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Luo Qinshun (1465-1547) and His Fellow Scholars' Criticism of
Wang Yangming’s Learning and It’s Contemporary Implications

Abstract

Focusing on the criticism on Wang Yangming’s (1472-1529) learning from Luo
Qinshun and his fellow scholars in the Ming reigns of Zhengde (1506-1521) and
Jiajing (1522-1566), this thesis first reconstructs the intellectual trajectory and
scholarly endeavors of these Yangming critics. It then clarifies their efforts in
dialoguing and critiquing Wang’s learning throughout its course of rise. It ends with
an analysis of the reasons why their criticism was close to being futile in the end .

The Yangming School of philosophy confronted a crisis in 1514-1515 in the wake
of a widespread debate on the difference of Zhu Xi (1130-1200) and Lu Jiuyuan
(1139-1193) (Zhu-lu Yitong) in Beijing the capital and Nanking. Wang Yangming’s
disciple, Wang Dao (1490-1550) was moving away from him. At the same time, Wang
was seriously challenged by his intellectual rival Wei Xiao (1483-1543) and his
followers, who regarded themselves as later-day followers of Zhu Xi and were critical
of Lu Jiuyuan, Wang’s intellectual hero. In the midst of confronting this threatening
situation, Wang Yangming wrote his controversial book, Zhu Xi s Final Conclusions
Arrived at Late in Life (Zhuzi wannian dinglun), which argues that Zhu Xi actually
came to views similar to Lu Jiuyuan late in his life in terms achieving learning and
scholarship. Wang’s books has been pointed out that it is marred by numerous
mistaken dating of Zhu’s writings, which Wang quoted as evidence to support his
argument. Why did this happen? My research shows this is because in essence Wang
wrote this work to maintain the confidence of his disciples rather than for careful
scholarship. As a result, Wang was indeed echoed by his share-minded fellow scholars
and disciples who produced their own works to support his position. The most
influential of these works is Records of Voicing Grievances (Mingyuan Lu) compiled
by Xi Shu (1461-1527). It aimed to right the wrongs against Lu Jiuyuan made from
the followers of the School of Cheng-Zhu over times. This kind of effort indeed
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rendered Lu Jiuyuan’s works popular again down to the late Ming period. Meanwhile,
Wang’s military successes and growing political influence helped to reverse the
decline of his school, especially so when Wei Xiao and his followers became silent
when their official posts moved to other places. After Lu Jiuyuan was cannonized in
the Confusian temple in 1530, the widespread circulation of his disciple Yang Jian’s
(1141-1226) Surviving Works of Yang Jian (Cihu Yishu) triggered a new controversy
among the Confucian scholars-officials. But by this time Wei Xiao had changed his
critical view of Lu Jiuyuan’s learning. It was then Luo Qinshun and his fellow
later-day Cheng-Zhu scholars began to play the leading role in confronting the
Yangming School.

Luo Qinshun’s Knowledge Painfully Acquired (Kunzhi ji) is a representative work
that directly criticizes Wang’s learning of the mind. The analysis of my research on
the process of Kunzhi ji’s writing, compiling and publishing shows that Luo worked
on it over some twenty years, in which the text underwent a number of
transformations revealing his self-identification as a Neo-Confucian scholar and the
key issues he attempted to address in the book to meet the expectations of his fellow
scholars. Eventually, the publication and popularity of Kunzhi ji earned Luo immense
reputation. The governor of Jiangxi called on Luo in 1545 to present him an imperial
edict, which celebrated Luo’s eightieth birthday and lauded his personal integrity. The
edict also aroused various contemporary interpretations of Luo’s contribution to
Confucian learning. Importantly, the publication of Kunzhi ji and the bestowal of the
congratulatory edict shows that scholars of the Cheng-Zhu tradition of the time were
eager to create their own intellectual leader and classic text to confront the challenge
imposed by the increasingly popular and influential philosophy of Wang Yangming.

Wang’s critics did not limit themselves to theoretical challenges. In practice,
Zhang Yue (1492-1553) and Lin Xiyuan (1482-1567) of them attempted to make use
of the abrupt incident of the Annan rebellion in 1536 an opportunity to dispute Wang
Yangming’s political and military achievements, which were usually regarded as
evidence of the soundness of his learning. Huang Zuo (1490-1566) also rivaled Wang
in propounding his own doctrine of teaching and learning — broad book learning for
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knowledge and moral cultivation of the self in the practice of rites and rituals (bowen
yueli).

The research of this thesis concludes that Luo Qinshun and his share-minded
fellow scholars' criticisms against Wang Yangming and his school were more
opportunistic for their own good but not based on a unified understanding of Wang’s
learning and philosophy. Regarding themselves as truly loyal followers of the
Cheng-Zhu School but attempting no original ideas of their own (zide) confined their
ability to build a strong new rival school against Wang’s. In the end, they had limited
themselves to be scattered independent critics who didn’t have disciples to carry on
their torch of persuasion and advocacy as did the disciples of Wang. This explains
why their criticism against Wang’s learning and philosophy are of limited

consequences.
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