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Wang Yang—-Ming and the Book of Changes

TAI Lian—chang

This article discusses Wang Yang-ming’s approach to studying the
Book of Changes (Chou I or I Ching) in order to explore how he employed
the Changes in the process of learning and moral cultivation. Drawing on
materials such as Wang’s poem ‘“Reading the Changes,” his “Memoir of
Contemplating the Changes” and ‘“Probable Explanations of the Five

’

Classics,” and related sayings and writings, the article describes the stages
of Wang’s path in his study of the Changes, from incomprehension to
comprehension to enjoyment. Wang’s method of studying the Changes can
be expressed in the maxims ‘‘the meaning enters the spirit and thereby is
applied in practice” and “‘safeguarding the body in order to revere virtue.”
The paper points out that the key principle Wang finds in the Changes —
“the substance being established, the function is thereby put into practice”
— is intricately related to the core doctrines of his philosophy, such as that
substance and function have the same source and that moral cultivation
lies in the extension of innate moral knowledge (chih liang chih). Wang’s
approach to the Changes also illustrates his ability to grasp essential
insights and apply them broadly in a wide field of knowledge. In so doing,
he demonstrates how to carry out the project of moral cultivation and
establishes a paradigm of the Confucian tao (way) of unifying external

action and inner cultivation.
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