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Between “Preservation” and “Innovation”: Mediation and Resolution
of the Inner Tensions in Yangming’s Philosophy of Mind by Zou
Shouyi’s Doctrine of “JieJu”

Wan Zihan (School of Chinese, The University of Hong Kong, China)

Abstract: As a representative of the Jiangyou Wang School and a direct disciple of Yangming, Zou Shouyi
has often been credited by scholars with preserving Yangming’s teachings, yet the subtlety and originality
of his theory have been largely overlooked. Consequently, he has been characterized as a “conservative”
who rigidly adhered to Yangming’s doctrines. This has prevented an accurate assessment of his position in
the history of Chinese thought. This paper aims to conduct an in-depth analysis of the core of his theory, the
doctrine of “jieju”, to demonstrate that it is by no means a simple preservation of existing thought. Rather,
it represents a highly innovative philosophical mediation of the inner tensions within Yangming’s
Philosophy of Mind, also revealing his sharp insight into the potential drawbacks of Wang Yangming's
followers. Building upon the concept of “caution and fear” (jieshen kongju) in the Doctrine of the Mean,
Zou reinterprets it creatively. He argues that “jieju” is not only the gongfu through which the pure
luminosity of liangzhi is manifested, but also the original state of liangzhi itself. Thus, he reconfigures
“jieju” from an external norm that suppresses the mind’s original substance into an intrinsic dynamic of
liangzhi’s self-clarity and self-illumination. This interpretation effectively responds to the danger,
represented by Wang Ji’s “the xiancheng school” of over-trusting and elevating the original substance,
which could easily slide into “mistaking desires for principle”. At the same time, it avoids the bias,
represented by Nie Bao’s “the guiji school” of severing substance from function and activity from stillness
in the pursuit of the original substance. Furthermore, it actively revises the psychological tension and
inflexibility arising from Ji Ben’s advocacy of “jingti”. Moreover, the theory of “jieju” is not only a
sophisticated theoretical construction but also a profound response to the political dilemmas and academic
crises of the broader social environment at the time. Therefore, Zou Shouyi’s status in the genealogy of
Yangming studies and in the history of Chinese thought should be re-evaluated, from a “conservative
inheritor” to a “systematic mediator and innovator” who profoundly responded to the academic and
contemporary challenges.

Key words: Zou Shouyi; “Jieju”; Yangming’s Philosophy of Mind; Tensions; Resolution
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