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“Knowledge Derived from Observation and Perception” from the Perspective of

Wang Yangming’ s Philosophy of Mind: Also a Discussion on the Needham Puzzle
Gong Xiaokang

3

Abstract ; Wang Yangming attached importance not only to innate “conscience” known without deliberation, but also to empirical
“knowledge derived from observation and perception” , which touches upon core epistemological topics. He distinguished two layers of
self; the “true self” and the “physical self”. The former represents an original undifferentiated realm where subject and object are inte-
grated, unifying body, mind, will, conscience and all things; the latter falls into the subject—object dichotomy and enables the con-
struction of empirical knowledge. The perceptions and observed knowledge generated by the physical self cannot be separated from the
original integrated realm of body—mind—will -conscience—things, which resolves the core epistemological puzzle of how cognitive sub-
jects can grasp external objects. Although knowledge derived from observation and perception bears subjective traits, it can acquire ob-
jective validity through intersubjectivity. Furthermore, Wang Yangming differentiated “perception of the mind” from “visual percep-
tion”. The former is intuitive induction of the original mind and does not take the form of explicit knowledge; the latter, aligned with or
deviating from the original mind, generates three types of knowledge: natural knowledge, moral knowledge and acquired conventional
knowledge. Wang Yangming stressed that practitioners should transform natural knowledge into moral knowledge through the self—culti-
vation of extending conscience. He did not deny the objective value of knowledge, but argued that all knowledge must be guided by con-
science. This perspective also helps us interpret the Needham Puzzle.

Key words: Wang Yangming’ s philosophy of mind; knowledge derived from observation and perception; epistemology; Needham
Puzzle
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