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Text |
Chinese Humanism

typhoid /'tarford/ n.

cocksure /kok'fua/ a.

~ teleology /telr'vladsy/ n.

vainglorious /vem'gloirias/ a.

consummation /konsa'merfan/ n.

dictum /'diktam/ n.

l Text ExplanaTtions

e

(also typhoid fever) an infectious disease causing
fever and often death, caused by bacteria in food
or drink

too sure; overconfident

purposeful development, as in nature or history,
toward a final end

characterized by or exhibiting excessive vanity;
boastful

an ultimate goal or end

saying; maxim

(SB pages 1-3)

The author succeeds in making an ambitious argument clear and

convincing within relatively limited space, chiefly for two reasons, one being

that his language is simple and concise; the other being that great wisdom is

normally simpler than it is supposed to be.

Paragraph 1 serves as a very brief and efficient beginning, which makes

clear the approach as well as the purpose of the article. “To understand the

Text | Chinese Humanism 1
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Unit 1

Chinese ideal of life one must try to understand Chinese humanism.” The
function of this very first sentence is to transfer the meaning of “humanism”
from an ambiguous and academic term to a transparent and specific idea, which
not only facilitates the writing of the following paragraphs, but also to some
extent implies the theme of the article that the Chinese people’s quest for the
meaning of life 1s an activity constructed upon the solid and substantial base of
life, rather than merely an intellectual game. The rest of this paragraph mainly
comprises the three different parts of Chinese humanism, namely, the Chinese
people’s understanding of the meaning of life, their attitude toward life in
accordance with this understanding and their methods of achieving goals in life.

It follows that the readers expect with immense curiosity what is to
be discussed. However, instead of offering his answer directly, the author
deliberately puts it aside for a while and starts with some sort of lamentation
over the limitation of the Western efforts in pursuing the answer to the same
question. On one hand, we can sce that the author, though writing in English,
still betrays influence of the Chinese aesthetics of writing, which usually does
not follow the linear development of the theme and values highly the seemingly
digressive developmental path. On the other hand, the unique life experience
of the author enables him to have an equally profound understanding of two
almost diametrically different cultures, which has provided him with a new and

relatively more comprehensive perspective.

The exposure of the limitation of the Western mentality makes the readers
even more curious about the answer. Perhaps much to the readers’ surprise, the
answer is an extremely simple one: the Chinese people believe that the meaning
of life lies in the enjoyment of it. How can such a simple answer counterbalance
those worked out by great Western thinkers? The author proceeds to justify the

wisdom of the Chinese answer.

The task is superbly accomplished in the last three paragraphs. In Paragraph
4, the author points out the reason why the Chinese people could reach such an
understanding of life while the Westerners fail to. In his analysis, not only are
the two cultures thoroughly compared, but they are compared in an objective
and unbiased manner. The author’s message conveyed in a calm and gentle
manner in those lines is that neither culture is superior to the other. The
Chinese people could see the meaning of life not because they are cleverer
than the Westerners, but because they happen to live in a unique culture where
a predominant religion is largely absent. Since this culture is to a great extent
decided by the environment they live in, it thus becomes understandable that
the conclusion the Chinese people have drawn can not be possibly rcached in
another culture.

Paragraph 5 further points out the profundity of Chinese humanism.



Since the Chinese people attach much importance to earthly happiness, they
must have a man-centered universe. The efforts made by the Chinese people to
maintain such a system of ideas, however seemingly less lofty and profound than
a religion, are no less worthy than those made by the Westerners in pursuing
their ambitious or metaphysical understanding of life. Even knowledge itself
would become an enemy to defeat their purpose. So they have to devote great
wisdom, along with perseverance, to maintaining humanism. The difficulty
lies in, as explained by the author, that Chinese humanism occupies a position
halfway between the unrealistic world of religion and the modern world which
1s too practical and materialistic.

The last paragraph 1s the continuation of the discussion on this theme
but the emphasis is laid on the other side, i.c., the difference between
Chinese humanism and the materialism of the modern world. Finally, after a
comprehensive comparison between Chinese humanism and Western thoughts,
the author manages to leave his readers the impression that Chinese humanism
1s a mature system of thoughts, for it has achieved the balance between Western
religions, which, by postponing it to afterlife, do not really answer the question
“What is the meaning of life?” and the materialism of the modern world, which
does not teach people how to enjoy what they make and drives the modern
people crazy in a society materially affluent and technologically advanced.

We suggest the following two questions.

(1) Why does the author not talk about Chinese humanism in detail

immediately after the introduction?

The author believes that, in order for his readers to have a thorough
knowledge of the profundity of Chinese humanism, it is necessary to introduce
the Western efforts devoted to the same question first. It is through the
comparison of two different cultures that the critical distance is achieved, which
is indispensable in making an objective observation.

(2) In Paragraph 4, the author mentions that “... the meaning of life lies
in the sane and healthy enjoyment of it.” What is the significance of the two
modifiers “sane” and “healthy™?

In Paragraph 3, the author writes that “The true end, the Chinese have
decided in a singularly clear manner, lies in the enjoyment of a simple life,
especially the family life, and in harmonious social relationships.” We can see
in this statement that the content of life has been specified, yet the manner
of enjoyment remains unmentioned. Therefore, people are hable to mistake
the word “enjoyment” as a synonym of “indulging in sensual pleasure.” So
it is necessary to clearly define the manner of enjoyment, otherwise Chinese

humanism might be somehow distorted.

Text | Chinese Humanism



