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A Brief Introduction

Chen Xianzhang was an influential Confucian thinker
from the Ming Dynasty Guangdong. Besides being a philoso-
pher, he was also known as an educator and a poet. By
drawing on the doctrines of Zhou Dunyi, and by synthesizing
the ideas of such eminent proponents of Neo—Confucianism
as Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi, he originated a new philosophical
system which lays emphasis upon the interplay of void and
substance and established the Jiangmen School. The basic
propositions of his philosophical system are “Dao is the nou-
menon” , “The truth underlying and governing all that exists
resides in the mind” , “The objective world is formed of vital
energy” and “Dao is present in the myriads of things in the
universe”. His ideology influenced the thoughts of Wang
Yangming and Wang Fuzhi.

After a brief examination of Chen’s life and the develop-
ment of his scholarship, the author expounds on his ontological
statements, i.e. “Dao is the noumenon” and “Dao is present
in the myriads of things in the universe”. She also analyses
Chen’s mentalistic propositions that “Truth underlying and gov-
eming all that exists resides in the mind” and “Learning con-
sists in acquiring knowledge through one’s own thinking”. What
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follows is an examination of Chen’s moral attitudes, which
were marked by both active engagement in and independent
aloofness from worldly affairs, and of his “half-seber and
half-drunken” attitude towards life, which may best be illus-
trated by his statement that “When in government positions,
promote benevolence and uprighteousness; when not, seek
to purify one’s own soul. ” Finally, the author introduces
Zhan Ruoshui, one of Chen’s disciples, and makes a critical

comment on his philosophical views.
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