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On Zhu Xi’s Comments of Wang Anshi
Xiao Jianxin

Abstract: Zhu Xi’ s comments on Wang Anshi’ s learning, governance and personality are comprehensive and
profound, focusing on classics, reform and attributes respectively, based on righteousness, governance and character. Zhu
Xi acknowledged Wang Anshi’s talent and learning, but critiques his approach to classics “not orthodox” and “not
pure”. He argued that Wang did not understand the style of things, failed to distinguish moral punishment, blended
interpretation on “three classics” with “old interpretation” and thoughts of “Shen and Shang”. Although Wang’s study
shows the style of Confucianism, it is imbued with a legalistic spirit. Zhu Xi agrees with Wang s reform, particularly
his efforts to “change chaos into governance”, and emphasizing the needs for reforms to meet the demands of the time.
He supported some specific contents in the Xining reform, such as the Green seedling method and the square field
method. However, he did not agree with Wang Anshi on the “new learning” as the theoretical basis, arguing that it
prioritized profit over the people’s welfare, which led to impoverished citizens and a weakened state, falling short of
promoting prosperous governance. Zhu Xi believed that Wang Anshi was stubborn and basically agreed with Cheng Hao
and Cheng Yi’s evaluation of Wang Anshi’s character, but he could also conduct a deep study of Wang’s learning
and reform to find the root of his paranoia and stubbornness, identifying it is a tendency to prioritize profit over justice
and the monarch over the people. Zhu Xi’ s evaluations in these aspects, as well as the cognitive differences with
Wang Anshi in classics, reform and human nature highlight the intellectual divide between Zhu and Wang’s thoughts
and between new learning and neo—Confucianism.
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