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SPECIAL THEME

Introduction to the Special Theme on Understanding
Contemporary Chinese Philosophy

Compared with traditional Chinese philosophy, contemporary Chinese philosophy
needs more attention not only in the Chinese-speaking world but also in the
English-speaking world. “Contemporary Chinese philosophy” primarily refers to
the development of traditional Chinese philosophy mostly defined by
Confucianism, Daoism, and Chinese Buddhism from the very beginning of 20th
century to the present in China. On the other hand, Western philosophy has
flooded into China and Western philosophical ingredients, such as German
idealism, existentialism, and phenomenology, let alone Marxism, have already
played a significant role in the construction of contemporary Chinese philosophy.
In this sense, the development of Confucianism, Daoism, and Chinese Buddhism
in contemporary China has unavoidably been entangled with Western philosophy.
As a special volume on contemporary Chinese philosophy, the six articles selected
here intend to cast a new light on this area of inquiry. In terms of the construction
of contemporary Chinese philosophy, the most influential and theoretically
established one is New Confucianism. As a striking philosophical and cultural
trend in the contemporary Chinese intellectual landscape, New Confucianism is
defined by contemporary New Confucian philosophers. The first five articles
attend to the thought of several of the seminal New Confucian philosophers
including Xiong Shili %= v (1885-1968), Feng Youlan j£%* = (1895-1990),
Tang Junyi 27 [$¢ (1909-78), and Mou Zongsan % == (1909-95).

The first article is on Xiong Shili. Philosophically, he is indisputably regarded
as the founder of New Confucianism. In “Xiong Shili on the Nature, the Mind and
the Origin of Badness as Evidenced in Ming Xin Pian [H-“ky (Explaining the
Mind),” John Makeham, the translator of Xiong’s New Treatise on the Uniqueness
of Consciousness, examines how Xiong uses the concepts of nature (xing %) and
mind (xin =) to explain the origin of moral badness. Makeham argues that the
conceptual structure of both Xiong Shili’s and Zhu Xi’s & # (1130-1200)
theoretical approaches to this problem are isomorphic and based on the models
drawn from Buddhist philosophy of mind. Whether his arguments are tenable or
not, this article entails rethinking the fundamental differences between Buddhism
and Confucianism that haunted neo-Confucianism.

The second paper is on Feng Youlan. What made Feng well-known before he
established his own philosophy, called “New Learning of Principle,” was his
two-volume History of Chinese Philosophy in the early 20th century. Feng’s work
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is widely acknowledged as the foundation for the study of the history of Chinese
philosophy as a modern discipline. “Feng Youlan’s Research into the History of
Philosophy and Philosophical Creation” by Qiao Qingju is a reexamination of
Feng’s contribution to the study of the history of Chinese philosophy and the
construction of modern Chinese philosophy. Qiao acknowledges the development
from Feng’s History of Chinese Philosophy to his New Edition of History of
Chinese Philosophy that was written after 1949 from a Marxist perspective and the
significance of Feng’s “New Learning of Principle.”

Both Tang Junyi and Mou Zongsan were students of Xiong Shili, and this too
indicates the continued influence and significance of Xiong’s philosophy. The
third article, “The Semantics of Wisdom in the Philosophy of Tang Junyi: Between
Transformative Knowledge to Transcendental Reflexivity,” by Ady Van Den
Stock, is on Tang’s philosophy as a modern construction that stemmed from
traditional Chinese philosophy. Van Den Stock shows how wisdom as a concept is
central to Tang’s philosophy. By analyzing the semantics of wisdom in Tang’s
works, this article puts Tang’s understanding of wisdom in the context of modern
philosophy that values its meaning and significance.

Both Tang and Mou have been regarded as two towering figures coming after
Xiong Shili in modern Chinese philosophy. From a comparative perspective on
Mou’s philosophy, Kant is no doubt the most important counterpart, and Mou’s
significant attention to Kant is well documented. Heidegger, however, is also an
interlocutor of Mou’s. As a matter of fact, Mou’s Intellectual Intuition and
Chinese Philosophy is a direct response to Heidegger. So far, the relationship
between Mou and Heidegger has received little attentions. The fourth article by
Selusi Ambrogio, “Mou Zongsan and Martin Heidegger: Reopening a Debate on
Ontology and Ethics,” is a continuing endeavor in this direction. By mostly
contrasting three recently published books, among others, on Mou’s philosophy,
Ambrogio advances the understanding of the relationship between Mou and
Heidegger in terms of ontology and ethics.

The New Confucianism initiated by Xiong Shili and substantially developed by
Tang and Mou in Taiwan and Hong Kong is the most influential and weighty
portion of contemporary Chinese philosophy. The construction of contemporary
Chinese philosophy in mainland China after 1949 has not been terminated
although it had withered. Li Zehou (1930- ) could be outstandingly singled out
from his contemporaries as a representative of contemporary Chinese philosopher
in mainland China in the period from the 1950s to the 2000s. In the fifth article,
“From Humanized Nature to Naturalized Humans—Li Zehou’s Transformation
of the Classical Chinese ‘Tianren Heyi’ Paradigm Through the Lens of Kant and
Early Marx,” Jana S. Rosker probes the deeper structure of Li’s philosophy by
focusing on jidian (sedimentation), a central concept to Li’s philosophy. For
Rosker, through this notion, an accumulation of the socially rationalized,
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archetypical forms of perception of the external world, one could critically
compare Li’s philosophy with similar but different approaches in the context of
modern western theories. Besides, Li’s attempts to achieve a dialectical solution to
the contrariety of content and form in aesthetics are also highlighted in this article.

Every big tree can be better understood if it is observed in the forest in which it
grows. So, the big picture of the landscape of contemporary Chinese philosophy is
urgently needed. The last article by Peng Guoxiang, “Contemporary Chinese
Philosophy in the Chinese-Speaking World: An Overview,” provides an overview
of contemporary Chinese philosophy. The focus of this article is on contemporary
Chinese philosophy in the Chinese-speaking world, particularly after the 1950s.
But contemporary Chinese philosophy both in its inception in early 20th century
China and in the English-speaking world are also discussed. In addition to three
major genres of contemporary Chinese philosophical interpretation and
construction, it attends to the most important issues under discussion or debate as
well as many representative scholars, also presenting the historical context in
which those issues emerge and develop. For readers who would like to have a
general understanding of contemporary Chinese philosophy, this article can be
considered as an introduction.

Reading the five articles respectively on Xiong Shili, Feng Youlan, Tang Junyi,
Mou Zongsan, and Li Zehou in particular, or the last one on contemporary Chinese
philosophy in general, the reader, I believe, will have an impression that Western
philosophy has already been interwoven into the fabric of contemporary Chinese
philosophy. As I pointed out in some of my previous work in the very beginning of
21st century, “Chinese philosophy” as a modern discipline has been a comparative
philosophy from its first formations in early 20th century. This process of
integrating the elements of Western philosophy into the Chinese philosophical
tradition is far from complete. Also, the development of Western philosophy needs
Chinese philosophy as it did in the European Enlightenment. I do believe that
mutual nourishment and enrichment between Chinese philosophy and Western
philosophy, among others, will be an indispensable contribution to a time of
symbiosis in which we live now and in the future.

PENG Guoxiang (P<))
Zhejiang University
E-mail: peng_gx@126.com
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