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The Connotations and Comparative
Analysis of Hu Zhi and Zhang
Yuanbian’s “Oneness of All Things”
Ideology In Post-Yangming Scholarship

Hou, Chieh-Chih*
[Abstract]

The concept of "oneness of all things" was an important discourse in Wang
Yangming’s later years. Among later scholars influenced by Wang Yangming, only Hu
Zhi from the Jiangyou Wang School and Zhang Yuanbian from the Zhezhong Wang
School explicitly adopted the principle of "oneness as the central tenet." However, their
respective approaches diverged considerably. Hu Zhi emphasized that "the mind creates
all things," whereas Zhang Yuanbian argued that "the mind universalizes all things." Hu
Zhi took an extreme stance, asserting that "reason is in the mind and not in things,"”
while Zhang Yuanbian adhered to the position that "there is nothing outside the mind.”

In terms of practice, Hu Zhi favored "enlightenment in the mind," whereas Zhang
Yuanbian argued for the integration of “cultivation and enlightenment.” Hu Zhi favored
the "through-ness" of things from the body, while Zhang Yuanbian approached the
"through-ness" of things from the function. For Hu Zhi, "oneness" described a natural
state of the mind’s unity with external objects, characterized by an ontological focus. In
contrast, Zhang Yuanbian's "oneness” emphasized the ethical implications of a shared
existence between the self and all things. While Hu Zhi emphasized the "knowledge of
benevolence," asserting that cessation of material desires could be achieved through
safeguarding the sovereignty of the essence, Zhang Yuanbian argued that "knowledge of
benevolence™" must be followed by eliminating selfishness through practical application
to fully "realize benevolence."

* Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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Compared to Wang Yangming, Hu Zhi 's and Zhang Yuanbian's interpretations of
"oneness" centered on the “removal of desire” and focused on methods for integrating
the internal and external as well as uniting self and objects in practice. Their
interpretation of "benevolence" diverged from Wang's emphasis on the sense of
sensibility; instead, it highlighted a transcendent, non-stagnant ideal of "no desire" and
"no distinction between internal and external."

To address concerns of theoretical detachment from practice, both scholars drew
on Cheng Hao's assertion that "benevolence must first be understood" and reframed
Wang Yangming's ontological foundation into a practical, realm-oriented interpretation
of "benevolence." Given their distinct concerns and doctrinal directions, Hu Zhi’s and
Zhang Yuanbian’s "oneness of all things" cannot be considered a direct extension of

Wang Yangming's philosophy.

Keywords: Hu Zhi, Zhang Yuanbian, benevolence, no desire, oneness of all things



