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From the Study of Life to the Phenomenology of Death:
The Late Buddhistic Turn of Mou Zongsan and
the Kyoto School Philosophy

Tomomi Asakura

This article explains the structure and possibility of the post-Mou philosophy,
which is now under construction in a close relationship with the Kyoto School
philosophy, by clarifying the nature of Mou Zongsan’s later interpretation of
Buddhism.

As a representative of contemporary New Confucianism, Mou once defined
his philosophy as a Study of Life. Contrastingly, the post-Mou trend of philosophy,
which attempts not only to extend his scholarly heritage, but also to overcome
his philosophical scheme, can be summarized as a Phenomenology of Death. It is an
offspring of Mou’s later philosophical conception; in his later years Mou conceived
a new type of metaphysics fundamentally different from his eatlier one, which
he called “Buddhistic Ontology.” Buddhism is seen as an onzological quest, which
is different from Confucian-Kantian moral-practical ontology. We can call this
momentous discovery his Buddbistic Turn.

However, the importance of this discovery has been hitherto underestimated, if
not thoroughly ignored, by his interpreters; they do not see its fundamental novelty
and philosophical implications. Indeed, its importance and its consequences might
have remained unnoticed without the development of a new philosophical trend,
the Phenomenology of Death, which realizes the philosophical possibilities of this
new interpretation of Buddhism.

The profound meaning of Mou’s late Buddbistic Turn can be fully clarified by

outlining the essential characteristics of the Phenomenology of Death. These are as

(121) 316



Summaries

follows: 1) it no longer keeps a Kantian scheme of moral-metaphysics, but takes a
phenomenological attitude, in a broad sense of this word; 2) its philosophical attitude
can no longer be defined as Confucian, but only as Buddpist; 3) because it is an
essentially religious scheme of thought, it shows no hesitation in fixing its regards
upon the darker side of life, where the problem of death often dominates; 4) from the
above three characteristics comes the fourth and perhaps the most important one,
that is, its open interaction with the Kyoto School philosophy.

From the last characteristic we see how the Phenomenology of Death can
no longer be restricted to the Chinese-speaking world. It will be developed in
collaboration with other regional philosophers as an East-Asian contemporary

philosophy.

315 (122)





