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Unit 1 Chinese Philosophy and Religion

Chapter 1 Confucius, Mencius and Confucianism

Part1 Confucianism

1.1 A Brief Introduction of Confucius

Born in 551 B. C. , in Shandong Province, Confucius’given name was Qiu and his
middle name was Zhongni. His ancestors used to be slave-owners, but the noble family
declined financially by his father’s generation. Confucius was a low-ranking official for a
time when he was young. He was a teacher of 3, 000 (70 of them became well-known in
China) for the most part of his life. The purpose of his teaching was to help his students
acquire neéessary skill to get into politics. The content of Confucius’ private teaching was
antagonistic to what was taught by the official schools of the nobles. While touring
various states, he often took some of his students with him. However, he never had any
opportunity to put his theory of government into practice, though the rulers of the states
received him courteously and consulted him. In his fifties, he became an official in
charge of criminal punishment and the maintenance of social order in Lu State. He held
the post for only three months to participate in state administration in Lu State. He
devoted his time collating and editing literary works. The following are some of his
works: Books of Odes, Book of Changes, Spring and Autumn Annals, Book of Rites,
Book of Music, and The Analects.

1.2 Major Theories of Confucius

Confucianism had been regarded as an ethic-political system in ancient China. It has
shaped the civilization of China and exerted a profound influence upon almost a quarter of

the human race for more than two thousand years.
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The ethical principle of Confucianism is its discovery of the ultimate in the moral
character of human relationships. He offered the solution for the ills and evils of his
time. His Five Relationships Theory including ruler-minister, father-son, husband-wife,
elder-and-younger, and friend-friend is well-known in China. The responsibilities
ensuing from these relationships are mutual and reciprocal. A minister owes loyalty to his
ruler while a child shows filial respect to his parents. But the ruler should care for his
people, and at the same time, the parents for his child too. Confucius explained his
doctrine of reciprocity and neighborhood by saying that “ Within the four seas all men are
brothers;” “Do not do to others what you would not want others to do to you.” His
central doctrine is the virtue of goodness, benevolence, humanity, and human-

heartedness. In short, he focuses on affection and love.

1.3 The Progressive Aspects and Limitations of His Thinking

He considered that good and capable people should be appointed to official posts as
opposed to the practice of hereditary rule, which was prevalent at the time. Besides, he
emphasized the importance of benevolence and regarded it as the highest ideal of
morality. He was the first to provide private teaching and made great contributions to the
cultural history of China.

However, he failed to use the new ideas to replace the old formality and he adhered to
the old formality as a means of reshaping old ideas. He defended the interests of the
slave-owning nobles without being able to break through the shackles of the old order.
Confucianism’s greatest contribution to China is that he shaped the Chinese character and
national soul.

The Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues

The Three Cardinal Guides are: ruler guides subject; father guides son; and husband
guides wife. The Five Constant Virtues are translated into benevolence, righteousness,
prosperity, wisdom, and fidelity, which were specified in the feudal ethical code. They
are described in detail as the following:

(1) “ren”, the will to show benevolence to others (the root)

(2) “yi”, righteousness by justice (the trunk)

(3) “Ii”, moral ways of conduct (the branches)

(4) “zhi” , wisdom (the flower)

(5) “xin”, faithfulness (the fruit)

Confucius also organized the Three Obedience and Four Virtues for women. According
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to the ethics, a woman should have obedience to her father before her marriage, to her

husband after marriage, and to her son after husband’s death. He also pointed out the

morality, proper speech, modest manner and diligent work for a woman.

1.4

Confucius’ Famous Words and Principles

The complete system of knowledge is laid down in the Book of Great Learning. The

following are some of the verses from the Book of Great Learning .

1.5

“The way of the Great Learning lies in illustrating virtue, rejuvenating the people,
and reaching perfection. ”

“The ancients who wished to illustrate virtue throughout the world would first
govern well their own state. To govern their state well, they would first regulate
their families. To regulate their families, they would first cultivate their own
personality. To cultivate their personality, they would rectify their minds. To rectify
their minds, they would first strive to be sincere in their thoughts. Wishing for
sincerity in their thoughts, they would expand their knowledge. The expansion of
knowledge lay in the investigation of things.”

“Riches and honor acquired by unrighteous means are to me as drifting clouds. ”
“A gentleman is always calm and at ease while an inferior man is always worried
and full of distress. ”

*A Man of virtue has nothing to contend with others for. ”

“Isn’t it a pleasure to learn and then review what you've learned from time to
time?”

“Isn’t it a joy to meet friends from afar?”

“Isn’t he a man of virtue, who doesn’t feel annoyed when others do not understand
him?

“Learning without thinking is labor lost; thinking without learning is perilous. ”
“When traveling in company of two other people, I could find my teachers. 1 would
learn from their good points and guard against their bad ones. ”

“A man of virtue is open-minded and always at ease; a man of meanness is full of

distress at all times. ”

1

“There is no distinction of classes in education. ”

The Health-Preservation Theory of Early Confucianism

Confucius had great contributions to the formation and development of the science of
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health preservation. The earliest theory of health preservation in ancient China was made
by Confucius. One of his famous saying is that “longevity comes from benevolence”. In
other words, one can live a long life only when he lives in peace and harmony.
According to Confucius, the level of one’s cultivation and mentality is the primary factor
of health. Following Confucius, other Confucians like Zeng Zi, Zi Si, Mencius and Xun
Zi also proposed important theories on health preservation. Early Confucian theory on
health preservation involved nourishing the mind and the body as a whole. Nourishing the
mind means a positive effort of the psychological buildup in order to delay ageing.
Confucius said to do things ‘ ecessively’ and * deficiently’ is wrong. The Golden Mean to
maintain a state of mind equilibrium is a way of “correctness”. Zi Si further linked the
principle of the Golden Mean with human emotions, saying they should be put within
appropriate bounds. If one lives in peace and harmony, he will not be subject to
changing moods, nor will he lose control of his temper. In this way, a harmonious
atmosphere will be created in the relationship between people. This equilibrium of the
mind in a harmonious atmosphere is beneficial to one’s health. Confucius pointed out, to
nourish one’s mind, everyone should be trained to become broad-minded. Zeng Zi
proposed the famous idea that good health lies in a broad mind. Confucius summed up
the experiences in controlling human’s various desires such as lust, belligerence and
greed. He considered them to be harmful to a sound heart and mind, thus advised people
to keep their desires within reasonable bounds.

Confucius’ idea of nourishing one’s body meant taking care of one’s health while
nourishing the mind. Confucianism proposed creative suggestions for improving people’s
food, clothing, physical exercise and medical care. Confucius stressed that people should
be clothed according to the change of seasons and to the requirements on different
occasions and colors. He also paid attention to food hygiene, mentioning eight situations
in which one should not eat. Confucians introduced physical exercise as a system which
makes it an important part of promoting vitality of life. After a private school system was
introduced by Confucius, many schools began to offer physical education. Various sports
courses and requirements were made for students of different ages. The Book of Rites,
compiled by early Confucians, talked about physicians which were the earliest words
combining Confucianism and Chinese Medicine. It contains the fundamental ideas of
early Confucians on medical care. The book discusses particular diseases occurring at
particular times of the year. It gives suggestions on diet for the four different seasons. It

advises people to eat more sour food in spring, more bitter food in summer, more sweet

4
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food in autumn and more salty food in winter. The book proposes measures to maintain a

sanitary environment and clear water sources to benefit health.

1.6 Confucian Temple, Confucian Grove

The Confucius Temple in Qufu of Shandong Province is one of China’s three ancient
building complexes. Being one of the three largest ancient building groups preserved well
till present time, it was built in 478 BC. It includes 9 courtyards, 460 halls, pavilions
and rooms. In 1994, it was included in the list of the UNESCO World Heritage Site.

1.7 Mencius (372—289BC)

Mencius is regarded as the second sage in the Confucian school. Only two Chinese
philosophers have the honor of being known to the Western world by a Latinized name: the
first is Confucius and the second Mencius. Mencius inherited and developed Confucianism
and carried it to a new height. His philosophy is placed alongside that of Confucius, and
jointly they are known as the “philosophies of Kong Zi and Meng Zi” in the history of
Chinese culture. The ideas in Mencius are more articulate. To him, “people rank the
highest, land and grain comes next, and the ruler counts the least. ” His attitude to education
is “every person can be a sage.” He pointed out that “The difference is slight between man
and the beast. The common man loses this difference, while the gentleman retains it. ”

Following Confucians, Mencius was one of the first two scholars to define the scope of
health preservation. He proposed health preservation means by attending to one’s parents
and taking care of their health in their remaining years of life. He extended his health-
preservation theory to involve the whole society since everyone has parents and will be
likely to become a parent someday. Mencius held that greediness would harm one’s

health and even lead to one’s total destruction. He pointed out that “mind nourishing

1

means having less desires. ’
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Chapter 2 Lao Zi, Zhuang Zi and Taoism

Part1 Lao Zi

1.1 Brief Introduction of Lao Zi

Lao Zi, born in the State of Chu in 604 B. C., with a family name of Li and given
name of Er, was regarded as the founder of Taoism. He is regarded as the father of
Chinese philosophy. He was a curator of the imperial archives at the capital city
(Luoyang). It is said Confucius visited Lao Zi and recognized that he had a deeper
understanding about the world than his own. Lao Zi resigned from office and returned to
his hometown because he felt the search for fame and honor could only lead to perversion
of human nature’s simplicity. However even at home he found himself bothered by
visitors. He started his journey to an unknown place and left the deluded and corrupted
world behind him. According to the legend, Lao Zi rode on a water buffalo to retire in

the mountains in the western frontiers. He was forbidden to go through the gate at the

6
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western pass for an official named Yin Xi, who was in charge of the western pass begged
for a book of Lao Zi’s teaching. In order to be permitted to leave, Lao Zi wrote the
famous book Dao De Jing of 5, 000 words. Some people believed the book was written
by his followers in the middle of the Warring States Period. After he went westward on a
water buffalo, he was never seen again.

Lao Zi searched for a way to avoid the constant feudal warfare and other social
conflicts during his time. According to him, Tao is the origin of all creation and of all
the force and it lies behind all the functions and changes of the natural world. Nature and
the earth are constantly in flux, the only constant in the universe is change. To Lao Zi,
Tao is the basis of a spiritual approach to living. Only when one follows Tao, can he
avoid all the sufferings and warfare and meet the order and harmony of nature. Tao is
more stable and enduring than civilized institutions or power of the State. Tao is thought
emphatically as a way of harmony, integration and cooperation. Its natural tendency is
towards peace, prosperity and health. If the Tao were to be followed everywhere,
heaven, mankind, and the earth would form a single, harmonious unit, with each and

every part cooperating towards universal well-being.

1.2 Lao Zi's Opinion

The Taoist philosophy has rich contents, yet it may be summed up in two points;

1.2.1  “Wuwei”

The Taoists hold that contemplation of the universe will lead to the discovery of
nameless first principle, and to the disposition that should accompany such
contemplation, and indeed the whole of life. Wuwei is a state of mind as well as a
cardinal principle towards life.

1.2.2 “De”

It refers to a power of morality, or a power for good: It is the power of naturalness,
simplicity, and even weakness. Yet, it teaches survival skills of how to keep one’s own
integrity in times of disorder. This is possibly the most important point in the Taoist
philosophy and has immense influence on the development of Taoist religion. The
following lists some of the classic Taoist sayings:

e “Things turn to their opposite when they reach the extreme. ”
e “Since it does not strive with others, it is free from blame. ”

]

® “Good fortune lies within bad one, bad fortune lies within good one.’

3

e “All things go back to their common origin; ultimately they blend into one.’



