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On Human Evil:
Wang Yangming’s Concept of Ego as Self-Occlusion of
the Original Mind

CHEN Shih-chen

Human evil, according to Wang Yangming, primarily originates in self-
occlusion of one’s moral mind. That means it is deliberately performed; thus this
paper intends to carry out a transcendental ethical analysis of this self-occlusion. It is
necessary first to distinguish the concept of seduction from the concept of imputation:
the former indicates how the occurrence of evil can become understandable, and the
latter how the concept of responsibility can become possible. The interpretation of
Yangming’s ethical understanding of evil, therefore, is dependent upon revealing a
cause of the imputation belonging to moral consciousness of the self-concept in order
to explain the possibility for the concept of responsibility by the intention of the self-
occlusion of the original mind. Self-occlusion belongs not only to human physical
temperaments, but also to something reasonable, so that it may be characterized as
obscuration of knowledge. The reason self-occlusion related to evil is not an ethically
neutral mental state is that it is an intention to deny its moral mind so that it is certainly
understood ethically and is evaluated as evil. Self-occlusion means a self-deception,
which indicates that the mind is essentially an ability for good, but now is negated by
the excuse of inability to carry it out, but which is really due to one’s unwillingness
to carry out such an intention. A human, however, can be evaluated as evil and
responsible only because of his lack of awareness and unwillingness; ethically, he can
be seen as bearing responsibility.

Keywords: self-occlusion intention  self-deception responsible ego
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