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ABSTRACT

Islamic Thought and Neo Confucianism—Mapping Intellectual
History:

Zhu Xi, Wang Yang-ming, and the Sorai Schools as Seen in the
Mirror of Islamic Thought

This paper attempts to present a comprehensive explanation of the development of
Confucian thought in East Asia through reference to Islamic thought. By Confucianism, I
here refer to the intellectual traditions based on the teachings of Confucius, but in particular
to those developed by thinkers of the various schools of "Neo-Confucianism" from the
first millennium AD onwards. Concretely I will be referring to the Zhu Xi School ("Song
learning"), systematized in twelfth century Song China by Zhu Xi (1130-1200), the Yang-
ming School ("Ming Learning"), critical of Song learning and propagated in sixteenth century
Ming China by Wang Yang-ming (1472-1528), and the Sorai School, which was based
on the original thought of the eighteenth century Japanese Edo period thinker Ogyu Sorai
(1667-1728), rejecting both Song and Ming learning.

In one sense, human beings are only able to exist concretely in a particular form tied to
their cultural conditioning. But human beings also possess, as a species, a universal aspect
which allows them to transcend individual particularity. It goes without saying that it is
important to understand and explain the particular nature of a given culture as a product
of certain historical and geographic conditions. But, as one method contributing to an
understanding of humanity in its entirety, it is also essential to find the universal aspect of
humanity within our abstractions on the nature of individual cultural particularities. In this
paper I remove Confucianism as a product of human thought from its historical environment,
and support consideration of it within a universalistic framework of human thought.

Reference to Islamic thought provides one useful vehicle for doing this.

The teachings of Islam are of course based on the sudden revelation of God to Mohammed,
initially in 610 A.D. God's revelation to Mohammed, however, did not occur only on this
one occasion, but rather continued intermittently over the next twenty or so years. Thereby,
the word of God as represented through the Koran was revealed over a twenty-year period.
Islamic scholars refer to this as the history of the Koran, traditionally delineating between
the first ten years, the Mecca period, and the latter ten years, the Medina period. According
to Izutsu Toshihiko, the Koran, and thereby the character of the revelation of God, changes
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dramatically between the Mecca and Medina periods. For Izutsu, this difference in the
character of the early period and latter period Koran determined the later development of the
main streams of Islamic religion, forming the basis of what he calls, "the two basic patterns
of Islamic culture". Izutsu saw the development of a path of individual dialogue with God
associated with the search for an "internalized path" supported by Sufism as reflecting the
particular characteristics of the Mecca period. Conversely he saw the development of a path
leading to the development of an externally organized and systematized religious community,
in other words the search for an "externalized path" associated with the Sunni tradition, to

have reflected the particular characteristics of the Medina period.

Of course, Izutsu's arrangement of Islamic thought in this manner is a little crude, but it
nevertheless provides a useful reference point for considering the development of the original
teachings of Confucius within the different schools of Neo-Confucianism. The rather rough
sketch of Confucianism which stands as my conclusion suggests that by emphasizing the
external cultural system of "rites and music", the Sorai School followed the "externalized
way" of Confucianism. Conversely, by focusing on the development of "good knowledge"
(conscience) within the heart/mind, and thereby believing in the power of moral judgment,
the Yang-ming School followed the "internalized path" of Confucianism. The Zhu Xi School
can perhaps be said to have inhabited the center ground between these two.
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