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Unit1 The Chinese and Western Philosophy

Background

Generally, philosophy is universally defined as the
study of the wisdom or knowledge about the general
problems, facts and situations connected with human
existence. It is unity. This cosmological unity is the main
point in the journey of life as it goes towards eternal

realities. Hence, Chinese philosophy tries to find meanings o PG 2y — A PR 2 S
B RRT 5 ME” A
TEREA . R G G

in discovering the true self as part of a bigger scheme. In

cm?trast, 'Western pl]}losophy‘ 1's. more individualistic, VAR S %k 52 i 1 — A 4
trying to find the meaning of life with self at the center. P BT S LA, R E L

B3R, 624 FERF A0
F=9E
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Text A

Ancient Chinese Philosophy

Chinese philosophy is the intellectual tradition of the Chinese culture from our early recorded

history to the present day. The main philosophical topics of Chinese philosophy were heavily

influenced by the ideas of important figures like Laozi,
Confucius, Mencius and Mozi, who all lived during the
second half of the Zhou Dynasty. Chinese culture as a whole
has been shaped by the influences of these intellectual leaders.

Four particularly influential schools of philosophy
emerged during the classic period of Chinese philosophy,
which began around 500 BC: Confucianism, Taoism,
Mohism and Legalism. When China was unified under the
Qin Dynasty in 222 BC, Legalism was adopted as its official
philosophy. The emperors of the later Han Dynasty adopted

Confucianism, which remained the determining forces of

Chinese society until the 20" century. Buddhist philosophy, introduced during the 1¥ century, became

widely popular during the 6" century. Despite numerous differences, the various schools of Chinese

philosophy have shared a common general cultural context.

= E RB
ﬂ% nEd %j s

differentiation and changes.

Main Attributes

The central focus of Chinese philosophy
throughout the ages has been a practical concern with
how to live an ideal life and how to organize a society.
Ethics and political philosophy have often taken
precedence over metaphysics and epistemology .

Another characteristic of Chinese philosophy
has been reflections” on the nature and the self,
which have resulted in the development of themes
like unity between man and heaven, the place of man

in the cosmic order and the explanations of
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Humanism has also been the chief attribute of Chinese philosophy. The role of human beings
and their places in society have always been the main focus of Chinese thinkers. Practical, moral and
political concerns have been favored over metaphysical speculationﬁ' as Chinese philosophy tends to
be concerned with worldly affairs.

This does not mean that metaphysical ideas
are absent from Chinese philosophy. An example
of Metaphysics in the Chinese tradition is the
obscure” document named / Ching or Book of
Changes. Some Chinese used / Ching as a

manual of divination. For those who could

understand its messages, it was believed to be
contained with all the laws of nature.

Rather than expressing their thoughts in a logical and systematic prose, Chinese thinkers tended
to be more poetical. They did not display a strong concern in providing strict rules; the ideas tended
to be guidelines only. Texts on Chinese philosophy were often filled with aphorisms, allusions and
parables. The general tendency was to be suggestive: the more an expression was articulated, the less
suggestive it was. Therefore, the sayings and writings of Chinese philosophers were often vague so

that their meanings were almost boundless.

Historical Development

The basis of this tradition originated during 800-200 BC, a time of deep political and social
changes and intellectual awakening in China. The 500-200 BC period was the zenith”, sometimes
referred to as the “Classical Age” of Chinese philosophy. During this time, China saw the gradual
disintegration of the Zhou Dynasty, which ended in 256 BC. As the end of the Zhou Dynasty
approached. the central authority disintegrated. This scenario” encouraged a long struggle between

states competing for the control and unification of

China.

The founder of the Qin Dynasty, who implemented”

Legalism as the official philosophy, quashed‘g’ Mohist Water

Theory of the

and Confucianist schools. Legalism remained influential Five Elements

until the emperors of the Han Dynasty adopted Taoism
and Confucianism as official doctrine, which became Sl o Wood
the two determining forces of Chinese thought until the

introduction of Buddhism.
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Confucianism was particularly strong during the Han Dynasty, whose greatest thinker was Dong
Zhongshu. He integrated Confucianism with the thoughts of the Zhongshu School and the theory of
Wu Xing or the Five Elements. The 3™ and 4" centuries saw the rise of Neo-Taoism. The most
important philosophers of this movement were Wang Bi, Xiang Xiu and Guo Xiang. The main
question of this school was whether Being came before Not-Being.

Buddhism arrived in China around the 1% century, but it was not until the Northern and Southern
dynasties that it gained considerable influence and acknowledgement. At the beginning, it was
considered a sort of Taoist sect”. There was even a theory about Laozi, founder of Taoism, who went
to India and taught his philosophy to Buddha. But probably the most influential and original of these
schools was the Chan sect, which had an even stronger impact in Japan as the Zen sect.

During the Modern Ages, Chinese philosophy began to integrate concepts from the Western
philosophy and to question whether Confucian ideas should be modified or even discarded. By the
time of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, there were many initiatives, such as the May 4" Movement, to
completely abolish the old imperial institutions and practices of China. Attempts were made at the
beginning of the 20" century to incorporate democracy, republicanism and industrialism into Chinese

philosophy.

(Words: 807)

Notes

(D attribute n. B ©) zenith n. Tiis

@) epistemology n. AIEiE (@) scenario m HE
@ reflection n. S @) implement n. Sl
@ speculation n. BEH © quash v. JEBE

® obscure adj. HFHAERER 10 sect n IR
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Exercises

I. Answer the following questions in English.
1. List one or two famous ancient Chinese philosophers and their philosophical ideas.
2. Write a short passage about the main attributes of Chinese philosophy.
3. What is the role of philosophy in human civilization?

II. Explain the following words and expressions in English.
1. Wu Xing
2. I Ching
3. Metaphysics
4. Humanism

5. Mohism

II1. Match the following words and expressions with the correct Chinese.

1. Legalism a. &1
2. Laozi b. &
3. Being c. VEXK
4. Taoism d. %
5. Mencius e. X
6. Confucianism f. %

IV. Translate the following sentences into English.
1. FEATUAT A, P ERERATRESS, RSN T FRE, b EE R ST
HT . XARAEEAHE FERN, RPEEEL ERESNE, R
1 B RHE A R 3 — B W ) B R
2. AP RAA, FLFR—A R B IE 2R, SRR T RETF AR,
(BiE) RMHEBREARE, BOHLLIR, Rl WA H w4 E AT
FRFEEN .
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Text B

Ancient Greek Philosophy

Who are we? How can we be happy? Does the universe have a purpose? Greek philosophers
approached the big questions of life sometimes in a genuine scientific way, sometimes in mystic
ways, but always in an imaginative fashion. Pythagoras considered a charlatan for claiming the
doctrine of reincamation, a half-naked Socrates
haranguing people in the street with provocative
and unanswerable questions, Aristotle tutoring
great generals: these are examples of how Greek
thinkers dared to -question traditional conventions
and to challenge the prejudices of their age,

sometimes putting their own lives at stake. The

Greek philosophy as an independent cultural

genre began around 600BC and its insights still persist to our times.

Socrates

Perhaps the greatest philosophical personality in Greek history was Socrates. Born in 469BC,
Socrates maintained a philosophical dialogue with his students until he was condemned to death and
took his own life in 399BC. Unlike the Sophists, Socrates refused to accept payment for his teachings,
maintaining that he had no positive knowledge to offer, except
the awareness of the need for more knowledge. Socrates left
no writings as records of his thought, but his teachings were
preserved for later generations in the dialogues of his famous
pupil Plato. Socrates taught that every person has full
knowledge of ultimate truth contained within the soul and needs
only to be spurred” to conscious reflection in order to become
aware of it. In Plato’s Meno, for example, Socrates guided an

untutored slave to the formulation of the Pythagorean Theorem,

thus demonstrating that such knowledge was innate " in the soul,

rather than learned from experience. The philosopher’s task, Socrates believed, was to provoke people
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into thinking for themselves, rather than to teach them anything they did not already know. His
contribution to the history of thought was not a systematic doctrine but a method of thinking and a way
of life. He stressed the need for analytical examination of the grounds of one’s beliefs, for clear

definitions of basic concepts and a critical approach to ethical problems.

Plato

Plato was a student of Socrates who left Athens disgusted by the death of his teacher. After
travelling for many years, he returned to Athens and opened his famous Academy. He was the best
known Greek philosopher.The triumph of his work has
been so complete and influential in Western philosophy
that the famous quote from Alfred North Whitehead
was not far from the wuth: “The safest general
characterization of the European philosophical tradition
1s that it consists of a series of footnotes  to Plato.”

Plato had many philosophical interests including
ethics and politics, but he was best known for his

metaphysical and epistemological ideas. One of his most

influential insights was the theory of Ideas. To Plato,
notions  like virtue, justice, beauty and goodness, would not be possible unless we had some direct
knowledge of these things in an earlier existence. We were born into this world with an imperfect
memory of these Forms. In that ideal world of Ideas, one can experience the real Forms which were
perfect and universal. Our world was an imperfect parody of the Platonic flawless and superior world
of Ideas. Knowledge of these Forms was possible only through long and arduous study by

philosophers but their eventual enlightenment would qualify them to rule the society.

Aristotle

Aristotle, who began study at Plato’s
Academy at age 17 in 367 BC, was the most
illustrious ~ pupil of Plato, and ranked with
his teacher among the most profound and
influential thinkers of the Western world.
Aristotle defined many basic concepts and
principles of the theoretical sciences such as

logic, biology, physics and psychology. In
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founding the science of logic, he developed the theory of deductive inference, represented by the
syllogism” and a set of rules for scientific method.

In his metaphysical theory. Aristotle criticized Plato’s separation of form from matter and
maintained that the forms or essences were contained within the concrete objects that exemplified
them. Everything real, for Aristotle, was a combination of potentiality and actuality: in other words,
everything was a combination of that which a thing might be, but was not yet, and that w hich it
already was, because all things changed and became other than they were, except the human and
divine active intellects, which were pure forms.

Across the millennia ', the voices of Greek philosophers have been shaping our minds,
institutions, leaders and civilizations as a whole. These Greek thinkers have unquestionably proved
that the same problem could be approached in different ways and the common sense was not as
common as we liked to believe. They also proved that considering unfamiliar possibilities could

enlarge our thought and that imagination and ideas could be immortal.

(Words: 788)

Notes

(1) reincarnation n. {44 @ notion n. S

@) provocative adj. HIEPEM 7) illustrious  adj. LY
@) spur v, Hlif @ deductive adj. HEIEM
1 innate adj. PI(ET 9) syllogism . ji EF4fE AT

© footnote n. MIE 1) millennia  ». FiF
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I I. Answer the following questions in English.

1. List some famous philosophical works in Western culture.
2. Write a short passage about one or two Western historical periods that are famous for
philosophical achievements.

3. What are the differences between Chinese and Greek philosophy in methodology?

I1. Explain the following words and expressions in English.
1. truth
2. Meno
3. Idea

4. Academy

5. form

II1. Match the following words and expressions with the correct Chinese.

I. Socrates a. il

2. Plato b. ¥4k

3. enlightenment c. Mz
4. logic d. %R
5. matter e. Pk

6. common sense f. A5

IV. Translate the following sentences into Chinese.

1. Ancient Greek philosophy arose in the 6" century BC. It dealt with a wide variety of
subjects, including political philosophy, ethics, metaphysics, ontology. logic, biology,
rhetoric and aesthetics.

2. Many philosophers today concede that Greek philosophy has influenced much of Western
culture since its inception.Clear, unbroken lines of influence lead from ancient Greek :
philosophers to early Islamic philosophy, the European Renaissance and the Age of

Enlightenment.
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Text C

1

The Hundred Schools of Thought were philosophers and
schools that flourished during the Spring and Autumn
Period and the Warring States Period in ancient

" China.Their age was known as the Golden Age of
Chinese philosophy because a broad range of thoughts
and ideas were developed and discussed freely. The
thoughts and ideas discussed and refined have
profoundly influenced lifestyles and social consciousness
up to the present day in East Asian countries and the East
Asian diaspora around the world.

¢ flourish Tk
refine B
diaspora B
version R4

ﬁ concrete kL

The Renaissance is a period in Europe, from the 14" to
the 17" century, considered as the bridge between the
Middle Ages and modern history. It started as a cultural
movement in Italy and later spread to the rest of Europe,
marking the beginning of the early modern age.The
Renaissance’s intellectual basis was its own invented
version of humanism, derived from the rediscovery of
classical Greek philosophy. This new thinking became
manifest in art, architecture, politics, science and
literature. Early examples were the development of
perspective in oil painting and the recycled knowledge of
how to make concrete.
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Comparison 2

Better known in China as “Master Kong”, Confucius was
a 5" century BC Chinese thinker whose influence upon
East Asian intellectual and social history was immeasurable.
Confucius’ sayings and biographical fragments are recorded

»

in the text known as TheAnalects. He claimed that “Tian’
was aligned with moral order but dependent upon human
agents to actualize its will. “Li” was the instrument
through which the family, the state and the world might be
aligned with Tian’s moral order. He believed in the
“contagious” nature of “De”, by which moral rulers
diffused morality to their subjects.

i align k4
contagious Iy 5
diffuse f& 5
enigmatic PR
& Dialogue O i

Socrates is a classical Greek philosopher credited as one
of the founders of Western philosophy. He was an
enigmatic figure known chiefly through the accounts of
classical writers, especially the writings of his students
and the plays of his contemporary Aristophanes. Through
his portrayal in Plato’s Dialogue, Socrates has become
renowned for his contribution to the field of ethics. It was
Platonic Socrates who lent his name to the concepts of
Socratic irony and the Socratic method. Plato’s Socrates
also made important and lasting contributions to the field
of epistemology. His ideologies and approach have
proven a strong foundation for much Western philosophy
that has followed.




