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Six Classics and the Formation of Wang
Yang-ming’s School of Mind

Chi Wan-Hsian"

Abstract

In Wang Yang-ming’s opinion, the Six Classics are extremely essential to the teachings
of Confucianism, which absolutely centralized in the theory of the constant way (ch’ang-tao).
Wang stressed that the Six Classics are somewhat like the records or reports from the ancient
times, which include the operation of the universe, the implementation of governmental
affairs, the expression of feelings and affections, the demonstration of ceremony and ritual,
the function of harmonious emotions, the differentiation between sincerity and hypocrisy, and
between righteousness and vice. This constant way, found in the Six Classics is fully
possessed by one’s mind, therefore, is the constant way of one’s mind. Wang insisted that the
interpretations of the Six Classics are nothing but the explanations of this body of Mind
(hsin-t’i). Thus, studying the texts of the Six Classics is to pursue the Confucian sages and
worthies of the past, which requires one to manifest the Principle (/i) of his mind to the fullest
extent. In the Preface of A Collection of Hsiang-Shan's Works, Wang interpreted the learning
of the Confucian sages into the learning of Mind. He also pronounced clearly that the
sixteen-word teaching written in “Counsels of Great Yii” in Classic of Documents, handed
down first from King Yao to King Shun, then to King Yii, was the source of the learning of
Mind. Such argument of Wang’s indicates that the formation of his theory of the learning of
Mind had much to do with his interpretation of the Confucian canonical classics, and makes
him the major figure who stated that the learning of the Confucian canonical classics was the
learning of Mind. In this paper, I shall explain how Wang’s interpretations of the Six Classics
had greatly influenced the formation of his theory of the learning of Mind. Also, in my
argument, [ will draw attention to Wang’s important role as being a Neo-Confucian scholar
who not only inspired the traditional Confucian study of the ancient canonical classics but
enriched as well the discussion of the meaning of the Six Classics by offering an innovated

approach to the reading and interpretations of the Six Classics. 1 then contend that Wang’s

" Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, MingDao University
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school of Mind, despite its putting less stress upon the study of annotations and exegeses of

the Six Classics, is absolutely significant and serious about studying the Six Classics.

Key words: Six Classics, the learning of Mind, Wang Yang-ming, wei-ching-wei-yi, extending

innate knowledge
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