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A Study of Academic Debates between
Guan Dongming and Zou Nangao in
the Late Ming Dynasty

Wang, Yu-Tzu"

Abstract

This article aims to discuss diverse ways of introspection by the late Ming
dynasty intellectuals regarding the abuses of the Yangming School through the
debate between Guan Dongming and Zou Nangao during the Wanli Era. The
introspection demonstrates the diverse and timely realization of the intellectuals
and concerns not only Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming but more generally the abuses at
that time. Although Guan Dongming and Zou Nangao were two of the intellectuals
trying to correct the abuses at the time, they belonged to the external and late
teachings of Yangming School, respectively, and therefore had different ontological
thinking. Such differences made the debate to be outside the traditional framework
of “consistency” and “knowledgeability” and a novel discussion reflecting the merge
of the Three Religions (Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism) with the tides of the
late Ming Dynasty. This article will analyze the debate through the lens of the theory
of neither good nor evil, the perspectives of enlightenment-cultivation, and the
exploration of the transition from learning the familiar to attaining enlightenment.
By analyzing and discussing the debate, we can see the diversity of thinking by
the intellectuals in the Wanli Era that paid equal attention to enlightenment and
cultivation. The fashion of upholding the rules of propriety and emphasizing the
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doctrine of the mean can also be connected to the thinking in the Ming and Qing

dynasties.

Keywords: Guan Dongming, Zou Nangao, enlightenment-cultivation studying,
the familiar and achieving heaven, three religions.
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