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Preface
(Prof. Tang Yijie, Peking University,
Department of Philosophy)

Some time ago I was asked to write a preface for Cai
Zhizhong’s Life of Confucius, a book which also contains many
cartoons. However, Confucius is one individual person, and
therefore the scope of that book was limited. The Classics
Explained by Cartoons of Dr. Leo Leeb have a very wide horizon,
they deal with many philosophical questions of antiquity and
modernity, of China and the West, they even contain cultural
questions related to God and humankind. Thus it is very hard to
write a proper preface for this collection of drawings. The

explanations of the drawings were a great eye-opener for me, and
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as I contemplated these drawings I felt that the different classical
books always reflect some elements of “special values” and at the
same time also present some elements of “universal values”. In the
comparison of Chinese and other cultures the “special values” are
surely important, but neither should the “universal values” be
neglected.

Before I will discuss this question as it appears in these
cartoons, I want to clarify two points: First, these booklets
contain drawings and discuss classical books; the drawings are
perhaps not always easy to understand, and even the meaning of
the classical books is not easy to grasp, since the classics are often
interpreted in many different ways. Secondly, the problems and
questions raised in these booklets are so manifold that I can only
choose two examples to elaborate my own views.

I think the culture of any people has been slowly formed by
historical accretion, by the geographical environment, and even by
some accidental elements, thus the different cultures can obviously
not be similar in every respect. If we take the chapter “Time,
Space and Society”from the series about Liu Bei and Odysseus, the
author thinks (1) that in the Three Kingdoms it is interesting
that all these three factors (timely circumstances, geographical
advantages, and the allegiance of men) are in the possession
of certain human beings and beyond the influence of the gods.
(2) The view of the Greeks was different. In the Odyssee Zeus
determines the fate of the people...Zeus has to do with the Latin
word ‘dies’, which means day. .. The regions of the earth, of the
sea and of the underworld were divided among different gods and

goddesses, for example, Odysseus prayed once to a river god to
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protect him from his enemy, Poseidon, the god of the sea.
“However, as to ‘the allegiance of men’, Odysseus himself is
known to ‘win the hearts of the people’,just like Liu Bei. ” (3) In
the Bible, time, the wide earth, and human relations are all created
by God, that is to say, they do not belong to the domain of any
other god. .. Therefore time, space, and society are under God’s
guidance and given to human stewardship in a special way. What
does “in a special way” mean? I think it is insofar as they are
given by God, thus in the last analysis the power of deciding time,
space, and allegiances of men rests with God.

Seen from this new perspective these three views regarding
“time, space and human relationships” can tell us something about
the differences between the three cultures:

The Three Kingdoms (Chinese tradition) says, that “time,
space and society” are determined by human beings, and thus if
Confucius does not talk about strange forces and disorderly gods,
there is some atheist tendency.

The Odyssee (the tradition of ancient Greece) often has the
gods decide “ time and space”, but human contacts are
accomplished by men, which is the tendency of polytheism.

The Bible (the Hebrew tradition) lets God control “time,
space and social relationships ", which is the tendency of
monotheism.

These three cultures express three different tendencies, but 1
think all three of them are very meaningful. The highest ideal of
Chinese tradition is the inner sage and outer king (nei sheng wai
wang) , which emphasizes the potential of man as such. Of course,

in the practical social life this model easily becomes the model of
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the rule of men and does not help to establish the “rule of law”
. However, this model helps to foster moral education, and perhaps
its special value lies here. In the Greek tradition mighty Zeus and
many other gods decide the fate of a person, but the prayer to the
gods (which is the prayer to a transcending power outside man)
can change the human destiny. Perhaps one could say that here the
human will has its function, and perhaps this model also
constitutes a “special value”? As to the Hebrew and Biblical
tradition, human society is dominated by a transcending power
coming from outside, which perhaps suggests that human society
needs a rule of law that does not depend on any individual human
will. And this model again has a “special value”. Thus I believe
that exactly because of the difference of ethnic traditions their
cultural and historical expressions often contain some “special
values”.

In the series about Confucius and Marcus Aurelius one
chapter discusses the problem of the free will. Indeed, in the
Analects Confucius does not directly mention the free will“. As to
whether in the Book of Sirach and in Aurelius’ Meditations there
appears the expression free will, I do not know, because I have not
read these books. What is the free will? Medieval western
philosophers discussed three profound topics: the existence of
God, the immortality of the soul and the free will. However, as a
philosophical problem the free will is perhaps what the author of
this passage means when he says “the realization of virtue simply
depends only on a man’s intentions”, which might serve as a
simple explanation of the free will. In this chapter we find

quotations from the Analects, from the Book of Sirack,and from
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the Meditations, which all seem to say: the realization of virtue
simply depends on a person’s intention.

Confucius’ famous word “ You only have to really want
benevolence, and it will come”is certainly not a shallow phrase,
since it also demands the “cultivation of the person” (xiu shen).
The xiu shen is very important in the Confucianist tradition, and it
implies that someone who understands the meaning of human life
must in all situations turn back to himself (fan qiu zhu ji).
Another passage reads “the cultivation of.the person approaches
benevolence” ( xiu shen jin zhi ren), thus the cultivation of the
person “is the way to attain the lofty ideal of benevolence”.
Benevolence (ren) was the highest virtue in Confucius’
thought. The practice of benevolence needs self-awareness and a
strong will, even to the point that Confucius demands to sacrifice
one’s body and accomplish benevolence (sha shen cheng ren). In
order to realize the ideal of a benevolent person loving others (ren
zhe ai ren) Confucius would consciously sacrifice himself. Mencius
again says “she sheng qu yi” (to sacrifice life to obtain justice). He
thinks that when facing the choice between justice and personal

»

benefit “ you should choose justice without  any
reluctance. Reason and justice “are also two central principles of
the Meditations (4:26),thus I think that in Mencius’ thinking the
practice of virtue is a personal, self-conscious, and voluntary
choice. Why could the hero Wen Tianxiang (1236 — 1283)
consciously and voluntarily “choose death”? Was that not an
expression of the free will?

The author of the Classics Explained by Cartoons says in the

chapter about the free will: Sirach points out that anyone is
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responsible for his deeds because of his free will. *“Perhaps in
these passages there is an early or even the first discussion of the
free will”, which is very precious. We should pay attention to the
way how this text links free will “and responsibility”, which is
truly a wise insight and a guiding light for humankind. The author
quotes Sirach: “When God in the beginning created man, He made
him subject to his own free choice. If you choose you can keep the
commandments; it is loyalty to do His will. " In this passage,
although the practice of virtue may be seen as the law and
commandment of God, but if a person really wants to live out the
virtues of the divine law, he or she must do it voluntarily. Before
man are life and death, whichever he chooses shall be given
him. This is to say that even if the “free choice” of a person has
been given by God, it depends on the human will and decision how
he or she uses this power to make a free choice. In this regard we
can say that good and evil deeds finally depend on the free choice
and free will of a person, thus I often remember a word from
Andre Gide: God proposes, and man disposes.

If we can find in different cultural traditions with different
theoretical bases and different approaches the same common
elements of a free will, can we then say that the free will has the
meaning of a “universal value”? How can our human society in
the era of globalization find to a fruitful way of coexistence? 1
think we have to work hard to find more elements of the
“universal values” which are really there in different traditions. I
believe if we do not admit that there are some universal values in
the cultures of different peoples, we are likely to go down the road

of relativism and will deny the existence of any truth (even
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relative truth), and finally each one will only talk to himself. In
this way it will be very hard to find to a dialogue between the
cultures, we will not find a common language and even less arrive
at common solutions for our common problems. Some say the
truth is only some ideals beyond reach, but these ideals and aims
still can give us hope.

It took Dr. Leo Leeb much time and energy to write this
Classics Explained by Cartoons, since each drawing also has an
explanation and the scope of the questions is very wide,
comprising philosophy, religion, ethics, literature and esthetics,
politics and law, and even the sciences. This is doubtless a huge
and very difficult project for academic research, and I cannot say
that all the drawings are perfect, but the drawings and the
explanations can provoke us to think, and at the same time they
tell us that the classics should be respected. The old Chinese
classic Yijing (Book of Changes) often mentions three concepts:
unchanging (bu yi), changing (bian yi) and simplified change
(jian yi) . Thus we cannot say the “universal values” within
different cultures have some unchanging (bu yi) elements, but we
rather say that the “special values” of different peoples have some
changing (bian yi) elements, because culture is always in the
process of becoming, and thus we should admit that the special
elements of all cultures are meaningful for the human society at
large. The expression of truth is often “simplified change” (jian
yi), it is not necessarily so mysterious and hard to
understand. God gives human beings wisdom, and we humans
should try to learn and understand and practice this wisdom in our

lives. Thus in the chapter “The Beginning is the End” of the
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booklet about Confucius and Marcus Aurelius we find this
sentence: “ The beginning of a book can show its main
orientation”. The author points out that the Analects, the Book of
Sirach and the Meditations all open with a passage on learning”.
This, I believe, is the wisdom of Leo Leeb. We should be humble
students of the classics. Perhaps this is the meaning of this

Classics Explained by Cartoons.

Tang Yijie
July 23rd, 2010, Beijing
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