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Mou Tsung-san’s Idea of Confucianism as a
“Study of Life”

Tomomi Asakura

There are many types of interpretations about what and where the
essential meaning of Confucianism is. Among them, so-called Modern Neo-
Confucians represented the authentic Confucian way of thinking in 20th
century. Mou Tsung-san (1909-1995), major figure of this school, had
defined the specificity of Confucianism as a Study of Life. In this paper, we
try to clarify the characteristics of this conception of Confucianism, in a
broader context of Confucian understandings. Our purpose is to grasp the
sense of Confucianism, especially as a fine specimen for our Death and Life
Studies. : '

Many scholars and thinkers thought Confucian teachings as Moral
doctrine, or an attempt to “fonder la morale” (Frangois Jullien); others found
Confucianism as a Religion, which gives us an explanation of our death (Kaji
Nobuyuki). Among them, modern Neo-Confucians found its sense not only
in its moral theory, nor in its religious principle, but in its essentially
humanistic attitude. Indeed, “Study of Life” is a symbolic title for the
humanistic and idealistic movement of this school.

However, Confucianism is not just a form of humanism for Mou; he finds
its principal meaning in its ontological insight and philosophical
examination. Confucianism as a Study of Life is an ontological investigation,
which tries to grasp our authentic being by the way of autonomous moral
practice. It indeed has certain religiousness, but in Nishitani’s sense, not in
Kaji’s sense.

Here his stance comes close to the so-called ontological interpretation of
Kant. But himself as a Chinese translator of three Critiques, his
interpretatioh must be seen as something original. Critical Philosophy
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presupposes a “metaphysical motive”, which leads him to the Idea of a sole
possible metaphysics, praktisch-dogmatisch one (Heinz Heimsoeth).
Similarly, Neo-Confucian thinkers of Song and Ming era were driven by
their own metaphysical motive, and engaged in sincere quest for the
Confucian type of metaphysics, which Mou characterizes as Moral-
Metaphysics.

Confucian Moral-Metaphysics is ontological inquiry by way of moral
practice. As Kant had seen, this way of morality is the only path to the
possible future metaphysics; but going further than him, Mou Tsung-san
tries to bring it to completion, using rich resources that Chinese
philosophical tradition provides. In such ontological quest, morality and
religiosity, religion and metaphysics are inseparable and “one”. Here is the
fundamental importance of the Idea of “Confucianism as a Study of Life”, as
we present in this paper.
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