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The Development of Neo-Confucianism up to Chen
Lai, with Commentaries on Xiong Shili, Tang
Junyi, Mou Zongsan, Du Weiming, Cheng Chung-
ying, Li Zehou, et al. (Part 1)

Chen Lai (Tsinghua University)

Leung In-sing (Editor-in-Chief, Cultural
China)

Abstract: Leung briefly reviews the
intellectual lineage and ontological trajectory
of modern Neo-Confucianism. Beginning with
the forerunner of modern Neo-Confucianists,

Xiong Shili’s concepts of "non-duality of
substance and function" and "substance and
function as one" laid the foundational ontological
principles for contemporary Confucianism that
profoundly influenced theoretical developments
of scholars like Tang Junyi and Mou Zongsan.
Tang established an ontological system of life
and culture grounded on moral conscience,
while Thome Fang posited a cosmological
ontology with the spirit of aesthetics and
harmony. Cheng Chung-ying further integrated
Chinese philosophical ontology with Western
hermeneutics, proposing "ontological
hermeneutics" and using Zhu Xi's "investigation
of things to extend knowledge" as gist to explain
the noumenal self-revelation and the hermeneutic
cycle.

In this intellectual context, Chen Lai clearly
points out that his thoughts fundamentally stem
from Xiong’s intellectual tradition. Through a
systematic review of the historical evolution of
the concept of "ren" (benevolence), Chen elevates
the pre-Qin Confucian understanding of "ren"
as the core of Confucian ontology, constructing
a "ren-based ontological system" affirmed
on "ren." This offers a new metaphysical
foundation and contemporary significance for
modern Confucianism. Chen also provides an
in-depth analysis of the intellectual trajectory
and limitations of Li Zehou's thoughts. He
argues that Li, drawing from Kant and Marx,
proffered "historical ontology," "emotion-
based ontology," and "two-virtues theory," but
his theories remained within the frameworks of
developmentalism and historical materialism,
lacking genuine ontological depth and diverging
radically from the Confucian "ren-based
ontology" tradition.

This article not only showcases the internal
intellectual evolution and dialogical tension
within modern Neo-Confucianism but also
clearly delineates Chen’s theoretical motivation
and academic value in reconstructing the ren-
based Confucian ontology, providing significant
intellectual insights for understanding the
development of contemporary Confucianism.

Key Words: Neo-Confucianism, Non-
duality of Substance and Function, Ontological
Hermeneutics, Ren-based Ontology, Ontology of
Emotion.
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