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How does Wang Yangming (1472-1529) define a person’s “true I” (zhen wu真吾)?

Introduction:
My aim, within this essay is to give an overview of who was Wang Yangming, his background and philosophy and how he defines a person’s “true I” (zhen wu真吾).
Section 1: I will look at Wang Yangming, who he was and what he taught regarding the person’s “true I” and how he viewed the world with this understanding. I will also include those who were influenced by Wang Yangming and his life philosophy.
Section 2: I will look at those authors who disagree with Wang Yangming, his teachings and path to a person’s “true I” and their reasoning for this.
Section 3: My aim will be to take a position on both sections and discuss the thoughts that resonate with my understanding of Wang Yangming.
In my conclusion, my aim will be to summarise what I have discussed throughout the essay.
To begin Wang Yangming was born into the Wang family and named “Shouren” with his “courtesy name” “Bo-an”. According to the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (2014) he received the nickname “Wang Yangming” as he was living in the Yangming Grotto of Kuaiji Mountain. He was born to a successful official and received a traditional education reciting and committing to memory the classics from the Four Books in the Confucius tradition, the Analects, the Great Learning, the Mean and the Mengzi. This education would also include commentaries by the “master of orthodox Confucianism, Zhu Xi (1130-1200)”. It was common for students to study these texts in order to pass the civil service exams which ultimately brought wealth and prestige with it. Wang Yangming was disillusioned by these practices and the aim. At age seventeen Wang met with a Daoist priest and was subsequently drawn to both Daoism and Buddhism practices. It is my understanding that Wang’s interpretation of Confucianism which emphasises ethics to oneself and therefore family and community was apparent and that his understanding of both Daoism and Buddhism were perceived as a way of overcoming attachment to the physical world. Wang set out to uncover for himself Zhu Xi’s interpretation of Confucianism in which he disagreed as Wang perceived that the commentaries were based on a system that promoted power and status. Wang’s investigation led him and his friend to study and uncover the nature of things. It is said, he and his friend Qian discussed if it was possible to be a sage in this world. They went about studying the nature of a bamboo tree and after three days of intense study Wang became unwell. He said it took too much energy to uncover knowledge at this level and therefore this was not the correct nature or way to investigate. He came to a conclusion that studying externally was not the answer as everyone has within themselves innate knowing. The Masters had innate knowing and therefore we all have innate knowing. Therefore to look within is the key to transformation, looking within uncovers the nature of all things. This innate knowing, he believed was based on heart understanding of the nature of things.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: I presume this is a quote. Please provide reference.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Why?	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Hence, Wang Yangming’s school is called xin xue, Learning of the heart-and-mind.
According to Huang Tsung-hsi (1610-1695) in Instructions for Practical Living and Other Neo-Confucian Writings (p.xxix) Wang went through three stages of learning. First “he indulged in flowery compositions”, the second after reading Zhu Xi’s “works and attempting to investigate the principles of bamboos, which he found wanting, he went in and out of Buddhist and Taoist schools for a long time” (p.xxix). “Finally, as the difficult life in Kuei-chou during banishment hardened his character and stimulated his mind, he suddenly awoke to the Confucian doctrines of the investigation of things and the extension of knowledge (1508).”	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Here needs to be a reference too.

Section 1:
In this section I wish to uncover further Wang Yangming’s philosophy and how he came about his discovery of a person’s “true I”. There is much written about Wang Yangming and his Neo-Confucian theory. It is from my understanding Wang, his formal education and contemplation of Zhu Xi’s commentaries he formalised his progressiveness towards action. From his dissatisfaction of education and knowledge in which he saw this as a process of obtaining a position of power and status and from his own research in the area of obtaining knowledge he set out a deeper understanding that knowledge is of no use without action. Knowledge is an active involvement in the body but it must be for a purpose and that purpose is for action. 
It was apparent according to Zeng (2018 p.1347) that “after Wang’s analysis of Zhu Xi’s prioritizing of knowledge over action, and of his strong belief that liangzhi is capable of noticing any self-deceptive element whenever it exercises caution, it is now clear that Wang’s “unity of knowing and doing” is advice for a Confucian learner to pay attention to the original state where a person’s cognitive, affective, and conative parts are not separate, and then, in order to preserve this ideal state that one already has, one should search for and extinguish all deviant elements of thoughts obstructive to experiencing sincerity.” (2018 p.1347).  	Comment by Thomas Jansen: This is a minor point, but Chinese words are italicised in academic writing. Not so proper names.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: What does Zeng mean by “Zhu Xi’s puzzle of self-deception”? 
Linking this essay to Essay 1 in which I detailed how Confucius understood a virtuous person or self-realized person to be one with the following traits:
· Jen – Benevolence also understood as Goodness.
· Xin – Honesty or Trust, can also be translated to “heart-mind”.
· Li – Ritual.
I also mentioned Yi which is understood as Righteousness and Zhi as Wisdom as defined within The Analects.
It was also Zeng (2018 p.1347) who delved into the trait of integrity, sincerity and purity: “as a common ideal for most Song-Ming Neo-Confucians, sincerity is the purest form of integrity. It entails two requirements: (1) Integrity. A person’s action and words should be consistent, or, inwardly, a person’s affective and conative part of the self should be united with the cognitive part to form an integral whole. (2) Purity. There should be no deviant elements (even a tempting thought) that undermine such integrity, as though one’s knowledge, desires, emotions, and actions melt into one”.
Therefore, can we say that these traits, benevolence, honesty, ritual, righteousness, wisdom, integrity, sincerity and purity define a person’s “true I”? It is my understanding that this is Wang’s stance on the subject.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: You are correct. These virtues are important for other Confucian philosophers as well? Does Wang Yangming’s understanding of them differ from that of other philosophers?
Tien (2012, p.53) writes Wang’s model of moral cultivation “was to attain a state devoid of self-centered desires” and he relied “a great deal on the exercise and cultivation of an emotional identification and feeling of oneness”. Wang regarded liangzhi (“pure-knowing”) is “the innate fully formed cognitive-affective-volitional faculty that enables one to know the li Ш (commonly translated as "principle") of the mind and universe”. Tien (2012, p.54) also states “the mind not only contains li,” but it is li itself and therefore operates with this awareness. Self-centeredness or selfishness can present itself as a hindrance to pure-knowing and this is something that needs to be addressed and eliminated.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: ?
Both Wang and other New-Confucians understand the perfect moral state is oneness and as Tien (2012, p.55) states is “a felt state of metaphysical unity in which one’s sense of self is not so much lost than expanded.” Tien also includes when one is within this state of oneness “one is not thinking about oneself at all. While this experiential state of oneness admits of degrees, in an ideal state of oneness, one would be completely unselfconscious and wholly unaware of any sense of personal agency.”
It is my understanding that Wang evolves his theory of oneness into action. Yang (2009) interprets Wang’s ethical ideology as one who knows how to act and therefore if he does not act, he does not know. This could also be understood as humans are capable of solving problems such as weakness of will and the issues of separation or duality.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Very good point. I have two questions: How does Wang explain the inseparable connection between thought and action philosophically? Second, if knowing per force leads to action, do we still need a will? Why are people incapable of taking the right action despite knowing what is right and wrong? If knowledge and action are one, how is it possible that people don’t act according to their knowledge?
The fulfilment of oneself, according to Wang is identified by Leung (2020 p.435) who details:
“According to Wang, there can be two kinds of practical necessities (i.e., general and particular practical necessities). On the one hand, the general practical necessity stems from our common moral nature and signifies one’s being a human. On the other hand, there is the particular practical necessity, which stems from one’s physical nature and can be congruent with, inconsistent with, or not directly relevant to morality. This signifies one’s being a particular human being, whose particularities are shown in the ways in which one achieves morality or things that are not directly relevant to morality. Both practical necessities are thus related to the fulfilment of the self.”
In Instructions for Practical Living and Other Neo-Confucian Writings (1963 p.xxxvii) Wang, when asked how to extend innate knowledge replied that your own innate knowledge is your own standard. “Your innate knowledge knows that it is right if it is right and wrong if it is wrong. You cannot keep anything from it.” He continues “Just don’t try to deceive it but sincerely and truly follow it in whatever you do. Then the good will be preserved and evil will be removed. What security and joy there is in this!” Wang believed this was the true secret in the investigation of things and the real extension of knowledge.
Cocks (2015 p.355) also ascertains Wang’s model of “personal moral progress” as “is grounded in a unique and individualized qi field which unfolds within a concrete historical situation.” Cocks explains a person’s moral stability and way this influences “the experience of the world is not only associated with something like the peculiar affective and cognitive differences among individuals, but as noted also includes the specific deliberative life associated with said individual.” Cocks notes this can influence “how the world is experienced, presenting both the person and world as co-evolving, entities that unfold through the active rectification of things.”	Comment by Thomas Jansen: You start a new thought here that could be introduced a bit more.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Elaborate on this point. I think you do this further down when talking about objective situation and subjective response. But the connection is not entirely clear to me.

Section 2:
In this section I wish to look at the authors who’s viewpoints are different to Wang Yangming’s philosophy and understanding of the “true I” and why this is so.
According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2014) Zhu Xi split the existence of all things as having two aspects, the first is Pattern (li) the underlying structure of the universe. The second being Qi which is the “spatio-temporal stuff that constitutes concrete objects”. Every entity in the universe contains the complete Pattern however there are various levels of Qi, for example plants can be seen to interact with their surroundings. Neo-Confucian metaphysics believes that one can cultivate one’s state of Qi and therefore become more virtuous and that laziness and selfishness are the vices to human existence. Zhu Xi emphasised that the best way to learn about the Pattern of the universe was through the study of Confucianism especially within the Four Books. I believe it is in this understanding that duality exists for Zhu Xi and that separation is something that exists. It is however, stated in Instructions for Practical Living and other Neo-Confucian Writings (1963 p. 272) that Master Wang was asked why this text the Great Learning should manifest the clear character of a person? His response stated “The great man regards Heaven, Earth, and the myriad of things as one body. He regards the world as one family and the country as one person. As to those who make a cleavage between objects and distinguish between the self and others, they are small men.” It is clear that both Zhu Xi and Wang understood entities from different perspectives, it could therefore be said that Zhu Xi believed in Dualism and Wang in Monism. 	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Duality of what? Thought and action? Mind and body?
Shi (2017 p.60) discusses some critical observations uncovered in Wang Yangming’s philosophy. He states “it is a non-representational view of ethical knowledge because the Wang Yangming doctrine maintains that it is by the moral feeling originated from the heart that one is driven to act morally in the first place.” He continues that this “moral feeling” is therefore not conceptual and ultimately metaphysical. Recognising innate knowing admits that a “certain situation will engender a certain response in human beings’ heart while there is a law-like connection between the objective situation and the subjective response.” In Wang Yangming’s defence he does speak about the Principle of Nature and as Shi (2017 p.60) states “human beings’ morals acts immediately engendered by their innate knowing are thus a part of the all-prevailing cosmic order.” Therefore innate knowing, metaphysics, the Principle of Nature all state there is no gap between objective and subjective. Shi does clarify that the doctrine of unity and acting shows us the world is not dualistic, he explains that “when Wang speaks of acting that is one with knowing, he therefore does not mean simply any acting, it still does not follow that, for each type of knowing there exists a type of acting that one can rely upon to secure the knowledge.” Wang’s doctrine is simply that there is innate knowledge in every human that knows how to act spontaneously to any situation and therefore what is known ethically is to be completed.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Good.
This point is elaborated along with Guorong (2010 p.70) who details Neo-Confucianism, the Cheng Brothers and Zhu Xi allow “the importance of principles of Heaven to actions when they put more value on human nature rather than heart/mind”. This I believe is the key difference in which other philosophers arrive at and therefore it may seem like a disagreement with Wang Yangming or perhaps it is that their experience and understanding has not elaborated further? The Cheng brothers and Zhu Xi advocate a human being should follow the principles of Heaven and therefore they can be regarded as an ethical human being, it is Wang Yangming that advocates virtue, that human consciousness is the foundation and that this can be transformed into moral action. 
Israel (2017 p.89) is clear in his statement that Wang seems to believe that all human beings are capable “of a kind of self-transcending ethical practice wherein, by rejecting negative or unethical states of mind they would be relieved and purified of self-centered desires.” Israel continues to state that “at that point, they would perceive the ongoing flow or manifestation of arising of selfless and essentially good, conscious moral states.” These states of mind itself point towards a nature course of action according to Wang in that a human being naturally knows how to act. Israel (2017 p.89) states Wang’s three fundamental teachings were “(1) recognizing mind as (Heavenly) principle (xin ji li 心即理); (2) unifying knowledge and action (zhi xing he yi 知行合一); and (3) holding present Heavenly principle and rejecting human desire (cun tianli qu ren yu 存天理去人欲).”  According to Israel (2017 p.89) it was Xu’s record of Wang’s conversations that reveals his students were puzzled by his approaches and methods for acquiring moral knowledge. Does this mean that Wang Yangming is in his knowing state however not everyone understood and therefore were not in agreement with his doctrine. 
Zhang Zai and other Neo-Confucian philosophers did not employ the language of oneness lightly. “It was not meant to refer merely to the interconnectedness of human social networks, though that was of course included. The oneness of the universe was predicated on a common qi, the stuff of which all things are composed, and a common li, the "heavenly pattern" that underlies all things in the universe” (Tien, p.8). Was Wang Yangming a higher evolved human being in order to explain this knowing and understanding and to share this doctrine with others?	Comment by Thomas Jansen: What do you mean by ‘higher evolved human being’?

Section 3:
Wang Yangming’s philosophy resonates with my understanding fully, perhaps more so than any other Philosopher I have read to date. Confucius and this teachings created an impact in my life experience during the time of my reading. I have wondered how these teachings could be incorporated into today’s society and based on my previous summary of Confucius teachings which are as follows, I have tried to live with each point in mind:
1. Beauty in everywhere and us as human beings need to develop this view for all things.
2. The determination of our character is within our rising after we fall, and that we learn from our mistakes and commit ourselves again.
3. We must understand our learning and put our learning to use.
4. We must acknowledge when we know something and also acknowledge when we do not.
5. It is through experience that we learn best.
6. We must learn from others the positive traits and if there appears negatives in these traits, we must discover where it is that we hold these traits and aim to fix them within ourselves.
7. We must learn from others to better oneself.
8. We should never give up, we should always keep moving forward.
9. We should adjust our actions towards our goals.
10. Finally, we should go with all our heart in whatever we are doing.
It is Wang Yangming’s doctrine that extends and evolves my understanding and passion for Confucius. In Instructions for Practical Living and Other Neo-Confucian Writings (1963 p.271) Wang states:
“that the man of humanity forms one body with all things and extends his love to all, that the highest good is inherent in the mind, that to investigate things is to rectify the mind, and that the extension of the innate knowledge of the good is the beginning and end of a moral life”.
Wang refused to separate the internal and external world. He stresses the point that all steps form one single task, from investigating things to world peace and are not in order of tasks as is stated in the Great Learning. In this sense he was quite different from Zhu Xi who elaborated on the Great Learning. He did not however go against the classical texts but used them as a vehicle to express his own ideas.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Well said.
I agree with Wang as stated in Israel (2016 p.1001) that placing “moral knowledge at the centre provides an important counterbalance to a society driven by materialism and the pursuit of profit.” It is Wang’s “ontology of the innate knowledge of the good and his idea that its obscuration leads to individual and so-called ills more than ever is relevant today.” It is his avocation towards love for all people “and attending to their livelihood is critical at a time when human rights are neglected by society.”
It was also Israel (2017, p.91) that who wrote about Wang Yangming, whilst in Beijing embraced “the role of teacher, for both friends and students. He sought to restore the Way of master-disciple relations and friendship and to foster a movement among the “heroic and independent” scholars with philosophical goals similar to his own. He saw that under challenging political conditions, intellectual elites should return to the fundamental purpose of learning—becoming truly human by purifying the mind and recovering human nature. 	Comment by Thomas Jansen: The quote is not embedded grammatically correctly into the sentence.
For Wang, a truly moral person will always take delight in achieving moral actions and hate the opposite. Joy can be seen as a huge factor in the action of doing.	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Well put.
Conclusion:
Having read and completed an essay on Confucius and delved further into Neo-Confucian with an understanding of Wang Yangming’s philosophy I would encourage all Western Philosophers to read the Philosophy of the East. I believe the separation and dualism that seems apparent as a starting point in many Western Philosophies is not always the case within the East. 
I thoroughly enjoy the thought that everyone has a sage mentality within them and that the only reason for this not appearing or expressing itself is the lack of confidence one has in oneself. It has always been an aim of mine to look on the horizon for those who strive for a better sense of self and one that I am striving for in myself.
Lu (2019 p.192) details “the “monkey mind” is born out of Heaven and Earth” which points to the “cosmological assumption of Yangming’s original mind.” This is not discussed with many other Philosophers and proves “an enduring legacy in Chinese philosophy. Mencius declares that “The principle of all things is complete in me,” and Zhuangzi announces that “Heaven and Earth are born with me; and all forms of life share the same Oneness with me.” It is the Cheung brothers that state “Born between Heaven and Earth, man flows with all forms of life” and “Lu Jiuyuan proclaims that “The universe is my mind, and my mind is the universe”. Yangming “asserts that the mind of the sages forms one body with all forms of life between Heaven and Earth, regardless of inside and outside, far and near.”	Comment by Thomas Jansen: Good summary.
I enjoy the traditional ways of home life, where family have the utmost respect for elders and family members, knowing that they have lived their life and therefore have much experience to share. Personally I have always respected my elders and enjoyed listening to their life stories. The same for children I meet, I enjoy their life experiences and even though I may not delve as deep as Wang in treating them as if they were my own children, I enjoy the experience of listening to a child’s perspective within their life. Ultimately as life presents itself, my aim is to listen and act if possible within the highest realm as Wang Yangming suggests, however difficult it may seem at times.
Tien (2012, p.68) writes “the state of oneness enables one to experience an emotional identification and a feeling of interpersonal unity with the entirety of Heaven and Earth, including other living things and even inanimate objects. In this state of oneness, the conception of self and others are not distinct but are instead merged. The realization and affective appreciation of our oneness with all things holds such significance in Wang's moral philosophy because this experience of oneness is causally responsible for motivating moral behaviour.”
I would like to end with the following quote from Guorong (2010 p.66):
“If a person steadily has the will to be a sage, then he is able to make efforts to realize self-achievement and to be watchful over himself when he is alone. Without the determination of the will, a person becomes aimless and ultimately achieves nothing. With the determination of the will, the goal or target of action is set up, which provides regular and steady direction for the agent just likes a helm of a boat. The will is always integrated with virtue and constrains actions of the agent. While moral reason tells us what is good and what is evil, the will demands us to do good and remove evil further. Wang Yangming says, “When the will is determined, innate moral consciousness knows that hundreds and thousands of things just lead to one thing. By one thing Wang Yangming means goodness.” 
It is my aim to remember Wang Yangming as a Philosopher that is relevant to me in this current period of time in my life.
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