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Abstract

This study delves into the debate between Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming on the interpretation of
“gewu” (investigation of things), systematically comparing their philosophical foundations, defini-
tions of “gewu,” practical methods, understandings of the relationship between knowledge and ac-
tion, socio-political impacts, and evaluations within the academic community. Zhu Xi advocated
“gewu qiongli” (investigating things to exhaust principles), emphasizing the exploration of external
phenomena to comprehend the principles of heaven, and his thought later became the official or-
thodoxy, exerting profound and lasting influence. Wang Yangming, in contrast, promoted “gewu
zhizhi” (investigating things to extend knowledge), focusing on the recognition and practice of the
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innate moral conscience within the mind. His School of Mind gained widespread dissemination
among the populace and inspired later generations. Through textual analysis and comparative re-
search, this paper reveals the core differences and intellectual contributions of the two thinkers in
their interpretations of “gewu,” explores their contemporary relevance, and aims to offer a fresh
perspective on the development and modern significance of Neo-Confucianism in the Song and Ming
dynasties.
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