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The Alteration of the Four Books System:
Research on the Integration of the Great
Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean in the
Mid-to-Late Ming Dynasty

Jing-Nian Cao*

Abstract

In the mid-to-late Ming dynasty, the Four Books system underwent a
key internal shift that involved the integration of the Great Learning and
the Doctrine of the Mean. Although Zhu Xi had earlier grouped the two
works together, he nonetheless preserved a distinction between them by
treating one text as a beginner’s primer and the other as revealing the
highest expression of becoming moral. After the mid-Ming, Wang
Yangming and his disciples, under the influence of the philosophy of mind,
disregarded Zhu’s distinction. From the perspective of cultivation practice,
they viewed the two classics as a unity, which fostered the development of
a theoretical basis for their integration. Later, both Wang’s follower Luo
Rufang and Feng Fang, in his forged stone version of the Great Learning,
argued that the two texts were composed by the same author, which
represented a major textual breakthrough. Influenced by this, Guan Zhidao
rejected the Great Learning’s link to Zengzi, claiming instead that both
works were by Zisi. Ge Yinliang deepened the “warp and woof” theory
regarding the two texts, framing them as mutually complementary. Finally,

Tan Zhenmo, who lived in the late Ming and early Qing, merged them into

Associate Research Fellow, Research Center for Classics Studies and Confucian Literature,

Confucius Research Institute.
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one text, which resulted in their integrated form. This integration of the two
classics, a Ming adjustment to the Four Books system, was not only a
concentrated reflection of the trend of criticizing Zhu Xi and the result of
a practical need for intellectual development; it was also a consequence of
the natural evolution of the inherent relational affinity between them. It
embodied the intertwining and interaction of classical exegesis and
intellectual innovation, and its significance in the history of scholarship

deserves our full attention.

Key words: the study of the Four Books, the Ming dynasty, the Great

Learning, the Doctrine of Mean, integration
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