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‘Philosophy’ in 
China?

The word ‘philosophy’ originates in ancient Greece. What then 
about philosophy in early China, where there’s no exact 
equivalent to mean ‘philosophy’ or ‘philosopher’? 

The modern Chinese term zhexue 哲学 is borrowed from the 
Japanese who coined it in the late nineteenth century to refer 
to philosophy in the ‘West’. 

Philosophy took its distinctive form in each tradition.
Comparison encourages us to rid ourselves of assumptions
about what ‘philosophy’ is.



‘Axial Age’

 Karl Jaspers (1883-1969)

 Social and intellectual upheaval across different parts
of the world

 Around 8th-3rd c. BCE. New ways of thinking and
conceptualising the world appeared in Persia, India,
China, Greece, etc.

 Studying this period allows us to get to the origins of
ancient Greek and early Chinese philosophical thinking.



Philosophical
texts and
‘schools’

China

 Book of Changes (Yi Jing/ I
Ching)

 The Analects (Lunyu)

 Mengzi

 Xunzi

 Laozi

 Zhuangzi

 Mozi/ Mohism

 Legalism

 School of Names

Greece

 Presocratic philosophers
(Thales, Heraclitus,
Pythagoras, Xenophanes,
Democritus, etc.)

 Socrates

 Plato

 Aristotle

 Epicureans

 Stoics

 Cynics

 Sceptics



Fundamental
questions
common to
different
traditions

 Is human nature good, bad, or neither?

 How are humans different from animals?

 What should education consist of?

 What kind of state or ruler can best provide for its 
people?

 What is reality, and how do we know that/ what we 
know?

 What constitutes human flourishing/ happiness, and 
how do we achieve it?



 ‘Beyond its moments of encounter with the West, to many
China remains a land of tea and calligraphy, poetry and
porcelain, and the odd imposing emperor.’

- Roel Sterckx



 “If you take them seriously, the ideas found in these 
extraordinary texts from classical China have the potential 
to transform how you live.”

 - Michael Puett





Sino-Hellenic
comparative
studies



Comparisons 
in history

The practice of looking to the ‘Other’ and seeing ourselves from the 
lens of the ‘Other’ is by no means a modern phenomenon. 

- Mid-16th century to the 19th century, the Jesuit missionaries brought 
western scientific knowledge and philosophical ideas into China and in 
turn translated and introduced the Chinese classics to Europe. 

- For Enlightenment philosophers such as Leibniz and Voltaire, China 
provided a source of fascination, while Hegel remarked that the 
Oriental had to be excluded from the History of Philosophy.

- May Fourth Movement in 1910s and 1920s - attempt to modernise
China by implementing so-called ‘scientific’ ways of thinking 
borrowed from the West. Reinterpretation of traditional Chinese 
thought with a view to ‘western models’, e.g. Hu Shi, Feng Youlan.

Rise of comparative study of the ancient traditions as an academic 
endeavour. China no longer represents the quintessentially ‘Other’.



Early examples
of relativism

Zhuangzi

“Let me try a question on you. 

When a human sleeps in the damp his waist hurts and he gets stiff in the joints; is that 
so of the loach?

When he sits in a tree he shivers and shakes; is that so of the ape?

Which of these three knows the right place to live?

Humans eat the flesh of hay-fed and grain-fed beasts, deer eat the grass, centipedes 
relish snakes, owls and crows crave mice; which of the four has a proper sense of 
taste?

Gibbons are sought by baboons as mates, elaphures like the company of deer, 
loaches play with fish. Maoqiang and Lady Li were beautiful in the eyes of men; but 
when the fish saw them they plunged deep, when the birds saw them they flew high, 
when the deer saw them they broke into a run. Which of these four knows what is 
truly beautiful in the world?

In my judgement the principles of Goodwill and Duty, the paths of “That’s it, that’s 
not”, are inextricably confused; how could I know how to discriminate between 
them?”

(Zhuangzi, chp. 2,The Sorting Which EvensThings Out, trans. A. C. Graham)



Ruo of the North Sea said [to the Lord of the River], “You can’t 
discuss the ocean with a frog from the well—he’s limited by the 
space he lives in. You can’t discuss ice with a summer insect—he’s 
bound to a single season. You can’t discuss the Way with a scholar
with limited views—he’s shackled by his doctrines. Now you have
come out beyond your banks and borders and have seen the 
great sea—so you realise your own pettiness. From now on, it will 
be possible to talk to you about the Great Principle.”

Zhuangzi, chp 17, Autumn Flood. (Trans. Watson, with minor
modifications)

Broadening the horizons



The ‘warped wood’

And we should consider the things that we ourselves, too, are 
more readily drawn towards, for different people have different 
natural inclinations; and this is something we shall be able to 
recognise from the pleasure and the pain that things bring about 
in us. We should drag ourselves away in the contrary direction; for 
by pulling far away from error we shall arrive at the intermediate 
point, in the way people do when they are straightening out 
warped pieces of wood.

Aristotle (EN 1109b1-7, trans. Broadie and Rowe)



It is clear that human nature is bad; its goodness is a result of
conscious effort (wei 偽). Warped wood must await a straightening 
board, steaming and straightening before it will be straight.

Xunzi (87/23/5， trans. Knoblock)



Definitions

Confucius vs.
Socrates

 Yan Yuan asked about ren. The Master said, “Restraining yourself and 
returning to the rites constitutes ren. If for one day you managed to 
restrain yourself and return to the rites, in this way you could lead the 
entire world back to ren. The key to achieving ren lies within yourself –
how could it come from others?” (Lunyu 12.1)

 Zhonggong asked about ren. The Master said, “When in public, behave as 
though you were receiving an important guest, and in your management 
of the common people, behave as if you were overseeing a great sacrifice. 
Do not impose upon others what you yourself do not desire. In this way, 
you will encounter no resentment in your public or private life.” (Lunyu
12.2)

 Sima Niu asked about ren. The Master said, “The person of ren is hesitant 
to speak.” “Hesitant to speak – is that all there is to ren?” The Master said, 
“When being ren is so difficult, how can one not be hesitant to speak (ren
訒)?” (12.3)

 Fan Chi asked about ren. The Master said: “Love others.” (12.22)

(Analects trans. modified from Slingerland 2003)



–Paul Goldin

“If there is one valid generalization about China, it is that 

China defies generalization. Chinese civilization is simply too 

huge, too diverse, and too old for neat maxims. For every 

China-is-this or China-does-not-have-that thesis, one can 

always find a devastating counterexample, and usually more 

than one.”



Comparative
cross-cultural
dialogue

 Get out of parochialism or narrow-mindedness by 
seeing alternative possibilities, different answers, even 
ways of formulating questions

 Identify distinctive features of each society and
establish what is common between cultures

 Use ancient debates to inform contemporary
discussions of fundamental questions



橫看成嶺側成峰，

遠近高低各不同。

不識廬山真面目，

只緣身在此山中。

Viewed horizontally a range; a cliff from the side,

It differs as we move high or low, or far or nearby,

We do not know the true face of Mount Lu, 

Because we are all ourselves inside. 

–Written on the Wall of the Temple of West Woods
by Su Shi (1037-1101). Trans. Zhang Longxi



Academic
interviews
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