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“JeeLoo Liu is a gifted philosopher and an elegant writer. This book is a splendid
introduction to Neo-Confucian ideas about the metaphysics of morality and related
issues. The personalities are presented vividly and the ideas explained thoroughly. Liu
succeeds in her goal of showing analytical philosophers how to engage with the richness
of Chinese philosophy.”

“Philosophically sophisticated and beautifully written, this book is especially needed in
the study of Chinese philosophy. It presents Chinese philosophy as philosophy, not just
as Chinese ideas. JeeLoo Liu brings together neo-Confucian thought and the latest ideas
in analytic philosophy with meticulous care. Written with philosophical rigor, extensive
scholarship, and crisp exposition, the book is accessible to undergraduates, and provides
them with diverse resources for further reading and investigation. An elegant
introduction to neo-Confucianism.”

Neo-Confucianism: Metaphysics, Mind, and Morality engages the latest global scholarship
to offer an articulate and penetrating analysis of Chinese philosophy in the Song-Ming era
from the eleventh to seventeenth centuries and its application to Western philosophy.
Chapters contextualize neo-Confucianism for contemporary analytic philosophy through
a rigorous, cross-cultural approach to today’s most fundamental philosophical questions
and debates. Divided into three parts, the volume outlines the metaphysical foundations
of neo-Confucian moral philosophy and examines the relationship between human nature,
human mind, and morality. Grounded in textual evidence from Chinese primary sources,
the book incorporates a wealth of additional research from both Chinese and English
secondary literature, and examines the ideas of eight major neo-Confucian philosophers,
from Zhou Dunyi and Cheng-Zhu to Zhang Zai and Wang Fuzhi.

An accessible yet authoritative narrative by an esteemed scholar of Chinese philosophy,
Neo-Confucianism: Metaphysics, Mind, and Morality presents an incisive and
philosophically-engaging treatment of neo-Confucian thought and its relevance to

the contemporary world.
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Director of the International Society for Chinese Philosophy.
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This book is dedicated to my mother Chu-Wei Lin Liu (BIPRELR), whose high
standards made me who [ am today.






Preface

This book is not about the history of Chinese philosophy, and it does not
confine neo-Confucianism to its historical contexts. Instead, it aims to extract
the philosophical core of neo-Confucianism in the Song-Ming era to make it
relevant to contemporary philosophical discourse. The methodology of this
book is comparative philosophy, and the angle of comparison is that of analytic
philosophy. The analytic reconstruction of neo-Confucianism is chosen on the
grounds of my philosophical training and expertise. It provides one credible
analysis of neo-Confucianism among many other respectable approaches to
Chinese philosophy. My intent behind writing this book is not to define what
neo-Confucianism is, but to demonstrate how one could philosophically
engage neo-Confucianism.

In this book, many contemporary philosophical theories in the analytic tra-
dition are employed to provide a hermeneutic entry to the ancient philosophi-
cal ideas in neo-Confucianism. The claim is of course not that neo-Confucians
of the eleventh to the seventeenth century did embrace these contemporary
doctrines, since such a claim would result in anachronistic or Procrustean
interpretation. The contemporary recontextualization, however, can liberate
neo-Confucianism from its particular historical contexts and make it relate to
contemporary readers. I believe that most philosophical ideas, though having
their contextual roots, emerge out of shared human concerns, and can thus be
recontextualized in different eras. A text should live on through its interpreters
and readers.

At the same time, such a comparative approach, that is, using Western philo-
sophical concepts to interpret Chinese philosophy, could incur the criticism of
epistemological colonization, or the so-called reversed matching of meaning
(fanxiang geyi JX[n¥%3%, borrowing Xiaogan Liu’s terminology), to which
many Chinese historians and Sinologists strongly oppose. Some Chinese
scholars have vehemently argued against using any Western philosophical
ideas to explicate Chinese thought, in that such Westernization would maim
“the essence” of Chinese thinking. What I want to challenge in this book is
exactly this kind of philosophical nationalism or essentialism that takes
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Chinese philosophy to be exclusively of Chinese intellectual lineage, and intel-
ligible only to Chinese readers. Using Western terminology to explicate
Chinese philosophy is not necessarily to force the latter into the former’s con-
ceptual framework. If the interpretation remains true to the text, and does not
distort the philosophical ideas of the philosophers, then the comparative angle
can serve as a bridge for outsiders to gain intellectual access to Chinese phi-
losophy. At the same time, scholars familiar with Chinese philosophy can also
be motivated to learn more about Western philosophical theses. By recon-
structing neo-Confucianism with the terminology of contemporary analytic
philosophy in this book, I hope to render these philosophical ideas accessible
and philosophically inspiring. To be true to the philosophical import of neo-
Confucianism, the reconstruction is based on careful textual analysis, in con-
sultation with other relevant interpretations both in English and Chinese
secondary sources.! What I hope to present to the readers is a refreshing,
innovative and perspicuous articulation of the philosophical dimension of
neo-Confucianism.

1 Unless otherwise specified, all translations from Chinese into English are my own.
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Introduction

This book gives a detailed philosophical analysis of eight central figures in
Chinese neo-Confucianism from the Song-Ming era (between the eleventh
and the seventeenth centuries). It is a sequel to the author’s first book An
Introduction to Chinese Philosophy: From Ancient Philosophy to Chinese
Buddhism (Blackwell, 2006), which examines five major philosophical schools
in the ancient period as well as four principal schools of Chinese Buddhism.
This book continues the analytical introduction to Chinese philosophy given in
the first book and focuses on neo-Confucianism.

The book draws comparisons to analytic philosophy in regard to its main
issues and concerns. This approach helps to bring neo-Confucianism into the
context of contemporary philosophy and to show how issues expressed in
distinctively neo-Confucian terminology relate to issues in contemporary
philosophy. One of the aims of this comparative approach is to show that even
though Chinese philosophers used different terms, narrative strategies, and
analytic modes, their concerns were often similar to those of their Western
counterparts, for example: What is the nature of reality? Wherein lies the
foundation of our moral values? Is human nature fundamentally good or bad?
How do human beings connect to the whole universe? What is the foundation
of our knowledge of the world and of moral reality? Such an approach will
make these issues accessible to Western thinkers by shedding light on their
universality through the analytic explication of these texts. This book will
enable Western readers who are not familiar with Chinese philosophical ter-
minology or its intellectual history to gain a philosophical appreciation of
neo-Confucianism. Furthermore, by consulting both English secondary
sources and representative Chinese works on neo-Confucianism, it will facili-
tate a more active philosophical exchange between Western philosophers
working on neo-Confucianism and contemporary Chinese scholars by com-
ing to see the shared concerns as well as the common pursuits laid out in a
clear and accessible language.

Neo-Confucianism: Metaphysics, Mind, and Morality, First Edition. JeeLoo Liu.
© 2018 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2018 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Introduction

What Is Neo-Confucianism?

“Neo-Confucianism” typically refers to the revival of classical Confucianism
developed between eleventh and eighteenth centuries in China, spanning over
four dynasties in Chinese history: Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties. Neo-
Confucianism was a new form of Confucianism that came after the dominance
of Daoism and subsequently Buddhism within Chinese intellectual circles.
Comparable to what “Modern Philosophy” accomplished in Western philosophy,
neo-Confucianism also revitalized classical philosophy and expanded the tradi-
tional philosophical discourse, adding new dimensions and attaining new heights.
The transformation of Confucianism as a result of the challenge and influence of
Daoism and Buddhism was the most remarkable and significant development in
the history of Chinese philosophy. Neo-Confucianism invigorated the metaphysi-
cal speculation found in classics such as the Yijing, and incorporated different
concepts and perspectives derived from Daoism and Buddhism into its discourse.
Also, partly as a response to the Daoist skeptical attitude toward the possibility of
knowledge, neo-Confucianism brought the theory of knowledge asserted in
classics such as The Great Learning to a much more sophisticated level.

Frank Perkins gives neo-Confucianism an apt summary: Neo-Confucianism
“can be broadly characterized as the attempt to integrate a speculative,
systematic metaphysics influenced by Buddhism and Daoism into the ethically
and socially oriented system of Confucianism” (Perkins 2004, 20—-21). Neo-
Confucians were fundamentally concerned with the role humans play in the
moral reconstruction of the world around them. In their view, humans not only
endow the world of nature with meaning but also share moral attributes with
natural phenomena. Neo-Confucians’ metaphysical views lay the foundation
for their moral theories. The goal of this book is to explicate Song-Ming neo-
Confucianism in its three major themes (metaphysics, mind, and morality) and
to show how they exemplify a coherent underlying concern: the relation between
nature and human beings. In their various debates, neo-Confucians touched on
the possibility of an innate moral sense and the various means of moral knowl-
edge. In addition, neo-Confucianism contains an intriguing discourse on the
possibility and foundation of morality. In neo-Confucians’ views, morality takes
its root either in the universal goodness of human nature or in the individual’s
moral reflection and cultivation of the human mind. This debate between the
School of Nature and the School of Mind was one of the major themes in neo-
Confucianism. Finally, in neo-Confucianism we see a consistent effort not only
to redefine a realist worldview that affirms the world as existing independently
of human conception, but also to reassert a humanist worldview that places
human beings at the center of meaning and values. Both the realist and the
humanist commitments were direct responses to the challenges of Daoism and
Buddhism, and they delineate the spirit of neo-Confucianism.

Neo-Confucians were generally concerned with establishing a moralistic natu-
ralism, that is, the natural world in which we live demonstrates many good



