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In and Out: Professor Qian Mu’s

Scholarship and Neo-Confucianism

Wu, Chan-liang

Department of History, National Taiwan University

Abstract

- Professor Qian Mu (Binsi) practiced and studied
Neo-Confucianism throughout his life. He emphasized that the
study of Neo-Confucianism must be based on one’s self-cultivation
and real-life practice. On the other hand, he put none the less stress
on the objective knowledge of the characteristics and historical
background of Neo-Confucianism. He believed that to understand
something cultural one has to, in the first place, immerse oneself in
it. After learning it by heart, one can and should begin to analyze
and criticize it from an outsider’s view. To Professor Qian, the
teaching of Neo-Confucianism was not just an object of study but
the gist of life. The writings of Neo-Confucian masters were his
dear companion on ordinary days and anchoring power in crisis.
However, since the historical situations of Sung-Ming and modern
China are entirely different, his scholarship also varied extensively
from that of WNeo-Confucians. Neo-Confucians repudiated
Buddhism and contended for the definition of the highest Tao.
Professor Qian, instead, spent his entire life trying to uncover the
true spirit of Chinese culture, and, as a result, took the unmitigated
cultural heritage as Tao. Neo-Confucians consecrated their life to

form systematic interpretations of the highest principles of the
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world and humanity. Professor Qian, however, employed a more
historical approach to reinterpret and analyze Neo-Confucianism
from disparate perspectives. By doing all this, he has continued and

transcended the Neo-Confucian tradition.

Professor Qian recognized that Neo-Confucianism took a major
turn since the late-Ming. The development from Yangming School
to Zhedong School indicated an inevitable transformation from
Neo-Confucianism to historical study. Continuing this tradition and
confronting the challenge of his era, Professor Qian focused his
scholarship not on contemplating abstract principles but on
unveiling the truth and meaning of history. However, this does not
mean that he was not interested in basic principles, but that he,
following the example set by Zhedong School, would not separate
the study of principles from concrete events. Having uncovered the
meaning of crucial historical events, Professor Qian’s works were
highly inspiring and touching, and there were Neo-Confucian
values to be found in his study of cultural-intellectual history and
his theory of the spirit of Chinese culture. Professor Qian inquired
deeply into numerous schools of learning in order to achieve the
goal of “learning to be an ideal person,” and absorbed Buddhism
and Western learning to expand the horizon of this inquiry. The
scope of his scholarship had long surpassed that of
Neo-Confucianism, but it was still a scholarship that originated
from “learning to be an ideal person,” a tradition initiated by
Confucius, inherited by Neo-Confucians, and followed incessantly

by later Chinese.

Keywords: Qian Mu, Neo-Confucianism, praxis, learning to be an
ideal person, historiography, orthodox tradition, modern

scholarship



