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Contestations on the Conceptions and Practices of
Teaching Children in the Mid- to Late Ming Dynasty:
Adaptations of and Commentaries

on Elementary Learning

Xie Xiaodong”
Abstract

From the Song and Yuan dynasties to the early Ming, the conceptions and
practices of scholars concerning the teaching of children predominantly followed
the “elementary learning” /|22 advocated by Zhu Xi &2 (1130-1200). However,
with the formation of divisions in the intellectual world during the mid- and late
Ming dynasty, the emergent Yangmingism and thought of Zhan Ruoshui 74 7K
(1466-1560), or “Zhan studies” 722, both presented different understandings
of training children divergent from former practices. Scholars of Yangmingism
were proponents of “liangzhi” FEH] (innate knowledge) and believed in the inborn
filial piety of children. Some even thought that it was unnecessary to read the work
Elementary Learning, which was one of several reasons for its marginalization
in the mid-Ming. Other relatively moderate Yangming scholars who belonged to
the tradition of neo-Confucianism instead attempted to change the situation of
the text’s peripheral status from the perspective of “liangzhi.” Facing the impact
of Yangmingism and marginalization of Elementary Learning during this period,
scholars of Cheng-Zhu 22K neo-Confucianism actively defended the legitimacy
of Zhu Xi’s “elementary learning” and engaged in authoring new commentaries
on the work that differed from those of their earlier counterparts. Regarding Zhan
studies, a number of contradictions admittedly exist in Guwen xiao xue 53/
£ (Classical Elementary Learning) compiled by Zhan Ruoshui owing to specific
political motivations. However, from the perspective of intellectual history, Zhan
not only removed many Song Confucian discourses from Elementary Learning so

*  Xie Xiaodong, PhD student, Department of Chinese Studies, National University of Singapore.
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as to illustrate his own view of “recognizing the principles of heaven everywhere”
FiE iz 15 52 /< B, but also used his book to express criticisms of the “liangzhi”
advocated by the Yangming school. The influence of this ideological contestation on
society in the mid- and late Ming dynasty was far-reaching, affecting classics such
as the Great Learning % —which were mainly for elites—as well as penetrating
into Elementary Learning and other works for the teaching of children. These
discussions on the ideas and practices of “elementary learning,” both the conception
and the work, ultimately enriched the apprehending of the diverse and complex
world of thought at the time.

Keywords: pedagogy, Xiaoxue /N2, Elementary Learning, Cheng-Zhu neo-
Confucianism, Yangmingism, Zhan Ruoshui



