O0o0b0O0O0b0dOdnon Journal of Chinese Studies No. 50 - January 2010

352 "

E&{‘

One of the great strengths of Neo-Confucianism in History is that it is rich enough to
be read and appreciated by scholars approaching the Neo-Confucians and their times from
a wide range of perspectives. Bol has a great deal to teach us. The present review focuses
on aspects of Bol’s arguments that are most salient to a philosopher, and I would like to
end with a few thoughts prompted by Bol’s orientation toward the Neo-Confucians as
philosophers. He writes: “Rather than investigate the substance of the Neo-Confucians’
political proposals, I ask how they saw their relationship to political power and the state
system. Philosophical thought was central to Neo-Confucianism, and I take their
philosophy seriously” (p. 111). What this means, I think, is that rather than see Neo-
Confucian ideas as simply a “black box™ that serves particular (ideological) functions, Bol
wants to understand the ideas and see how these particular ideas, and the Neo-Confucians’
belief in them, had the particular historical consequences they did. I find this approach to
be extremely commendable: it expresses a respect for these individuals’ agency that is
missing when one treats them in merely functionalist terms. This is not to deny the power
of analyses that focus more on “cultural capital” than on the meaning of the ideas; these
perspectives, too, can be enlightening. But an approach like Bol’s has an important place
at the table. In fact, it is possible to go even further. Rather than just take the philosophy
seriously, as Bol has done, one can take Neo-Confucianism serious as philosophy, which
means to treat it as a live philosophical tradition: full of insight, vulnerable to critique,
with room yet to grow. When I said that Neo-Confucians should not have been friendly to
an idea of unquestioning certainty, that was a tentative effort to speak from within such an
open, contemporary Confucianism. I heartily endorse Bol’s closing words about the
potential value of Confucianism in the present and future, and thank him for all that his
work has done to better position us to engage in dialogue with the tradition’s Neo-
Confucian masters.

STEPHEN C. ANGLE
Wesleyan University
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