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The “Movement” to Promote the Eunuch’s Moral
Improvement in the System of Neishu tang by the
Mid-Late Ming Scholar-Officials

(Abstract)

Wu Zhaofeng

This paper studies how the mid-late Ming scholar-officials enlightened eunuchs to
be morally upright people in the system of Neishu tang (the eunuch school in the
palace) in the hope that these eunuchs would subsequently influence the emperor’s
moral characters; with that, the scholar-officials could influence indirectly the moral
character of the emperor. The paper first reveals how scholar-officials changed from
directly rectifying the emperor to enlightening the eunuchs and how their attitudes
towards Neishu tang changed from despising eunuchs to recognizing eunuchs as
a political entity whom, with proper moral education, could assist the emperor.
Through examining the textual materials written by the teachers of Neishu tang,
top-ranking government officials and local elites, and eunuchs of inner courts, the
author demonstrates that many scholar-officials, despite their political fraction,
academic ideology, class, status, or official position, had come to agreement that it
is important to educate eunuchs of the inner court in the system of Neishu tang. The
lessons prepared for the eunuchs at the Neishu tang also changed from the simple
writing of poetry to examining the different cases (both good and bad examples)
of eunuchs in history. One of the best examples is that of Zhang Yuanbian, Wang
Yangming’s second-generation disciple, who not only impressed upon eunuchs the
good deeds by eunuchs in history, but also composed Chinese verses based on the eight
moral characters (loyalty, honesty, sincerity, prudence, kindness, frugality, modesty, and
harmony) for eunuchs to sing. Finally, the paper also discusses the challenging issues
faced by scholar-officials when establishing the course curriculum and selecting cases
for the textbooks in Neishu tang. It concludes that scholar-officials in the mid-late
Ming dynasty, who upheld the principle of “benevolence of all things,” believed that
eunuchs could be loyal and benevolent with proper training and moral education. These
scholar-officials attempted to rectify politics and counsel their emperor by enlightening
the eunuchs through the system of Neishu tang. Their interests in influencing the
emperor as well as politics with their ideals and values remained strong.
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