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a true seeker for the Dao, a man who inspired me.
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Wang Yangming (1472-1529), along with Confucius, Mencius and Zhu
Xi, has been regarded in China as one of the four greatest masters
of Confucianism in history. He was the founder of the 
Yaojiang School or 
Yangming School of Mind, or also 
Lu-Wang School, which became one of the dominant schools
of Confucianism in the middle and late Ming period and in later
centuries, until our very times. 

Wang Yangming was not merely a
philosopher; he was an extraordinary man. Now and then,
extraordinary men appear on this earth. Without mentioning the
polyhedral genius of Wang’s contemporary Leonardo da Vinci
(1459-1519), think of Marcus Aurelius, emperor of the Roman Empire
from 161 to 180 CE, who was at the same time a busy emperor of a
huge empire and a stoic philosopher. Even today, two thousand years
later, while his political accomplishments have been largely
forgotten, there are people who read his philosophical 
Meditations. How about Lorenzo the Magnificent, the
political leader of fifteenth-century Florence? He was a banker, a
skillful politician and a consummate diplomat, but also a thinker,
a good poet, and a great art connoisseur.

Wang Yangming was one of such
extraordinary men, and among them a very extraordinary one; so much
so that even nowadays in China he is often nicknamed “the almighty
scholar (
quanneng da ru).” He was at the same time a legendary
military leader and tactician, a wise governor of provinces, a hero
against an evil government, a first-class Confucian philosopher, a
spiritual guru to countless people, a refined poet, and a respected
painter and calligrapher. One can admire in him so incredibly
diverse qualities that Western languages lack a suitable word to
use for this kind of persons. In Chinese there is the appellation 
shengren, which is close to the point. Usually 
shengren is rendered in translation either as 
saint or as 
sage, while actually it combines together the two. 

In the Chinese tradition of thought
there is no agreement about what is there for human beings in the
afterlife. Since antiquity however there is agreement about a
threefold way of achieving immortality: through virtue, deeds, and
words, as first mentioned in the ancient classic 
Zuo Zhuan. Hu Shi (1891-1962) used to call them ‘the three
W’ (Immortality of Worth, Work, and Words). A human being
undoubtedly can become immortal because of his/her outstanding
virtue, becoming a model for many generations; or because of
his/her deeds influencing posterity, or because of the doctrines
he/she taught and the books he/she wrote. Wang Yangming has
achieved immortality through all three: he was a sage (outstanding
virtue); he accomplished great deeds during his life; and he left
his teachings to posterity through his own writings as well as
through the writings of his many disciples.

As I will explain in one of the
appendices (Appendix 2), Wang Yangming has been admired and
celebrated by many as a paradigmatic figure in Confucianism,
because he manifested in himself the two ideal dimensions of an
accomplished Confucian personality, both the sage inside (
neisheng) and the king outside (
waiwang). Very few other figures in history had the will
to pursue the Confucian doctrine and at the same time the
opportunity to realize it in actual political life. Mencius was
advisor to rulers; he never held any political power. Zhu Xi was a
minor official for a short while; he spent most of his life
teaching and writing books. Confucius himself occupied a political
position only for a very short time, and it was not a powerful
one.

In our imagination, normally a
philosopher would live a dull and routine life, and achieve his
philosophical discoveries in the quiet of his studio. Wang Yangming
had a tempestuous life; he achieved his thought conquests in
moments of political struggle, of distress, of torments, and
physical difficulties. In the many trials of his life, it must have
been of great help to him to meditate on the passage of the 
Mengzi that says: “When Heaven is about to confer a heavy
responsibility on a man, it will exercise his mind with suffering,
subject his sinews and bones to hard work, expose his body to
hunger, put him to deprivation, place obstacles in the path of his
deeds, so as to perturb his heart and toughen his nature, and
enhance his character wherever he is unable.“ (6B15). Even though
he was primarily a man of action, Wang Yangming cherished as well
days or even months of solitude in meditation, preferably in
contact with nature in some pristine panoramic location.

There are numerous books dealing
with the philosophical achievements of Wang Yangming. Most of them
include a short – five to ten pages – outline of the main events in
his life; but to my knowledge there is no complete biography in
Western languages. The moment I realized this, I immediately
started to put together the present biography. It is not bulky, and
not extremely detailed; but enough to give a fairly good idea of
the man, of the life he lived, and of his main achievements. Even
though there are obscure points in his thought, and debatable
episodes in his life, we are dealing with a man who has fascinated
and influenced many people in the past and who will continue
influencing countless people in the future; therefore, a biography
was long overdue. 

The present biography narrates,
with critical awareness, the basic facts of his life. Given the
position of importance of Wang Yangming’s ideas in the history of
Chinese philosophy, I could not ignore the subject. At each major
step in his life, I have mentioned briefly any new development in
his thought and eventual writings. I have developed a bit more the
progressive stages in Wang’s thought in one special chapter
(Appendix 1). Those who are interested primarily in Wang’s
biography can easily skip this as well the two other appendices.
Appedix 2 (
Wang Yangming’s Legacy), briefly illustrates Wang’s
spiritual and cultural legacy, which is undoubtedly manifold
exactly as manifold was his personality. Wang’s thought is suited
for interesting and creative works of comparison between Western
and Eastern thought patterns, as I have shown in the last appendix
(Appendix 3: 
Interpretations) by mentioning comparative research on
Wang Yangming and Francis Bacon, Joseph Butler, and Christine
Korsgaard.

I suspect, however, that throughout
I did not stress one aspect, yet the most meaningful, of the legacy
of this extraordinary man, so that I feel the need to mention it
here. The Ming Dynasty was an age of great achievements and of
serious problems. It ended in misery. Historians have been studying
the probable reasons for its demise, but in the end they are drawn
to conclude that the root of the problem was morality. It was
corruption in the ruling class and in society at large that
destroyed the Ming Empire. We discover that in his age Wang
Yangming had already a clear perception of the root of the problem,
when he wrote that “the world today is totally degenerate. It does
not differ from a sick man approaching death.” Therefore, even
though Qing Dynasty scholar Gu Yanwu (1613-1682), and many after
him, stated that the doctrines of Wang Yangming were the cause of
the fall of the Ming (we do not go into this issue here), we could
as well conversely argue that it was sheer luck if, after Wang
Yangming’s time, the Ming Dynasty survived another century. Or
perhaps it was thanks to the movement of spiritual renewal launched
by Wang Yangming that the moribund Ming dynasty earned an extra
century of life.

Wang Yangming was convinced that
moral cultivation of each person is the main way to social
well-being. Besides doing all he could to improve the overall level
of education, he instantly made it clear that any person aspiring
to a post of social or political responsibility should first of all
make up his/her mind to pursue sagehood. As an earnest follower of
Confucius, he was convinced that a radical commitment to human
moral perfection is the best or the only foundation for managing a
sound and lasting political entity.

Wang Yangming spoke to the people
of his age and inspired or unsettled their lives. He can say many
things also to the human beings who are busy organizing their lives
in today’s world. He can remind them that the human search for
ultimate truth is an ideal worth living for; that human beings in
their life-long search for ultimate truth can shop around by all
the great leaders-teachers-prophets of the past and of the present;
but that in the end one has to follow his/her own conscience:


  

    


  



  
The thousand sages pass as shadows,



My liangzhi (
conscience)
 alone is my guide.

(From the poem 
On Immortality, transl. Ching, 246)

 



If we wish to convey in two
sentences his spiritual message to humankind, the above two lines
are the words to highlight. The best eulogy of Wang Yangming that
was ever delivered was probably that by his friend and disciple
Huang Wan:

 



“By nature, he was endowed  with an
extraordinary intelligence, and could retain by memory whatever he
had once read. In youth, he was fond of knightly ventures; in
adulthood, of prose and prosody, and of Daoism and Buddhism. After
taking upon himself the mission of [restoring] the true way [of
Confucius], and holding the belief that sagehood is attainable, he
changed his ways and corrected his faults. He responded
courageously to the difficulties and challenges of the times,
assisting, with his learning, the sovereign above, and serving the
people below. Earnest and untiring, he counseled others to the
practice of the good, desiring by 
ren to save all living
beings under Heaven. He showed no ill will toward those who hated
him. Even when he was in a position of wealth and honor, he
frequently manifested a desire to leave all things and retire into
the mountains. Money was to him as mud and grass. He regarded with
the same equanimity the amenities and comforts accompanying high
rank, such as rare food, silk robes, and a spacious dwelling, and
the inconveniences of poverty and lowliness, such as coarse soup,
hemp garments, and a thatched roof. He was truly a born hero, and
stands high above all others of the world. There has not been
anyone like him in recent ages.” (Ching, 35)                  
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1472: Wang Yangming is born in Yuyao, Zhejiang.
  
1482: The family moves to
Beijing.
  
1484: Death of Wang Yangming’s
mother
  
1486: Tour of the Great Wall
  
1488: Trip to Jiangxi to get
married.
  
1489: Visit to the philosopher Lou
Liang.
  
1492: Wang passes the provincial
examination.
  
1499: Wang passes the metropolitan
examination.
  
1501: Visits numerous Buddhist and
Daoist temples in Jiuhua Mountain, Anhui.
  
1502: Retires to Yuyao (Yangming
Cave); practices Daoist cultivation.
  
1504: Returns to official life and
to Confucian principles.
  
1505: Begins to receive disciples
as a Confucian teacher.
  
1506: Emperor Wuzong ascends the
throne.
  
1507: Wang is flogged and
imprisoned.
  
1508: Exiled to Longchang, Guizhou.
Wang’s enlightenment.
  
1509: Begins to speak of the Unity
of Knowledge and Action.
  
1510: Magistrate of Luling,
Jiangxi. Return to Beijing.
  
1511-1516: Minor official posts;
teaching philosophy in Beijing.
  
1517-1518: Military campaigns in
Southern Jiangxi. Pacification of bandits. 
  
1518: Publication of the 
Inquiry on the Great Learning.
  
1519: Wang captures the Prince of
Ning. Emperor Wuzong travels south.
  
1520: Emperor Wuzong returns to
Beijing.
  
1521: Accession of Emperor
Shizong.
  
1522: Death of Wang Yangming’s
father.
  
1522-1527: Six years in
retirement.
  
1527-1528: Military Campaign in
Guangxi.

  1529: January 9, Death of Wang
Yangming.
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The
primary source for the life and deeds of Wang Yangming is the
two-volume 
Complete Works, diligently compiled by his outstanding
disciples Qian Dehong (1497-1574) and Luo Hongxian (1504-1564), and
printed the first time in Suzhou in 1536 in 38 
juan with a preface by Huang Wan (1480-1554). Inside it,
first of all his 
nianpu (chronological biography), completed by Qian Dehong
in 1567; and also his 
xingzhuang (record of conduct) written by Huang Wan. The
text of the 
Complete Works has been repeatedly revised and completed
through further research by scholars of the past and present. Now
it contains 41 
juan. 

As a rule, whenever life data
materials come from this source, there is no indication in this
essential biography. I will indicate the source when data or
opinions come from other biographers or writers. Direct quotations
from the 
nianpu usually come from Chan (Wing-Tsit Chan, see here
below), whose excellent English translations even other authors,
such as Tu Wei-ming and Julia Ching, often quote. Dates are
indicated according to the Western calendar, except for some
possible oversight.
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Wang Yangming lived and died in the middle of the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644). It is worthwhile to take a good look at the historical
background of our man by paying a virtual visit to the Ming Dynasty
first.

 




  

    
From Yuan to Ming
  


After conquering half of Europe and
the Middle East, the hordes of Genghis Khan coveted the conquest of
China. It was Kublai Khan, Genghis Khan’s grandson, who succeeded
in occupying Northern China, at the time dominated by the Liao, a
Tungusic dynasty. Kublai Khan proclaimed the start of the Yuan
Dynasty (1271), establishing his capital city at Khanbaliq (modern
day Beijing). In the following years gradually the south (Southern
Song Dynasty, with Hangzhou as capital) was conquered as well and
China unified under the Mongol Yuan Dynasty. (1279) 

The Mongol domination over China
had some good points, such as facilitating international trade, but
it was oppressive and cruel. It exerted racial discrimination,
dividing the population in four classes, where the Han people – the
majority of the Chinese - were the lowest. After a few decades, the
subjected people, especially in the prosperous and thickly
inhabited areas of the Yangtze Delta, were restless. In the middle
of the 14th century, with famine, plagues, and peasant revolts
sweeping across the country, one of the rebel leaders named Zhu
Yuanzhang rose to command the force that conquered China and put an
end to the Yuan Dynasty, forcing the Mongols to retreat to the
central Asian steppe. In 1368 Zhu conquered the Yuan capital
Khanbaliq and, claiming to have received the Mandate of Heaven,
established the Ming Dynasty, with Nanjing as its capital. He took
the name 
Hongwu (Great Martiality). The new emperor made it a point
to abolish the hated Mongolian laws and customs, and even their
names and garments, and return to Chinese traditions; nevertheless,
certain habits remained, such as excessive cruelty in punishments,
and even a 
suttee of all his concubines at Zhu Yuanzhang’s death
(1398). He established an absolutist and centralized form of
government, setting up a secret police service and dealing with
exterminating purges toward any actual or suspected challenge to
his power. At the beginning he ruled with a prime minister at his
side, then abolished the prime minister and administered in person
the huge country with the help of grand secretaries.

The Hongwu Emperor reigned for a
long number of years and had twenty-seven sons. Trusting only his
family, he made his first born his heir and arranged for all the
other sons and their families to take possession of large fiefs in
the rich Yangtze River Valley or along the northern frontier. In
this way he thought that they could help to give stability to the
empire. At the same time, since his sons lived a life of luxury in
their fiefs at a certain distance from each other, he thought he
prevented political trouble in the form of rebellions or coups
d’état by some ambitious member of his progeny. 

Having outlived his first son and
designated heir, the Hongwu Emperor chose his grandson as
successor. He also took care of publishing a book of 
Ancestral Injunctions (
Huangming zuxun) establishing rules for his descendants
regarding rituals and etiquette for various occasions. The
introductory chapter was composed by the emperor himself, to
admonish his sons always to exert a strict government in a legalist
way. In order to save the dynasty for the future, he admonished
future emperors to live a life of austerity and to keep a watchful
eye not only on ancestral veneration and the various ritual
performances, but also on relatives, mighty officials (civil and
military), and empresses.

The Hongwu Emperor accepted the
Confucian traditional viewpoint that agriculture, not commerce,
should be the country's source of wealth. As a result, after the
destruction caused by the Mongol rule and then by the civil war,
the Ming founder undertook a huge effort at economic
reconstruction, to restore agriculture, with innumerable projects
for irrigation, tree planting, dyke restoring and control of
water-courses. The emperor fostered the creation of self-supporting
agricultural communities. He wanted to protect the peasants and
help them prosper. So he forced many to migrate to settle other
places. He instituted public work projects. He tried to distribute
land to peasants. During the middle part of his reign, Hongwu made
an edict that those who brought fallow land under cultivation could
keep it as their property without being taxed. By the end of his
reign, cultivated land grew substantially. This made peasants
prosper because they sold their produce to the growing cities.
During his reign, the population increased quickly. Taxation during
the Ming was also of the agrarian type. However, Hongwu’s prejudice
against merchants did not diminish the number of traders. On the
contrary, commerce increased significantly during the Hongwu Era
due to the growth of industry throughout the empire. This growth in
trade was due in part to poor soil conditions and the
overpopulation of certain areas, which forced many people to leave
their homes and seek their fortunes in trade. 

The Hongwu Emperor was opposed to
military action abroad. He refused to intervene in a Vietnamese
invasion of Champa to help the Chams; he only rebuked the
Vietnamese for their invasion. He specifically warned future
Emperors not to engage in military campaigns for glory and
conquest. In his 1395 
Ancestral injunctions, Hongwu specifically wrote that
China should not attack foreign countries and should instead
concentrate on defending against the barbarians", rather than
attacking.


  

    

      


    
  



  

    
The Ming Dynasty (First Period)
  



At the founder’s death, as soon as his grandson
Emperor Jianwen occupied the throne (1398), he undertook at once
ambitious plans to remake China both politically and morally. One
plan was to recentralize power by ridding the realm of the
militarized princedoms the founder had recently created in the
mistaken belief that, because they were ruled by his sons, they
would serve reliably as a bulwark for his dynasty. The young
emperor Jianwen sensed that his uncles were not all happy about the
arranged succession. Therefore he thought of further curtailing
their political and military power by new measures. The Jianwen
government suppressed the weaker princedoms first, leaving the
strongest, the princedom of Yan, for last. That was a strategic
blunder. His uncle Zhu Di, the prince of Yan, had time to prepare
and take to arms. On July 13, 1402, after three years of civil war,
the prince of Yen's army burst into Nanking. The Jianwen emperor's
palace went up in flames. No sure trace of the emperor was ever
found again, though there were recurrent rumors that he had
escaped. The Jianwen Emperor’s reign had been very short (r.
1398-1402).

The prince of Yan seized supreme
power and ruled as the Yongle Emperor until his death in 1424. 
He established Yan as a secondary capital and
renamed it Beijing, constructed the Forbidden City, and restored
the Grand Canal and the primacy of the imperial examinations in
official appointments. Beijing was raised to main capital in 1521,
but it became such in reality only in 1450, with the completion of
the Grand Canal. 

Hongwu had kept eunuchs underneath,
forbidding them even to learn reading and writing. Yongle rewarded
his eunuch supporters and employed them as a counterweight against
the Confucian scholar bureaucrats. In this way the eunuchs were
granted a promising future; their power at court in time kept
growing, so that they became a serious source of trouble in the
political life of the empire for the rest of the Ming dynasty.

  


On the whole the new dynasty fared
well, thanks mainly to the careful rule of the founder and of his
unwanted successor the Yongle Emperor. The solid foundations of the
Ming Empire allowed it to last for almost three centuries, even
though numerous emperors, after the above two, were mediocre
figures, and political life was often strained by strife between
the powerful eunuch class and the Confucian literati.


  

    

      


    
  



  

    
The Ming Dynasty (Middle Years)
  


The Ming Dynasty lasted 277
years. The first decades were a period of growth in many aspects,
and the northern menace, the Mongols, were kept out. The political
and administrative system established by the Ming founder and
slightly changed by the Yongle Emperor continued to work during the
middle part of the dynasty, even though by then the whole picture
was less rosy. The empire stopped expanding, internal politics
presented serious faults, and emperors were often negligent of
their charge. Usually historians view the Middle Years as starting
from 1449, when Emperor Zhengtong (r. 1435-1449) was captured by
the Oirat Mongols and kept hostage in a Mongol tent for seven
years, a fact that highlighted the internal weakness of the Ming
Empire. Zhengtong’s brother took over as the Jingtai Emperor and
reigned until his own death in 1457. Zhengtong, who by then had
been freed thanks to a ransom, returned to the throne and reigned
another seven years (1457-1464). Some others view the start of a
middle period from the year 1464, when Chenghua (Emperor
Xianzhong), son of Zhengtong, ascended the throne.




The two most salient historical
facts regarding the middle period of the Ming are the eunuch
usurpation under Wuzong (r. 1505-1521) and the Great Rites
Controversy under Jiajing (r. 1521-1567). We will meet both Wuzong
and Jiajing along the life of Wang Yangming. We will have the
opportunity to understand what actually happened and what were to
be the consequences of the above two facts for the future of the
Ming Empire. A relevant characteristic of this period was the habit
of the emperors – especially Wuzong and Jiajing – of enjoying life
in their pleasure quarters or travelling for leisure while totally
abstaining from holding court, leaving the conduct of political
affairs to eunuchs and favorites.

Mongols in the north around Hohhot
(in what is today Inner Mongolia, an autonomous region of China)
had united under Altan Khan, a descendant of Genghis Kahn. With
China's military capability reduced, in 1542 the Mongols penetrated
the Great Wall, burned homes, stole cattle and horses and massacred
more than 200,000 people. In 1550 the Mongols once again crossed
the Great Wall and advanced to the gates of Beijing, looting and
burning its suburbs. The Ming government eventually appeased them
by granting special trading rights.

 




  

    
Emperors in the Life of Wang Yangming (1472-1529)
  



  

    


  



  

    

      
	
        
Personal name
      
      
	
        
Lived
      
      
	
        
Reigned
      
      
	
        
Temple name
      
      
	
        
Era name
      
    

    

      
	Zhu Jianshen
      
	1447-1487
      
	1464-1487
      
	Xianzhong
      
	Chenghua
    

    

      
	Zhu Youtang
      
	1470-1505
      
	1487-1505
      
	Xiaozong
      
	Hongzhi
    

    

      
	Zhu Houzhao
      
	1491-1521
      
	1505-1521
      
	Wuzong
      
	Zhengde
    

    

      
	Zhu Houcong
      
	1507-1567
      
	1521-1567
      
	Shizong
      
	Jiajing



    

  


 




  

    
The Ming Dynasty (Last Period)
  


The third period (also called 
decadence) of the Ming Dynasty begins, according to some
historians, with the accession to the throne of the Wanli Emperor
(1572). Most Chinese historians view its beginning in 1581, when
Emperor Wanli’s Grand Secretary Zhang Juzheng (1525-1582) enacted
the 
single whip law (
yitiao bianfa), a large scale fiscal reform. Given that
Wang Yangming died in 1529, this last period should be of no
interest to our biography. However, it is relevant for the fortunes
of Wang Yangming’s philosophy. After his death his ideas spread
throughout China, so that for about a century his doctrine was
predominant, with ups and downs, in the country, and it was
exported also abroad to Korea and Japan.

The last period of the Ming was a
period of thriving development in business, in the arts, in
literary activities, but also of gradual worsening of the political
situation. Caught in the middle of strife between literati parties
(especially the Donglin) and eunuchs, the country dragged its life
along, until one day the very chief of the imperial army, because
of a trifling personal grudge, opened the gates of the Great Wall
to the Manchu army waiting for a chance to enter. The Manchus
invaded and conquered China, and put an end to the Ming
Dynasty.

 




  

    
The state ideology of the Ming Empire
  


The state ideology of the Ming
Empire was Neo-Confucianism of the Zhu Xi School. During the Song
Dynasty there was a great revival of Confucianism, with numerous
important and creative thinkers. Zhu Xi (1130-1200) was the one who
accomplished a grand synthesis of various philosophical ideas and
organized it into a complete system of philosophy and education.
During his life, Zhu Xi did not see the triumph of his system of
thought. Thanks to his copious writings, and even more to his
disciples and to his friend Lu Zuqian (1137-1181), his ideas spread
through the numerous colleges (shuyuan) flourishing during the Song
age. 

Then the Mongol invasion came and
the founding of the (Mongol) Yuan Dynasty. It was under Mongol rule
that Xu Heng (1209-1281), a Confucian scholar from northern China,
gained the favor of Kublai Khan. In 1271 Kublai Khan established
the Yuan Dynasty and founded a National Academy, appointing Xu Heng
as its first president. In this position Xu Heng helped the spread
of Zhu Xi’s doctrines statewide. Zhu Xi’s final triumph came in
1313, when the Mongol rulers established a state service
examination system of the traditional Chinese type, where the
examination was based on the Confucian Classics – especially the
Four Books - as interpreted and explained by Zhu Xi. 

After the Mongol expulsion, to
train scholars for the bureaucracy, the Hongwu emperor in 1369
ordered the establishment of schools at each local level. Students
were subsidized and were privileged to apply for admission to the
Hanlin Academy, the highest learning institution in the country,
which formulated policy and supervised the local schools. As a
result of this edict, more schools developed during the Ming than
in previous periods of Chinese history, and education became
inseparable from civil-service recruitment by examination. Imperial
authorities controlled the system of examination as far down as the
provincial examinations that provided candidates for the
metropolitan and palace examinations at the capital. The
examination system made it possible to recruit the best minds for
governmental service, though examinations stressed only the Song
Neo-Confucian interpretation of the Classics and forced candidates
to write in an artificial literary style, discouraging the
development of originality.

Personally, Zhu Yuanzhang, the
Ming Dynasty founder, had ups and downs in his relationship with
Confucianism. At first he staffed his bureaucracy with officials
who had passed the Neo-Confucian Imperial Examinations. But soon,
being a very suspicious person, he came to view the scholars as the
most dangerous group and put to death several of them. As early as
1370 he re-established the examination system, even though it was
not based on the Confucian Classics. By 1373 he stopped it,
preferring to have government officials chosen by recommendation.
In 1375 he established an official school system for qualified
students. In 1382 he restarted again the traditional examination
system. However, he devised methods to deprive scholars of power
and position and introduced the use of heavy bamboo as a punishment
at court, often beating to death scholar-officials for the
slightest offense. He felt that scholars should be mere servants of
the state, working on behalf of the emperor. Because of the
emperor’s attitude, a great many members of the gentry were
discouraged from embarking on official careers and opted for a
retired life, a life of study and leisure in the countryside far
away from the capital.

His successor Jianwen proclaimed
a general amnesty, put Confucian advisors in influential positions,
and tried to make the Ming government more benevolent. He had
Hanlin scholars instruct the princes in Confucian policies. The
Yongle Emperor appointed seven scholars to the Hanlin Academy and
used them as his principal advisors, taking them along with him
even on military campaigns. In 1409 he published a treatise on how
mind and heart learn according to the wisdom of the Neo-Confucian
sages. Neo-Confucianism of the Zhu Xi kind became officially
endorsed in 1415, when the Ming Court issued an anthology on moral
philosophy containing the
 Five Classics and 
Four Books with the commentaries by Zhu Xi. This became
the basis of the required curriculum for all students when
preparing for the civil service examinations until the end of the
Ming Dynasty.
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Wang’s Birth and Ancestry
  


His real name was Wang Shouren. In
his age he was widely known by his “courtesy name” Wang Boan. He
took for himself the nickname Wang Yangming later in life, while he
was living a hermit life in a place called Yangming Ravine (
Yangmingdong), near his home town in Zhejiang. He was born
on October 31, 1472 under the reign of the Ming Emperor Chenghua
(r. 1464-1487) in the small town of Yuyao, not far from Shaoxing,
Zhejiang Province, into a family of the local gentry. Wang Hua, his
father, a student preparing for a government career, was away on a
teaching assignment. His mother, surnamed Zheng, was from a local
Yuyao family. His birth drew a sigh of relief from grandfather Wang
Lun and his wife surnamed Cen, both extremely worried about their
daughter-in-law already pregnant for fourteen months. 

The Wang family could boast of a
long tradition of political figures and literati since very ancient
times, going back to a Wang Lan (205-278 CE), a Jin Dynasty
(265-420 CE) high official originating from Shandong. Among its
most illustrious members one could mention Wang Xizhi (303-361),
arguably the most famous calligrapher in Chinese history. It was
during the life of Wang Xizhi that the family emigrated south of
the Yangzi River, moving to several places along the generations,
eventually settling in Yuyao. According to some historians, Wang
Xizhi was more precisely a relative, not a direct ancestor of Wang
Yangming. Another illustrious ancestor was Wang Fan (1036-1103), a
friend of the poet Su Dongpo (1037-1101).

The Chinese are fond of their
family trees, which often reach to very distant times, although at
times some doubts remain about their historical correctness. As for
Wang Yangming, data become much more reliable regarding his sixth
generation ancestor Wang Gang (1302-1372), a talented literary
person, also knowledgeable in military matters, longtime friend of
Liu Ji (1311-1375). Liu Ji was a scholar and poet, as well as a
military strategist, who joined the revolution against the Mongol
regime. The revolution was successful and Liu Ji became a statesman
and the main advisor to Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming
Dynasty (1368). 

In the early years of the Ming
Dynasty, a rebellion had started in Chaozhou, Guangdong. At the age
of seventy (1371), Wang Gang was called by the newly established
Hongwu emperor’s Court in Nanjing and appointed advisor to the
Guangdong governor and supervisor of military supplies. Wang Gang
travelled south, taking along with him his son, the sixteen-year
old Wang Yanda. The next year, after accomplishing his mission and
convincing the rebels to surrender to the Emperor, Wang Gang
started his return trip by sea. Unfortunately, on the way he met
the boat of a famous pirate, of a local minority (Miao people), who
wanted at any cost to make him their leader. The pirate erected an
altar and forced him to sit in the middle and worshipped him. Wang
Gang scolded the pirate, instantly urging him to change his life,
until finally the pirate killed him. His fellow pirates were going
to kill also his son, but the chief pirate stopped them: “This man
was a loyal person, his son is a filial person; it would not be
auspicious to kill him.” They let the boy go on his way and bring
home the body of the dead father wrapped in a sheepskin, so as to
bury it in his home town. 

When at Court they learned what
happened to Wang Gang, they had a memorial shrine built in the
place where he had been killed. After such a terrible experience,
his son Wang Yanda abstained for all his life from joining public
life. He lived a quasi-hermit life, tilling the fields and eating
and dressing very simply. He left the advice for his descendants to
do the same. 

Wang Yangming’s great-great
grandfather Wang Yuzhun followed the advice, although he was a good
scholar who authored a prestigious study on the 
Book of Change. His great grandfather Wang Jie received a
licentiate and entered the National Academy in Nanjing. He was the
author of several books on the Confucian Classics. 

Wang Yangming’s grandfather Wang
Lun continued the family tradition of both book learning and
abstaining from public life. Even though he was widely read, he did
not take part in any public examination. He acquired fame as a good
teacher and the families of the local gentry contended his service;
and so he made a living by private teaching. He also became well
known as a student of the 
Book of Change and expert in divination. Some friends
advised him to take part in government examinations; he himself
realized that the family was living in extreme poverty; that it was
going to become poorer and poorer, if they did not take some
official job. All that was left of the family’s property were two
large chests of books inherited from his ancestors. Therefore, he
was happy when he had a son, Wang Hua, who was quite gifted at
learning. As soon as the boy started to speak, he would recite
poems to him, and the child could easily repeat them right away. He
took good care of his son and trained him for the government
examinations. 

Wang Lun was fond of poetry, wine,
and bamboo. He loved to recite poems while drinking wine among
bamboo trees. He was a man who disregarded luxury and power and
cherished anonymity and simple life. He was known as a kind of Tao
Yuanming (the bucolic poet, 365-427), or the like of the recluse
Song poet Lin Bu (967-1028). He was an assiduous reader of the 
Book of Rites and of the 
Shiji (Records of the Historian) and a good prose writer,
the author of two books of essays. He was also quite generous any
time he saw somebody in straitened circumstances, sharing his own
clothes with him. Although without power or riches, the Wang family
enjoyed a very good name in town. 

Wang Yangming’s father Wang Hua
(1446-1522) was a brilliant young man and an avid learner, gifted
with a prodigious memory. After reading a page, he could remember
each word from the first to the last. There is a story for his
youth, revealing his self-conscience and character, of a man not
ready to go along with the trends. When Wang Hua was still a boy of
fourteen, there spread the hearsay that at night there were spirits
roaming around the Longquan temple. Nobody dared to pass by there
anymore. Only Wang Hua was fearless; he liked to study there and
stayed in the temple even until late at night. The next day people
would ask him: “Everybody fears the spirits and is afraid to get
hurt. Do you mean that you were not afraid at all?” He replied:
“What should I have been afraid of?” “Late last night, after
everybody else left, did you see anything strange?” “What should I
have seen?” “Then you must be a heavenly creature. In the future
you will have a very fortunate life.”

There are some indications that in
his youth Wang Hua was influenced by the philosophy of Lu Xiangshan
(1139-1192). His fame of a very cultured man started to spread
around soon; when he was around thirty, he was already contended
among the distinguished families of the area as an instructor for
their young. In 1481, at the age of 35, he passed the metropolitan
examination with the first place (
optimus) on the list. The examination was the door to a
future official career, and passing with the best grade was
premonitory of high places in the government. Right away, he was
employed as a compiler in the Hanlin Academy, the highest learning
institution in the country. Soon later, he became an official in a
Court ministry and then one of the instructors to the emperor’s son
(the future emperor Xiaozong). Wang Hua was also known as Mister
Longshan, from the simplified name of mountain Longquan
(Longquanshan) near his home, where he liked to study since his
youth. 

Wang Hua was earnest and outspoken.
He was an upright figure in the court, not inclined to flatter the
rich and powerful. He had a rather smooth and successful official
career, until he met the age of eunuch Liu Jin (1506). When eunuch
Liu Jin wielded absolute power in the country, many were going to
his residence to pay homage; only Wang Hua did not go. Expectedly,
Liu Jin did not appreciate him, and after a while, he received the
order to resign. Wang Hua was the author of numerous books (46
volumes 
zhuan). He was a serious Confucian scholar. He wrote poems
and essays without indulging in flowery compositions, but always
straight to the point.

Right after Wang Hua was forced to
resign, some friends advised him to retreat to a mountain place and
live the life of a Daoist hermit, to keep safely away from Liu
Jin’s temper. He replied that “people live happily in this world
because in their houses they have parents and children, brothers
and wives, relatives and clansmen; outside their homes they have
rulers and subjects, friends and social relations and duties, and
they have exchanges among themselves and do not leave each other.
If I abandon everything and go to live alone on a mountain until my
death, what difference is there with actual death? The real
teaching of the sages is to keep one’s heart pure and control one’s
desires, so as to refresh one’s spirit and strengthen one’s will. I
peacefully accept and follow the will of Heaven, is this not the
path to longevity?”

Soon after his retirement, Wang Hua
strove hard to put together some money and build a small villa. The
work was hardly finished, when a fire caused it to burn to the
ground. Relatives and friends came to help. Wang Hua entertained
them, and in a relaxed mood chatted and laughed with them as if
nothing had happened. This shows the maturity and self-control of
this man, and lets us know from whom Wang Yangming learned his
celebrated self-mastery. Wang Yangming himself declared in one
well-known poem (
Song desheng shufu gui yao) how much he learned from his
father in his youth in the company of his young uncle Wang
Desheng.

When Wang Yangming was about nine
or ten, his father Wang Hua moved his household from Yuyao to
nearby Shaoxing, because he loved the natural environment there and
recalled that his ancestors had lived there. However, the family
kept also the house in Yuyao. Wang Rong and Wang Gun, Wang Hua’s
two brothers, continued to live there. Thereafter Wang Yangming
also lived in both places. (Dong, 7)

Biographer Qian Ming stresses the role Wang Yangming’s
grandmother – Wang Lun’s wife – must have had in his education. A
devout Buddhist believer, she was a strong and intelligent woman.
After the early death of Wang Yangming’s mother, the young boy was
entrusted to her care. Once he grew up, she helped Wang Yangming
start his teaching career by advertising his talent and encouraging
relatives and neighbors to send their young to learn from him. She
lived until 96, alert and vivacious to the last.

 




  

    
Legends
  


Perhaps because Wang Yangming was
such an extraordinary person, and after he had accomplished
legendary military feats and had attracted many disciples and fans,
several legends started to circulate about him. Some of them were
even recorded in his official biography (
nianpu). Around the moment when he was going to be born,
his grandmother was asleep. She had a dream: she saw a heavenly
fairy clothed in a purple silk cassock decorated with jade,
appearing out of the clouds and descending slowly through falling
snow, accompanied by music, toward the Wang mansion, bringing with
her two hands a charming and lively child to her in the form of a
heavenly gift. At this point, she woke up and heard the newborn
child’s cry. Because of this, his grandfather gave him the name 
Yun (cloud), and as the story spread around, the villagers
called his birthplace “the Auspicious Cloud Mansion (
ruiyun lou).” By the way, an almost similar story of a
dream had been recorded at the birth of his father Wang Hua by his
father’s grandmother; accordingly, at the time they had given the
boy the name 
Hua (splendor, or prosperity). The recurrent mention of
dreams should not surprise. “The special concern with dreams looms
significantly in Ming literature. Accounts of dreams are many and
varied.” (Lienche Tu Fang, DMB 442)

Since his birth, Wang Yangming was
in frail health. After he started eating solid food, he never
stopped taking pills and prescription drugs. Quite often, he would
have a fever or was coughing. His growth was slow. He was unable to
speak until past the age of four. This was somewhat embarrassing
for the family. Legend has it that one day a wandering monk in a
threadbare cassock passed by. After staring for a long while at the
child playing with the other kids but without speaking, the monk
lightly patted the child’s head and sighed: “What a wonderful boy!
Too bad, that his name has been revealed!” The monk’s exclamation
refers to a Daoist belief that a child could be endowed at birth
with some special heavenly power, but if such power is divulged
beforehand, he may lose it. Upon hearing about this, his
grandfather decided to change his name. Instead of 
Yun (cloud), he named him 
Shouren. The name 
Shouren is a quotation from Confucius’ 
Dialogues, to say that “The power that can be obtained
through knowledge, if it is not retained (
shou) through goodness (
ren), will certainly be lost in the end.” (XV, 33) As the
saying goes, from then on, Wang Yangming started to speak. 

This last anecdote, same as
grandmother’s dream of a fairy at Wang’s birth, is a clear
indication that the environment where Wang was born was saturated
with popular Daoism. No wonder then that Wang Yangming at eight was
already dreaming of becoming a fairy or an immortal, as he
mentioned in a letter written thirty years later in reply to
someone asking whether spirits and immortals exist: “Actually, ever
since the age of eight, I have been interested in such matters.
More than thirty years have passed since then…” (Ching/2, 4). 

Another legend refers that one day,
when he was about seven or eight, Wang Yangming recited loudly some
passages from the Classics beloved by his grandfather. The
bystanding family members were startled and asked him how he could
know those passages. He replied that earlier, when he heard his
grandfather read them aloud, he listened attentively and memorized
them.

While his father was often away on
government assignments, grandfather taught the child Wang Yangming
to read and write, and the basics of classical literature. No need
to say that his grandfather cherished to have around a grandson so
keen to learning everything he was being taught. In his childhood
and in his teenage years, while his father was busy at Court, Wang
Yangming lived quite close to his grandfather. Undoubtedly, his
grandfather influenced him a lot and transmitted to him his
attitude in life.
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Life in Beijing
  


In 1481, after passing the
metropolitan examination (jinshi) with the highest honor, Wang
Yangming’s father Wang Hua was appointed a compiler in the Hanlin
Academy located in Beijing. The following year, 1482, he sent
somebody to take his family to Beijing. Wang Yangming, in the
company of his mother and grandfather, left his hometown in
Zhejiang and moved to Beijing. 

They travelled north by boat, as
it was customary, through the Grand Canal. Along the way, one of
the stops they made was in Zhenjiang, Jiangsu, where Wang Yangming
revealed his talent for poetry. His nianpu reports the following
story: in Jinshan, Zhenjiang, Wang Yangming and his grandfather
stayed overnight in a temple. In the evening, they had dinner in
the company of an old friend of his grandfather. At a certain
point, after a few cups of wine, the two old literati started
composing impromptu poems. His grandfather could not find a
suitable line to start his poem; the eleven-year old Wang Yangming,
standing beside them, came to his aid and effortlessly composed a
whole poem, like this: 


  
The Gold Mountain (Jinshan), from here



  
About the size of a fist,



  
Shatters the sky afloat



  
On the waters of Weiyang.



  
I lean tipsy toward the moon



  
Over the terrace of the “Marvelous Height”



  
As music from a jade flute drops down



  
Clear to the cave-dragon in his sleep.


This poem actually is a
compilation of several famous lines of poetry. Coming from a
ten-year-old boy, the poem surprised the friend, who was an old
hand at writing poems. In order to test Wang Yangming’s talent
further, the friend requested him to create another poem, on the
assigned topic “moon-shading mountain house” (meaning the house
where they were sitting). Wang Yangming responded, after a brief
moment of concentration, by reciting a beautiful short poem that
said:


  
Because this mountain makes the moon small



  
We think it bigger than the moon,



  
But if someone had an eye wide as heaven



  
He’d see a small mountain and a big moon.



No need to say, everybody was amazed at his extraordinary
talent. 

Wang Yangming lived in Beijing
for five years, from eleven to sixteen. Once settled in Beijing,
when he was twelve, his father sent him to a neighbor's house,
where a private teacher would teach him together with the children
of relatives and friends. So, Wang Yangming began formal schooling
in such a family school (
sishu), as it was customary in gentry and officials’
families. Now and then he must have received also some lessons from
his father in the company of his uncle Wang Desheng, as witnessed
by a poem he wrote later in life (See the poem Song desheng shufu
gui yuyao). 

The example of his ancestors and
the scholarly environment of the family were naturally driving Wang
Yangming to distinguish himself in learning and to aim at passing
the examinations for a career in government. The tradition in the
family was to stress reading the Five Classics and the Shiji, while
showing less interest in the Four Books, annotated by Zhu Xi, which
were instead extolled by the Ming emperors and by the establishment
of the time.

His Chronological Biography
(nianpu) lets us perceive that his father was worried about Wang
Yangming’s future, given that he was so wild in his exploits, with
a temper very hard to control. His grandfather, on the contrary,
perhaps also because he had lived together with the boy most of the
time during his growth, was more positive about the boy’s
prospects. Because of grandfather’s influence, his father, who was
quite strict about his education, did not curtail too much his
loose and uninhibited personality, only tried to restrain
him.

A vivacious lad, Wang Yangming
was thirsty for adventure and had an inquisitive mind keen on
questioning orthodox beliefs, characteristics that help explain his
future turbulent political career and dynamic thinking. Since an
early age he nourished lofty ideals, as revealed by the following
episode. When he was around twelve, instead of diligently following
the classes of his private instructor, Wang Yangming often skipped
class and went outside to join the other kids at play. He would
manufacture small and large banners and give them to the other
kids, arranged in rows in the courtyard; then he would drill them
in standing, turning back, or marching according to orders, acting
in their middle as their commander, as if preparing them to ordered
battle. One day his father discovered him and in anger scolded him:
“Our family has been distinguishing itself for its love of
learning, for what purpose?” Wang Yangming asked in reply: “What is
the use of studying?” And his father: “By studying one can become a
high official, like your father who got the first place
(zhuangyuan) in the examination, it was all because of hard work on
the books.” Wang Yangming replied: “If a father obtains the
zhuangyuan, does it mean that his children and grandchildren and
all the generations thereafter will also be zhuangyuan?” “No, only
me, my generation!” Wang Yangming laughingly concluded: “Only one
generation! Then to become a zhuangyuan comes down to be nothing
special!” His father felt even angrier and attempted to slap him.
The episode reveals Wang Yangming’s mind, already aspiring to do
great things, things that would leave a trace in the world not just
for one generation, but for many generations.

His Chronological Biography
(Nianpu) reports also the following story: One day Wang Yangming
asked his home teacher: “What is the most important thing to pursue
in the world?” The teacher replied: “To study well so as to perform
among the first in the examinations.” Wang reacted: “To study and
learn in order to become a sage!” His father, who was present,
laughingly commented:”So, you have decided that you want to become
a sage!?” The episode is quite meaningful, since it indicates how
at a very early age, when he was more or less eleven or twelve,
Wang Yangming already had in mind to become a sage; it also reveals
his temper, of a young boy with a strong character, not afraid of
contradicting or criticizing his own teacher.

Again when he was around twelve,
one day while he was strolling in a market in the streets of
Beijing, Wang Yangming got into an argument with a bird-seller who
refused to give him a sparrow free of charge. A physiognomist, who
happened to pass by, struck by his extraordinary appearance,
purchased the bird for him as a gift and, touching with his hand
around Wang Yangming’s face, offered him a free consultation, which
is full of Daoist allusions:

“I now read your appearance. Take
heed of what I say and remember my words well in your mind. When
your beard brushes the collar, you will enter the realm of
sagehood. When your beard reaches the upper cinnabar field, you
will form a sage-embryo. When your beard reaches the lower cinnabar
field [i.e. the navel], you will bear the sagely fruit.” 

The length of the beard
presumably refers to the time required for personal cultivation.
The beard brushing the collar should indicate thirty years of age,
while the upper and lower cinnabar fields may suggest forty and
fifty. In the eyes of the physiognomist, Wang Yangming had the
endowments to become perfected in the Daoist art of longevity, if
he persisted in such a pursuit. The physiognomist also advised Wang
Yangming to develop his inner control and to cherish his unusual
endowment so that the great promise should be verified (should
“lead to completion of the sagely fruit”). Sagehood here is meant
in Daoist terms. (Du 44) The nianpu notes that Wang Yangming was so
deeply impressed with the promising allotment that he often sat in
meditation facing the bookshelf. The important effect of this
encounter was that while before Wang Yangming showed a certain
disdain for studying books destined for the examinations, now
instead, aspiring to accomplish great things in life, he started to
study books avidly, as arranged by his father.

Another meaningful episode from
his teenage years handed down to us is the following. Wang Yangming
worked very hard at learning civil and military arts; but as he
liked to play chess very much, his normal learning - the study of
the Classics in order to prepare for the government examinations -
was usually held up. His father scolded him many times for it, but
his indulgence in chess was not changed one bit. One day, in anger,
his father threw the chess set into a nearby river. Greatly
shocked, Wang Yangming realized what was wrong with him, and wrote
a poem to express his aspirations. The poem reads: 


  
«Blissful were the days when indulged in chess, 



  
But all at once everything is no more. 



  
The pawns fall into the river helpless, 



  
The generals get drowned themselves; 



  
The knights are stampeded in the wave, 



  
Even elephants hardly survive; 



  
With roaring cannon shaking the earth and the heaven, 



The aspiration of the 'crouching dragon' was awakened».


(Episode and poem reported in
www.ningbo.gov.cn of Feb. 4, 2008).

In this poem, Wang Yangming
compares himself to Zhuge Liang (a most famous strategist in
ancient history, known by the nickname crouching dragon), to
express the idea that the moment he saw his father throw the chess
set into the river was the exact moment when he made up his mind to
achieve something in life. From then on, he studied hard and made
great progress in his learning. “Richly endowed with a quick nature
and a remarkable versatility, he was interested in everything:
reading, poetry, horsemanship, archery, as well as religion and
philosophy, and he was ready to pursue, and capable of developing,
all these interests to a high degree of achievement. Fascinated
with the profound meaning of life, he sought to probe its mystery.”
(Ching 27)




In 1483 his father was put in
charge of the metropolitan examination. As the Chronological
Biography reports, he took Wang Yangming, a young boy of barely
twelve, to the examination hall to review the papers of the
examinees. It should have been a rare occurrence for a boy of his
age to be in that place and even more to review the papers. “The
real message of the biographer, however, is that Wang Yangming’s
comments on the strengths and weaknesses of some of the papers were
accepted by the official judges as fitting.” (Tu 35) Du Weiming’s
opinion is that “in light of Wang Yangming’s precocity in literary
skill, it is quite possible that the proud father wanted to avail
himself of the opportunity to present his son to some of the most
prominent scholar-officials in the capital.”

In 1484, when Wang Yangming was
almost 13, his mother died. In his nianpu there is only a line,
recording that “he wept for days.” Since his father had another
wife, from then on Wang Yangming had to deal with his stepmother.
According to a widely popular story found in a fictionalized
biography of Wang Yangming written by Feng Menglong (1574-1645),
she treated him badly. One day Wang Yangming, fed up with the bad
treatment of his stepmother, thought out a trick. He purchased an
osprey at the market and hired a sorceress. Then he returned home
with the osprey, entering through the back door. He hid the osprey
under the bedcover of his stepmother. At night his stepmother went
to bed; as she raised the bedcover, the osprey started to cry aloud
and to flutter all over the place. It took quite a while to chase
it and drive it out of the window.

A wild bird flying inside one’s
bedroom was considered very unlucky; even more so, because the bird
was an osprey. His stepmother was extremely frightened by such a
bad omen; she thought that something terrible was going to happen
to her. Thereupon Wang Yangming advised her to consult a diviner
and better understand what it might mean. He rushed to the street
and invited in the sorceress he had previously hired. She proceeded
to perform exorcism and pray for blessings on the house. The
sorceress further said that she was now possessed by the spirit of
Wang Yangming’s deceased mother and sternly scolded his stepmother:
“You are torturing my son, today I will take your life.” Frightened
to death, his stepmother immediately knelt down with a thump and
begged for forgiveness, and swore that she would never torture her
stepson again. The trick worked. His stepmother changed her hostile
attitude and from then on reserved for Wang Yangming a much better
treatment. 

Feng Menglong’s book is a work of
fiction; therefore, the above story cannot be taken for granted.
However, a research on the military campaigns described by Feng
Menglong showed that all coincide with entries in the Chronologic
Biography; therefore even the stories from Wang Yangming’s youth
recounted by Feng’s book should not be empty talk but have some
ground in oral narratives or other sources. (Chung 16) The above
story serves as a witness to the large fame Wang Yangming enjoyed
during his life as a cunning tactician. 

Actually, according to research
done by his modern biographer Qian Ming, Wang Yangming’s
stepmother, surnamed Zhao, was a responsible mother. She treated
Wang Yangming same as her own children. Given that his grandmother
inevitably tended to spoil him, his stepmother was tough with him
and tried to restrain him. Therefore, according to Qian Ming, she
must have had a relevant and positive role in his education, even
though a wild-tempered teenager Wang Yangming would obviously feel
she was a stern disciplinarian and especially harsh toward
him.


  

    
Tour of the Great Wall
  


When he was around fourteen,
beside his regular materials for preparing the examinations, Wang
Yangming started learning archery, horsemanship, and military
strategy, subjects of great interest to him. He was particularly
keen on archery. The 
nianpu reports a
comment of a teenager Wang, to say “the scholars in our country
have a serious fault, that they are not knowledgeable in military
matters. Confucius said that one learned in literary skills must
possess military arts as well. The Confucian literati expert in
writing are avid for honors and money, they praise the peaceful
times with their compositions; once they meet a sudden political
change, they cross their arms not knowing what to do. This is the
defect of the Confucian literati.”(Chung 3)

  
In 1486, when he was almost
fifteen, Wang Yangming had the opportunity to take a tour through
the northern frontier in the company of his grandfather. Although
the founder of the Dynasty had successfully expelled the Mongols
from the country, during the Ming Dynasty the people lived with a
siege mentality, fearing that Mongol hordes at any moment might
again invade China. The most pressing military affair of the time
was defending the country from invasions from the north. 
  
The Ming emperors, starting from
the founder, had rebuilt the Great Wall at huge expense, in order
to keep the Mongols and other tribes from invading China. The Great
Wall stretched for almost six thousand miles from Shanhaiguan on
the east coast to Lop Lake in Xinjiang, and had about twenty-five
thousand watchtowers. Its most important points were the three
“Passes”, three points working as gates: one at Shanhaiguan, the
easternmost end of the Wall, one at Jiayuguan in Gansu Province,
and the Juyong Pass, near Changping, in northern Hebei Province,
northwest of Beijing. This last pass had been built in 1368 by
Emperor Hongwu himself, the founder of the Ming. The Juyong Pass
was the most delicate point in the defense system of the Ming,
given that it was located about 50 km. from central Beijing.
Through that pass, a foreign army could swiftly attack the capital
of the empire. 
  
In the company of his grandfather,
Wang Yangming visited the Juyong Pass, stopping there for one
month. Thus, he had the chance to inspect thoroughly both its
physical configuration and its military installations. He also
stayed for a time with the nomad tribe (an ethnic minority)
inhabiting the area, practicing horseback riding and archery with
them. He inquired with the local inhabitants how in the steppes
they used to defend themselves from their enemy, given that nobody
dared to bully them. It was an unforgettable experience for a
teenager dreaming of great heroic feats. 
  
Back in Beijing after this trip,
his heart was still overwhelmed with emotion. One of the following
nights he dreamed of meeting Ma Yuan (14 BCE – 49 CE), a mighty
general of the Han Dynasty, the conqueror of Annam, famous for his
tactical ability as well as for his courage and wisdom. The next
morning he wrote a poem beginning with the line: “
General Ma Yuan came back after accomplishing a military
feat...” Many years later, shortly before his death, Wang
Yangming passed by the memorial temple of Ma Yuan near Nanning,
Guangxi, and stopped to pay homage to Ma Yuan.
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