But to assert that the innate knowledge of the good is the source of life
or Life itself may be to take the attitude of accepting all living things as
they are and of thinking that there is no evil thing or good thing in actual
life, everything being recognized merely as a fact. If we take this attitude,
does it not cause us to be selfish and to do disorderly acts? Once, on the basis
of this question, Chu Hsi made the criticism that the theory that the mind is
principle is no other than Kao Tzu’s® doctrine, which readily accepts all
things as natural.”

Wang Yang-ming challenges this criticism. As far as the innate knowl-
edge of the good is the principle of life, certainly its essence may be neither
good nor evil. But that the living are living, that life continues to be life,
does not mean that life retains itself in the state of neither good nor evil, but
that life is always flowing, transcending itself, for, if life stays in the same
state, it will be corrupted. It was wrong of Kao Tzu to think that the judg-
ment of ethical value should have nothing to do with life, whose function of
transcending itself he could not realize.”

% Ibid, top, p. 383.

65 1bid., bottom, p. 471.

68 Ibid., bottom, p. 468.

87 Collected Works, Vol. 7.}
88 Instructions, bottom, p. 492.
69 Chu Hsi Y4 Lei, Vol. 124.
70 Instructions. bottom, p. 470.
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Then is it not true that the view that the real significance of life is in this
self-transcending power leads again to the error of the Buddhists, who teach
that there is neither good nor evil in life? On the one hand, Kao Tzu takes
the view that in life there is neither good nor evil in the sense that there is
nothing which transcends life, but, on the other hand, Buddhists think that
the principle of life lies in the fact that life transcends itself—the former
view is that of Being, and the latter is that of Nothingness. Upon what, then,
does Wang Yang-ming base his teaching? We can find it in this: that, while
he approves of the thought of Kao Tzu and of that of the Buddhists, so far
as the innate knowledge of the good is life, he criticizes both of them be-
cause they easily fall into a one-sided view of life, and he endeavors to make
the innate knowledge of the good, the absolutely good, with its own essence
and functions, the master of our life. He thinks that the true significance of
our lives lies in the denial of Nothingness.”

Accordingly, this standpoint regarding the innate knowledge of the good
is the kind of attitude toward life which suggests that we fall neither into
disorderly acts nor, absorbed in Nothingness, into improper pleasures. It is
the view that life transcends human beings and at the same time is imma-
nent in social life” And the only way left is to follow life’s movements,
which are immanent in social life, while at the same time transcending it.
We should expect, however, that this Way is no longer to be seen or to be
known, but to be practiced and realized. As a benevolent man takes this
way to be benevolent and a wise man regards it as wisdom, neither of
these attitudes can exhaust the whole Way, for each recognizes only one side
of the Way.” And the effort to extend the innate knowledge of the good is
not to try to see or hear what we can neither see nor hear.” It is because
the innate knowledge of the good has much fear and reverence for Life it-
self that the innate knowledge of the good as the principle of life can be
said to be the innate knowledge of the good.” And that the innate knowl-
edge of the good has much fear and reverence does not mean that we are to
stay in this state of fear and reverence but that our existence is moved and
carried along in accordance with the revelation of the innate knowledge
of the good. In this respect, the innate knowledge of the good has neither

1 1bid., middle, p. 420.

20n the one hand, Wang says that the essence of our mind is neither good nor evil, and,
on the other hand, that it is absolutely good. On these statements, Masatsugu Kusumoto assetts
that the innate knowledge of the good, being the Nothingness, realizes the Being, and, at the
same time, being the Being, it always returns to Nothingness. See his “Yomei Gakuno Seishin”*®
(“The Spirit of Wang Yang-ming’s Doctrine™), Tetsugaku Zasshi*' 711 (1950), 63.

73 Collected Works, Vol. 7.4™

74 1bid.

75 Instructions, top, p. 382.
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knowledge nor ignorance,” and the Way can be seen only in the sense that
the wind can be caught and a shadow can be picked up.”

After all, the effort to extend the innate knowledge of the good is the ef-
fort to return to the essence of our mind,” and that is the effort to make the
innate knowledge of the good manifest, which is only to accept, making
nothing of the ego, persons, birds, animals, grass, and trees as they really
are. This making nothing of the ego does not mean falling into Nothingness,
and accepting things in that way does not mean being involved with them
or being carried away by them. Both the ego and things are corrected by the
innate knowledge of the good, which reveals itself clearly.

Then, should it be said that such an effort is, after all, an effort which
makes us too busy and drives us away from the tranquillity of mind, in which
truth can be contemplated with understanding? Wang Yang-ming does
not think in that way. If the innate knowledge of the good is the knowledge
of the small ego of the mind, which is always opposed to things, then to
endeavor to extend this knowledge will make us too busy—we shall be
driven away with busy thoughts and acts. But Wang Yang-ming asserts
that, since the innate knowledge of the good makes our small mind void and
empty, and the empty mind is the mind without ego, there is nothing which
the small ego should know and practice. If there were anything which the
ego is to know and practice, the ego would surely become arrogant by this
knowledge and practice, however good and praiseworthy they may be. But
to know and practice in accordance with the innate knowledge of the good
is the way of humility.” This is the appropriate attitude for the egoless mind
to take, and, therefore, when we know and practice something in this way,
knowledge and practice belong to the innate knowledge of the good, which
has nothing to do with the ego, and is egoless. This observation makes us
understand what Wang Yang-ming said of the mind of a mad person who
behaves according to what the true ego wills.”

Nevertheless, seeing that the innate knowledge of the good always re-
flects, comprehends, practices, and acts, should it be said that the vivid reve-
lation of the innate knowledge of the good is inclined to activity rather than
to tranquillity? According to Wang Yang-ming, the revelation of the innate
knowledge of the good is nothing but what the way of change (') means,
i.e., activity in tranquillity, tranquillity in act:ivity.81 Of course, we sometimes
find only activity or tranquillity, but these are caused only by chance.” It must

78 Ibid., bottom, p. 473. 80 Ihid., bottom, p. 481.
7 Collected Works, Vol. 7.*™ 81 1bid., middle, p. 417.
78 Masatsugu Kusumoto, op. ¢it., p. 62. 82 1bid., top, p. 378.

7 Instructions, bottom, p. 492.
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be conceded that there are occasions of the expansion of the innate
knowledge of the good and occasions of its contraction (just as there are
four seasons in a year) and that the sensations and feelings which the in-
nate knowledge of the good has when it comes into contact with events are,
of course, called the activities of the innate knowledge of the good, while
the calmness in which the innate knowledge of the good remains when not
in contact with events is called its tranquillity.” But the original tranquillity
which the innate knowledge of the good has does not increase at all even if
the innate knowledge of the good comes into contact with events, and the
function of the innate knowledge of the good itself does not decrease at all
even if there is no event. In other words, the “what has not yet happened”
of the innate knowledge of the good can be found in the “what has already
happened,” and, conversely, the “what has already happened” is found in
the “what has not yet happened.” Moreover, there is no “what has not yet
happened” of the innate knowledge of the good except “what has already
happened” to it, and vice versa. Though the innate knowledge of the good
has times of tranquillity and activity by chance, the innate knowledge of the
good finds itself always settled, in times of both tranquillity and activity,
and, therefore, we cannot divide its essence and function into tranquillity
and activity.”

Accordingly, the effort to extend the innate knowledge of the good must
be a constant and incessant effort through tranquillity and activity, follow-
ing the movements of the innate knowledge of the good. If we move when
the innate knowledge of the good is in the state of tranquillity, we shall be
wrong, violating the essence of the innate knowledge of the good, and, if we
remain motionless at the time of its activity, we shall be just as wrong, be-
cause we shall be ignoring the function of the innate knowledge of the
good.” And so, the way of extending the innate knowledge of the good,
which is to make us servants of the innate knowledge of the good, our mas-
ter, and to make its essence and function complete and splendid, is the natu-
ra] way to follow, and it is to be carried on by the following of the innate
knowledge of the good both in tranquillity and in activity. Therefore, it is a
delightful way of learning® and living both in tranquillity and in activity,
which is easy for us to take into our sincere heart, just like going on an even
road.” “The Way is thus simple and easy!”™ was the teaching which Wang
Yang-ming came to acquire through his stormy life, full of many difficulties,
and which he never tired of teaching ardently to his disciples.

83 1bid., bottom, p. 469. 86 Instructions, middle, p. 423.
8 Jbid., middle, p. 417. 87 Collected Works, Vol. 8.*°
8 Collected Works, Vol. 5.*® 88 1bid., Vol. 6.2°
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