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On Labor Education of Yan Yuan from the Perspective of Pursuing Practical Knowledge
Xu Ning

Abstract: Labor education emphasizes the integration of labor within education and the educational value of labor
itself. The concept of pursuing practical knowledge in Ming and Qing dynasties contains the educational thought of
promoting labor spirit and instrumental rationality. Firstly, Yan Yuan, a practical thinker during the Ming and Qing
dynasties, criticized Neo—Confucianism’ s “natural law” ontology and dual human nature theory. He advocated for
“Yuanqi ontology” and “temperament nature” , reflecting the labor education purpose of “entity achieving usefulness”.
Secondly, he advocated learning the study of “things”, attaching importance to practicality in text, practice, entity
and needs. He supported the teaching principle of “favoring the rough and solid over the arrogant and empty”, which
demonstrated the value of labor education of “advocating reality and removing emptiness”. Thirdly, he ecriticized Zhu
ZhuXi’s view that “knowledge-learning comes before action” and Wang Yangming’s view of “there is no distinction
between knowledge and action”. He opposed the moralistic interpretation of knowledge and action, emphasized that
knowledge should be manifested in practice, reason must be discerned in tangible matters, and proficient in both
literary and martial arts. He advocated for an education shaped by “willingness to work” , grounded in practical
experiences such as farming and reading. Fourthly, he devoted himself to cultivating the labor education personality of
“useful Confucianism” , calling for the contemporary heroes who actively engage in the world, thus reshaping the
personality model of practical learning in the Ming and Qing dynasties. Finally, he distinguished the difference between
“the happiness of Confucius and Yan Hui” of practical learning, which is based on human relations and daily
practice, and “the happiness of Confucius and Yan Hui” of Song Confucianism, which tends toward detachment and
contentment with Zen pleasures. He profoundly annotates the Confucian labor education spirit of “taking pain for
pleasure”.
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