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Abstract Wang Yangming’s discussions concerning evil mainly appear in two 
sets of texts, i.e., Chuanxilu 传习录 (Instructions for Practical Living) and gongyi 
公移 (documents transferred to vertically unrelated departments). The former 
addresses evil in metaphysical terms, and the latter in social terms. These subtly 
different approaches show the nuance between self-cultivation and governance of 
others.
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1 

The doctrine of the original goodness of human nature dominates in the Confucian 
tradition. In describing the “xinti 心体 (substance of the mind)” and the “xingti 
性体 (substance of the nature)”, Neo-Confucians mostly focused on “goodness”. 
Consequently, the issue of “evil” has become a very difficult problem: if 
ontologically the human mind or nature is good, then where and how does evil 
come into being? Modern scholars have focused their criticisms of Confucianism 
on this optimism about human nature. It is said that Confucianism has never 
successfully “hit on the point” of the evil of human nature, and that it has just 
been blindly “making efforts on the prescriptions”, but never become “profound” 
in its diagnoses of the symptoms: 
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The Confucian doctrine of the goodness of human nature was fundamentally 
illusory. Confucians asserted the goodness of human nature because they 
feared the possibility that it may be evil; because they believed that human 
nature needed to be good so that goodness would take root in human nature. 
In other words, the Confucian doctrine concerning the goodness of human 
nature is essentially wishful thinking based on a specific need. Indeed, 
it is not at all natural for human beings to practice morality; rather, they do 
so reluctantly only after overcoming many impulses and making many 
sacrifices. In contrast, evil requires little effort. How naïve and foolishly 
passionate are the words, “All are sages in the streets!” (Yin 1980, 
pp. 883–886)

Western research on Yangming’s doctrine concerning human nature somewhat 
reflects this sort of general appraisal of human nature in the Confucian tradition. 
For example, famed Sinologist David Nivison notes that Wang Yangming did not 
answer the question of why evil exists, because “Wang was not interested in the 
doctrine about evil. What he cared about was leading us out of evil.” (Nivison 
1996, p. 224)

Does the assertion of the goodness of human nature really mean the neglect of 
“evil”? Is the moral idealism that asserts “all are sages in the streets” both “naïve” 
and “foolishly passionate?” Has Confucianism not “profoundly” diagnosed the 
problem of “evil?” This article intends to help answer these questions through a 
case study of Yangming’s discussion about “evil”.

In order to discuss Yangming’s doctrine of “evil”, the complexity of the texts 
should be addressed first. Generally speaking, Yangming’s commentaries about 
evil are seen in two kinds of texts: in his dialogues with and letters to his disciples, 
and in the many gongyi 公移, bangwen 榜文 (Proclamations) and xiangyue 乡约 
(Community Compacts) he wrote as he took official posts. The former were 
addressed to the members of a somewhat elevated Confucian “spiritual exercise 
community”, and the latter more to the “grass-roots,” the common people. 
The foci of Yangming’s commentaries varied with their intended audiences. The 
definition of Yangming’s doctrine of evil would surely be biased if this significant 
distinction is ignored.1

1 As Professor Philip J. Ivanhoe pointed out in his recent book Ethics in the Confucian Tradition: 
The Thought of Mengzi and Wang Yang-ming (p. 72), Wang Yangming’s approach differed 
from the agricultural mode of self-cultivation by Mengzi. Yangming did not think that the 
occurrence of evil in the world could be attributed to environmental corruption, a lack of proper 
edifi cation, or the impotence of correct endeavor which hindered or distorted the proper course 
of the development of human nature.
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2 

Let us start by analyzing the first kind of text. 

All emotions are originally neutral. Once revealed, they become too strong 
or too weak, and become illicit desires. (Wang 1992, p. 19)

Someone once asked, “It is true that all human beings have such a mind. The 
mind is the li 理 (principle), why do some people do good whereas others do 
evil?” The Master answered this question as such, “The minds of evil persons 
have lost their original reality.” (Wang 1992, p. 15) 

Someone once queried, “Master, you once said that ‘good and evil are the 
same thing.’ Good and evil are two extremes, as absolutely opposed as ice 
and fire; why did you say they are the same thing? The Master replied, “The 
ultimate goodness is the original reality of the mind. Anything in excess of 
that original reality is evil. It is not that there is a goodness and there is an 
evil opposite to it. Therefore, good and evil are the same thing.” It is through 
the Master’s commentary that I have come to understand the Cheng brothers’ 
saying that “Goodness is human nature, indeed, but evil is the nature of 
human beings too.” Again, the Master said, “Both good and evil come from 
the tianli 天理 (heavenly principle). The so-called evil is not originally evil, 
but merely the excess and insufficiency of the original nature.” All these 
commentaries are doubtlessly sound. (Wang 1992, p. 97)

Here, Wang Yangming indicates that evil has only “passive significance” and it 
is only a “negative thing”, but the ultimate goodness is the original reality, 
possesses “positive significance,” and is a “positive thing”. “Excess” and 
“insufficiency” constitute evil. In this sense, evil has no intrinsic reality; there is 
only one original reality and that is the ultimate goodness. Essentially, Yangming 
argues for the monism of goodness.2 Then how can goodness result in “excess” 

2 So far, Yangming’s argument is not notably different from that of Zhu Xi. Just quote the Zhuzi 
yulei 朱子语类 (Classifi ed Conversations of Master Zhu) for a comparison, “Someone asked, 
‘The mind as an object is fully contained by all principles. The goodness induced is from the 
mind, of course, but the evils induced are all the embodied qi with improper desires for material 
wealth. Does the evil also come from the mind?’ The Master replied, ‘Although they are 
derived from the reality of the mind, they are from the mind anyhow.’ (Someone) asked again, 
‘So is that how the mind of a human being is?’ The Master replied ‘yes.’ Then Zisheng asked, 
‘now does the mind of a human being contain both good and evil?’ The Master replied, 
‘indeed.’ Someone asked, ‘Does the mind contain good and evil?’ The Master answered, 
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and “insufficiency”? That is, how does evil come about? “Awareness and 
conscience should be distinguished. Awareness refers to what arises from objects 
as a response, which may be right or wrong; while what can determine the right 
and the wrong is conscience” (Wang 1992, p. 217). So it is unquestionable that 
all consciences are good, while “awareness” may be right or wrong, thus, “evil” 
must emerge from “awareness.” Ultimately, awareness is also a response of the 
mind, while the original reality of the mind is conscience; in such a sense, 
therefore, “awareness” itself should also be goodness without evil. Why does 
“evil awareness” occur? The answer can only lie in the phrase “where awareness 
arises in response to objects.” The “response to objects” is the mental activity 
induced by objects; the mind may stir up its own “qi” (bad habits) in carelessness, 
and improper desires for material wealth might then arise and cloud the mind. 
Strictly speaking, therefore, “evil” occurs at the very moment when the mind 
responds to objects, triggered by burgeoning illicit desires, 

Yang Wencheng once asked, “Awareness is divided into good and evil; 
whatever is the basis of it?” The Master replied, “The mind is free from 
good and evil: awareness may be good or evil, conscience knows what is 
good and evil, and to know objects is to do good and eliminate evil.” Yang 

2 Continued
‘The mind is active, so of course it contains good and evil. Take compassion as an example. 
Compassion is a kind of goodness; if you saw a child falling into a well but you felt no 
compassion, then it would be evil. The departure from goodness is simply evil. One cannot say 
the reality of the mind is evil, nor can he say evil has nothing to do with the mind. If evil is not 
derived from the mind, then wherever does it come from? Therefore the learning of the people 
of ancient times is merely the pursuit of principles and the acquisition of knowledge, merely 
the endeavor to gradually eliminate evil; as evil is gradually eliminated, goodness will certainly 
be restored step by step…’” (Zhu 1994, p. 86) Yangming asserted that both “excess and 
insuffi ciency” were evil, and Zhu Xi said that “the departure from goodness” was evil, but as 
with the reality of the mind, both thought it to be goodness. Evil comes from the illicit desires 
for material wealth certainly, such was the consensus of Neo-Confucians. The problem is, to 
where the “illicit desires for material wealth” cling? Zhu Xi argued that the mind “contains 
both good and evil,” for otherwise evil would fi nd no basis. But as he made such an assertion, 
Zhu Xi was clear that this mind was “the mind of a human being” instead of the “original 
mind.” Zhu Xi talked about the mind, the mind of a human being, and the proper mind, but 
actually he was handling issues discriminatively: he did not ask people to pursue the principles 
groundlessly. Zheng Zhonglü asked, “Master, you said that nature was completely good and 
the mind intrinsically contains evil days before. But originally, the original mind contains 
nothing evil.” The Master answered, “Indeed, the original mind contains nothing evil originally, 
but whoever told you to contain something evil now? Now many people in the world have 
done many evil things, but absurdly remarked that the goodness of their original minds 
remained the same. How can that be?” (Ibid, p. 89) That is why Zhu Xi purposefuly argued 
that the mind contained both good and evil.
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asked again, “Can awareness be regarded as good or evil?” The Master 
answered, “Awareness is a function of the mind, and originally contains only 
good without any evil. Only after it is induced by illicit desires can it turn to 
be evil, and only conscience can recognize this by itself. Therefore, the 
essence of learning is to develop conscience.” (Jishan Cheng Yu, p. 52) 

As shown above, it becomes clear what Yangming meant by saying that “evil” 
had no reality: evil does not lie within the reality of the mind as conscience, nor 
within the “entity of objects,” for objects are neither good nor evil by themselves. 
Evil is indeed not reality, and only when the awareness emerging from the mind 
responds to objects and generates a thought does it show the disparity between a 
good thought and an evil one.

What does the “illicit desire” mentioned by Yangming refer to? All the mind’s 
longings for lust, benefit, and fame are illicit desires, and so it is with “useless 
thoughts and distracting considerations”. His disciples did not agree on this 
point, 

Yang Wencheng argued, “The mind’s longings for lust, benefit, fame and so 
on are illicit desires indeed. But how could one assert that useless thoughts 
and distracting considerations are also illicit desires?” The Master explained, 
“They come from longings for lust, benefit, and fame and so on, it can be 
made clear if you seek their sources. Take yourself as an example. You have 
never thought about things such as robbery in your own mind. Why is this 
so? This is because you have no such idea in your mind. If you manage your 
mind’s longings for lust, benefit, and fame as you do with its impulses to rob 
and steal, eliminating them completely and keeping only the original reality 
of the mind, then how can you come to such useless considerations? That is 
the so-called stillness, the propriety before any thought stirs: remarkable 
selflessness! Naturally the mind will be able to respond to objects properly, 
behave virtuously, and adapt well to objects.” (Wang 1992, p. 22) 

Among evils such as longings for lust, benefit, and fame, and useless thoughts 
and distracting considerations, Yangming particularly criticized pride and 
emulation, 

The critical defect for a human being lies in pride. A proud son surely will 
lack filial respect for his father, a proud subject surely will not be devoted to 
the emperor, a proud father surely will be unkind to his children, and a proud 
friend surely will be dishonest… So all of you must recognize that this 
human mind is in fact naturally fine and clear without any stains, and it is 
selfless. You can have nothing in your mind, for once you have, you will 
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have pride. Take the sages of ancient times for example. The only reason 
they were so perfect is that they were selfless. Selflessness begets modesty. 
Modesty is the root for all goodness, and pride is the worst among all evils. 
(Wang 1992, pp. 125, 280) 

Although varying in degree, all human evils come from emulation. Once 
emulation becomes too strongly imprinted upon the mind, there can be no 
chance to rectify wrongs or pursue righteousness. (Wang 1992, p. 1183)

It must be stressed that although “improper thoughts” and “evil thoughts” 
arise from “the mind’s longings for lust, benefit and fame”, from the mind’s 
“useless thoughts and distracting considerations,” from “pride” and “emulation,” 
“conscience”, the original reality of the mind does not thereby disappear. It 
merely resembles a mirror covered with dust, or the sun blocked by clouds—
obscured, but still wholly real and intact (Wang 1992, pp. 61–62). Because 
conscience exists, just as before, and because evil has no intrinsic reality, it 
is possible to do good and eliminate evil. Therefore, there are “purification of 
awareness,” “development of conscience,” and “achievement of willpower.” 

Purification of awareness is fundamental to edification, for “what comes first 
in the Confucian tradition” is to teach people how to exert themselves (to edify 
themselves). “Purification of awareness” essentially refers to the effort to be 
cautious and prudent of wrongdoings (i.e., prudent when one is alone), whose 
fundamentality lies in the “sincerity of a single thought” to ensure that “awareness” 
arises from “propriety,” and that the occuring thought is a “thought of the original 
reality,” lest the mind be distracted by objects. Once an evil or illicit thought 
occurs, the edified mind immediately becomes aware of it and extinguishes it. 
Improper thoughts can be prevented if the mind can overcome them at their 
conception. Purification of awareness is definitely linked with the development 
of conscience, it is a course in which the conscience reflects and checks the 
goodness and evil of awareness and thoughts. If all happens in accordance to 
the conscience, then there must be the sincerity of thoughts, the thoughts of the 
original reality. The effort to develop conscience is simply the attempt to purify 
awareness. Without the development of conscience, purification of awareness 
will lose its momentum, as well as its standards, 

However, ultimate goodness is the original reality of the mind. Can the 
original reality of the mind not be ultimate goodness? In order to rectify the 
mind, how can one work concerning the original reality? He will have to 
work on the point where the mind is induced to action. The point where the 
mind is induced to action cannot be characterized by complete goodness; 
therefore, here one should simply seek the purification of awareness. If a 
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single thought is induced by an attempt of goodness, it will whole-heartedly 
do good, whereas if a single thought is induced by an attempt of evil, it will 
whole-heartedly do evil. If the induced thought is completely sincere, then 
how can the original reality be improper? So the purification of awareness 
presupposes the propriety of the mind, and it is the only way to edification. 
The essential purpose of the purification of awareness is the attainment of 
knowledge. The conscience of the mind implies that the individual has 
privileged, exclusive knowledge. If the individual knows what is good but 
does not do what he knows to be good, or if one knows what is evil but does 
what he knows to be evil, we may say that his conscience is obscured, and 
that he fails to realize his conscience. (Wang 1992, p. 119) 

With the realization of conscience, the awareness can deceive nothing. The 
essential purpose of the purification of awareness lies in the realization of 
conscience, but the problem is whether or not one can be conscientious and purify 
awareness. When conscience is obscured and its faculty unavailable, the 
“achievement of willpower” will become especially critical, 

When a good thought arises, it should be known and developed, and when 
an evil thought arises, it should be known and held back. What knows, 
develops, and holds back is the willpower, the intelligence of the Heaven. It 
is the only thing that the sages rely on, and that a learner shall maintain. 
(Wang 1992, p. 22) 

The thoughts of evils are due to bad habits; and the thoughts of goodness are 
due to proper nature; the reason that the nature is disordered by bad habits is 
that the willpower is developed. Therefore, all the learners shaken by bad 
habits and defeated by qi will have to take pains to develop their willpower. 
After much striving, willpower will gradually be developed, and with the 
development of willpower, bad habits will gradually be eliminated. 
Edification presupposes the development of willpower, and with the will 
developed, the mission of edification is more than halfway complete. (Wang 
1992, p. 983) 

So what knows good and evil and respectively extends and constrains them is the 
“will” and the awareness in the expression “purification of awareness” not only 
refers to consciousness and thoughts, but also the will and intentions. Purification 
of awareness is actually means of sublimating the will. Fundamentally, a human 
being does not become what he has realized, but realizes what he wishes. The 
edification of human beings is fundamentally the development and purification 
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of the “will.”3 Even the sages cannot always avoid making errors. The point is 
whether or not they can correct them, 

…All say that to err is human and remark that they are not as good as Yao or 
Shun. These are the words of a parrot who does not exactly know the mind 
of Yao or Shun. If Yao or Shun had thought they were free from wrongs, 
they would no longer have been sages. What Yao and Shun preached is that 
“the mind of a human being is simply dangerous, and the mind of the Dao is 
merely implicit, so only through diligence and dedication can one grasp their 
propriety.” Even Yao and Shun themselves had thought the minds of human 
beings dangerous, and that their own minds were the same as those of 
common people. Danger here is excess; only cautiously and conscientiously, 
and through “diligence and dedication,” could they “grasp propriety” and 
avoid wrongdoing. The ancient sages were always aware of their own mental 
excess and sought to rectify it; therefore, they were ultimately free of wrongs. 
It is not that their minds were different from others’. (Wang 1992, p. 172)

The difference between sages and common people lies in that sages are always 
aware of their own excess and remedy it. The mind of the sage does not differ at 
all from that of the common man, whose mind is in perpetual danger of falling 
into wrong or evil. Conversely, the minds of common people are the same as 
those of sages, and thus common people might be able to recognize their own 
excess and correct it. In this sense, even common people are sages; even if foolish, 
don’t they have the potential for good? On the other hand, a sage is also a human 
being; even if good and wise, doesn’t he have the potential for evil?

The debate on whether “a sage is free from wrongs” is very important. Modern 
scholars mostly argue for the “modernity” of Yangming’s doctrine by means of 
asserting that “all are sages in the streets”. Yangming’s doctrine about sages has 
been explained as a “modern feature” that publicizes the autonomous awareness 
of common people. Particularly, Ji Wenfu vividly commentated that Yangming 
was the “Martin Luther of the Neo-Confucian tradition,” rendering the 
requirements for the sainthood increasingly loose, “Deaf sages, dumb sages, local 
sages, peasant sages, great and minor sages of different types, all were admitted 
by Yangming. Therefore, many members of the middle and lower social classes 
had their chances to enter the hall of sages” (Ji 1944, p. 119). Yangming’s words 

3 As with the reason why some people could develop their willpower while some others could 
not, Yangming seemed unable to give a satisfactory explanation except the proposition of clean 
and turbid qi (temperament) (A Letter in Reply to Lu Yuanjing). This kind of issue is indeed a 
general problem for all religions: namely, the problem of comprehension and intelligence in 
Buddhism, and grace and selection in Christianity.
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certainly indicate his populist tendencies, but his emphasis is laid on the 
requirement that human beings have to be alert of the “single thought.” The 
expression of “a single thought” is extremely significant because it is closely 
related to the enhancement of moral life. Once a single thought is evil, a man will 
be an evil person, and once a single thought is good, he will be a good person. A 
living individual has to keep alert at the possibility of the choice of “single 
thoughts”, and always reflect on them; it is always possible for one to be a 
criminal one moment and a sage the next. In addition, not only is “good” 
boundless, “evil” is also indefinite. 

Although Yao and Shun were good, one can be even better than Yao and 
Shun; and although Jie and Zhou were evil, one can become more evil than 
Jie and Zhou. Supposing Jie and Zhou were still alive, could they really be 
the only evil persons? And supposing goodness was limited, why could King 
Wen “not see its end?” (Wang 1992, p. 12)

Neither good nor evil have bounds, so can one handle them carelessly? 
Confucian efforts toward self-reflection, endeavors to verify predictions and 
attempts to forever maintain alertness are all concerned with this. Sages must 
always work hard on “single thoughts”, so how can we common people take the 
matter lightly? “Although born sages, Yao and Shun still exerted themselves to 
remain cautious and endeavor as if they were common people, whereas we, the 
truly common people, leisurely expect the attainment of the sainthood; how can 
we not harm both ourselves and others?” (Wang 1992, p. 1309) “Who dare say 
Yao had not reached sainthood? But he still endeavored all his days” (Wang 1992, 
p. 949). One cannot stumble along in “the hall of the sages.”

The learning of a worthy man is the learning of the mind, the mind is nature, 
and nature is natural. The mind of a sage is purely of natural principles; 
therefore a sage does not have to learn. Second to a sage, a common person 
has to learn to hold onto his mind, which has lost its original nature; such 
peoples’ minds are partially absent and their nature is submerged. How can a 
common person pursue the mind? He pursues it within the mind itself. How 
does one pursue the mind within the mind itself? Simply hold onto one’s 
mind… as he holds onto his own mind, one always seems to hear something 
in silence, and see something invisible. Therefore he listens to it carefully, 
fearing that he would hear wrongly; and looks attentively fearing he would 
overlook something. Therefore he can hear the lowest voices and see the 
most obscure things, and any signs of goodness or evil will be noticed at 
their very beginning. This is simply because of his carefulness. Keeping 
cautious as such, he can hold his mind; able to hold his mind, he is 
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clear-sighted. Thanks to his clear-sightedness, he is an expert when he 
observes things and self-contained when he holds his mind. It is all because 
of the lack of caution that one is ignorant without knowing it and excessive 
without being aware of it. Where a thought of goodness begins to occur, one 
who cautiously holds his mind will embrace it as eagerly as a hungry man 
rushes at food; as warily as someone holding a baby walking on melting ice 
and fearing to fall into the water; and as carefully as a person holding an 
invaluable piece of jade standing at the edge of a cliff and keeping it from 
dropping down. When a thought of evil begins to occur, he will try hard to 
get rid of it as if it were some virulent poison in a soup, to evade it as if it 
were some pack of fierce tigers and or poisonous snakes, and to defeat it as 
if it were a gang of bandits invading his ancestors’ mausoleums. That is why 
the worthy men of ancient times were able to hold the perfect Dao and reach 
their moral goals. Great sages as they were, Yao, Shun and King Wen still 
had to exert themselves cautiously, to say nothing of common people like 
us!” (Wang 1992, pp. 263–264)

As with such exquisiteness, strictness and carefulness in holding one’s mind, this 
is much more than a populist tendency. As Tu Weiming has asserted, 

It is because the sainthood is just intrinsic that we say everyone can become 
a sage. What we are talking about is the structure of human existence—the 
actual state of human beings in terms of ontology, and the ought-to-be in 
terms of existences. And as we assert that no man is truly a sage, what we 
mean is that the internal sainthood can never be fully realized, and what we 
are talking about is the course in which a human being grows up. (Tu 1973, 
p. 190)

In other words, everyone is a sage ontologically, but in terms of the exercise of 
sainthood, no one is a sage. The course to sainthood is indefinite, and the 
realization of a natural mind and the embodiment of benevolence come only 
“with many difficulties” in the practice of internal saintliness. There are external 
obstacles such as the contingencies, the homelessness of existence, the limitations, 
and the oppositeness of the outside world, and the internal obstacles including 
illicit desires, dullness, and temptation (Mou 2003, p. 244). In his doctrine 
concerning the endeavor to do good and eliminate evil, Yangming strongly 
acclaimed the absoluteness and unconditionality of the self-discipline of a moral 
individual. He even boldly criticized Xu Luzhai, an established Confucian in the 
Yuan Dynasty, as “harming people” because the latter held that the “primary task 
for a learner is to manage livelihood.”
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So far, Yangming’s discussion about “evil” seems quite different from Mencius’ 
“agricultural mode of moral edification,” as termed by Professor Ivanhoe. When 
we turn to Yangming’s other texts such as the gongyi, bangwen and xiangyue, 
however, we find that he has shifted the focus of his discussion of evil.

3 

In the texts such as the gongyi, bangwen and xiangyue, Yangming’s focus was no 
longer the simple issue of individuals’ “single thoughts,” nor the “mysterious” 
assertion that “any excess of the original reality is evil”; rather, he argued directly 
from the social and institutional perspectives.

When confronted with the phenomenon of hungry people resorting to acting as 
“condemnable robbers and rebels”, Yangming expressed his full “understanding” 
rather than eagerly condemning them on the basis of individuals’ self-discipline 
in morality, 

At their wits’ end, they would be cunning if they hid their desires, and would 
be bandits if their attempts break out… it is no wonder. They have no means 
to live a normal life, nor have they any relatives to worry about. Troubled 
by the oppressors around them, and exploited by their superiors, being 
un-edified people, how can they willingly starve to death? (Wang 1992, 
p. 428) 

Recently the insensate rebels have been making trouble, which has shocked 
and agonized people near and far. Those insensate ones deserve their death 
punishment indeed since they rebelled against Heaven and morality, but they 
are lamentable too. Those people are insensate indeed, but are they alone to 
blame? Government staff are to blame for failing to financially support, 
educate and guide these people. But are the government staff the only ones 
at fault? Supposing the local seniors as friends, neighbors and relatives had 
set up examples by themselves and encouraged those people at ordinary 
times, how could those people have degenerated as such? (Wang 1992, 
pp. 568–569)

Generally speaking, riots and disorders of the world are mostly due to the 
government’s faults. However, low-ranking staff members in the government 
are not the only ones to blame for the failures of the government. Although 
they indulged themselves in ease and spent their days by luck, their superiors 
are to blame too for failing to obey the laws, to sympathize with civilian 
affairs, to care for local governments, and to think about their duties. Those 
politicians neither set a good example themselves nor punished offenses in 
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a timely and proper manner, and as a result the situation worsened. Thus, 
high-ranking government officials are also to blame.” (Wang 1992, p. 630)

Without any financial support to depend upon or social relationships to cherish, 
even learned worthy people can hardly manage difficulties; how can one expect 
the insensate ones to do the right things? Furthermore, Yangming enumerated the 
oppressive and exploitative actions, the dearth of financial support and moral 
guidance, and the lack of good examples provided, clearly pointing out the social 
source of evils—senior officials who committed malfeasance and the subordinate 
staff members who indulged in luxuries. Governmental staff members had 
excuses for their faults, 

Recently, so many high-ranking and subordinate staff members in various 
levels of governmental departments have committed crimes and lost their 
posts due to embezzlement and bribery. Questioned why they committed 
such wrongs, they all replied that they would not have been able to support 
their large families if they had not done so: previously, their pay had already 
been poor, but recently it had become even worse than before. In addition, 
the personal expenses entailed by officialdom were a heavy burden. A few of 
the officials who willingly suffered from poverty and encouraged themselves 
to cling to morality often fell into hardship, to the point of having to wear 
ragged clothes. When their posts expired, they owed so many debts that they 
had no way to return to their hometown. Those who were greedy and took 
bribes were miserable indeed, although they should have been punished by 
the law… It is true that the compensations the court pays to officials vary at 
different levels, but the point is that the payments must sufficiently support 
the officials and their families and free them from concerns over their 
livelihood. Only in this way can one expect them to whole-heartedly perform 
their duties, and then judge them from the standpoint of morality. The current 
situation, however, is quite the opposite—officials cannot increase their own 
pay themselves due to the established regulations and the pay they should 
receive has been reduced, rendering it difficult for them to handle official 
affairs and support their families. The situation tempts officials to accept 
bribes while demanding that they maintain personal integrity. Even a person 
of moderate morality can hardly manage such a situation; how can we expect 
people lower than him to do this? (Wang 1992, pp. 606–607)

Here, Yangming does not blindly scold evils such as bribery on the ground of 
individual moral self-discipline, but rather discloses the social source of such 
behavior, and its material basis—the concern for individual survival. This 
resonates with the presently popular idea of “high salary for clean government,” 
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showing the sophistication of Yangming’s thought. Usually, people tend to regard 
Yangming’s thought as “moral idealism,” but the texts cited here indicate that he 
did not neglect the pragmatic impacts of society’s material forces on morality, 
nor the disparities between moral subjects—a morally superior person might 
discipline and inspire himself in such situations, but people with lower moral 
standards, doubtlessly would take bribes and commit other misdeeds. The 
satisfaction of living standards is a prerequisite for morality, and the evil caused 
by difficulties of survival is “lamentable.”

A document known as the Nangan xiangyue 南赣乡约 best shows Yangming’s 
sympathy . In this text addressed to members of the lower class, Yangming 
focused on the source of evil and the way to eliminate it: 

Are not the good and evil of folk practices derived from bad habits? In the 
past some immigrants used to betray their clans and neighbors, committing 
wrongdoings here and there. Did they do this because they were freak in 
nature? Or were they simply unworthy people? Poor governance and 
teaching by us in the government also contributed to their misconduct. It is 
true that your families and your neighbors taught you too late, or even 
seldom taught you; it is true that no timely encouragement followed your 
good deeds and no appropriate measures were taken to punish you or your 
families and neighbors for your evil deeds. It is also true that resentful people 
anger with one another and that cunning or hypocritical ones hurt the naïve, 
causing society to slide into evil with each passing day. Both we government 
officials and you citizens are to blame for this situation. Alas! The past is 
lost, but the future may yet be rescued. I have made this Xiangyue so that 
you locals might live happily with one another. From now on, you should 
undertake your filial responsibility to your parents, show proper respect to 
your elder brothers, teach your children and grandchildren, treat your 
neighbors as friends, help those who lose their family members, pity those in 
difficulty, encourage one another to do good, dissuade one another from 
doing wrong, avoid lawsuits and conflicts, behave honestly, and foster amity. 
You should try your best to be good citizens and develop good customs. 
Alas! No matter how foolish one is, he is always smart to criticize others; 
and although one is wise, he is always stupid to reflect on himself. You locals 
should forgive the wrongdoings of the immigrants and treat them as friends, 
for they will be good people if they have only a single thought to do good. I 
hope that you do not boast of your status as good people, for you would turn 
evil if you have only a single thought of evil. Both good and evil depend 
only upon a single thought; I hope you remember my words and do not 
neglect them! (Wang 1992, pp. 599–600) 
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Here, evil arises from “bad habits”, and the factors that cause these “bad habits” 
are the following: (1) problematic governance of the rulers; (2) poor teaching and 
lack of edification; and (3) lack of family education. If someone has to be 
criticized, the critic himself should reflect on himself first (Wang 1992, pp. 592, 
594). To eliminate evil, the critical step is to change “bad habits”. “Bad habits” 
were caused by society, so the measures taken to change the “bad habits” had to 
be social as well. Xiangyue was just one institutional measure that sought to keep 
evil within limits. Roughly speaking, the idea that good and evil only depend on 
a single thought seems to be the same as the thought connected with “purification 
of a single thought” expressed by Yangming in his discussion with his disciplines. 
However, upon consideration, one would find that in such a context, Yangming 
was not suggesting the aforementioned exquisite and integrated mind-holding 
activities in xiangyue practice. Rather, he asked “good people” to respect the 
immigrants and forgive their “previous evils,” which is certainly marked by some 
spirit of tolerance.4 An “evil” person is not originally “evil:” once he has had a 
single good thought, he becomes a good person; while a “good” person is not 
definitely “good,” for once he has had a single evil thought , he becomes an evil 
person. People are equal in maintaining caution and choosing good and evil, 

Whoever is purely good without any evil? And whoever is evil without any 
good? One might be unknown although he does good deeds, but keeping on 
doing so for long, nothing can cover his goodness; likewise, if one keeps on 
doing evil deeds without any intention to correct them, then these evils will 
surely become unpardonable at some point. It is pleasant indeed if you are 
praised for your good deeds, but if you are satisfied with your good deeds 
and boast about them, you fall farther into evil with every passing day! It is 
shameful to be criticized due to wrongdoings, of course, but if you regret 
your faults and correct them by yourself, you will make strides toward 
goodness! Since a good person at present cannot rest on his laurels, will 
today’s evil person necessarily end up evil? (Wang 1992, p. 603)

Yangming was convinced that all persons in the world could be made moral, 
but this moralization had to be based on some corresponding social and material 
measures for inducing an evil person to “regret and seek morality,” or even to 

4 Luo Nianan, a follower of Yangming, expounded upon this tolerance very well, “Can a sage 
really be free from likes and dislikes? He has the same mind as common people, so he is 
considerate and thorough because he can think from their standpoint. Seeing other people’s 
wrongdoings, he would say, “They must have been obliged to do so. How could we know that 
they would not rectify their wrongdoings?” When he sees something good, he will appreciate it 
from the bottom of his heart, fearing only that it could not be extended.
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become “firmer in the pursuit of good.” This has been clearly shown in 
Yangming’s attitude toward the resettlement of “moving bandits”,

…allocate grain and salt to them, provide some livelihood for them, and 
appoint or select a chief for them so that they can have a leader and be 
organized. On the one hand, the misappropriation of farmlands shall 
be investigated and a civil administration system at the village level shall be 
established so as to avoid future conflicts; on the other hand, law-abiding 
people should be controlled lest they take the chance to revenge themselves 
upon the former bandits, and in so doing cause riots and other disturbances. 
A farmer who works hard to take care of his lands and crops will certainly 
benefit from a harvest festival. Likewise, the more the good people learn 
about what they are taught, the fewer people will commit wrongdoing, and 
the more evil people learn about why they are punished, the more such 
people will pursue goodness—that is the effect of edification, which does 
not solely depend on force. (Wang 1992, p. 651)

Yangming’s concept of “high salary for clean government” and his emphasis 
on livelihood contrast sharply with his doctrine of “cautions and fears” for his 
disciples. The reason for this contrast lies in his different statuses as advocators 
of different doctrines and correspondingly the different statuses of his different 
targeted audiences—as a leader of a like-minded Confucian exercise community, 
he put forward high ethical standards, while as a ruler and a local official, his 
moral requirements for other officials and common people were based first of all 
on the basic satisfaction of livelihood. This contrast also indicates the disparities 
between Confucians’ “self-cultivation” and “governance of others”. In his 
commentary about the difference between “self-cultivation” and “governance of 
others” in the Confucian tradition, Xu Fuguan pointed out that the Confucian 
tradition of “self-cultivation” always tried to transcend the “natural life” to reach 
“virtue” instead of focusing on natural life, let alone establishing the “value of 
human life” on the basis of natural life. On the other hand, the “governance of 
others” and the “governance of common people” had moral standards, of course, 
but they were a secondary concerns; the governance of other people had to put 
the requirements of their natural lives first. The political value of the governance 
of other people was established on the requirements of their natural lives first, 
and other values were attached to this value (Xu 1979, p. 197). Xu Fuguan also 
asserted that the difference between self-cultivation and the governance of others 
was critical to comprehending Confucianism before the Qin Dynasty. Later, this 
critical point gradually became more obscure, and the virtue used for self-
cultivation was often misunderstood as a political requirement of common people. 
The Cheng brothers and Zhu Xi also “unconsciously made a mistake” at this 
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point (Xu 1979, pp. 191–192). Xu Fuguan’s discrimination between self-
cultivation and governance in the Confucian tradition indicates his sharp insight 
into Confucian culture. Regardless of whether or not the Cheng brothers and Zhu 
Xi made a mistake “unconsciously,” we can see that, based on the Xiangyue and 
Gongyi, Yangming did not neglect that critical distinction. Only Yangming’s self-
cultivation applied to the community to which he belonged. With other people 
outside the community, and even with other scholar officials in general, Yangming 
put ethics second to the arrangement of people’s natural lives and the satisfaction 
of natural requirements, although he admitted those moral standards indeed.

 Can we still assert that Yangming “was not interested in the theory of evil?” 
Yangming intended to lead us out of evil, but how could we find an effective way 
to get rid of evil if we knew nothing about the sources of evil? Is Yangming’s 
doctrine of evil really different from Mencius’ mode? If one looks solely at the 
Chuanxilu and neglects other important texts, especially Gongyi, the definition of 
Yangming’s doctrine of evil can only be partial and inaccurate.
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