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Abstract

In the Chuanxilu (Instructions for Practical Living), Wang Yangming extensively employs the imagery
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of trees to elucidate the principles of his philosophy of mind. These tree metaphors are not merely
scattered rhetorical devices but constitute a complete philosophical metaphorical system extend-
ing from “roots” to “branches and leaves.” Taking the six tree metaphors recorded in the sections of
Xu Aj, Lu Cheng, and Xue Kan as its objects of study, and from the perspective of the theory of self-
cultivation (gongfu), this paper systematically analyzes the sequential stages of moral cultivation
revealed by these metaphors, following the order of “root-cultivation-pruning-growth.” The study
finds that these tree metaphors intuitively and vividly present the core propositions of Wang’s phi-
losophy of mind: xin ji li (the mind is principle) through the root metaphor, establishing the will as
the foundation through the planting metaphor, overcoming selfish desires through the felling-and-
pruning metaphor, and natural upward attainment through the growth metaphor. Together, they
constitute a complete theoretical model that interconnects substance and practice, as well as the
innate and the acquired. The unique philosophical value of the tree metaphors lies in their revela-
tion of the “temporality” and “processuality” of moral cultivation, thereby providing an important
metaphorical pathway for understanding the theory of self-cultivation in Wang Yangming’s philos-
ophy of mind.
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