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The Origin of “Chinese Philosophy”* 
 
Abstract  Using the analysis of a single word to launch a conceptual review 
of (a problem in) cultural history, the Chinese term zhexue 哲 學 
(wisdom-learning, tetsugaku) is not simply a translation of the word 
“philosophy”; its inventor, Nishi Amane (1829–97), regarded it as the 
(Western) counterpart of Oriental learning (T y gakuō ō ). The first explicit 
linkage of “philosophy” with “the East” was at The University of Tokyo, 
where it played an important role in the work of Kat  Hiroyuki (1836ō –1913) 
and Inoue Tetsujir  (1855ō –1944). Inoue’s History of Oriental Philosophy, 
written under Kat ’s inspiration, used Western philosophy to systematize ō

ancient Chinese thought, and transformed “philosophy” (tetsugaku) from a 
learning of others, or Western learning, into an important component of the 
spiritual world of the East, and into a kind of universal knowledge. This was 
completely different from earlier lectures on “China philosophy” (shina 
tetsugaku) by Nakamura Masanao (1832–91) and Shimada J rei (1838ū –98) 
which still followed the Chinese underlying structure, and in the background, 
it had the intent of grasping the power to control East Asian discourse. In 
China, when young scholars like Wang Guowei (1877–1927) embraced 
philosophy, they already took its universality as a self-evident premise. This 
kind of alignment later evolved into a situation where it seemed entirely 
natural to use Western systems to interpret Chinese thought, and it also 
induced serious scholars to reflect. However, “Oriental philosophy” and 
“Chinese philosophy” provide East Asia and especially China with an 

                                                               
* The Chinese version was originally published in Academic Research 學術研究 11 (2010): 1−11.  
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opportunity to reevaluate its traditional culture. In this connection, “Chinese 
philosophy” includes: first, using philosophical concepts to re-provision 
ancient thought (the so-called history of Chinese philosophy); second, the 
occurrence of “philosophy” and “Chinese philosophy” and their evolution 
after their arrival in China; third, drawing on philosophy to enrich and develop 
China’s thinking. When seeking out “philosophy” in the veins and arteries of 
China’s history, the first and second aspects must be strictly distinguished. As to 
what the future may hold, the effect of the third aspect is most important. 
 
Keywords  Chinese philosophy, modern, Meiji Japan 

Introduction 

The question of whether ancient China has philosophy or not and of what is 
“Chinese philosophy” has perplexed the Chinese scholars for more than a 
century. It is still endlessly debated, and its scope also has begun to spread 
outside China. Many scholars at home and abroad have studied this.1 However, 
this issue is actually an extension of the question of how “philosophy” or 
“Chinese philosophy” entered China. Therefore, the key to understanding this 
issue lies in the study of how “philosophy” and “Chinese philosophy” 
appeared and spread in modern China. In this connection, in recent years there 
have been great strides forward, both in the exploration of historical materials 
and in the examination of historical facts. But relative to the issue itself, there 
are still important gaps in historical materials and facts on the key links, and 
because of this, many interpretations remain incomplete. Within the 
limitations of allotted space, this article fills in details that others have left out, 
focusing on three aspects. One is the emergence of “Chinese philosophy”; 
another is the Chinese reception of “philosophy” and “Chinese philosophy”; 
the third is reflections on “Chinese philosophy” in China.  

                                                               
1 See Ge Zhaoguang, “Weishenme shi sixiangshi—‘Zhongguo zhexue’ wenti zaisi,” 24–26; 
“Chuan yi jian chicun buhe de yishan—Guanyu Zhongguo zhexue he Rujiao dingyi de 
zhenglun,” 49–55; Jing Haifeng, ed., Shixin ji—“Zhongguo zhexue” jiangou de dangdai fansi 
yu weilai qianzhan. 
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“Oriental Philosophy” and “China Philosophy” 

It is already well known to the academic community that the term zhexue 哲
學 (“philosophy,” tetsugaku in Japanese) was in part invented by the Meiji 
Japanese thinker Nishi Amane (1829–97). Scholars have also made two points 
about this. First, the word “philosophy” as used by Nishi Amane referred only 
to the West, and definitely did not originally include the East. Wang Guowei 
王國維 claimed that the term zhexue was used to avoid the term lixue 理學 
(“reason” or “science”— but also, more traditionally, the “learning of principle” 
or Neo-Confucianism), which referred to the natural sciences. In fact, in Japan 
at that time rigaku (the Japanese equivalent of the Chinese term lixue) was also 
a translation for philosophy, and definitely did not refer only to the natural 
sciences. Nishi Amane defined tetsugaku (the Japanese equivalent of the 
Chinese term zhexue) as “the science of sciences” 諸學之上之學, where 
sh gakuō  refers to all the scientific disciplines and not only to the natural 
sciences; and he definitely did not use tetsugaku as a proprietary translation for 
“philosophy” in order to exclude “science.” Some scholars think that, as an 
important member of the “Meiji Six Society” 明六社 (Meirokusha), Nishi 
Amane translated philosophy as “tetsugaku” instead of using the name of 
“rigaku” in order to distinguish it from traditional native disciplines like 
“national studies” and Confucianism. In order to break down the previous 
“Eastern morality and Western techniques” model of cultural reception from 
the early years of “Dutch learning” 蘭學 (rangaku) and to turn around the 
traditional understanding of Western learning as narrow, Nishi Amane 
especially emphasized the integrity and perfection of Western learning. In this 
way, “philosophy” became an integrated pattern that could serve as a 
counterpart for comprehensive comparisons with Eastern learning. For 
Japanese enlightenment thinkers of that time, who regarded traditional 
scholarship as “empty learning” 虛學  and Western philosophy as “real 
learning” 實學, this understanding and definition of “philosophy” bore the 
weight of their rejection and critique of traditional Confucianism as well as 
their admiration and longing for the European form.2 Second, although Nishi 

                                                               
2 Jing Haifeng, “Cong ‘zhexue’ dao ‘Zhongguo zhexue’—Yige houzhimin yujing xia de chubu 
sikao,” 10–12. 
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Amane first put forward the translated term “tetsugaku” in 1870, it was only 
used in his classroom lectures, and the set of lecture notes recorded by his 
students as hyakugaku renkan (“hundred studies link”) was not published in his 
lifetime. Most of the other thinkers in the same period continued to use rigaku 
(in its sense as “Neo-Confucianism”) as the translation (for philosophy), and 
Nishi Amane himself also gave his approval for this. Although the term 
“tetsugaku” appeared in the press and in lectures in the 1870s, it was not until 
the early 1880s, when Inoue Tetsujirō!(1855−1944) adopted Nishi Amane’s 
translations for many technical terms from Western philosophy in early editions 
of his Dictionary of Philosophical Terms (tesugaku jigai), that “tetsugaku” 
came into widespread habitual use in the Japanese academic community as a 
translated name for the discipline of philosophy. It was then that rigaku split off 
from philosophy, and came to refer only to the natural sciences. 

The above two points are closely related to the question of the origin of 
“Chinese philosophy,” and are also the key to understanding whether or not 
“philosophy” existed in ancient China. Although “tetsugaku” is the term that 
Nishi Amane used to translate “philosophy,” in fact accurate translation is 
nearly impossible in any language, and even more important are constraints 
derived from the influence of the culture and times in which one is immersed. 
If Nishi Amane’s “philosophy” was to give prominence to the whole of 
Western learning and its traits and to distinguish it from Oriental learning, then 
the word “philosophy” itself had the characteristic of excluding Oriental 
learning. Or at least, in the original intention of Nishi Amane, Oriental 
learning does not belong to the category of “philosophy.” As to the differences 
between Eastern and Western scholarship, Nishi Amane and others had a clear 
and definite awareness. In 1877, Nishi Amane gave a lecture at the Faculty of 
Law and Literature of The University of Tokyo, criticizing Japanese 
scholarship as having mostly come from China and as imitating blindly. And 
from Western scholarship, which encompassed “philosophic insights,” he also 
drew this kind of attitude, urging those who came later to examine deeply into 
origins, so as to be subtle and achieve new insights.3  

For first linking together “philosophy” and the East, the credit must go to 
The University of Tokyo. Those who played important roles were Kat  ō

                                                               
3 Nishi Amane, “On deepening the origins of learning” 學問ハ淵源ヲ深クスルニ在ルノ論, 1–9. 
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Hiroyuki (1836–1913) and Inoue Tetsujir , who with Tō he University of 
Tokyo alumni as the backbone formed a philosophical association that added 
fuel to the flames. One can say that the popularity of “philosophy” in Japan was 
not just because of Inoue’s Dictionary of Philosophical terms. Even more 
important was that “philosophy” was transformed from a knowledge of others, 
or simply Western knowledge, into a knowledge of one’s own, and into an 
important component of the Eastern spiritual world. 

In February 1887, in the first issue of the Journal of the Philosophical 
Society (Testugakkai zasshi), Miyake Y jir  (1860ū ō –1945) published an article 
“On the Scope of Philosophy” (tetsugaku hankakoi ben), in which he argued 
that when the Department of Literature at The University of Tokyo had 
established disciplines of history, philosophy, and political science in April of 
1877, they had avoided using the then-current term “rigaku” and had instead 
used “tetsugaku” as the translation for “philosophy,” because at that time 
rigaku was already a well-established translation for “science,” and it was 
therefore necessary to use a different term, both to express the particular 
character of “philosophy” and to make it easy to distinguish from other 
disciplines. From then on, Nishi Amani’s use of the term to separate Eastern 
from Western learning virtually disappeared, and “philosophy” came to denote 
a kind of universal knowledge. 

When the disciplines of history, philosophy, and political science in The 
University of Tokyo’s Department of Literature first began, the philosophy 
programs included only history of philosophy, psychology, ethics, and general 
philosophy, and the discipline on Japanese and Chinese literature in the same 
department included only “Euro-American History or Philosophy” program, 
which clearly were focused on Western aspects and did not extend to the East.4 
But once “tetsugaku” and “rigaku” had been separately defined as referring to 
“philosophy” and “science” and had become academic disciplines, it was only 
a matter of time before perplexities over whether or not there were East-West 
divisions in philosophy would arise. In 1881, when The University of Tokyo’s 
Department of Literature established a separate discipline of Philosophy, its 3rd 
and 4th year curriculum included Indian and China philosophy program. And 

                                                               
4 Summary overview of the Departments of Law, Science and Literature at Tokyo University 
(Meiji 11: 1878), 26–29. 
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in the same academic year the discipline of Japanese and Chinese literature also 
included Indian and China philosophy program.5 

As to who it was that first pointed out that the term “philosophy,” which 
Nishi Amane had originally used to refer only to Western learning, actually had 
universal significance, and that accordingly there could also be philosophy 
outside the West, at present we have no definite evidence. Miyake Y jir  ū ō

(Setsurei), in the essay cited above, explained that although strictly speaking the 
term “philosophy” referred only to the West, fundamentally philosophy was 
divided into Eastern and Western; that Eastern philosophy included Chinese, 
Indian, Persian, Jewish, Egyptian and other variants; that Western philosophy 
included Greek, Roman, English, German, French, Italian and other strains; 
and that among these the Chinese and Indian varieties were a match for the 
Greek and Roman. But this kind of understanding was attached later. 
Nakamura Masanao (1832–91) and Shimada J rei (1838ū –98), who were 
responsible for teaching classes in Chinese philosophy, were outstanding in the 
field of Chinese literature, and the former, who was in the highest rank of 
Meiji thinkers, always followed old paths on the question of how to teach 
“Chinese philosophy.” His course outline for Indian and Chinese philosophy 
specified that in the third year the broad essential meanings of Buddhism and 
Confucianism would be taught, and that the textbooks would be the Essentials 
of the Eight Traditions (Hassh  k yū ō ō, composed by the Kegon monk Gy nen ō

[1240–1321]), the Supplementary Compilation of the Teachings (Fujiao bian 
鋪教編, by Zen Master Qisong [1007–72]), the Great Learning (Daxue 大學), 
the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸), the Confucian Analects (Lunyu 
論語), and the Mencius (Mengzi 孟子). The essentials for the fourth year were 
the same, with the addition of Lao–Zhuang Daoism; the textbooks were the 
Outline of the Four Teachings (Tiantai si jiao yi 天臺四教儀), the Vimalakirti 
Sutra (Weimo jing 維摩經), the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經), the Classic of 
Documents (Shujing 書經), the Classic of Change (Yijing 易經), the Laozi 老
子, and the Zhuangzi 莊子.6 

In 1882, some changes were made in the curriculum for the discipline of 
philosophy at The University of Tokyo. The first was to establish a clear 

                                                               
5 Ibid., (Meiji 14: 1881), 34–38. 
6 Ibid., (Meiji 14: 1881), 94–97, 174. 
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division between Eastern and Western philosophy, and the second was to teach 
the history of Eastern philosophy, starting from the second year. According to 
the relevant explanatory texts, the history of Eastern philosophy explores the 
evolution of Eastern philosophy, taking Chinese and Indian philosophy as the 
most important; and since Japanese philosophy is mostly derived from Chinese 
philosophy, and later Chinese philosophy is mostly based on philosophy from 
before the Qin and Han, one must therefore first examine and expound the 
strong and weak points in the philosophical views of Confucius and Mencius, 
Laozi and Zhuangzi, Yang Zhu and Mozi, and clarify their connections with 
traditional schools of argumentation, before the general characteristics of 
Eastern philosophy can be understood. Thus, the conceptual framework of 
Eastern philosophy and that of Chinese philosophy seems to be gradually 
taking shape. Of particular note is that, apart from the Indian vein, the 
so-called history of Eastern philosophy is mostly just the history of Chinese 
philosophy. But from the viewpoint of its actual content, it is still old wine in 
new bottles. The bibliographies include the Confucian Analects, the Mengzi, 
the Compiled Sayings of Master Yang (Yangzi zuanlun 揚子纂論), the Great 
Learning, the Mozi 墨子, the Doctrine of the Mean, the Xunzi 荀子, the 
Laozi, the Han Feizi 韓非子, the Zhuangzi, the Dialects of Yang Xiong 
(Yangzi fangyan 楊子方言), the Liezi 列子, the Guanzi 管子, and the 
Huainanzi 淮南子. As to the history of Indian and Chinese philosophy in 
the third and fourth years, the curriculum and teaching materials remained 
intact.7 

When Nakamura Masanao held that understanding Chinese was an efficient 
way to master Western learning, and despite Shimada J rei’s strenuous effortsū  
to maintain the status of Confucian learning, these were just habitual objections, 
and the fact that they held positions as professors of Chinese philosophy 
indicates that at least they did not reject this kind of title. As to their 
maintaining the old style of teaching, perhaps it was just force of habit, or 
perhaps it was that since in their hearts they still distinguished between Eastern 
and Western learning, when lecturing on Eastern learning they accordingly 
held to the original pathways. The discipline of ancient classics, established in 
1883, was definitely not structured as a discipline of Chinese philosophy, but 

                                                               
7 Ibid., (Meiji 15: 1882), 113–14. 
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instead returned to the old divisions of Classics, History, Masters, and Letters, 
and added legal institutions.8 According to the report of Nakamura Masanao, 
the fourth-year program in philosophy for the academic year 1881–82 had 
only one student, Ariga Nagao (1860–1921), who was tutored first in passages 
from the Zhuangzi and the Classic of Songs, and later in the Classic of 
Documents and the Laozi. And for third year philosophy students taught by 
Shimada J rei, there were courses on the ū Mengzi, the Laozi, and the Xunzi.9 
Clearly, they were both continuing under a new name their old approach to 
teaching, and did not try to meld Eastern and Western learning in a single 
furnace, or to borrow Western methods to create a new “philosophy.” 

Criticizing The University of Tokyo’s theory of “Eastern Philosophy,” 
Nakae Ch min (1847ō –1901) asserted: “We in Japan have never had 
philosophy from ancient times to the present.” It was just that certain classicists 
and scholars of religion, and in particular he named Kat  Hiroyuki and Inoue ō

Tetsujir , had “set themselves up as philosophers. And although there may be ō

some in society who acknowledge them, in reality they simply pass on 
arguments and theories that they have learned from certain Westerners.”10 
Although these words from Nakae Ch min have attracted attention in recent ō

years from scholars who are interested in the history of the occurrence of 
“Chinese philosophy,” their focus has been on the existence or non-existence 
of “philosophy,” and they have missed the main story. In fact, these remarks of 
Nakae Ch min do have a specific meaning. What he was criticizing was the ō

generalization of “philosophy” that had occurred under the leadership of 
Tokyo University, and he also clearly pointed out that its main representatives 
were Kat  Hiroyuki and Inoue Tetsujir . The history behind this is precisely ō ō

the key to understanding the emergence of “Chinese philosophy.” 
Inoue Tetsujir  was the earliest student at Tokyo University to specialize in ō

philosophy. Graduating in July of 1880, he had hoped to pursue his 
philosophical studies in Europe, but because there were those who objected he 
was unable to accomplish this. At this time Kat  Hiroyuki, who was Director ō

of the Departments of Law, Science and Literature in The University of Tokyo 

                                                               
8 Ibid., (Meiji 16: 1883), 50–54. 
9 Second Annual Report of The University of Tokyo, 221–23. 
10 Nakae Ch min, ō Yinian youban, trans. Wu Zaoxi, 15–16. 
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and had supported Inoue’s plans to study abroad, urged him to undertake the 
compilation of his History of Oriental Philosophy (T y  teō ō tsugaku shi), and 
between this occurrence and The University of Tokyo Philosophy discipline’s 
later addition of History of Oriental Philosophy program, there was clearly a 
close connection. In view of the relative passivity of Nakamura Masanao and 
Shimada J rei, this change must have come from Kat  Hiroyuki’s initiative, ū ō

and it is very likely that the text explaining the main points of the new 
curriculum described above also expressed Kat ’s intent. In this way, Kat  ō ō

played a crucial role in the process of changing philosophy from something 
purely Western to something that East and West both have. 

Whether Kat ’s vision could be achieved or not still depended on finding ō

the right candidate. Although The University of Tokyo’s Department of 
Philosophy added a course in the history of Oriental philosophy, it lacked 
competent teachers and did not actually offer the course over the next two 
years. At that time Inoue Tetsujir  had entered the ō editorial office Ministry of 
Education with the intent of compiling a history of Oriental philosophy. But 
because the bureau responsible for compiling textbooks would not recognize 
his proposed History of Oriental Philosophy as a textbook he was unable to 
fulfill his wish, and he also found the bureaucratic ideology of the Ministry of 
Education uncongenial. Within barely a year he sought out Kat  Hiroyuki and ō

made clear that the Ministry of Education did not suit him, whereupon Kat  ō
proposed that he should go to Tokyo University to compile his History of 
Oriental Philosophy. When Kat  Hiroyuki asked Inoue Tetsujir  to assume ō ō

responsibility for compiling a History of Oriental Philosophy, on the one hand 
it was certainly because in reality there was no better choice. But on the other 
hand, it was also because Inoue Tetsujir  had already shown a persistent ō

dedication to philosophy, and within the framework of philosophy an ability to 
link up tendencies in Eastern and Western thought and learning. In April of 
1881, which was also the time when the Department of Literature at Tokyo 
University had just established an independent Philosophy discipline and the 
discipline of Japanese and Chinese literature had added Indian and Chinese 
philosophy program, Inoue TetsujirÛ , along with Wada Kenz  (1860ō –1919), 
K Û dera Shinsaku (1855–1929), Ariga Nagao (1860–1921) and others, on the 
basis of Glasgow University Professor William Fleming’s A Philosophical 
Dictionary, greatly augmented it to compile their Dictionary of Philosophical 
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Terms. According to Inoue’s preface, the book had been augmented on three 
points. First, since the original book did not include many modern terms, after 
combing through all relevant sources its inventory (of such terms) had been 
greatly expanded. Second, where earlier interpretations (of terms) were 
appropriate they had been exhaustively collected and included, but “when new 
interpretations were needed, in addition to (standard reference works such as) 
the Kangxi Thesaurus or Rhymed Storehouse of Esteemed Phrases (Peiwen 
yunfu 佩文韻府), the (Kangxi era) Categorized Boxes of the Deep Mirror 
Studio (Yuanjian leihan 淵鑒類函) and the (Ming) Five Cart Rhyme Tokens 
(Wuche yunrui 五車韻瑞), Buddhist and Confucian works of many kinds have 
also been broadly consulted and cited. And where meanings are abstruse, 
explanatory notations have been added for the convenience of beginners.”11 
Third, where philosophy uses terms from other disciplines, parentheses were 
used to indicate this. According to Ariga Nagao’s preface to the revised and 
expanded edition published three years later, although a number of 
fellow-students of The University of Tokyo had contributed to the 
compilation, “most of the effort was Inoue’s.”12 And because Inoue Tetsujir ’s ō

Dictionary of Philosophical Terms relied entirely on Chinese characters in its 
definitions, it collected and appended the Qing phonetic representations of all 
these written characters. 

At this time translation enterprises in Japan were starting to flourish, and 
because the terms used were not uniform, this caused many problems. In 1883, 
Yano Ryuki’s (1851–1931) “How to Read Translated Books” (yakushō 
satoruhō) pointed out: One difficulty in reading translated books is that 
translators use different Chinese characters for the same Western expressions, 
making it easy for readers to mistake them as referring to different things. But 
the function of the Dictionary of Philosophical Terms was exactly to unify the 
terms used in translation. The book sold out within two years of its publication, 
and philosophy accordingly also became more popular day by day. Although 
the term “philosophy” was invented by Nishi Amane, originally it was 
restricted to refer to Western philosophy as opposed to Oriental Confucian 
learning, and terms used to translate it included “Greek philosophy” (Gi 
tetsugaku), the “learning of principle” (rigaku), the “learning of exhausting 
                                                               
11 Inoue Tetsujirō, ed., Tetsugaku ji, 1881. 
12 Ibid. 
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principle” (jinrigaku), the “learning of Greek worthies” (Gikengaku), the 
“Way of Heaven” (tendō), “sagely learning” (seigaku), and even phonetic 
renderings like “Feilu Sufei” (firousofi). The compilation and publication of 
the Dictionary of Philosophical Terms not only fixed tetsugaku as the proper 
term to translate “philosophy,” but after undergoing several adjustments and 
additions it gradually took shape as a complete fixed system of professional 
terminology. Especially important is that although Nishi Amane had used 
Chinese characters, he had not taken pains to seek out interpretations from 
ancient Chinese books and records. The words and phrases collected in the 
Dictionary of Philosophical Terms were more than double the number in 
Fleming’s Vocabulary of Philosophy, and the interpretive strategy of Inoue and 
his colleagues to deliberately seek out definitions of terms from Confucian and 
Buddhist classics marked a clear divergence from Nishi Amane. The book does 
not give an exhaustive account of the Chinese sources it was based on, but 
apart from a few that are mentioned in Inoue’s preface, classical texts that are 
cited in the notes include the Yijing, the Shujing, the Zhuangzi, the 
Zhongyong, the Huainanzi, the Mozi, the Book of Rites (Liji 禮記), the Laozi, 
the Instructions for Practical Living (Chuanxi lu 傳習錄 of Wang Yangming, 
1472–1529), the Verses on the Treasury of Abhidharma (Jushe lun 俱舍論, by 
Vasubandhu, a 4th or 5th century C.E. founder of the Yogacara school of 
Buddhism), the Awakening of Faith (Qixin lun 起信論, a Mahayana text 
attributed to Paramartha, 499–569 C.E.), the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment 
(Yuanjue jing 圓黨經, a late 7th or early 8th century C.E. text important to 
the Huayan and Zen schools of Buddhism), the Lotus Sutra (Fahua jing 法華

經), and also the poetry of Du Fu 杜甫 (712–70) and Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 
(773–819). The vocabulary involved subjects like metaphysics (xing’ershang 形
而上), transformations (zhuanhua 轉化), complete possession (juyou 俱有), 
freeing oneself (jietuo 解脫), cohesion (ningju 凝聚), transmigration (lunhui 
輪回), ethics (lunlixue 倫理學), infinity (wuxian guan 無限觀), etc. Because 
not all entries were extensively annotated, what other Confucian and Buddhist 
works may have been broadly consulted (is a question that) awaits further 
investigation.13 This book undoubtedly played a crucial role in the universa- 
                                                               
13  The Dictionary of Philosophical Terms, A Revised and Expanded Dictionary of 
Philosophical Terms, and A Dictionary of English, German, Buddhist, and Japanese 
Philosophical Terms were all republished by the Society for the Diffusion of Famous Works 
(MeichÛ  fukyĒkai) in 1981, with an introduction by Hida Yoshifumi (1933–?). 
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lization of philosophy, and in the rationalization of “Oriental Philosophy” 
(t y  tetsugakuō ō ) or “China Philosophy” (shina tetsugaku). 

In March, 1882, when Inoue Tetsujir  assumed the post of assistant ō

professor at Department of Literature, The University of Tokyo, he first went 
to that school’s editorial office and devoted himself to the compilation of his 
History of Oriental Philosophy, and only when the draft was mostly complete 
did he begin to teach classes.14 At present, there is no evidence to show 
whether Inoue Tetsujir ’s ō History of Oriental Philosophy ever appeared in 
print, and the edition of his collected writings that was published in 2003 does 
not include it. However, this work definitely existed as a text. Inoue’s 
colleague and senior fellow-professional, Shimada J rei, not only read it but ū

also offered comments. In 1884, when Inoue Tetsujir  finally realized his ō

long-cherished wish to study abroad in Germany, Shimada J rei wrote a ū

“Preface on Sending off Inoue Kenteki on His Departure for Europe,” in 
which he said: 

 
Assistant Professor Inoue Kenteki, who is deeply committed to Western 
philosophy and has collateral interests in classics, history, and the hundred 
schools, has recently written a History of Oriental Philosophy, from (the 
orthodox line of) Confucius, and Mencius to followers of Yang Zhu 楊朱, 
Mozi, Laozi, Zhuangzi, Shen Buhai 申不害 and Han Feizi, [treating] 
everything that concerns philosophy, including lost relics. Although in his 
evaluations of scholarship and in his arguments on the origins and 
development of schools there are sometimes shortcomings, his words are 
always supported by investigation, and there are never any unfounded 
arguments or empty assertions. On reading it I would sometimes exclaim 
in astonishment at his great talent and deep academic accomplishment . . . . 
But human talent and learning grow according to circumstance, and 
Kenteki is young and has a keen spirit; not only today but in other years, as 
he travels thousands of miles and reads thousands of books, his scholarly 
accomplishments will continue to grow and his talent and learning will 
continue to advance, until European people will say that philosophy is 
moving east, and they also will exclaim in astonishment. How should it 

                                                               
14 Inoue Tetsujiro, “Jiden,” 8–9.  
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only be people like me?15 
  
From the rich content of Shimada J rei’s essay we can confirm, first, that Inoue ū

TetsujirÛ  did indeed write a History of Oriental Philosophy; second, that the 
fundamental content of this book was primarily ancient Chinese “philosophy,” 
and in particular the “philosophy” of high antiquity; third, unlike scholars like 
Nakamura Masanao and Shimada Jūrei, Inoue had considerable knowledge of 
Western philosophy, so that when he spoke of classics, history and the various 
masters, it was already not the traditional way of treating these subjects in 
China or Japan. Rather, he was selecting principles of organization from 
“philosophy,” and although in some respects this did not conform to the times, 
by taking advantage of the times he was able to establish philosophy in East 
Asia. 

Because of a lack of texts, it is not easy to investigate deeply into Inoue 
Tetsujir ’s purpose and methods in using the exclusively Western notion of ō

“philosophy” to understand Eastern thought. But by a fortunate coincidence 
there are two characters associated with him whose actions may help us to 
understand his basic intent. One is the American (Ernest) Fenollosa 
(1853–1908), who served as Inoue’s teacher for the history of philosophy, and 
the other is Inoue’s university classmate who shared the same quarters with him, 
Okakura Tenshin (1863–1913). Inoue himself identified Fenollosa as one who 
had deepened his interest in philosophy and had greatly influenced his thought, 
and although he did not elaborate, responding to the East with Western 
learning must have been part of what he meant. Fenollosa and Okakura 
Tenshin were the most important figures in the establishment of so-called 

                                                               
15 Posthumous Manuscripts from Bamboo Grove Village (by Takamura Ik ), ō vol. 2, 3–4, 
published in September, TaishÛ  7 (1918) by Shimada Kinitsu. Men like Nakamura Masanao and 
Shimada JĒrei all had Chinese language literary collections, but in general scholars of Meiji 
Japanese history seldom use them. With regard to this, if those who study Bakumatsu and Meiji 
Japanese history are not able to entertain multiple perspectives, their views will inevitably be 
one–sided. As one example, although scholars of related matters at Tokyo University, which first 
invented the use of “China philosophy” (shina tetsugaku 支那哲學), have in recent years 
abandoned the concept of “Chinese philosophy” (chugoku tetsugaku 中國哲學), they have 
made great efforts to investigate how and why in those years the notion of  “shina tetsugaku” 
was invented, and yet from beginning to end have been unable to grasp the essentials. 



Sang Bing 548

“Oriental Art” in Meiji Japan, and although there were differences in their 
viewpoints and they later parted ways, they each separately constructed an 
“Oriental Art” corresponding to Western art. This later seemed easy and 
natural, but in modern East Asia, under the assault of Western learning, people 
often, because they have no way of responding to the manifold categories of 
Western learning, simply doubt the value of their own inherent culture. This 
kind of correspondence can on the one hand rebuild confidence in the 
inherent culture in the face of Western learning, and on the other help to gain 
the power of discourse for ancient and modern thought and learning in East 
Asia. One of the purposes of Okakura Tenshin’s weaving a pedigree for 
“Oriental Art” was to rebuild an orthodox tradition of East Asian fine arts 
centered on Japan, and to suppress the status of “fine art” in other East Asian 
countries such as China. But later, under the influence of Ōmura Seigai 
(1867–1927) and others who were successors to Okakura Tenshin, Chinese 
scholars reestablished the value of the art and aesthetics of literati painting, and 
thus traditional Chinese painting avoided being caught up with “national 
learning,” “national medicine” and other “national” embarrassments. Of 
course, in this way, it is also hard to avoid using the viewpoint of Western arts 
to evaluate one’s own artifacts, and so fall into the trap of a Japanese-style 
discourse. 

In comparison, Inoue TetsujirÛ  may not have had as obvious a political 
purpose as Okakura Tenshin, and between their two concepts of “Oriental 
Philosophy” and “Oriental Art” there was a clear difference: Where the latter 
aimed to distinguish the relative superiority or inferiority of East Asian 
countries, what was most important in the former was to use the framework of 
philosophy to re-order ancient Chinese thought. However, Inoue Tetsujir ’s ō

aspirations were not inferior to Okakura Tenshin’s with regard to “Oriental 
Art.” On his way to Europe, he composed a poem saying: “From now on my 
only wish is to plumb the source of Western philosophy.” And while studying 
abroad he also said in a dream: “A grand prospect has a thousand outstanding 
features, in philosophy ten thousand heroes arise.”16 His actual influence on 
Oriental philosophy and Chinese philosophy was quite similar to that of 
Okakura Tenshin on Oriental art, and is mainly embodied in three aspects: 

                                                               
16 Fukui Junko, Inoue Tetsujiro nikki (Inoue Tetsujiro’s diary), 25. 
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First, in causing “philosophy” to change from an affair of others to one’s own 
affair, he greatly expanded the scope of “philosophy’s” influence in the 
Japanese scholarly world and even in the whole of society. Second, through his 
reorganization of the interpretation of East Asian thought, he gained a leading 
role for “philosophy” in the explanation of East Asian history, scholarship and 
culture. Third, because his “Oriental philosophy” had ancient Chinese thought 
as its core, he was actually establishing a system of “Chinese philosophy.” 

In September 1883, Inoue Tetsujir  taught a course on “The History of ō

Oriental Philosophy” at The University of Tokyo on the basis of his system for 
compiling textbooks, and those who attended included Inoue Enry  ō
(1858–1919), Miyake Setsurei (1860–1945), Hitaka Shinjitsu, Tanahashi Ichir  ō
(1863–1942), Matsumoto Gentar  (1859ō –1925) and others, more than ten in 
all.17 Of these, many became the backbone of advocating “philosophy” in 
Japan, especially “Oriental philosophy” and “China philosophy.” In 1884, 
starting with Inoue Enry , they foundeō d a Philosophical Society at The 
University of Tokyo, whose members included Kat  Hiroyukiō , Nishi Amane, 
Nakamura Masanao and others, 29 in all. In the name of pure philosophy, 
philosophy was defined to possess the paramount role of uniting and 
integrating all branches of learning, and as forming Indian, Chinese and 
Western schools in a structure of homologous exchange, in order to facilitate a 
common search for truth.18 The society speeded up the spread of philosophy’s 
influence with activities like holding lectures, publishing magazines, and 
compiling books. Later it also chose Kat  Hiroyuki and Toyama Masakazu ō

(1848–1900) to serve as its president and vice-president, hosted 26 meetings in 
3 years, and expanded its membership to 70. The lectures it sponsored included 
not only Western philosophy but also Indian philosophy and Buddhism (9 
times) and Chinese and Oriental philosophy (3 times). Among these, a lecture 
at the second meeting by Inoue Tetsujir  on “An Introduction to the ō

Philosophy of China” (Shina tetsugaku gairon), and lectures at the 17th 
meeting by Shimada J rei on “An Ouū tline of Oriental Philosophy” (T y  ō ō

                                                               
17 Inoue Tetsujiro, “Jiden,” 8; Shimazono Susumu and Isomae Jun’ichi, ed., “Sonken nenpu,” 
74.  
18 Kat  Hiroyuki, “Honkai zasshi no h kan o shukushi owayateō ō  kaiin shĒkun ni tadasu” 本會雜

誌ノ發刊ヲ祝シ倂ヤテ會員諸君ニ質ス, 1–4. 
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tetsugaku gairy kuū ) and by Ariga Nagao on “A Preliminary Study of the 
Philosophy of the Followers of Confucius” (K mon tetsugaku arukō ō),19 not 
only clarified the concept of “China philosophy” but also established in 
Japanese philosophical circles the three-fold world-wide domains of the West, 
India, and China. 

In the past, scholars believed that Chinese studies in Bakumatsu and early 
Meiji Japan were limited to the Zhu (Xi) and (Wang) Yangming (schools of) 
learning, but Inoue Tetsujir Û ’s “China philosophy” included both Confucius 
and Mencius and also the various (pre-Qin) masters, and this not only already 
extended down to Qing scholarship, but also exerted an influence on later 
Chinese scholars who often saw the various masters as corresponding to 
philosophy. 

The generalization and even abuse of the concept of “philosophy” caused a 
rebound within the Philosophy Society. Society member Nishimura Shigeki 
(1828–1902) questioned the confusion of scholarship with religion, and in 
particular earnestly pointed out: “Philosophy” is originally the learning of the 
West, and to speak of so-called “Indian philosophy” or “China philosophy,” 
etc., is actually to jumble together things that in their own nature are 
fundamentally different. To speak of Buddhist or Confucian learning as 
“Oriental philosophy” would be as absurd and laughable as to describe 
“philosophy” as Western Buddhism or Confucianism. “Philosophy” aims to 
explore the truth, and is completely different from the learning of virtue that 
the sagacious elders of Confucianism and Buddhism (engage in), seeking to 
cultivate their persons and nourish their natures. He advocated that philosophy 
in Japan should emphasize three aspects: first, educating the younger 
generation; second, using philosophical methods to observe and study oriental 
matters; and third, inventing new laws and systems for the East. 20  The 
questions raised by Nishimura were extremely important, and although at the 
time they did not receive widespread endorsement, and “philosophy” in East 
Asia continued to expand its domain, yet from time to time it encountered 
situations where concepts and actualities did not fit together, and on this 

                                                               
19 Inoue Enry , Tetsugaku no hitsuy  o ronjite honkai no enkaku oyobu ō ō 哲學ノ必要ヲ論シテ

本會ノ沿革ニ及フ, 41–44. 
20 Nishimura Shigeki, Shitsugi (Question), 529–717. 
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account for more than a century afterwards people of insight have continued in 
various ways and from various angles to raise Nishimura’s challenge, testing the 
wisdom and knowledge of the philosophical realm.  

Western Philosophy and China’s Traditional Knowledge 

The general outlines of the process by which “philosophy” and “Chinese 
philosophy” entered China has already been described by our predecessors.21 
At that time China had experienced repeated defeats in resisting the Western 
tide, and not only had relations between East and West been thrown into 
confusion, but in entering the stage of progression from Eastern learning to 
Western learning there had accepters, accommodationists, doubters, and 
disapprovers. Distinguishing carefully, when Chinese scholars first began to 
accept the notion of “philosophy,” dissenters like Wen Tingshi 文廷式 
(1856–1904) and Yan Fu 严复 (1854–1921) focused mainly on whether the 
term “zhexue” could accurately translate the fundamental meaning of 
philosophy, and on how to settle the disciplinary structure behind this concept. 
Because before this in China many words had already been used to translate 
philosophy, with similar intents but different implications, the crux of the 
matter was that they each led to a different cognitive grasp of Western learning. 
In fact, the connotations and denotations of the various disciplines of each 
European cultural system were intricate and complex, and there was definitely 
no unified system of Western learning. Points of contact and approaches varied 
from person to person, and opinions naturally differed. 

The earliest to regard ancient Chinese doctrines such as Confucianism as the 
same as Western philosophy were actually Westerners who came to China or 
early sinologists. As to the reception of the “tetsugaku” or “zhexue” that had 
been invented in Japan, there were mainly three aspects. First was the 
introduction of Japanese philosophy, such as Huang Zunxian’s 黄遵宪 
(1848–1905) introduction to the disciplines of philosophy, politics, and 
finance at The University of Tokyo; Kang Youwei’s 康有为 (1858–1927) 
Bibliography of Japan, in its “Philosophical schools” section (lixue men 理学

门), specifically established a category of “Philosophy” (zhexue) that included 

                                                               
21 Chen Qiwei, “‘Zhexue’ yiming kao,” 60–68. 
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22 kinds of books, and other sections, such as those for charts and historical 
materials, also recorded some philosophical titles. Second was that in the 
establishment of new kinds of academic disciplines, including both their 
educational and scholarly aspects, for example when men like Song Shu 宋恕

(1862–1910), Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培  (1868–1940) and Wu Rulun 吳汝綸 
(1840–1903) wanted to establish a new system of disciplines, philosophy had to 
be placed in an appropriate position. Third was the study or translation of 
Western philosophy. At this time “philosophy” was still fundamentally 
regarded as the affair of others. It had not yet been internalized, and there was 
as yet no question of whether or not it was compatible with China’s inherent 
knowledge. 

If Cai Yuanpei, Wang Guowei and others played an important role in 
influencing the Chinese to accept “philosophy” in the disciplinary structure of 
education and scholarship, Liang Qichao 梁啓超  (1873–1929) not only 
rapidly disseminated the concept of “philosophy,” but more importantly, 
continuing the Japanese usage of “China philosophy” (shina tetsugaku) as the 
name of his newspaper column, integrated every kind of inherent Chinese 
ideological theory into the framework of “philosophy.” In 1897, while reading 
(Kang’s) Bibliography of Japan, he had already taken note of philosophy, and 
when after the failure of the Hundred Days’ Reform he went to Japan, he 
quickly established relations with the Japanese philosophical community. The 
second issue of The China Discussion (Qing yi bao 清議报), published on 
January 2, 1899, inaugurated his column “China Philosophy,” which carried 
Tan Sitong’s 譚嗣同 (1865–98) “On Benevolence” (Ren xue 仁學) and 
Liang’s “Editor’s Preface” (Jiaoke xu 校刻序). A little later, Liang’s “Preface” 
was reprinted in volume 14, no.3 of the Journal of Philosophy (tetsugaku 
zasshi), which appeared on March 10, and the journal explained that it had 
been printed at the request of the author. On May 13 of the same year, Liang 
Qichao participated in the Japan Philosophical Society’s Spring Colloquy, 
where he met with Japan’s “various wise worthies” (zhu xianzhe 諸賢哲) and 
introduced “some of Kang Youwei’s philosophical views” to his Japanese 
colleagues, including those “concerning China” and “concerning the world.” 
Obviously, the “China philosophy” which had been shaped into something 
like a god by the Japanese philosophers, caused Liang Qichao, who always 
easily leapt to conclusions, to accept it without hesitation at face value, and to 
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spread it widely among literati and young students within China. 
However, it is definitely not the case that all Chinese accepted “philosophy” 

as a matter of course, or perhaps one should say that there was still the problem 
of how to accept it or what to accept. In September 1902, the New World 
Journal (Xin shijie xuebao 新世界學報) was published. It was sponsored by 
Chen Fuchen 陳黻宸 (1859–1917), a teacher who in May of that year had left 
his post at Hangzhou Secondary School (Hangzhou fu zhongxuetang 杭州府

中學堂) because of unrest, along with Tang Erhe 湯爾和 (1878–1940), Ma 
Xulun 馬敘倫  (1885–1970), Du Shizhen 杜士珍  and others, all school 
students who had also left school. The journal was divided into 18 columns, 
including Classics, history, psychology, ethics, political sciences, law, 
geography, physics, finance, agronomy, engineering, business, military studies, 
medicine, mathematics, literature, education, and religion. Many of these topic 
names have continued in use down to the present, and it was only under 
“psychology” that the articles published often had what we would now call 
“philosophical” content. According to the “Introductory principles” (xuli 敘
例) that Chen Fuchen compiled for this journal: “The great masters of the 
Zhou and Qin, Eastern and Western philosophy, the subtleties of Buddhist 
writings, the complexities of recorded sayings, these are all the salient points of 
psychology.”22 Clearly, he is not unaware of the name philosophy, and he also 
does not reject philosophy; it is just that he holds that philosophy should be 
encompassed by psychology. 

The New World Journal ’s column classification and their related 
explanation drew forth a critique in the New Citizen Journal (Xinmin congbao 
新民叢報 ), which in particular focused on the introductory discussion, 
referring to its column classification as “quite inappropriate”: 

 
For example, with regard to its topic of psychology, I especially cannot 
agree. To sum it up in three words, [the articles it includes under] the topic 
of psychology all discuss philosophy. The Japanese translate the English 
word Psychology as xinlixue and the English word Philosophy as zhexue, 
and the scope of the two terms is completely different. Although in our 
generation the translation of names need not blindly follow the Japanese, 

                                                               
22 Chen Fuchen, “Xin shijie xuebao xuli,” 2. 
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in these Japanese translations there is actually quite careful craftsmanship 
which closely matches the etymology of the Western terms, and it is not 
easy to change them hastily. In my estimation the authors were never 
unaware of the distinction between these two terms in Eastern books, but 
their meaning is to hold that all philosophy is a phenomenon of 
intelligence and wisdom. Therefore, they do not interpret from the East, 
but rather define it with this name. I believe this is a mistake. One of the 
great distinctions in philosophy is between the schools of materialism 
(weiwu 唯物, “things-only”) and idealism (weixin 唯心, “mind-only”), 
where “things” are exactly the counterpart of “mind.” If now we only call 
this the study of mind, does this not amount to obliterating materialism? If 
we consider that although in the object of our study there is the distinction 
of mind and things, yet the subject which can study them is only the 
human mind, and so set the name based on this, then must not the study of 
religion, political sciences, law, or indeed of any intangible or even 
tangible matter, since all are studied by the human mind, be lumped 
together as psychology? Moreover, if Philosophy takes this name (i.e., xin 
lixue 心理學), then what word should we use to translate Psychology? I 
cannot agree with this. Psychology and Ethics (lunlixue 倫理學) are both 
part of Philosophy, and I believe it is appropriate to establish Philosophy as 
one discipline, and to include both psychology and ethics within it.23  

  
Although these words did not indicate an author, most likely they came from 
the pen of Liang Qichao. 

In response to the New Citizen Journal ’s critique, the New World Journal 
comprehensively replied:  

 
The gradual progress of humanity, is to start from things that are already 
understood, and gently advance into paths that were previously unknown. 
Thus, in explaining ideas one need not fear aiming too high, but one’s 
words must follow from what one practices. Chinese people’s 
understanding of the word “wisdom” (zhe) is rather narrow, and I believe 
that although Japanese people have translated the English word 

                                                               
23 Xin shijie xuebao, no. 1, 2, 3, 99–101. 
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“philosophy” as “wisdom learning” (zhexue), for Chinese people it would 
be better to translate it as “the learning of principle” (lixue 理學). In 
ancient books the scope of the word “principle” (li 理) is very large, and I 
have often said that for ordinary people to take the ‘learning of principle’ as 
referring just to Song Confucianism is incomparably absurd. This journal 
first wanted to set up a heading for lixue, and to include under it all the 
learning of the Zhou, Qin, Han, and Song as well as the teachings of 
Eastern and Western philosophers. But in the end, since most people have 
misunderstood lixue for a long time and it would not be easy to get them 
to grasp it, and because in Chinese classical literature the mind is regarded 
as encompassing everything, and the mission of this journal is not to have 
people completely abandon ancient books, therefore we did not dare to 
simply interpret from the East, and for now decided on this name (i.e., xin 
lixue). We also knew that the meaning of this name was not quite 
appropriate, but in an effort to persuade the world and to understand and 
accord with the changes of the times, and as you have said, never doubting 
that in Eastern books there was a distinction between these two terms (i.e., 
philosophy and psychology), and yet holding that the whole of philosophy 
is indeed a phenomenon of consciousness, we did not feel remiss in 
striking this discordant note. If the English word Psychology is rendered as 
xinlixue (the study of patterns of mind), then when in reading our 
country’s ancient books one encounters passages which seem difficult to 
understand, it is only that in the writings of the ancients, everything falls 
within the scope of mind. Idealism and materialism arose from old 
Buddhist writings, and although in Buddhist books the scope of mind is 
also very great, when they speak of idealism (weixin, “mind only”) it is just 
that it is temporarily spoken of as opposed to materialism (weiwu, “things 
only”). In the Great Learning, “knowledge” (zhi 知 ) is opposed to 
“things” (wu 物), and among the Buddhists there are those who hold that 
the “nature” (xing 性) is opposed to “things.” And as to the English word 
Psychology, it is not necessarily true that apart from xinlixue there is no 
other word that can translate it. 

 
Moreover, in response to the New Citizen Journal ’s argument that all 
intangible and tangible subjects are studied with the mind, and yet all cannot 
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on that account be called “psychology,” we may consider that every kind of 
subject may be studied by philosophy, and that accordingly for the Japanese 
every kind of learning has its own philosophy corresponding to it. Thus, if we 
set up a topic of philosophy that only includes ethics and psychology within it, 
this is also quite narrow.24 

Chen Fuchen was one of the forerunners in advocating the division of 
learning into disciplines in the late Qing. He believed that “the reason why a 
lineage becomes strong and wise is that each member has learning, and the 
learning of each has disciplinary branches, so that when a principle is 
established, its origins and development are completely linked up, and the 
actuality of each thing is understood in detail from top to bottom. Our country 
is not without learning, but it is passed down continuously from ancient times, 
and with the passage of time all that remains is the outer form; people rarely 
analyze what is within, and so although they have learning they can never form 
disciplines. Even if topics are lined up as disciplines, they have only the name 
of disciplines and lack their real meaning.” He also believed that “if disciplinary 
learning [kexue 科學, ‘science’] does not arise, our civilization will be unable 
to advance for a single day.”25 This is why he wrote that continuing to 
emphasize interpreting from the East was still to choose the old books. 

Apart from questioning the translation of “philosophy,” regardless of 
whether it was Western (tai Xi 泰西), Oriental (Dongyang 東洋) or China 
(zhina) philosophy, Chinese in this period were rarely hesitant to embrace it. 
The first open and direct controversy and clash emerged in 1903 among Zhang 
Zhidong 張之洞 (1837–1909), Zhang Baixi 張百熙 (1847–1907), and Wang 
Guowei. Our predecessors in this matter have mostly seen the two Zhangs as 
in complete agreement, and have placed it in an interpretive framework of 
China vs. the West, new vs. old, and progress vs. conservatism. Actually, 
opponents saw Zhang Zhidong as taking the lead, and the aims of each were 
certainly not the same. In October of 1902, Huguang Governors-general 
Zhang Zhidong and Hubei Governor Duanfang 端方 (1861–1911) submitted 
“A Preliminary Plan for Determining the Scope and Sequence (of Instruction) 
in Schools” (Chouding xuetang guimo cidi xingban zhe 籌定學堂規模次第興

                                                               
24 “Da Xinmin congbao sheyuan shu,” 115–17. 
25 Chen Fuchen, “Jingshi daxuetang Zhongguo shi jiangyi,” 675. 
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辦折), proposing eight articles of important points for managing schools. 
Among these the eighth article was about guarding against corrupt practices, 
and had three important points: first, young students may not abandon classical 
books; second, there is no need for an early introduction of foreign languages; 
third, there should be no discussion of Western philosophy: 

 
The decline of China is from scholars engaging in empty talk and not 
investigating practical use. In Western philosophy there are quite a few 
schools, in general close to the famous masters of the Warring States period, 
and also with some similarities to discourses on Buddhist scriptures. 
Generally speaking they propound theories on the origins of the 
fluctuations of heaven and man, and on the causes of human affairs, 
physical patterns, likes and dislikes, and attacks and seizures. Since Western 
learning is already quite closely knit, its bold and intelligent scholars follow 
other pathways, probing subtleties and plumbing depths, testing emptiness 
and roaming far; but in investigating practicalities, and in inferring deep 
patterns through incisive analysis of ordinary affairs, China’s classics and 
commentaries are more thorough. Nowadays scholarly temperaments are 
superficial and impetuous; they do not bother to probe into subtle 
meanings, and only seek what furthers their private interest. Their words 
flow forth without scruple, they contribute to agitation and demagogy, 
and what their eloquence leads to, in ethics and in government, is quick 
judgements and rash attacks. If this were only empty talk it would just be 
useless, but when it is stubborn and unrepentant it becomes an unbearable 
disaster. China’s sacred classics and wise commentaries encompass all 
principles and patterns. In our schools how can we set aside four thousand 
years of solid truth and wander tens of thousands of miles abroad in search 
of empty talk?26  

  
According to Zhang Zhidong’s view, philosophy is still something that the 
West has. It is similar to the pre-Qin schools, and to discussions of Buddhist 
scriptures. But it originates in speculative thought and does not strive for 

                                                               
26 Yuan Shuyi, Sun Huafeng and Li Bingxin, eds., Zhang Zhidong quanji, vol. 50, memorial 57, 
1488–502. 
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practical use, and schools must study practical use and not elevate empty talk. 
What he worries about is that new students will borrow these eloquent words 
to incite doubts and launch arbitrary critiques of ethics and government. His 
actual targets were at least two: One was Liang Qichao using the name of 
“philosophy” to promote and disseminate his New Citizen Journal, and the 
other was Ye Han 葉瀚 (1861–1936) and others in Shanghai at the time, 
fluent in Japanese, who allegedly “were always saying they had mastered the 
two disciplines of education and philosophy, were expert in everything from 
physics and chemistry to zoology and botany, and flaunted what they knew to 
embarrass others.” 27  The foreign exiles’ Protect the Emperor Society 
(Baohuang hui 保皇會 ) and the members of the Shanghai Parliament 
(Shanghai guohui 上海國會) were deep concerns for Zhang Zhidong. The 
reliance of the new parties on their special fondness for philosophy naturally 
became for Zhang Zhidong a secret worry like a fishbone in his throat. 

Soon afterwards, Chief Minister of Education Zhang Baixi, as directed by an 
imperial edict, responded to Zhang Zhidong’s memorial. In the light of the 
Imperial Regulations for Schools (Qinding xuetang zhangcheng 欽定学堂章程, 
issued October 15, 1902), he held that higher level schools should establish 
courses on the various masters (zhuzi 諸子) and on logic (mingxue 名學), and 
that “the ‘various masters’ topic should include the four bibliographic 
categories (sibu 四部), which are the old learning that has been transmitted in 
China for many thousands of years. Their teachings are often in accord with 
the philosophies of the West, and can be used as a reference for literary 
specialists . . . . As for the curriculum in logic, in China the old translation was 
bianxue 辨學 [‘study of discriminations’] and in Japan it was called ronri 
[‘theory of reasoning’], and with philosophy it formed two schools which did 
not interfere with each other, and which shared a common goal of rectifying 
the meaning of names, distinguishing truth from falsity, and setting great store 
by being without other faults. Where philosophy emphasizes opening up the 
future, and may have the fault of soaring broadly with futile ambitions, logic 
emphasizes distinguishing and ordering, and is completely different from 
discourses that delve into emptiness and sound out stillness. The reason why 
these imperial regulations insist on including logic and do not discuss 
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philosophy, is actually also to guard against a spirit of impetuous shallowness 
and to shut out stubbornness from people’s hearts, and is exactly in accord with 
the governor’s intention.”28  

The late Qing educational system was mostly modeled on Japan, and in the 
whole system, only philosophy reached the highest levels and above; but as to 
the division of learning into branches, (questions like) what branch philosophy 
belonged to and what branches it included, or what philosophy’s relation was 
to other branches of learning, (were matters on which) everyone’s opinion 
differed. Even among people like Cai Yuanpei and Wu Rulun, who based 
their views on Japanese theories, there still were differences. Moreover, there 
was also the question of how to classify philosophy and the various (Chinese) 
masters in relation to China and the West. In Zhang Baixi’s response to Zhang 
Zhidong, apart from taking advantage of an opportunity, there was also a sense 
in which he did not take Western philosophy as universal knowledge, which 
explains his intention to accept logic but reject philosophy. But in fact, he does 
not categorically reject philosophy as Zhang Zhidong did. According to the 
Guangxu 28 (1902) charter of the translation bureau of the Imperial University 
of Peking, translated books, following the usual practice in Western learning, 
were to be divided into the three disciplines of pure sciences (tongqie 統挈), 
including logic and mathematics; physical sciences (jianli 間立), including 
physics and chemistry; and humanities (jishi 及事), which dealt with governing 
heaven and earth and managing human affairs. And apart from these, any kind 
of specialized professional books, which included philosophy, “should also not 
be eliminated from the work of translation, as long as they are of use to the 
people’s knowledge.”29  

When the memorials of the two Zhangs were published to the world, 
“scholars within the four seas (knew that) there was much to denounce in 
philosophy.” Wang Guowei, who had already been immersed in philosophy 
for many years, wrote “Dispelling Doubts about Philosophy” (Zhexue bianhuo 
哲學辯惑), in which he argued from five aspects that philosophy was a 
beneficial and harmless pure science: That one must not in the name of 
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preventing abuses give up eating for fear of choking; that one should not give it 
up because it has no practical use; that China was seeking education, and that 
in education the good, the true, and the beautiful were the subjects of 
philosophy’s main branches; that philosophy was part of China’s inherent 
learning, and that the various masters, the six classics and the learning of the 
Song scholars all entered deeply into philosophical questions; and that where 
ancient Chinese books were scattered in confusion and hard to understand 
because they were incomplete and fragmentary, Western philosophy was 
tightly systematic, so that to pursue Chinese philosophy one must deeply 
understand Western philosophers. To this end he emphasized: “Especially in 
education, the subject of philosophy must stand side by side with all other 
learning.” In order to avoid his countrymen not knowing the nature of 
philosophy and so denouncing its name, he proposed to “rectify its name” by 
calling it lixue 理學 (“reasoning,” or the “study of principle”), in order to stop 
debate.30  

In the Imperial Regulations for Schools, under the literature curriculum for 
universities, there had already been established a subject of lixue. Although it 
may not have been what Wang Guowei discussed, it did use the concepts of 
philosophy to explain the problems of lixue (in the sense of Neo- 
Confucianism), and so at least it corresponded to his view that what the Song 
Confucians had discussed was also China’s inherent philosophy. A few years 
later, Wang Guowei also published a series of articles entitled “Postscript to the 
Imperial Regulations for Classical and Liberal Arts Universities” (Zouding 
jingxueke daxue wenxueke daxue zhengcheng shuhou 奏定經學科大學文學科

大學章程書後), in which, in addition to continuing to attack Zhang Zhidong’s 
view that philosophy was harmful and useless, he also emphasized that foreign 
philosophy was not only compatible with ancient Chinese scholarship but an 
essential reference for those who study it. Only by integrating world 
scholarship can we expound and develop China’s scholarship. Zhang Zhidong 
not only rejects philosophy but casts away the various masters and confines 
lixue to moral philosophy. But the relationship of Western philosophy to 
Chinese philosophy is equivalent to that of the philosophy of the various 
masters to the philosophy of Confucianism. Because of this he advocated that 
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liberal arts universities should establish departments of lixue (meaning 
philosophy), and that others should have every department add courses like “an 
overview of philosophy.”31  

One may disagree with the words, but this is a classic “Eastern Learning 
school” (formulation). Today when people talk about the gap between 
Chinese and Japanese reform and Westernization in modern times, they focus 
more on institutional, economic, educational and military aspects and the like 
that can be observed and tested. But in fact, in the spiritual world’s domain of 
thought, scholarship and culture, the two countries not only differed in timing 
by 20 years, because Japan had already established a complete system of 
discourse that encompassed within it a new terminology, and for Chinese 
people following Japan’s path forward to wealth and power, it was very 
difficult to break away from the control of their thinking. 

This is not to imply that philosophy had no influence in the mindset of that 
time. On the contrary, in every kind of Chinese language newspaper and 
periodical at home and abroad, philosophy became a topic that many people 
introduced and discussed. Besides the introduction of translations, there were 
also many examples of using philosophical concepts to interpret ancient (i.e., 
before mid-19th century) Chinese thought, such as: Wang Guowei’s 1905 
article “The Philosophical Views of Our Dynasty’s Han Learning School 
Scholars Dai (Dai Zhen 戴震 , 1724–77) and Ruan (Ruan Yuan 阮元 , 
1764–1849)” (Guochao Hanxue pai Dai Ruan liangjia zhi zhexue shuo 國朝漢

學派戴阮兩家之哲學說), in Bulletin of Politics and the Arts (Zhengyi tongbao 
政藝通報); Liu Shipei’s 劉師培 (1884–1919) 1906 article “The Origins of 
Chinese Philosophy” (Zhongguo zhexue qiyuan kao 中國哲學起源考) in 
National Essence Journal (Guocui xuebao 國粹學報); Wang Fuhui’s 王黻煒 
(1887–1952) 1907 article “The Philosopher Xun Qing” (Zhexuejia Xun Qing 
哲學家苟卿) in New Translation World (Xin yi jie 新譯界). At the same time, 
philosophy had not completely lost its legs in new-style schools because of 
Zhang Zhidong’s prohibition. The curricula of some non-governmental 
schools (minli xuetang 民立學堂) included philosophy from early on, and in 
the regulations for the officially administered Beiyang Normal School (Beiyang 
shifan xuetang 北洋師範學堂), the categorized curriculum of required subjects 
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in geography and history conspicuously included “philosophy.”32 In 1907 the 
Jiangsu Education Association wrote a letter to the Board of Education, asking 
that the Nanjing Institute of Higher Education (Nanjing gaodeng xuetang 南
京高等學堂 ) become a liberal arts college with separate departments of 
literature and philosophy, each admitting its own students, and that the 
department of literature also offer an introductory course on philosophy.33 In 
the Board of Education’s 1910 memorial “Revising the Regulations for 
Schools of Law and Government” (Gaiding fazheng xuetang zhangcheng 改定

法政學堂章程), its curriculum for courses on government included political 
philosophy. 34  Although there was no course in philosophy at Imperial 
University of Peking (Jingshi daxuetang 京師大學堂), textbooks hidden away 
in its translation bureau also included A History of Western Philosophy, A 
General Survey of Philosophy, and Philosophy of Religion, and books that the 
university wanted to acquire included The Philosophy of the Japanese 
Yin-Yang School, The Philosophy of the Japanese Ancient Studies School, 
Writers on Philosophy and Psychology, History of Philosophy, Two 
Philosophical Collections, and A Brief History of Philosophy, among many 
others.35  

Orientations of “Chinese Philosophy” 

Zhang Zhidong’s attitudes of arbitrary rejection prompted people to focus on 
efforts to win legal status for philosophy, but other issues related to philosophy 
had more difficulty in fully emerging. When in 1914 Peking University 
established a Department of Philosophy and offered a course in the History of 
Chinese Philosophy, philosophy formally and legally entered the educational 
system. This change led to a rapid rise of interest in philosophy, and became an 
early sign of invigoration in the relatively oppressive thought world of early 
Republican China. From 1916 to 1919, a batch of philosophical works such 
as Xie Wuliang’s 謝 無 量 (1884–1964) History of Chinese Philosophy 
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(Zhongguo zhexue shi 中國哲學) and Hu Shih’s 胡適 (1891–1962) Outline 
History of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexue shi dagang 中國哲學史大綱) 
were published in succession. The philosophy that had originally been 
banished to a blacklist of undesirables began to gain in stature, and as it began 
to attract widespread attention it soon became a focus of controversy. 

Hu Shih’s approach in his Outline History of Chinese Philosophy was to 
“hold that if we want to thoroughly understand and sort out the historical 
materials for a history of Chinese philosophy, we must make use of other 
systems of philosophy as tools for interpretation and narration.” “The materials 
I have used for comparative reference and verification are of course from 
Western philosophy.” Cai Yuanpei wrote a preface for Hu’s work in which he 
even more categorically asserted: “If we want to construct a system, the 
writings of the ancients give us nothing to rely on, and so we cannot but rely 
on the philosophical history of Westerners. Therefore, one who has not 
studied the history of Western philosophy will not be able to construct a 
suitable form.”36 This was exactly an elaboration of what Wang Guowei had 
argued earlier in his debate with Zhang Zhidong. 

However, by this time Wang Guowei had already reflected on his earlier 
judgement, and now held that if one used the concepts of Western philosophy 
one would not be able to understand the theories of the ancients: 

 
If in holding to modern philosophy when transmitting the theories of the 
ancients one says one is repairing omissions in their theories, this is 
allowable; but if (in doing this) one says one is being faithful to the ancients, 
it is not acceptable. For the theories of the ancients are definitely not all 
well-ordered. Often within the scope of a single essay, at one time it is 
speaking of the way of heaven, and at another of human affairs; and this 
(can occur) not only within a single essay, but even within a single 
paragraph. Fortunately, the language it uses is very broad in meaning, and 
can be used both in discussing heaven and speaking of human affairs, and 
thus one is not aware of any contradiction. If one translates it into the 
language of another country, even where the other county’s language is 
equivalent to this language, its meaning will not necessarily be as broad; or 
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even granting that the meaning is equivalent, the responses it evokes will 
not be entirely the same. Thus, the defects of not being unified or 
coherent cannot be avoided. If one seeks unity and coherence, inevitably 
one must use even broader language. But the broader the meaning of one’s 
words becomes, the more one’s words become empty, and because of this 
the special characteristics of the theories of the ancients gradually disappear, 
and what remains is superficial and shallow. The difficulty of translating 
ancient books lies entirely in this.37  

  
Zhang Taiyan 章太炎 (1869–1936), Liu Shipei, Liang Qichao, and even Cai 
Yuanpei all gradually realized that Western philosophy did not fit together 
with China’s inherent thought, abandoned the arbitrary forced interpretations 
of their early years, and came to adopt a more cautious attitude. In 1916 Cao 
Gongyi 曹恭翊 wrote a Confucian and Philosophical Anthology Compiled 
Together (Ru zhe xue’an hebian 儒哲學案合編) (published in January, 1918), 
which separately compiled Chinese Confucian and European philosophical 
learning in a single volume, and did not use philosophical concepts to treat and 
interpret Confucian learning. 

Hu Shih, Feng Youlan 馮友蘭 (1895–1990) and others whose works on the 
history of Chinese philosophy were extremely hot topics in their day were 
criticized in succession by scholars of diverse attitudes and positions, who 
repeatedly pointed out that Chinese thought and Western philosophy were 
clearly different. In 1928, Zhang Yinlin 張蔭麟 (1905–42) wrote a critique of 
Feng Youlan’s “The Confucian Theory of Wedding and Funeral Rites” (Rujia 
duiyu hunsang jili zhi lilun 儒家對於婚喪祭禮之理論), and his argument was 
best able to scratch the itch. He said: 

 
To draw parallels between modern systems of consciousness and the 
fragmentary thought of ancient times is a common failing among those 
who nowadays study the history of Chinese thought. This kind of parallel 
actually assumes an unverifiable premise, which is to say that the thought 
of the ancients was consciously systematic and consistent. But looking at it 
from the process by which thought develops, this has actually been a very 
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late and recent development. Within the context of not conflicting with 
the originally fragmented thought, each (aspect) can be formed into many 
different kinds of systems. If one studies ancient thought by systematizing it, 
the more one studies it the more confused it will become.38  

  
Jin Yuelin’s 金嶽霖  (1895–1984) “Report on an Examination of Feng 
Youlan’s History of Chinese Philosophy” (Feng Youlan Zhongguo zhexue shi 
shangce shencha baogao 馮友蘭中國哲學史上冊審查報告) discussed this in 
more detail: 
 

. . . The name “Chinese philosophy” has this difficult problem. Is the 
so-called history of Chinese philosophy the history of Chinese philosophy? 
Or is it the history of philosophy in China? If someone writes a history of 
English physics, what he writes is actually the history of physics in England, 
and not a history of English physics; because strictly speaking there is no 
English physics. Philosophy has not progressed to the degree of physics, 
and so the problem is more complicated. With Chinese philosophy there is 
a problem of fundamental attitude. There are at least two fundamental 
attitudes here. One attitude is to regard Chinese philosophy as a kind of 
special branch of scholarship within Chinese national learning, which need 
not raise questions of similarity and difference with universal philosophy; 
another attitude is to regard Chinese philosophy as philosophy that has 
been discovered in China. 

  
On the surface, Jin Yuelin’s two possibilities already had a clear answer in Fu 
Sinian 傅斯年 (1896–1950). The latter thought in his early years that in 
comparison with Western philosophy that was based on science, the 
historically based Chinese philosophy was not philosophy at all. In 1926, when 
he heard that Hu Shih was going to rewrite his History of Ancient Chinese 
Philosophy (Zhongguo gudai zhexue shi 中國古代哲學史), he indicated that 
he himself might someday write an “Introductory Collection of Ancient 
Chinese Thoughts” (Zhongguo gudai sixiang jixu 中國古代思想集敘), and he 
put forth some guiding “tenets” (jiaotiao 教條): First, do not use the concepts 
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of modern philosophy to interpret Chinese esoteric arts (fangshu lun 方術論, 
i.e., astrology, divination, medicine, etc.). “If one uses the terminology or 
patterns of a later age or of other nations to interpret them, this would not be 
defining them precisely but expanding them (bushi geli, bian shi tianjia 不是割

離、便是添加). Therefore, do not use any terminology or patterns from a later 
time, or from India or the West.” Second, studies of esoteric arts, dark learning 
(xuanxue 玄學), Buddhism (foxue 佛學), and Neo-Confucianism (lixue) each 
have their own methodologies and materials, and so one must not treat two 
thousand years of thoughts as a single thread and discuss them collectively. “On 
the one hand one must not treat them as current historical phenomena, or on 
the other exceed one’s mandate and treat them as contemporary with other 
periods.” 39  A little later, in discussing history with Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 
(1893–1980), he also said: 
 

I do not agree that Hu Shih should call a written account of the books of 
Laozi, Kongzi, Mozi and others a history of philosophy. There is no such 
thing as philosophy in China. Thank God, for giving our nation such a 
healthy set of practices. What our country has of philosophy goes only as 
far as teachers like Socrates. When it comes to Plato we already do not 
have (a comparable figure), not to mention the specialized philosophy in 
modern academies since Descartes and Leibniz. If we call (our) Masters 
(zijia 子家) philosophers there is a great possibility of misunderstanding. In 
general, using new terms for old things is permissible for material things, 
because they are similar; but for cultural things one often cannot do this, 
because many seem similar but are actually different. For now, we 
tentatively call these people (i.e., Masters) “esoteric practitioners” 
(fangshujia 方術家). The term “thought” (sixiang 思想) is also best used 
sparingly.40  

  
Upon returning from overseas, Fu Sinian taught at Zhongshan University and 
wrote An Introductory Discussion of Warring States Masters (Zhanguo zijia 
xulun 戰國子家敘論), which opened with a chapter arguing that “Philosophy 
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is a by-product of language, Western philosophy is a by-product of the Indian 
and Germanic languages, Chinese is actually not a philosophical language, and 
the various Warring States masters were also not philosophers.”41 He held that: 
 

If we take the most famous among the Masters (zhuzi mingjia 諸子名家) 
and the various topics of School of Principle (lixue ge timu 理學各題目) 
and compare them with the various topics of Greek and modern Western 
philosophy, those having nothing to do with the one are many and those 
having something to do with the other are few, and thus we can know that 
in the central plain of Chinese thought there was no subject corresponding 
to the broad meaning of Philosophy. The term “Chinese Philosophy” 
(Zhongguo zhexue 中國哲學) was originally a Japanese cheap product. 
The high worthies of late Ming who translated from Latin never had this, 
and later down to Yan Jidao 嚴幾道 (Yan Fu 嚴複, 1854–1921) and the 
brothers Ma Xiangbo 馬相伯 (1840–1939), and Ma Jianzhong 馬建忠, 
(1845–1900) there was never this (term). When we seek knowledge of the 
world’s truth, can we not get rid of this Japanese cheap product?42 

  
As to the criticisms of Fu Sinian et al, Hu Shih at first mounted some resistance, 
but later he not only accepted them but adopted an even more thorough 
attitude, no longer using the term history of philosophy (zhexue shi 哲學史), 
consistently changing it to history of thought (sixiang shi 思想史), and even 
saying that philosophy departments everywhere should be closed.43 However, 
other scholars did not give up on what Jin Yuelin had said was another possible 
line of inquiry, and Xiong Shili 熊十力 (1885–1968) even held that to say 
China had no philosophy was a Westerner’s way of belittling China. He, along 
with Feng Youlan, Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–95) and others, tried their 
best to find a system to summarize and promote Chinese philosophy, in order 
to establish a system of Chinese philosophy. Of course, there were also scholars 
at home and abroad who held that the efforts of Feng Youlan and Xiong Shili 
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still wavered between history and philosophy, and failed to genuinely become 
philosophy; and that although Mou Zongsan built a finished system, yet he 
turned historical Chinese philosophy into Western philosophical material. The 
implication was that this kind of effort still amounted to getting enmeshed in a 
web of one’s own spinning. 

Feng Youlan wrote Six Books of Zhenyuan (Zhenyuan liushu 貞元六書) 
during the Anti-Japanese War, it is his masterpiece of Chinese philosophy. 
Zhu Guangqian 朱光潛 (1897–1986), in his “Mr. Feng Youlan’s New Lixue” 
(Feng Youlan xiansheng de Xin lixue 馮友蘭先生的新理學) (Feng Youlan, 
New Lixue, 1939), discusses it as follows: 

 
In Mr. Feng’s hands the sheet of loose sand in the old records of Chinese 
philosophy has unexpectedly become a fully provisioned tall mansion with 
windows and doors, a methodical and well-ordered system. This is a 
miracle. It shows us: It is definitely possible that Chinese philosophers each 
also have their own special systems, and that although these systems may 
perhaps be hidden in the background where outsiders cannot know them, 
once they are made manifest then outsiders can know them. After reading 
Mr. Feng’s book, when I happened to bring it up with a great teacher of 
national learning and took the opportunity to ask his opinion, he replied 
saying “Of course it is good, only it is not the meaning of the early 
Confucians, it is something else entirely.” He spoke with some satisfaction, 
and on this point I do not think the book itself is in any way diminished. 
In Mr. Feng’s introductory chapter he says, “The system we are speaking 
of now, in general carries on the School of Principle within the 
Song-Ming learning of the way (datishang shi chengjie Song Ming 
Daoxue zhong zhi lixue yipai 大體上是承接宋明道學中之理學一派) . . . . 
We say “carries on” (chengjie 承接) because we are “continuing” (jiezhe 
接著) and not “following” (zhaozhe 照著) the interpretations of the 
learning of principle since the Song and Ming. For this reason, we call our 
system a “new learning of principle” (yinci women zihao women de 
xitong wei xin lixue 因此我們自號我們的系統爲新理學). When citing a 
statement from an old book in his writings he once solemnly declared that 
his interpretation was not necessarily the author’s original intent, and that 
his way of speaking was in this way different from that of his predecessor. 
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In these places one can most clearly see the faithfulness of Mr. Feng’s 
attitude toward scholarship, and that he does not indulge in forced 
interpretations. His explanations “continue” but do not “follow” those of 
earlier Confucian scholars, just as Aristotle “continues” but does not 
“follow” Plato, and Kant “continues” but does not “follow” Hume. A 
philosopher continues the past order to open up the future, and he has this 
right.44 

  
Constructing Chinese philosophy is bound to use philosophical concepts to 
deal with ancient thought. If one holds that this helps to understand the 
ancients, (a project which some) modern scholars have devoted their efforts to, 
this is not only futile but sinks into the paradox that the more ordered and 
systematic one becomes, the farther one gets from the true situation of the 
ancients. But if we use philosophical concepts to elucidate ancient thought, 
with a purpose not to flaunt our understanding of ancient times but to face the 
present and the future directly, then perhaps by following the old channels of 
New Confucianism (xunzhe xin Rujia de jiu tujing 循著新儒家的舊途經) we 
can enrich and elevate the thinking capacity of the Chinese people. Just as 
when the Song Confucians deeply penetrated Buddhist teachings, avoiding the 
name but dwelling in the reality, or keeping the pearl and returning the case, 
“they selected the refined essence of Buddhist coherence (cai foli zhi jingcui 采
佛理之精粹) and used it to annotate and interpret the Four Books and the Five 
Classics, and in name this was explaining ancient learning, but in reality it was 
absorbing a different teaching,” 45  this helped to strengthen the people’s 
wisdom. This is also the actual usefulness of “philosophy” in China. 

Cross-cultural transmission fundamentally involves misunderstanding. China 
does not have “philosophy,” but zhexue is the “philosophy” in the minds of 
East Asian peoples. Likewise, Europe does not have “zhexue,” and still less 
does it have “Zhongguo zhexue” (“Chinese philosophy”). The idea that China 
does not have “philosophy” is not a brilliant insight. It is evidently influenced 
by the theory of evolution, but it differs little from the observation that Europe 
has no Confucianism or Neo–Confucianism, and has nothing to do with being 
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advanced or backward. Meiji Japan borrowed the Chinese language to create 
“tetsugaku” (“zhexue”), and apart from trying to correspond to “philosophy” 
it played a role in mastering the control of Chinese written characters, culture 
and language in East Asia. Because of this, “tetsugaku”/“zhexue” had different 
meanings in the language contexts of Meiji Japan and China. However, 
“Oriental philosophy” (t y  tetsugakuō ō /Dongyang zhexue) and “China 
philosophy” (shina tetsugaku /zhina zhexue) did at the same time give to East 
Asia, especially amidst the reversal of Chinese and Western learning, a 
fortunate opportunity (even through forced interpretations or by using a 
foreign system to reorder historical legacies) to reevaluate its own inherent 
culture. In this connection, there are three kinds of “Chinese philosophy” and 
“history of Chinese philosophy.” The first is to use philosophical concepts to 
re-outfit past historical thought. This is also the path that until now most 
histories of Chinese philosophy have taken. In this way one can stretch the 
interpretation of Philosophy, but it is of no benefit in understanding the 
thought of the ancients, and whether it succeeds or fails, from within or from 
without it is equally not so good. The second is the occurrence of 
“philosophy” and “Chinese philosophy” and their growth and development 
after their entry into China, and this aspect includes both “philosophy” and 
“Chinese philosophy.” This is also the theme and purport of the history of 
“Chinese philosophy” (as set forth in) in this writing. The third is to face the 
future, using Philosophy to enrich and develop the thinking of modern 
Chinese. The second kind of history already embodies the third kind of efforts, 
which are only orientations or topics for discussion. The three overlap each 
other, and are often not easy to distinguish, but each has its own special 
emphasis. (In shaping) what the future of “philosophy” in China will be, the 
effectiveness of the latter domain will undoubtedly be crucial. 

The 1894 war was certainly an important line of demarcation in the 
development of the modern conflict between China and Japan, but in fact, as 
early as the 1880s, Japan had invented a set of concepts that corresponded to 
Western learning. Under the guidance of the law of linguistic domination of 
thought, it had already presupposed the pattern of its later power to control 
East Asian discourse. This not only led to China’s comprehensive study of 
Japan, or of the West through Japan, in the period of the late Qing new 
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policies and constitutional government, and even for a time to a situation in 
which it happened that everyone at decision making levels of the Qing 
government had studied in Japan, but has been influencing the spiritual world 
of Chinese people since (the beginning of) modern times, so that since then 
Chinese people have actually been pronouncing Chinese sounds but speaking 
Japanese language and expressing Western thoughts. Although later it seemed 
that the influence of students who had studied in America grew greater day by 
day, and that those who studied in Europe achieved greater depth in thought 
and scholarship, the radiating effect of Japan on China’s domains of knowledge 
and thought continued over a long period of time. In the period of the 
Republican government in Beijing, which roughly corresponded to the Taish  ō
era (1912–26) in Japan, the practice among intellectuals within China, 
including professors at Peking University, of consulting, drawing lessons from 
and even imitating works of Eastern Learning was still quite common. In the 
East-West cultural polemics of the May Fourth period, what stood opposed to 
“the West” was “the East,” not China, as a convenient (and Japanese-inflected) 
marker for the separation of the Oriental and Western worlds. It was only 
because at this time Japan’s aggressive intentions toward China were 
increasingly exposed, coupled with the stimulus of the Twenty-One Demands, 
that Chinese people in general became unwilling to cite (Japanese models), and 
in the streets this was also the source of many plagiarisms and rumors. Under 
this constraint, Chinese people could on the one hand rebuild and reevaluate 
the value of their culture, but on the other they became deeply entangled and 
perplexed in Japanese-style interpretations of Chinese learning in contrast with 
Western learning. Down to the present day, these concepts and terms have 
already become people’s self-evident presuppositions or tools, not easy to 
reevaluate in a thoroughgoing way, seemingly impossible to set to rights, but 
making do with what is available. It is like wearing colored glasses, so that in 
understanding the past, recognizing the present, and looking into the future we 
can never avoid distortions of shape and color, and are left with no way to 
show the world the fundamental meaning of Chinese thought and culture. In 
this connection, it is already imminent that in the realms of thought and 
scholarship there must be another Renaissance that returns to the past to build 
anew.  
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