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Abstract
In a period of deep political division, insurrection, opium addiction, foreign conflicts, and
economic distress, three intellectuals, Tan Sitong 7% i [7] (1865-1898), Kang Youwei FH &
(1858-1927), and Liang Qichao /% (1873-1929), developed philosophical systems to
identify the source of China’s problems and to devise solutions. With these philosophical
theories, they enacted a political movement to reform Chinese government and society known as

the “Hundred Days’ Reform” (wuxubianfa J% % 5#7%) of 1898. While scholars like Chang Hao,

Wing Sit-chan, and Joseph R. Levenson have all written on all or some of these reformers, they
have done so largely from the perspective of Chinese intellectual history. Yet, very few
philosophers have rigorously analyzed the theories of this period and tried to bring them into
conversation with Western thought. Virtually none have examined the various ways these

philosophers discussed the core Confucian concept of ren 1= (humanity/humaneness) while

developing their theories.

This dissertation addresses this gap in research by examining the role this traditional
concept played in the modernizing discourses of the three major philosophers of China’s pivotal
Hundred Days’ Reform. The concept is indispensable to understanding Confucian philosophy of
the self along with the concomitant projects of self-cultivation, ethical governance, and learning.
Tracing the history of this important concept allows us to study how philosophical discourse

about selfhood and humanity changed during this formative period. This understanding, in turn,



provides us with a more global picture of modern philosophy and problematizes essentializing
oppositions such as East/West, traditional/modern, and religious/secular.

Chapter One begins with a general note on the methodology of this project. | argue that
we ought to avoid assuming that the important features of modernity and modern selfhood in the
West are essential to modernity itself and therefore must be found in the works of the Hundred
Days Reformers. Chapter Two discusses the important features of ren in Classical Confucianism

and explains that the Confucian dao i& (“way” or “guiding discourse”) was seen as an

authoritative dao for cultivating this quality. Chapter Three examines how Tan Sitong engages
with the issue of how to cultivate ren in a world of multiple cultural dao in his groundbreaking

text Renxue 1~£%, or An Exposition of Ren. Chapter Four explores the concept of ren in the

major works of the other two reformers. I contrast Kang Youwei’s cosmopolitan vision of
modernity with that of Tan Sitong and explain Liang Qichao’s criticism of ren in his text the

Xinmin Shuo 7 [R5 (On the New Citizen). Chapter Five continues with the analysis of these

three thinkers’ views on the modern self-cultivation of ren by looking at how they treat the topic
of women’s liberation. After having explored the differences between the emergence of modern
philosophy of the self in China and the West, the final chapter explores what makes them both
“modern” by utilizing Foucault’s influential reflections on the nature of modernity.

I conclude by saying that the West must resituate its own history of philosophy within a
global context by exploring the way modernity has manifested in other philosophical traditions. |
demonstrate how the philosophies of these three important thinkers can help us toward a broader
understanding of the nature of modern philosophy in a global context. By philosophizing across
cultures, the Hundred Days’ Reformers sought to move us toward, however imperfectly, a more

global discourse on the task of learning to be human.



Introduction:
Philosophical Modernity in China and the Hundred Days’ Reform

In a period of deep political division, insurrection, opium addiction, foreign conflicts, and

economic distress, three intellectuals, Tan Sitong &3 [=) (1865-1898), Kang Youwei FEH &
(1858-1927), and Liang Qichao %8 (1873-1929), developed philosophical systems to

identify the source of China’s problems and to devise solutions. With these philosophical
theories, they enacted a political movement to reform Chinese government and society known as

the “Hundred Days’ Reform” (wuxubianfa ¥ Fk &%) of 1898. Although the reform movement

was cut short by a coup, resulting in the execution of Tan and the exile of Kang and Liang, it
marked a turning point in Chinese history. For the first time, these philosophers ventured to
develop new philosophical perspectives with ideas from the West. They took the first steps
toward transforming China from an empire into a modern nation-state and set the paradigm of
modern philosophical discourse in China in the 20" century. Their ideas continued to inspire
generations of revolutionary-minded thinkers including Mao Zedong.

While there has been a steady increase in high-quality, English-language scholarship
illuminating the value of traditional Chinese philosophy, very few philosophers have rigorously
analyzed the theories that emerged during this initial period of modernization and reform in
China. Virtually none have examined the striking way these philosophers utilized the core

Confucian concept of ren 1= (humanity/humaneness) while developing their theories. Just as

European modernity can hardly be appreciated without understanding the philosophical issues of



the 17" and 18" centuries, so Chinese modernity cannot be fully understood without examining
these early, seminal conversations.

This dissertation addresses this gap in research by examining the crucial role this
traditional concept ren played in the modernizing discourses of the three major philosophers of
China’s pivotal Hundred Days’ Reform. Ren is central to Confucian thought and arguably the

core concern of the Analects (Lunyu 3&&&) and the rest of the Four Books (Sishu FU£) of

Confucian classics. It is indispensable to understanding Confucian philosophy of the self along
with the concomitant projects of self-cultivation, ethical governance, and learning. As is often
noted, the word is a homophone with the word for “human” and the character is formed by

combining the characters for “human” (ren A) and “two” (er —). The concept emphasizes

human social relations as a defining feature of selfhood and posits human selfhood as an activity,
a moral project of self-cultivation.! Tracing the history of this important concept allows us to
study how philosophical discourse about selfhood and humanity changed during this formative
period.? This study aims to show that by focusing on their discussions of ren, we are better able
to grasp their unique philosophical contributions to the concept of modernity. This
understanding, in turn, provides us with a more global picture of modern philosophy and
problematizes essentializing oppositions such as East/West, traditional/modern, and
religious/secular.

Chapter One begins with a general note on the methodology of this project. It draws upon

recent comparative research on classical Chinese thought and describes how the subsequent

1 Roger T. Ames, Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2012), 87. This
understanding of ren will be developed further in the coming chapters.

2 The question of what makes a discourse “philosophical” is of course an important question that itself involves a
level of comparative reflection on the basic assumptions about philosophy and knowledge in the West. This issue,
therefore, comprises a major concern of Chapter One.



chapters will apply these insights to the thought of the Hundred Days’ Reformers. I argue that
these thinkers have been undervalued in West because of certain biases and difficulties in
interpreting their work. These difficulties can be overcome if we avoid assuming that the
important features of modernity and modern selfhood in the West are essential to modernity
itself and therefore must be found in the works of the Hundred Days Reformers. Instead, when
we understand the Confucian philosophy of ren, we can make better sense of their philosophical
concerns. | argue that we must also refrain from assuming simple equivalences when translating
philosophical terminology between Chinese and English, and instead be sensitive to how the use
of certain modern Western terms changed when they were taken up by Chinese thinkers.
Chapter Two begins by explaining the important features of ren and the related concepts
of self-cultivation and embodiment in Confucian philosophy of the self. | outline the history of
the term ren, from its pre-Confucian usage to its appropriation by Confucian thinkers in the
classical period, while contrasting it with certain thematic tendencies in Western philosophy of
the self. | propose that the classical concept of ren shares many affinities to the classical Greek
concept of kalokagathia (beauty and goodness). Whereas Socrates comes to understand self-
cultivation in terms of the soul’s quest for knowledge of the good and the beautiful, Confucius
understands self-cultivation in terms of the cultivation of beautiful and good embodied
performances according to the standards of a shared cultural tradition. | thus emphasize the
relational understanding of the self within Confucian philosophy and the importance of social
roles and rituals for its articulation and development. | also explain the concept of a dao (“way,”
“method,” or “guiding discourse”) and how the Chinese textual and historical tradition was

perceived as providing an authoritative dao for the cultivation of ren. The problem that faced



Confucian thinkers was how this dao could be consistently followed and put into practice in a
cultural system.

After laying out some distinctive features of the Confucian philosophy of ren, I will show
how the crisis that unfolded at the end of the 19th century in China was distinct from the crisis
that early modern thinkers faced in the West. | describe this crisis in terms of a disruptive

transformation from the discursive environment of the tianxiaguan X T#] (the metaphysical
view of the world with China as its political and cultural center), to that of the shijieguan 53 &1

(the view of the globe as a distribution of sovereign territories across geographical space). |
argue that the problem that these thinkers faced was how to reconceive the project of self-
cultivation in a new globalized space that included a multiplicity of cultural dao aside from the
one transmitted from Chinese antiquity.

Chapter Three examines how Tan Sitong engages with this issue in his groundbreaking

text Renxue {—£%, or An Exposition of Ren. He presents three different cultural systems — the

Christian/scientific, the Buddhist, and the Confucian — all of which, he proposes, are viable
candidates for cultivating ren. Tan looks for the principle that underlies all cultural systems and
determines whether a system becomes enduring and influential. He concludes that this principle

is tong 18 (“continuity”). All cultural systems are aimed at facilitating tong. More enduring and

influential cultural systems are those that do so more effectively. However, Tan believes no dao
is constant and that facilitating tong requires constant change within the cultural system. The
success of the West, he contends, is due to the Westerners’ love of what is new, their openness to
trade and exchange with other cultures, and their willingness to change. For Tan, modern self-
cultivation involves cosmopolitan interconnection, a constant critique of conventional identities,

and an openness to other cultures.



Chapter Four explores the concept of ren in the major works of the other two reformers.
Here, I claim that Kang Youwei’s philosophy of ren shares many affinities to Tan’s. Both
philosophers call for greater interconnection between cultures and a more cosmopolitan world
order. However, Kang Youwei follows Mencius’ understanding of ren as “the heart that cannot
bear the suffering of others,” and this leads him to a different diagnosis of the world’s problems.
His philosophy introduces a strong notion of linear progressive time where he links the progress

of ren to the history of tong [5] (“unity,” “cooperation”). He asserts that growing cooperation

amongst humanity will eventually help us establish a global consensus on principles for a
constant dao. Following this dao will eventually give rise to a global cultural system that can
reliably and consistently cultivate ren and relieve the suffering caused by divisions and

inequality. In his Datong Shu X [E]Z, or the Book of the Great Unity, he lays out a detailed

program for bringing about the future ren utopia, which will be based on these principles.
However, | argue that by attempting to articulate, once and for all, a final human dao that can
consistently cultivate ren, he occasionally creates new versions of the same rigid divisions and
inequalities he seeks to overcome.

Liang Qichao, by contrast, departs from both Kang and Tan by rejecting global unity as

the goal of modernity. In his work, Xinmin Shuo #rEcz% (On the New Citizen), he instead asserts

that the principle that has made the West successful is its focus on another traditional concept, yi

#= (“moral duty”), which is connected to the concept of the “individual” (wo ). However, |

argue that he should not be read as rejecting the traditional program of self-cultivation altogether
in favor of Western individualism. First, his understanding of yi is much closer to a more
traditional understanding of ren, which entails “differentiated love” rather than a “universal

love.” Liang reasons that in order to survive, China must put the nation and its citizens first

5



before a concern for world unity. Second, | argue that what Liang finds inspiring about Western
culture is not its commitment to individualism but what he sees as its communitarian spirit
expressed in its concept of the citizen.

Chapter Five continues with the analysis of these three thinkers’ views on the modern
self-cultivation of ren by looking at how they treat the topic of women’s liberation. This aspect
of their thought is often overlooked even though all three are consistent in their belief that gender
inequality was one of the central reasons for China’s problems. I further explore the relationship
between ren, embodiment, and gender in the Confucian tradition and show why this tradition
required these three thinkers to address the topic of women in their modernization of self-
cultivation. The unique understanding of gender, | contend, led these thinkers to emphasize the
problem of structural and systemic sexism and helped motivate their broader criticisms of the
traditional family and hierarchical social roles.

After having explored the differences between the emergence of modern philosophy of
the self in China and the West, the final chapter explores what they have in common that makes
them modern. I accomplish this by utilizing Foucault’s influential reflections on the nature of
modernity in “What is Enlightenment?” and The Order of Things. | argue that the philosophers
of the Hundred Days’ also conceived of modernity as an exploration of human selfhood, but not
primarily in terms of a science of man (as Foucault describes in The Order of Things). Rather,
Tan Sitong describes modernity as a love of what is new combined with a process of constant
“daily renewal.” I compare this to Foucault's later characterization of modernity in “What is
Enlightenment” as a “heroization of the present” in which modern humans reflect on the history
of their present in an effort to transgress its limits. Chinese intellectuals, however, contribute a

comparative dimension to Foucault's account since they insist that this process requires the



exploration of other cultures, not just a reflection on one’s own tradition. Meanwhile, Kang
Youwei’s attempt to describe a final, ideal cultural system for self-cultivation represents some of
the dangers of modernity that Foucault warns us about, while Liang Qichao’s observations on the
character of the West prompt us to reflect anew on the West’s own understanding of its
philosophical history.

I conclude that since Foucault's characterization of modernity focuses exclusively on the
West, it is incomplete. Instead, the West must resituate its own history of philosophy within a
global context by exploring the way modernity has manifested in other philosophical traditions.
In the end, | aim to demonstrate how the philosophies of these three important thinkers can help
us toward a broader understanding of the nature of modern philosophy in a global context. By
philosophizing across cultures, the Hundred Days’ Reformers sought to move us toward,
however imperfectly, a more global discourse on the task of learning to be human. In our own
age of global crises like global warming, Sino-American tension, and a global pandemic, | hope
that the value of building a more global understanding of our modern condition will be evident,

and that the present work, in however small a way, will be conducive toward that end.



Chapter One:
Philosophizing in Translation — A Preparatory Note on Methodology

“One of my most important methods is to imagine a historical development for our ideas different from
what actually occurred. If we do that the problem shows us a quite new side.”
- Ludwig Wittgenstein

The Chinese word for “philosophy,” zhexue £ (literally “wisdom studies”), is a

modern term developed to translate the Western concept. The presence of this neologism signals
a change in how the Chinese came to perceive their own intellectual history. Its emergence
coincided with broader structural changes in pedagogy and knowledge production such as the
formation of universities and academic journals. The very term “zhexue,” therefore, makes its
own kind of philosophical claim about the ordering of knowledge. It understands certain
theoretical works in the Western and Chinese traditions as engaging in a similar enterprise
despite potentially vast separations in time, space, and subject matter. Therefore, in any
comparative study it is important to keep in mind that by translating we are engaging in a kind of
philosophical practice. Translating philosophical ideas involves a kind of philosophizing in
translation, that is, the making of philosophical claims while asserting equivalences between
words in different languages. Comparative philosophy has the double challenge of interpreting
the philosophical discourses of other traditions while simultaneously critically reflecting on the
assumptions of one’s native tradition.

Luckily, there is a good deal of precedent from which we can draw guidance. For much

of history, non-Western philosophy was marginalized, if not completely ignored in the Western

% Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 45.
8



academy as insufficiently rigorous, if it was considered philosophical at all. Chinese philosophy
has sometimes been characterized as either impenetrable mysticism or empty traditionalism.
Even as late as 1989, the influential philosopher and art critic, Arthur Danto, proclaimed that
“philosophy arose only twice in human civilization, once in Greece and once in India.”* This
implies that, strictly speaking, philosophy exists in China only as a foreign import, first in the
form of Buddhism from India in the 1% century C.E. and later from Europe in the form of
philosophical modernity. Danto’s justification is that only these two traditions noticed and took
seriously the difference between reality and appearance. They sought to identify what was
universal and constant behind the illusory world of change. Similar perspectives led many
thinkers in the West to consider the formal rules of logic, universal and necessary ideas, the
existence of things called “minds” that can access these ideas, and other familiar features of
Indo-European philosophy as the origins of anything discernible as philosophical inquiry.

Chad Hansen, in his Language and Logic in Ancient China and later in A Daoist Theory
of Chinese Thought, offers an insightful approach for challenging this view. He claims that
cultures within the Indo-European language family understandably tended to adopt similar
theoretical assumptions about things like meaning, language, and the minds that understand
them.® In particular, Western theories tended to view language as primarily descriptive in its
function. Words refer to states of affairs in the external world. We learn language by a process
more or less similar to the one St. Augustine famously describes in his Confessions.® It is a

process in which verbalized sounds are associated with objects in the world through acts of

4 Arthur C. Danto, Connections to the World: The Basic Concepts of Philosophy (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1997), 14.

5 Chad Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought: A Philosophical Interpretation, 1. iss. as pbk., [Nachdr.] (New
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2009), 16.

& Augustine, Confessions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 1.8.13.

9



ostension. Over time, through various mechanism like Plato’s Form of the Good’ or Augustine’s
“divine illumination,””® the mind can pick out those features that are essential to all members of a
set of objects and arrive at an adequate idea of the set.

More recently, this picture of language learning has been criticized as an overly simplistic
and somewhat mystical one, most famously by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations.®
Hansen draws upon Wittgenstein’s skepticism toward this picture of language learning to
problematize dominant Western theories of meaning. He writes that,

Popular Western accounts of language mythologize the process of language

learning. We hide the process in the obscure and inaccessible realm of the private,

inner mind. We postulate that a prelinguistic rational process creates invisible,

intangible, inaccessible, obscure, and somewhat mysterious mental objects. We call

these ideas or concepts. And then, with a logic that would delight Nietzsche, we

insist that these mysterious, unseen things are the most immediate, obvious, and

basic objects of knowledge.°
Hansen asserts that these Western accounts arose out of various assumption about language tied
up with common features of Indo-European languages, such as assumptions about the primacy of
spoken language over written language. However, these assumptions should not be taken as
necessary and universal and were not shared by Classical Chinese thinkers. Differences in the
nature of the Chinese language, such as the ideographic nature of its writing system, gave rise to
different background assumptions about how language works and is learned. For instance, he

writes that, “Chinese philosophers would not have thought that postulating mental pictures could

explain the meaning of language. Their language was pictures. These pictures were conventional

7 See especially, Plato, “Republic,” in Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson

(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), 517b.

8 “But as for all those things which we "understand," it is not the outward sound of the speaker's words that we
consult, but the truth which presides over the mind itself from within, though we may have been led to consult it
because of the words. Now He who is consulted and who is said to "dwell in the inner man," He it is who teaches us,
namely, Christ.” Augustine, “The Teacher,” in The Teacher, the Free Choice of the Will, and Grace and Free Will
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2004), 51.

% Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 4th ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), §1.

10 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 75.

10



and public, conveyed and learned as civilization's adornment. The language of thought was
public, shared and acquired through history.”** By characterizing the written Chinese language
as “pictures,” Hanson does not mean to suggest that the characters are pictographs. Most of them
are not. He only means to say that the Chinese written language was not (and is in many ways
still is not) understood as a system for visually representing sounds. The characters more often

represent sets of concepts to which a name (ming £%) is attached. Thus verbal language is often

conceived of as referring to these public “pictures.” This would have discouraged thinkers from
explaining the meaning of words by claiming they refer to mental pictures that somehow inhere
in objects or structure them from a distance. It also led early Chinese thinkers to think of
language as a socially acquired behavior rather than something learned privately “in the mind.”
Hansen contends that these and many other differences in background assumptions gave
rise to distinct tendencies in the two philosophical traditions. He argues that one of these
tendencies in the Indo-European tradition was an understanding of human selfhood that
emphasized the individual mind and its cognitive faculties. He summarizes this tendency in the
following way,
The common Indo-European theory of mind centered on the cognitive faculty. The
model of knowing was representing accurately through mental contents — true
beliefs. The mental items arrange themselves into beliefs — mental compositions or
sentences of mentalese... these inner pictures of a world generate, in Buddhism as
in England, a radical phenomenological skepticism about the external world. The
lever of philosophical discourse pries against the fulcrum of a contrast between an
inner, private subjectivity and an outer, abstract, objective, transcendental reality.

Thus Indian thought and Greek and Western thought share a focus on metaphysics
and epistemology.?

1 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, Ibid.
12 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 17.
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Hansen believes the skeptical problems generated by the private mind and its relationship to the
external world form some of the most persistent questions of Indo-European philosophy. From
this perspective arose familiar dualistic structures like the divisions between appearance and
reality, reason and emotion, subject and object, and belief and desire. We can argue then that
some philosophers simply took these tendencies prevalent in the West to be definitive of
philosophy itself. Yet, this conclusion is unwarranted. There is no reason to assume that the
background assumptions of speakers of Indo-European languages are a more correct or rigorous
way of understanding the nature of meaning. It is possible for philosophical inquiry to have
evolved along different lines given a different set of assumptions.

Hansen suggests that traditional Chinese philosophy began instead with a concern with
rules for social behavior and how to follow them consistently. Philosophical debates targeted the

question of which guide for action, which dao & (“way” or “guiding discourse™), can provide a

consistently reliable guide for all our behaviors including language. Dao can be attributed to a
great variety of things. One can talk about nature’s dao or the dao of Confucius (i.e. his
teachings). Individuals or groups of individuals can have a dao, or there may be dao associated
with a certain activity. In any case, a dao is always prescriptive, not descriptive. It conveys an
instruction set for going about one’s activities. This includes the way to divide up the world in

language (often referred to as “naming,” ming %%). For instance, classical Confucian thinkers

were concerned with making sure that the dao of the ancients transmitted by Confucius was
properly interpreted and put into practice in society. Once put into practice, this dao effectively

organized an entire cultural system for society.™

13 By “cultural system,” I mean the system of ritual customs of a community including its language, identities, and
prescribed behaviors, particularly with regard to the social, political, and economic organizations to which they give
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All this contributes to some of the main differences between philosophy of the self in
what | refer to as the Confucian and Socratic paradigms. The Chinese and Western traditions
were not defined by these paradigms nor do these paradigms determined the way all and every
member of these traditions thought. Rather, | mean to describe here a dominant set of
assumptions, positions, and problems within these traditions which philosophers often either
took up or responded to in their critiques. As Hansen writes, “Western philosophy absorbed
Socrates’ and Plato’s distrust of conventional wisdom, that is, hearsay. That sent Western
thought on an endless quest for perfectly universal principles.”** This skepticism toward
convention and hearsay gave rise to a need to ground customs and beliefs upon rational
foundations. In particular, it was assumed that our terms need rational justification to determine
their correct usage (definitions). This eventually leads to a tendency within Western thought to
understand the self in terms of a knowing mind/soul, which tries through various means to form
true sentential beliefs about the world. Although this characterization does not capture all
philosophical theories of selfhood in the tradition(s) designated as “Western.” The major
canonical figures of European thought tend to take up some version of this model, and those that
do not, often do so in reaction to this model’s dominance. Few philosophers in this tradition
develop theories of selfhood in complete independence from this paradigm. Since the
philosophical process toward these general features of selfhood begins with Socrates, | refer to
the paradigm as Socratic. This then allows us to contrast this tradition with the Chinese
philosophical tradition, which according to Hansen, “seems to have started instead embroiled in

the Wittgensteinian challenge: Even given my acceptance of [a] traditional way of acting, how

rise. This concept will be explained further in coming chapters, where | will argue that modern thinkers were
interested in what dao had contributed to the perceived strength of the Western cultural system.
14 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 93.

13



shall I know if I have followed it correctly?””*® Therefore, whereas epistemic skepticism tended
to dominate philosophical discourse in the West, “Chinese skeptics draw on cultural relativism
for their doubts instead of inner, private subjectivity.”*®

The Socratic Paradigm of selfhood, which posits the self as a knowing mind/soul
searching for the universal foundations of knowledge, finds little purchase in early Chinese
thought. If we try to read these Western approaches into our translations of Chinese texts, we
have trouble making sense of the philosophical debates in which they are engaging. This insight
is shared by many important comparative philosophers seeking to understand Confucian
philosophy. Herbert Fingarette’s seminal 1972 work Confucius: The Secular as Sacred was one
of the first attempts to employ this approach. Fingarette draws on contemporary developments in
Western philosophy in his interpretation of Confucian thought. He argues that Confucius puts
forth a concept of human selfhood that is distinct from those traditionally found in either the
Buddhist or Western traditions. He observes that Western and Buddhist traditions tended to
emphasize the “individual mind, the inner life and reality of the individual,”*” and argues that
just as missionaries read Judeo-Christian religious concepts into Chinese philosophy in previous
generations, translators and commenters have read this “individualistic and subjectivistic view”’!®
into Confucian texts. The result in both cases was that Chinese philosophy was construed as a
kind of proto-Christianity or proto-philosophy respectively — a respectable early attempt at the

basic features of philosophy, but one that ultimately failed to achieve the qualities required to be

considered philosophical.

15 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, Ibid.

16 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 40.

17 Herbert Fingarette, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred (Pittsburgh, Pa.: Association, Pleasant Hills Community
Church, 2004), ix.

18 Fingarette, Confucius, viii.
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As Roger Ames describes throughout his many works on Chinese thought, the self we
find in the Confucian tradition is not typically an individual, private consciousness that
ontologically precedes the roles and relations it takes up in society.'® He argues that Confucian
philosophy begins to make sense when we understand the human self as a deeply social, ritual
being in which social conventions are considered constitutive of true selfhood, not barriers to it.
He writes that, “in considering personal identity from a Confucian perspective, we must
appreciate fully the way in which both our somaticity and our complex manifold of relations
with others enable us to achieve and sustain our coherence as a person.”?’ He reads the concept
of ren, the central virtue of Confucian ethics, as meaning “being consummate in one’s conduct,”
and it is achieved by perfecting our roles and relations through the mastering of their associated

ritualistic performances. In other words, to behave humanely is to be human (ren zhe ren ye =&
A).2t As will be argued later, the emphasis on somaticity, or embodiment, is crucial for our

understanding of some of the basic features of the Confucian paradigm of selfhood. Most of all,

it helps explain the Confucian ethical preoccupation with ritual (li &) rather than abstract ethical
principles. Ames writes that, “we might correlate “body” (ti #&) and its cognate character
“achieved propriety in one’s roles and relations” (li &) by arguing that they express two ways of

looking at the same phenomenon: That is, they reference “a living body” and “embodied living”
respectively.”?? The body and its socially conditioned activities constitute selfhood, rather than
the private, immaterial mind. Both Fingarette and Ames argue that once we understand these

things, we can begin to understand Confucian thought not as a kind of primitive Western

19 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 96.
20 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 105.
2L Confucius, Zhongyong # &, 20.

2 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 109.

15



philosophy but as a sophisticated philosophical approach that has something to contribute to
philosophical considerations in the West.

Of course, only if we have an expanded view of what makes a discourse philosophical
can we then recognize these different traditions as both being worthy of the name “philosophy.”
For this, developments in what Ames refers to as the “self-critical phase of the Western
philosophical narrative”?? in the 20" century have been crucial. For example, Foucault’s
genealogical analyses of Western intellectual history have helped philosophers understand how
certain proposition can be accepted as truth in one period only to suddenly be rejected for
reasons that are not always obvious. Wittgenstein’s insights on language make us realize the
variety of ways words get their meaning, the relationship of meaning to different forms of life,
and the limitations of the philosophical quest for certainty as traditionally understood. These
challenges to traditional ways of thinking have encouraged philosophers, sociologists, and
anthropologists to take greater care in understanding and evaluating foreign cultural practices.
They have shed light on the ways language, history, and culture can influence the practice of
philosophy. As a result, they have helped expand our notion of philosophical discourse and open
us up to contributions from previously overlooked sources. The “Arthur Dantos” of the world
notwithstanding, Western scholars have increasingly argued for treating Chinese thought as a
serious philosophical tradition. The result is that it is increasingly clear that Western perspectives
can no longer lay exclusive claim to philosophical debates.

However, much of the research done on Chinese perspectives on selfhood has focused on
the classical period. Far less has been done on modern developments and transformations. The

reason, | argue, is in part a lingering echo of the prejudice Danto articulated with a minor

2 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 14.
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modification: modern philosophy, strictly speaking, has its origins in the West. It only exists in
China as a Western import. When Chinese intellectuals did begin to adopt the modern
philosophical paradigm, their attempts were either clumsy approximations or naive
misunderstandings. Chinese thought became truly modern only when it sufficiently rejected
traditional discourse and adopted certain essential features of Western modernity. It failed to
modernize insofar as these traditional discourses persisted or failed to adequately articulate
themselves within the rules of Western discourse.

| argue that just as with philosophy in general, the problems that characterize modern
philosophy in the West naturally reflect the dominant concerns of the Western tradition. Given
the differences in background assumptions between the Western and Chinese traditions, it would
be unreasonable to assume without further evidence that the topics and strategies adopted by
modern Chinese thinkers would be identical to those adopted in the West. A more fruitful
interpretive approach would be to try to identify the concerns that likely informed the positions
of these philosophers, given the context of their own philosophical tradition and the problems
they faced at that time. To remedy this problem, the following section will introduce the period
of the Hundred Days’ Reform and outline some of the difficulties inherent in interpreting its
thinkers. I will then propose solutions to these difficulties based on the strategies of these
contemporary comparative thinkers described here. The final section will outline some of the
culturally and historically contingent elements of Western modernity. This will then open up the
possibility that the features of Western modernity do not represent the necessary features of

modernity itself and clear the space for a discussion of modern philosophy in China.
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1. The Hundred Days’ Reform and the Problem of Translating Modern Philosophy

Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, and Tan Sitong were the first generation of philosophical
reformers during an important transitional period in Chinese history. China’s defeat at the hands
of its “barbarian” neighbors in the Sino-Japanese war of 1895 was a national shock. The
resulting Treaty of Shimonoseki forced the Qing Empire to cede large portions of its territory.
The combined effect of these and other traumatic events was a crisis of identity that inspired
these intellectuals to fundamentally rethink the traditional worldview and revisit old ideas in
novel ways. Their philosophical views and social activism eventually culminated in the ill-fated
Hundred Days’ Reform of 1898, which sought to enlist the Guanxu Emperor (reigned 1875 -
1908) to enact sweeping reforms to governmental and societal structure. Yet, as the intellectual
historian of modern China, Peter Zarrow, writes, “the ‘hundred days’ shook China’s political
institutions to the core, but less because of the proposed reforms themselves than the new
philosophy that lay behind them.”?* These thinkers articulated new theories of politics and
history while drawing from a wide range of textual traditions. Despite the reform’s failure, Liang
and Kang’s subsequent exile, and Tan’s execution, their philosophical thought has been highly
influential for future generations of intellectuals and political activist.

While there is growing interest in modern Chinese philosophy, research tends to focus on
the later New Confucians of the 20" century who are often presented as offering alternatives to

the universalizing program of Western liberal modernity.?® The intellectuals of the Hundred

24 peter Gue Zarrow, After Empire: The Conceptual Transformation of the Chinese State, 1885-1924 (Stanford,
California: Stanford University Press, 2012), 24.

% For instance, see Jana S. Rosker, The Rebirth of the Moral Self: The Second Generation of Modern Confucians
and the Modernization Discourses. Hong Kong: CUHK Press, 2016. Here, Rosker mentions the Hundred Days only
briefly. The reformers (of whom only Kang and Liang are mentioned) are portrayed as engaging in the first failed
attempt at modernization. She focuses instead on later figures like Tang Junyi FEE%% and Mou Zongsan £R=

who receive much more attention in philosophical scholarship.
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Days’ Reform are often the subjects of studies by historians and sinologist, but the philosophical
value of their works is generally overlooked by philosophers in the West. Translations of their
works into English are few and often fragmentary. Studies on Tan’s philosophy are rare even
though his treatise on the concept of ren is widely regarded as the first work in China to attempt
a systematic synthesis of Western and Chinese philosophy. In truth, these thinkers are a great
object study for comparative philosophical research. They were the first generation to have
received a traditional Confucian education within the imperial examination system while at the
same time taking Western learning as a serious challenge to that tradition.

A major barrier to the study of their work is that there seems to be a tacit assumption that
the thinkers of the Hundred Days’ Reform are philosophically unremarkable even if they are
historically important for China. Indeed, the influential sinologist and intellectual historian,
Joseph R. Levenson, explicitly characterizes the intellectuals of the late Qing Dynasty in this
way in his widely read Confucian China and its Modern Fate. He describes these thinkers as
lacking agency, merely responding to the impact of Western ideas rather than engaging with or
developing them in novel ways. In his opinion, their reactions to these ideas certainly produced
works that are of great historical significance for the development of modern China, but they
ultimately lacked the power to produce works that had universal significance.?® To paraphrase
his words, anyone interested in modern Chinese history can profit from a study of these
philosophers; anyone interested in philosophy in general need not give them another glance.?’

This unspoken consensus emerges as a result of a variety of interpretive difficulties in

reading the thought of this period. First, the complicated and sometime idiosyncratic process of

% Joseph R. Levenson, Confucian China and Its Modern Fate, 3 vols. (Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1968), xvi.
27 Levenson, Confucian China and its Modern Fate, ibid.
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translation between multiple languages at this time often produced awkward neologisms or
unfamiliar uses of Western terms. This problem is then compounded by the fact that, having
been trained in the traditional Chinese canon and working with a limited supply of often
fragmentary and randomly selected Western sources, their work seems to fit nicely in neither
tradition. Cultural expectations about what makes a discourse modern or sufficiently
philosophical are confounded by this ambiguity. As a result, questions of the continuity or
discontinuity of their thought within Chinese intellectual history often supersede questions about
what contributions, if any, these philosophers make to modern thought more generally.

We can challenge this position by showing that there is at least one plausible
interpretation of their theories that renders their insights to be of significance to philosophy in the
West. To do this, we must remember that Tan, Kang, and Liang all were either working with
translations or translating works themselves, often for the very first time. In this way, they were
all engaged in philosophizing in translation. They make use of concepts from both the West and
China as they adapted to changes in the world around them. The process of translating new
technical terminology from foreign languages produced subtle yet important mutations in
meaning as they shifted from one cultural-linguistic environment to another. English speaking
scholars must then face the challenge of rendering their works back into Western languages
while at the same time capturing these minute shifts in meaning. Therefore, understanding their
philosophizing in translation requires a philosophy of translation.

Lydia Liu’s influential work, Translingual Practice, explores many of the philosophical
issues concerning language and translation in this period. She writes, “strictly speaking,
comparative scholarship that aims to cross cultures can do nothing but translate. As a trope of

epistemological crossing, translation always says one thing in terms of another, although it must
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pretend to speak the truth for the sake of fidelity (or sanity, to be more exact).”?® As a result,
when we read the thinkers of the Hundred Days we must be careful not to rush to conclusions
about apparent equivalences asserted in translations. We must keep in mind that these thinkers
were in a constant process of recasting ideas in terms of others for the purpose of dealing with
some specific problem or crisis they perceived. To further complicate things, Liu details the
baroque processes some terms underwent as they were exported from China to Japan only to be
reimported into Chinese with new influences from Western thought.?® Additionally, translating
highly technical terms from Western discourse into Chinese involved transliterating terms into
the Chinese writing system. This required many different, sometimes simultaneous, attempts
over several generations.

All this naturally causes great difficulty when attempting to discuss these texts in English.

Words like zizhu B &, quanli #£%1, and gongli /2, which can be translated as “autonomy,”

“rights,” and “universal principles,” respectively, certainly strike the English reader as familiar
topics of philosophical discourse. Yet, the way these thinkers use these concepts often runs
counter to our normal intuitions about their meanings. The result is a chimera of the familiar and
foreign that seems to fit our expectations about neither “Chinese” nor “Western” philosophy. We
do not, for instance, see the strategy of radical doubt employed as a method to establish universal
principles in Kang Youwei. Nor do we see autonomy defined as the ability to transcend
inclinations and formulate moral principles independently of practical ends in Tan Sitong. Rights
are not endowed by a creator and preserved without regard to an envisioned social good in Liang

Qichao. Instead, Kang Youwei sees gongli as established by a consensus, one that will allow us

28 |_ydia He Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture and Translated Modernity - China, 1900-1937
(Stanford, Cal.: Stanford University Press, 1995), 1.
2 Liu, Translingual practice, 32-40.
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to formulate principles for just global governance. Tan Sitong contends that freedom is achieved
mutually through friendship and mutual critique. This mutual critique pushes us to always go
beyond our current limitations and achieve freedom through constant change. Liang Qichao sees
rights as established by individuals fighting for recognition by the state and are the means by
which citizens collectively establish strong societies. These points are missed if we forget the
real differences between the background assumptions of these two traditions.

To deal with these difficulties, | take theories of selfhood and the different categories that
are used to articulate the self (such as gender, citizenship, etc.) as situated within the historical
and cultural context of a discursive environment, such as a language or a philosophical tradition.
These discursive environments include sets of background assumptions and rules for how
various terms are used. Therefore, when talking about how these thinkers engage with Western
ideas to formulate new understandings of humanity, | avoid assuming that when certain Western
ideas are adopted by these thinkers, it is because they realized the inherent truth of their
conceptual content. | likewise avoid assuming that they always understand these imported ideas
in the same way as Western thinkers. Rather, I will look for what philosophical problems these
thinkers face within the terms of their discursive environment and what strategies and conceptual
tools they employ to overcome those problems. As Wittgenstein observed, “when language-
games change, then there is a change in concepts, and with the concepts the meanings of words
change.”®® When concepts are adapted to certain discursive environments they will adapt again
when those environments change. The very act of transporting a term like “autonomy” into the
discursive environment of Confucian self-cultivation changes the way this word gets used (and

therefore changes its meaning). To forget this leads us to the Levensonian impression that these

30 Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, edited by G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright, translated by Denis Paul
and G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwell, 1969), §65.
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thinkers were merely reacting to the impact of new concepts from the West but ultimately failing
to understand their full meaning. In short, they end up looking as though they are trying to play a
game of chess but don’t quite grasp the rules. By focusing on the local crisis that was facing
Chinese intellectuals at this time we can gain a better understanding of why these thinkers
selected certain Western concepts to understand the problem and how they used them to
formulate a solution.

2. Reconstituting the Temporal and Contingent Elements of Western Modernity

To study modern Chinese philosophy, the idea of modernity itself must first be
problematized. When extended across cultures the term “modernity” appears to assert a set of
features that are shared amongst “modern” cultures in contrast to “traditional” ones. What then
do we mean when we use the term “modern” to describe the thought of the philosophers of the
Hundred Day’s Reform?

In his essay, “Multiple Modernities,” S. N. Eisenstadt describes what he calls the
classical theory of modernity. This theory views modernity as a societal phenomenon exported
from the West to other parts of the world.®! In this view, modernity is broadly understood as a
process of substituting tradition, feudalism, and religion with rationality, global capitalism, and
science. Within the context of philosophy, a similar view suggests that Chinese thinkers began to
modernize as they adopted the kind of philosophical commitments that we in the West recognize
as being associated with such a transition. This theory encourages research on the thinkers of the
Hundred Days’ Reform to take the form of what I call “influence studies.” These studies aim to

identify and itemize sources within the Chinese or non-Chinese traditions that influenced their

31'S. N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus 129, no. 1 (2000), 2.
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thought. The goal of this technique is to situate these philosophies within the transition to
modernity by highlighting their apparent continuity or discontinuity with the Chinese tradition.
However, this contrast of the modern and the traditional appears increasingly arbitrary as
the classical theory comes under critique and new theories that offer accounts of a diversity of
modernities with complex relationships to their individual traditions are put forward.*? Foucault,
for instance, in his influential writings on modernity historicizes some of the “essential” features
of Western thought in a way that reveals their historical and contingent elements. In this way, he
challenges the notion that the history of Western thought conveys universal truths about human
selfhood and historical development. Therefore, | use his reflections on the history of Western
philosophy to engage with these thinkers of another tradition and see what their philosophies of
ren contribute the understanding of philosophical modernity. Following Liu and other theorists
of comparative modernity, my approach in this dissertation will be to view modernity not in
terms of these simple substitutions but in terms of a confrontation between competing cultural
systems. As | outline above, the problems that preoccupied philosophers working within the
dominant paradigms of selfhood in the Chinese and Western philosophical traditions were as
different as the strategies that they devised for dealing with them. These paradigms emerged and
evolved within cultural-linguistic (discursive) environments to which these concepts and
strategies were adapted. As we will see, these paradigms started from very similar positions in
terms of their concerns about goodness, nobility, authority, and self-cultivation. However, slight
differences in the way Socrates/Plato and Confucius respond to similar problems within their
traditions lead those that followed them down divergent paths. Centuries later, the dramatic

events of the late 19th century in China caused significant disruptions to the discursive

32 Bjorn Wittrock, “One, None, or Many? European Origins and Modernity as Global Condition,” Daedalus 129,
no. 1 (2000), 31-32.
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environment within which the Confucian paradigm of selfhood had emerged and gained
dominance. However, in this period of modernization we do not see the complete abandonment
of the Confucian paradigm for the Socratic nor the replacement of an older paradigm with a
newer, unrelated modern one. Nor are traditional concepts simply either replaced or retained.
Traditional ideas also often evolve to cope with the changes in their environment.

The standard understanding of philosophical modernity in the West focuses on
transformations within the development of the Socratic paradigm of human selfhood. As will be
explored in later chapters, the paradigm began with Socrates’ emphasis on the human being as a
knower who tries to form true beliefs about independent, universal forms, particularly the form
of the good. His allegory of the cave envisions this pursuit of knowledge as a quest for
emancipation of the mind from the enslavement of ignorance. Later thinkers, particularly in the
Christian tradition, come to place greater and greater emphasis on this private mind or soul and
its relationship to knowledge of universal and eternal things. The standard, undergraduate text-
book narrative of philosophical modernity then typically begins with Descartes and the so-called
“discovery” of the subject. This private subject, the cogito, has rational thought as its defining
feature. Through reason, this private mind can transcend its cultural, temporal, spatial, social,
linguistic, and embodied situatedness. These features guarantee the subject’s freedom of will
through independence from the causal world. They also make it possible to critique each of these
temporal and embodied aspects to discover the universal foundations of knowledge that can
command the assent of all other rational subjects. This includes knowledge of the good-in-itself

(God) and his creation. Thus, the two desired outcomes of Descartes’ strategy for finding the
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universal foundations of knowledge were to objectively prove the universal validity of the
Christian faith and to establish truth in the sciences.*

Later, Kant continues working in this paradigm by resolving some of the epistemic
problems that emerged from Descartes’ theories for arriving at universal knowledge
(specifically, the controversy between the rationalists and the empiricists). Again, these
controversies brought about skeptical questions about whether we could arrive at truth in the
sciences. Kant’s strategy is to look at universal structures of reasoning and experience within the
rational subject itself. He concludes that we cannot know that our experiences reflect the world
as it truly is in itself, that it, as it would be perceived by God. However, we can arrive at some
kind of knowledge which is universal and can ground our beliefs since there are certain things
that are necessary conditions for the possibility of knowledge. In this way, by drawing the limits
of human knowledge, Kant also shows how it can be possible. As Foucault observes, this heralds
a period of thought in which thinkers try to discover universal truths by examining the subject in
its finitude.>*

The political expression of this brand of rational subjectivity found its prominent
expression in the tradition of liberal individualism, broadly construed. The individuality of the
rational subject is emphasized in its participation in a society conceived of as a collection of
individuals. The free exercise of individual reason becomes the political foundation of a rational

and enlightened (i.e. good and free) society.®® Thus, we have secular government separated from

33 See for instance Descartes’ Letter of Dedication in his Meditations on First Philosophy; Rene Descartes,
“Meditations on First Philosophy,” in Rene Descartes: Philosophical Essays and Correspondences, ed. Roger Ariew
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company Inc, 2000), 97 -102.

34 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (Londres: Routledge, 2002), 342.
3 See for instance, Immanuel Kant, “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Perspective,” in Toward
Perpetual Peace and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, ed. Pauline Kleingeld, Rethinking the Western
tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 8:19. For a discussion of the relationship between selfhood,
liberalism, feminism, and modernity in a comparative context, see Xiao Wei, “The Feminist Concept of the Self and
Modernity,” Diogenes 221 (2009), 118.
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any one particular religious or cultural understanding of the good. Rather, the highest good is the
exercise of reason itself. 3 Government’s primary function is to protect the autonomy of the
rational individual (called a “citizen”) and to promote the free exercise of reason. 3’ Liberalism in
its classical formulation appeals to the formal equality of all rational subjects as the basis for
their political equality. Whatever the differences of culture, religion, race, gender, or ability one
can argue for the formal equality of all individuals as rational agents.®

The view that modernity replaced traditional thought with a more rational view of the
world ignores the high degree of continuity that exists within this apparent transition between
pre-modern and modern philosophy in Europe. As we can see, Descartes’ rational subject
contains many of the basic features of the traditional paradigm of selfhood. Versions of his
cogito argument can be found as far back as St. Augustine,*® and the idea that rational thought
constitutes the defining feature of human selfhood is almost as old as Western philosophy itself.
The self-as-knower model is retained and even distilled to a finer point than ever seen in

Socrates. Skepticism regarding the possibility of true knowledge continues to motivate

3 “For since reason is not sufficiently effective in guiding the will safely in regard to its objects and the satisfaction
of all our needs (which it in part itself multiplies), and an implanted natural instinct would have guided us much
more certainly to this end... its true vocation must therefore be not to produce volition as a means to some other
aim, but rather to produce a will good in itself, for which reason was absolutely necessary, since everywhere else
nature goes to work purposively in distributing its predispositions. This will may therefore not be the single and
entire good, but it must be the highest good, and the condition for all the rest, even for every demand for
happiness... for reason, which recognizes its highest practical vocation in the grounding of a good will, is capable in
attaining this aim only of a contentment after its own kind, namely from the fulfillment of an end that again only
reason determines.” Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Rethinking the Western tradition
(ale University Press, 2008), Ak 4:396.

37 This is one of the major thrusts of Kant’s theory of enlightenment. See, Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the
Question: What Is Enlightenment?,” in Toward Perpetual Peace and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and
History, ed. Pauline Kleingeld, Rethinking the Western tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 8:36-7.
38 | am by no means suggesting that this is a comprehensive overview of Modern subjectivity in Western
philosophy. | only mean to take this up as the most traditional understanding of modernity as it is understood within
the Socratic paradigm of selfhood. Throughout the present work, | will attempt to show that this understanding of
modernity leads us into confusion about the kind of philosophical projects that arose in China at the end of the 19th
century. In the final chapter, | will address a more nuanced approach to the character of modernity offered by
Foucault to further answer the question “what is global modernity within the context of philosophy?”

39 Augustine, The City of God (New York, NY.: Penguin Books, 1972), XI.26.
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Descartes’ philosophical project, and the discovery of the rational foundations of knowledge
maintains its close relationship to the acquisition of freedom. Thus, Descartes was not attempting
an overthrow of the fundamental, “traditional” commitments of the Socratic paradigm. If
anything, he intensifies them. He uses Augustine’s version of the cogito argument specifically to
set up epistemological principles based on a universal experience of subjectivity that could
mediate between the warring factions in philosophy and religion of his time. Placing scientific
inquiry on the firm foundations of his new algebraic geometry was, in many ways, a return to the
principle inscribed above the doors of Plato’s Academy in Athens, albeit in a more systematic
and radical way.*

Moreover, Kant’s critical philosophy, his attempt to place knowledge within the
boundaries of human finitude and religion within the scope of mere reason, should be seen as a
continuation of Descartes mission to establish truth in religion and the sciences. As Foucault
states, the modern age in the West is not characterized by “the attempt to apply objective
methods to the study of man,”*! but rather is characterized by the project “of revealing the
conditions of knowledge on the basis of the empirical contents given in it.”*?> He believes that
modernity in the West becomes a kind of anthropology, and the modern self appears as “a being
such that knowledge will be attained in him of what renders all knowledge possible.”*® In other
words, the study of the world becomes the study of the human subject as a knower. Kant’s move
to assert the exercise of reason itself as the unqualified good simultaneously establishes the

possibility of autonomy in an otherwise determined world. Thus, Kant’s critique is formulated

40 According to tradition an inscription above the door of Plato’s Academy read, Mndsic oyempétpntog e16itm pot
™ 60pa, “Let none but geometers enter through this door.”

4l Foucault, The Order of Things, 347.

42 Foucault, The Order of Things, Ibid.

43 Foucault, The Order of Things, Ibid.
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well within the Socratic paradigm of selfhood. Even though Socrates still has an understanding
of the self that is distinct from that of later modern thinkers, the themes of knowledge of the
good, freedom, and the authority of reason get continually reproduced in various ways within
this line of thinkers.

Therefore, it is an unwarranted assumption to regard Western modernity as generic rather
than specific to the historical tradition in which it emerged. It follows from a specific
philosophical tradition and emerges as a response to a culturally specific crisis. Stephen
Toulmin, for instance, argues that both the emergence of what we consider rational modernity
and the kind of rationality that emerged in modernity were both tailored to the crisis that Europe
faced in the 17" century. The Thirty Years’ War and the discoveries of Galileo had thrown
society, from philosopher to farmer, into a relativistic vertigo. From this Toulmin observes that,
“the simultaneous collapse of cosmology and epistemology coupled with the growing violence of
dogmatic partisans encouraged the creation of a foundationalist system that underwrote both
cosmology and epistemology.”** Descartes’ method of radical doubt sought to confer an
indisputable foundation on which to build commensurability between warring factions within
science and religion that were tearing society apart. Kant’s strategy to add “what is man?” to the
questions of philosophy, was an attempt to find in human selfhood something which could
establish common ground between warring factions in Western science and religion. Both
thinkers, in effect, return to the origins of Western thought, retrieve past theories of epistemology
and selfhood, and repurpose them as tools for a contemporary crisis. The view that portrays

Western modernity as a rejection of tradition in favor of a radically new and generic cultural

44 Stephen Edelston Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press,
2013), 81.
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paradigm ignores these traditional elements and the culturally specific crisis they were used to
navigate.

Yet, this generic view of Western modernity often persists even among some of its
postmodern critics. One popular strategy for overcoming the hegemony of the Western model of
modernity is the trend in recent years to offer up traditional Chinese notions of selfhood as
alternative models to Western liberalism. This strategy is clearly summed up in David Hall’s
essay “Modern China and the Postmodern West.” As he puts it, “the internal contradictions of
the modern phenomenon have led to a cultural crisis,” where modernity is understood as “liberal
democracy, capitalist free enterprise, and the spread of rational technologies.”* The solution he
and others suggest is to look to other traditions such as China’s for alternatives. Hall argues that
classical Chinese thought offers a concept of selfhood that avoids many of the problematic issues
of the liberal individualist model of selfhood. After comparing classical theories to philosophies
of leading 20" century continental thinkers, he suggests that classical Chinese philosophy is “in a
very real sense postmodern,”® in that it embraces change rather than permanence, lacks reliance
on transcendence, and avoids the theoretical and practical problems of liberal individualism.

While I am sympathetic to Hall’s view and believe that it may enhance the appeal of
studying Chinese thought in the 21% century, this portrayal of China as a “postmodern” solution
to modernity’s ailments is a double-edged sword. Hall’s strategy suggests the value of Chinese
thought lies in its allegedly postmodern past and risks further encouraging Western philosophers
to ignore Chinese philosophy after its modernization. Modern Chinese thinkers are then

evaluated in terms of how well they maintained continuity with the traditional past or were able

45 David L. Hall, “Modern China and the Postmodern West,” in Culture and Modernity: East-West Philosophical
Perspectives, ed. Elliot Deutch (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press, 1991), 50.
46 Hall, “Modern China and the Postmodern West”, 59.
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to use traditional ideas to resist the encroachment of a modernity understood as intrinsically
“Western.” We are then faced with a problem that Liu eloquently describes in her work: “in the
very act of criticizing Western domination, one often ends up reifying the power of the
dominator to a degree that the agency of non-western cultures is reduced to a single possibility:
resistance.”*’ Restoring the agency of the intellectuals of the Hundred Days’ Reform and
asserting the universal significance of their work, therefore, requires placing the contingent
elements back into Western modernity so we can see Western modernity as specific to a
philosophical tradition and not as generic. In this way we can open up a space for these thinkers
to reveal the important features of Chinese modernity on their own terms.

In the following Chapter, | will examine some of the basic features of the Confucian
paradigm of selfhood as it was first formulated in Classical Confucianism by analyzing the
concept of ren. I will use this analysis to show the relationship between Confucius and Socrates
and how slight differences in their thought started philosophical paradigms that become
increasingly divergent until they were forced into rapid and ineluctable confrontation at the end
of the 19" century. Thus, beginning with the analysis of classical Confucian thought will
highlight the important features necessary for appreciating the perspective of the Hundred Days’
Reformers and the philosophical questions they tried to answer. As we will see, these thinkers
likewise returned to their cultural origins to retrieve and repurpose ideas to solve a specific
intellectual crisis that they faced. When the intellectual commitments of the Confucian paradigm
are clarified, we will then be in a better position to examine how Western ideas were ultimately

being understood by these thinkers as they translated them into their philosophical discourse.

47 Liu, Translingual practice, xv.
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Chapter Two:
The Appropriation of the Concept of Ren in Classical Confucianism

“I am wiser than this man; for neither of us really knows anything beautiful and good, but this man thinks
he knows something when he does not, whereas I, as | do not know anything, do not think I do either. 48
— Socrates

“The Master said, “To live in the neighborhood of the good [ren] is beautiful. If one does not choose to
dwell among those who are good, how will one obtain wisdom? ™*
— Confucius

The argument thus far has been that understanding the philosophical and historical
context of the concept of ren will provide a clearer understanding of the problem that the
Hundred Days’ Reformers faced and of the philosophical strategies they developed for dealing
with that problem. In turn, this will help clarify why their sometimes unusual appropriation of
Western concepts would have seemed reasonable to them and their contemporaries. Yet, giving
ren a succinct and precise definition proves to be difficult for several reasons. The term has a
long, complex history that predates even Confucius (551-479 BCE). Confucius then takes up the
term and uses it in a way that appears to have been unfamiliar to his contemporaries and even his
students.>® It also doesn’t help matters that Confucius consciously declines to give one clear

definition of the term. Instead, he gives differing definitions based on how the question is

“8 Plato, “Apology,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes 1 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966),
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0170%3Atext%3DApol.%3Asection%
3D21d.

4 Analects 4.1: FE: [EB{-AZx, BAE{Z, E15%1? | Quotations from the classics can be found at
https://ctext.org/confucianism. Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. Here, | have slightly altered
Edward Slingerland’s translation for comparison. As I will discuss below, the term ren has no exact equivalent in
English. In the present chapter I will show that, in Confucius’ usage of the term has strong affinities to kalos
kagathos and is even often translated into English as “Good/ness.” For instance see, Edward Gilman Slingerland,
Analects: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2003).

%0 This impression comes from the fact that Confucius’ students routinely and repeatedly ask him to clarify what he
means by this term, whether so and so could be considered ren, and what attributes are associated with this quality.
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formulated, in what context it is being asked, and by which student. In one passage of the

Analects (Lunyu z&38), the classic collection of Confucius’ statements and conversations, his

students even appear to complain that Confucius seldom spoke of ren.*!

It is not surprising, then, that scholars somewhat differ on how to translate ren. Often, the
character is rendered into English as “benevolence,” and indeed this is how Chan Sin-Wai
translates it in his translation of Tan Sitong’s Renxue (translated as An Exposition of
Benevolence). While appropriate in certain contexts, scholars often raise some common concerns
about this translation. For example, Henry Rosemont and Larson Di Fiori understand the term
“benevolence” to suggest an attitudinal or psychological disposition toward wanting to bring
about the good, particularly in the sense of good will toward others. However, they assert that
ren as it is used in the Analects is a quality of embodied action rather than a psychological
disposition or good intent. They argue after an extensive survey of the use of the term in the
Analects that it cannot be understood merely “in terms of an inner virtue/feeling/attitude/

emotion,”>

and so rule out any such terms including “benevolence” as providing a consistently
reliable translation. Certainly, qualities such as kindness and altruism that are implied by the
term “benevolence” are not unrelated to the concept of ren. Confucius associates ren with

empathy, reciprocity, and “putting oneself in someone else’s place” (shu %2).5° However,

“benevolence” does not encompass the various other meanings we encounter, particularly as it is

used in the pre-Confucian period. The use of ren to mean something like “benevolence” is partly

L Analects 9.1 FE=7#I, Hidy, Hi{”, | take this passage to mean Confucius was reluctant to give a robust
description of precisely what ren entailed.

%2 Henry Rosemont and Larson Di Fiori, “Seeking Ren in the Analects,” Philosophy East & West 67, no. 1 (2017),
99.

%3 This is how Roger Ames translates this term. He notes that shu was often associated with achieving ren even in
the classical dictionary, the Shuowen Jiezi 5 X fi2=. See, Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 195.
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an interpretive innovation of another important Confucian philosopher, Mencius (Mengzi Z f,

372-289 BCE).** Mencius’ use differs slightly from Confucius’ earlier use of the term, and as a
result, scholars have increasingly reserved the translation of ren as “benevolence” for the
Mencius, (though even this translation has been contested).*

“Benevolence” is a particularly poor translation of Tan Sitong’s modern use of the term,
since in some instances his concept even runs counter to the typical understanding of
benevolence. Other translations vary over a wide range depending on the preferences of the

99 ¢

translator or the stated aims of the scholar. “Humaneness,” “Goodness,” “relational virtuosity,”

99 ¢

“consummate conduct,” “perfect virtue,” and “authoritativeness” have all been offered by
different translators and commentators.>® Clearly, insofar as each of these touch upon an
important aspect of the concept, no one English word suffices to cover all its uses and
connotations. Moreover, since the meaning of the term changes over time, and since this
dissertation is concerned with such transformations, I mostly choose to leave ren untranslated.
Wherever a translation is given out of necessity or convenience, it will be indicated in
parenthesis.

In the following sections of this chapter, | will outline the historical significance of this

concept within Confucian self-cultivation as it was formulated within the Four Books of classical

Confucianism (roughly before the 3 century BCE). These texts set the foundations for how ren

54 Mencius likely drew his interpretation from the rival Mohists school of philosophy founded by the philosopher
Mozi 2 F (470-391 BCE), who advocated for a principle of “universal love” (jianai &%) and a kind of utilitarian

theory of societal organization. There are, however, some important differences between the Mohists and the British
Utilitarians. See Hansen’s discussion where he distinguishes Mohism from both Act and Rule Utilitarianism in
Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 115. As we will see, the philosophy of Mozi is one of the schools of
thought that is revived by the Reformers in their modern appropriation of traditional thought, particularly by Kang
Youwei and Tan Sitong.

% Jiyuan Yu, “Translation of Ren in Van Norden's Mengzi,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 37, no. 4 (2010), 666.

% For a brief survey of these translations, see Yu, “Translation of Ren in Van Norden's Mengzi”, 661.
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and selfhood were discussed within the Confucian paradigm up until the end of the 19" century.
This is by no means a comprehensive overview of Classical Confucianism. Rather, | focus on
some persistent themes that emerged in these texts that will be crucial for understanding the
thought of the later Reformers. 1 will first survey the various uses of the term in pre-Confucian
writing and explain how the term was taken up and modified by Confucius in the Analects. I then
continue with its use in two other foundational texts, the Mencius and the Great Learning (Daxue

X&), Together, these form three of the Four Books of Classical Confucianism and provide an

ample introduction to the basic features of ren relevant to this study. Specifically, | will argue
that the pre-Confucian term ren originally signified a gentlemanly ideal of goodness and beauty
for (typically male) aristocrats and is analogous to the concept of kalos kagathos or kalokagathia
(beautiful and good) in ancient Greece. This ren quality was seen to make men authoritative and
“fit to preside over others.” Later, Confucius takes up this term and attempts to divorce it from
its more superficial associations. Cultivating ren meant cultivating good embodied performances
according to culturally established norms and moral exemplars. Later, Mencius takes the concept
of ren as a distinctively human quality that disposes human beings towards socialization and
ethical conduct, which can be cultivated (or lost) through a cultural system. Lastly, | show that
the process of self-cultivation as laid out in the Great Learning portrayed the Chinese cultural
system as an authoritative (ren) model for the rest of the world. This worldview then set the stage
for the philosophical crisis of the late 19" century.

1. Ren in the Pre-Confucian Context: The Ideal of the Male Aristocrat

Crucial to understanding the cultural and intellectual landscape within which the

discussion of ren took place is understanding the cosmological perspective laid out in the pre-

Confucian text the Book of Changes, Yijing 5 4. Ostensibly an ancient guidebook for
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divination, Roger Ames stresses the fundamental importance of the text to the Chinese tradition
saying, “the Yijing has been and still remains, in every sense, the first among the Chinese

classics.”®” The work describes the universe as in a constant state of flux (bian 4#). It then
identifies patterns of continuity (tong 18) within this constant change. These patterns are

signified by hexagrams — groups of six horizontal lines that guide the diviner’s assessment of the

results of oracular rituals. Each of the 64 hexagrams bears a name (e.g. gian £ or kun #) with

which the pattern can be easily referred, and the accompanying description elaborates on the
kind of transformation the hexagram represents and suggests an appropriate course of action.

Beyond its use as a guide for diviners looking for ways to make predictions within a sea
of constant change, the text had a fundamental influence on Chinese cosmology. Change, flux,
and transformation are largely taken as fundamental features of the world. While the patterns of
transformation provide some continuity, distinguishing it from utter chaos, this continuity is not
described as being more real than the change. It does not exist as a superstructure that imposes
sense on an otherwise senseless chaos. Instead, it is written in the Book of Changes that,

“transformations, having run their course, result in further changes [bian %], changes result in
continuity [tong 1], a continuity that lasts indefinitely.” %8 This passage signifies not that

transformations always give rise to something stable and permanent. Rather, it is saying that
there is a necessary interplay between flux and continuity such that changes give rise to other
changes in a continuous stream of transformations. The interplay of this oppositional pair (i.e.

change and continuity) is matched by the interplay of other oppositional pairs such as hard and

5 Roger T. Ames, “The Great Commentary (Dazhuan X {&) And Natural Chinese Cosmology,” International
Communication of Chinese Culture 2, no. 1 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1007/s40636-015-0013-2, 1.
*® Dazhuan, B2: Zg3R%, #AIE, BAIX.
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soft, active and still, male and female, hot and cold, yin £ and yang 5, etc. Each of these pairs

interacts not as mutually exclusive opposites but as codetermining aspects of a self-differentiated
unity, or “two sides of the same coin” so-to-speak. It is through the continuous interaction of
these pairs that change and flux become possible.>®

Stability is therefore not metaphysically prioritized over change in the Book of Changes.
Change is not associated with mere appearance, which the diviner must get beyond or behind in
order to find what is stable, permanent, transcendent, or really real. Change is necessary and
even affirmed as good and as what ultimately makes life possible.®® The task for humans is to
understand and work within these transformations. Ames summarizes the important
philosophical thrust of the text in the following way,

The coordination of the relationship between the changing world and the human

experience is the main axis of the Yijing. The purpose of this text is fundamentally

normative and prescriptive. It purports to address life’s most pressing question:

What kind of participation in these natural processes can optimize the possibilities

of aworld in which natural and human events are two inseparable, mutually shaping

aspects?%?
In other words, how can human beings meaningfully interact and create within these constant
productive transformations of which we form a part. Here, humanity is not portrayed as pitted
against the natural world. Rather humanity takes part in these transformations (e.g. birth, death,

decay, growth, the transition of the seasons, etc.), and by understanding these transformations,

we can creatively participate in them.

¥ Dazhuan, A12: 87385, BIEIMR S, ZAUR, BIFHf&FEL, “If the Qian and Kun transformations
were taken away, there would be no means of seeing the system of transformation; and if that system were not seen,
Qian and Kun would almost cease to act.”

80 Dazhuan, Ibid.

1 Ames, “The Great Commentary (Dazhuan X{&) and Natural Chinese Cosmology”, 4.
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This cosmological perspective tended to give rise to different strategies for dealing with
the problem of change in Classical Chinese thought. Ancient Greek philosophers®? tended to deal
with the endless waves of change by searching beneath the surface for a foundation, some hidden
ground, some form of permanence, to which they could anchor themselves. By contrast, the
various schools of thought in China tended to search for some reliable method, some guiding

discourse (dao j&), that would allow society to reliably ride them. These methods try to
articulate patterns within the change and achieve a state of gantong &g, a kind of effortless,

sensitivity and mutual resonance with the world (literally a “feeling of continuity’). This ideal
state of embodied living entails a skillful way of existing within one’s changing environment that
appears to others as alluring, authoritative, and sagacious. For the Confucian tradition, this
quality was ren.®3

The oldest uses of the character ren 1= in the classic textual cannon appear in the classic
collection of poetry known as the Shijing 554%, or the Book of Songs, where it appears only

twice.®* How to translate the term in this text is again a matter of scholarly debate. For instance,
Lin Yu-Sheng argues that any of the more familiar translations of ren, such as “benevolent” or
“good,” in this pre-Confucian context are “far-fetched.”®® In the Book of Songs the character is
used in two poems in order to praise a man. The poems read,

“Shu Yu Tian”

52 This is not to say all Ancient Greek philosophers, Heraclitus being an obvious exception. However, this
characterization does seem to hold for many of the most influential figures such as Pythagoras, Parmenides, Plato,
and Avristotle, to name a few.

8 Huaiyu Wang, “Ren and Gantong: Openness of Heart and the Root of Confucianism,” Philosophy East & West
62, no. 4 (2012), 464.

84 Yu-sheng Lin, “The Evolution of the Pre-Confucian Meaning of Jen 1= and the Confucian Concept of Moral
Autonomy,” Monumenta Serica 31 (1974-1975), 175.

8 Lin, “The Evolution of the Pre-Confucian Meaning of Jen 1= and the Confucian Concept of Moral Autonomy”,
180.
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Shu is in the fields.
No one is dwelling in the streets.
Could it truly be no one is dwelling in the streets?
No one like Shu,
so beautiful and ren.

Shu is hunting.

In the streets no one is drinking wine.
Could it truly be no one is drinking wine?
No one like Shu,
so beautifully and well.

Shu is in the wilderness.

In the streets no one is harnessing horses.
Could it truly be no one is harnessing horses?

No one like Shu,
so beautifully and warlike.®

And,
“Lu Ling”

It’s Ole Lu! Ling-a-ling!
And his master, beautiful and ren.

It’s Ole Lu with a great collar!
And his master, beautiful and well-coiffed.

It’s Ole Lu with a great ringing chain!
And his master, beautiful and skilled.®”

In both poems the character for ren appears coupled with the character mei 3£, “beautiful.” The

men in both poems are described as skilled, athletic, warlike, handsome, good at drinking, and
presumably, popular. Lin Yu-Sheng rightly argues that the use of “good,” “benevolent,” “kind,”
or other moralistic terms to translate ren clearly appear out of place.%® These poems are not about

his ethical treatment of other people or his inner virtues, but the attractiveness of the man’s

66 Book of Songs, “Songs of Zheng™: K:FEH BEEAN, SEEA. AMt. JAXHEC. ATH. BER
B, SESHE. Alt. AERY. ES. BERS. SERS. Auft. AXER.

o Book of Songs, “Songs of Qi”: fE44 . ﬁk%ﬂto EEIR. HAXHEE., EFH. EAZHRE,
8 Lin, “The Evolution of the Pre-Confucian Meaning of Jen 1= and the Confucian Concept of Moral Autonomy”,
179.
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physical appearance and abilities. Given the context of the poem and perhaps the other adjectives
being used to describe these men, Lin instead chooses to translate the word as “manly” reading
the word as a way of referring to “man’s distinctive qualities.”®® Since the publication of Lin’s
influential study, several scholars including Edward Slingerland have accepted this translation.”
However, Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee in her recent work, Confucianism and Woman, points

out that the character for “man” (55) has no graphic relationship to ren. Ren is rather formed out
of the character for “person/human” (ren ), which is gender neutral in Chinese. Moreover, the
term for “man” (nan 55) is never used as a synecdoche for “humanity” as it is in English.

Therefore, she is skeptical of any association of ren with maleness or masculinity, insisting that
the quality is likewise gender neutral. She instead reads ren in this period as describing a
“desirable, pleasing interpersonal quality or talent,”’* which can be attributed to any person
regardless of gender.

Rosenlee’s point is well-taken. However, we must not set aside the important historical
reality that during the classical period it appears ren is normally used to describe men. Confucius
does not teach women and never uses the term to refer to women. He even on one occasion
associates women with its opposing qualities.’”? In fact, | am not aware of any instance before the

Biographies of Exemplary Women (Lienlizhuan !%cf&) in the 1% century BCE in which ren is

8 Lin, “The Evolution of the Pre-Confucian Meaning of Jen {= and the Confucian Concept of Moral Autonomy”,
179.

0 Slingerland, Analects, 238.

" Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee, Confucianism and Women: A Philosophical Interpretation, SUNY Series in Chinese
Philosophy and Culture (Albany: SUNY, 2007), 37. It should be noted that Rosenlee also refers to a passage in the
Shujing £ 4%, The Book of Documents, which she regards as the earliest use of ren. However, this claim is contested
by Lin. See Lin, “The Evolution of the Pre-Confucian Meaning of Jen 1= and the Confucian Concept of Moral
Autonomy”, 174 n4.

2 Analects 17.25: FE: [ FH/hANAB#EED, EZB)AR#%, EZHIZE, | “The Master said, ‘Of all
people, daughters and petty people are the most difficult to deal with. If you are familiar with them, they lose their
humility. If you set boundaries with them, they are discontented.”
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explicitly used to describe a woman. The convention of using the term to describe males is
clearly established from this early appearance in the Book of Songs. This gendered interpretation
of the early use of ren is further supported by the fact that two of the three mentions of ren in the
main text (as opposed to the later commentaries) of the Book of Changes occur in the explanation

of the gian % hexagram, whose “dao establishes the male.”’® Here, ren is associated with
nobility and is usually attributed to a junzi &, a gentleman or a prince. The passage states that
“the gentleman [junzi] who embodies [ti §£] ren is fit to preside over others.”’* It goes on to say

that the gentleman focuses on learning and puts what he has learned into practice in a way that is
ren.”® Given the patriarchal structure of Chinese society during this period, it is not surprising
that ren was more often used to describe men rather than women. Although Rosenlee is right that
the character itself was not etymologically or graphically associated with men, the actual gender
biases related to its use in early discourse should not be overlooked. Later, I will argue that this
early bias led to a tendency to emphasize men’s roles over women’s in the cultivating of a ren
society. Understanding this will prove important for understanding the kind of sexism that
existed in Chinese culture and why the status of women became such an important topic for the
thinkers of the Hundred Days’ Reform.

To summarize, this survey of ren in the available early texts suggests that it denoted the
qualities of an aristocratic man who is alluring, beautiful, talented, desirable, martial, and

popular. Through his learning he appears as adept and effortlessly charismatic in the way he

3 Dazhuan, Al: #2388, HIER %, “The gian transformation’s dao establishes the male. The kun
transformation establishes the female.”

"Yijing, Qian ¥ 9: EFHE{LTEIURA.

BYijing, Qian ¥ 20: ZFENE >, Bz, BEMEZ, TMMfT=. “The gentleman learns and
accumulates the results of his learning; poses questions, and discriminates among those results; dwells
magnanimously and unambitiously in what he has attained to; and puts it into practice in a way that is ren.”
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hunts, rides, and drinks. Those who embody ren are natural leaders fit to preside over others. In
short, ren was in the first place an aristocratic ideal of human selfhood not unlike the concept of
kalos kagathos or “beautiful and good” in ancient Greece.’® This Greek term also denoted the
desirable qualities of an alluring aristocratic male, and later became a major topic of
philosophical discourse, most notably with Socrates’ famous declaration before the jury that
neither he nor anyone else knew what was truly “beautiful and good.”’’ In the following section,
I will argue that like Socrates, Confucius takes this term and reinterprets it in some important
ways that prove influential for the Confucian paradigm of selfhood.
2. Confucius’ Appropriation of Ren in the Analects

The claim that the concept ren is central to Confucian thought is hardly controversial. As
we have seen, the term ren appears rarely in pre-Confucian texts.”® It occurs only a few times in
the Book of Changes and most of those instances appear to be from sections of commentary that
are likely of a later date. Yet, by the time of the compilation of the Analects during the next few
centuries after Confucius’ death,’® it had become the preeminent moral concept of Confucian
discourse. In contrast to the pre-Confucian texts, the twenty books that comprise the Analects
mention ren 110 times.

In the Analects, the term becomes closely associated with an ideal of human selfhood.

Modern scholars like Ames go so far as to equate the concept ren with the Confucian concept of

76 See the entry for this term in Henry G. Liddell and Robert Scott, “A Greek-English Lexicon, Ko/ Aoké&ya0-Oc,”
accessed October 1, 2020,
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0057:entry=kaloka)/gaqos. While the concept of
the Good in Plato and ren are sometimes loosely compared, scholars seem to have overlooked this key similarity in
the pre-Confucian and pre-Socratic uses of these terms. They focus instead on comparing these concepts as they
were understood after Plato and Confucius rather than how these thinkers appropriated and altered the traditional
uses of these terms. Exploring this similarity will reveal some key parallels in the philosophical problem they faced
and key differences in their strategies for dealing with that problem.

7 Plato, “Apology” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, 21d.

8 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 176.

8 Slingerland, Analects, xiii.
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selfhood insofar as it is an integral part of the project of becoming fully human.®° At certain
places in the classical Confucian cannon, perhaps most famously in the Mencius® and the

Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong A J&),®? this association is explicitly made. As Rosenlee

summarizes, in the classical Confucian texts “the category of “person” is an achieved, ethical

category, instead of an a priori ontological category.”® Therefore, one’s status as human is

understood as an ethical project of cultivating ren. Being human is a continuous action as

opposed to a static state of being. Ames contrasts this to a more common understanding of the

human being in the Western tradition. He writes,
What is a human being? This was the perennial Greek question asked in Plato’s
Phaedo and in Aristotle’s De Anima. And perhaps the most persistent answer from
the time of Pythagoras was an ontological one: The “being” or essence of a human
being is a permanent, ready-made, and self-sufficient soul. And “know thyself” —
the signature exhortation of Socrates — is to know this soul. Each of us is a person,
and from conception, has the integrity of being a person.®*

For these reasons, Ames chooses to use the term “human becoming” rather than a “human

being,” to describe human selfhood in the Confucian tradition.®® In other words, ren and selfhood

must be understood as a process of self-cultivation (xiushen {& &) in which an individual follows

a certain way or method (a dao) that will help them toward achieving consummate personhood.
The term xiushen literally means to “embellish,” “decorate,” or “repair” the body (shen)

and brings into view the complicated understanding of embodiment in the Chinese tradition.

8 David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames, Thinking from the Han: Self, Truth, and Transcendence in Chinese and
Western Culture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), 27.

81 Mencius, Mencius, Translations from the Asian classics (New York, Chichester: Columbia University Press,
2011), 7B16.

8 Zhongyong 20: =& A,

8 Rosenlee, Confucianism and women, 35.

8 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 87.

8 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, Ibid. Interestingly, Classical Chinese has no word that can easily translate the
English word “being.” This is partly indicated by the fact that the modern Chinese term for “being,” cunzai F%, is
a modern invention meaning literally “preserving presence.”
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Shen is merely one of several words that might be translated as “body.” It is closely related to

another character for “body,” ti 2, mentioned in the section from the Book of Changes cited

above (in which the gentlemen is said to embody ren and thus achieve his authoritative status). It
was also referenced in the previous chapter where Ames translates it as “a living body.” Both
shen and ti denote aspects of human beings (or becomings) as embodied creatures, though to
understand shen and its cultivation, it is necessary to understand ti.®

In her article, “Boundaries of the Ti Body,” Deborah Sommer outlines the interrelated
meanings of ti and shen through an extensive textual survey of their uses in the classical period.
According to Sommer, ti indicates “a polysemous corpus of indeterminate extent that can be
partitioned into subtler units, each of which is often analogous to the whole and shares a
fundamental consubstantiality and common identity with that whole.”®” Thus, what she refers to
as the “ti body” of the human being includes, but is not necessarily coextensive with, the
physical body of an individual. It can also extend to include all other humans and even all
material existence. This ti body can be divided along the levels of society, the family, the
individual, or even body parts. The relationship between an individual human and the category of
“human” is understood in terms of a part-whole relationship.®

Sommer goes on to say that the shen body is “the socially constructed self that is marked

by signs of status and personal identity, and it is the accumulated corpus of a person’s moral

8 Interestingly, in modern Chinese the word for “body” combines the two characters to form the word shenti 58&.
87 Deborah Sommer, “Boundaries of the Ti Body,” Asia Major 21, no. 1 (2008), 294.

8 Chad Hansen argues such a view might have seemed natural to many early Chinese thinkers in part because the
term for “human,” like most nouns in Chinese, functions like a mass noun in English (e.g. “grass” or “water”). Such
nouns are distinguished from countable English nouns like “beds” or “computers.” Thus, in English I can have two
computers, but I have two drops of water or four blades of grass. In Chinese, almost all individual objects are
counted out from a whole by way of a measure word. In modern Chinese, for instance, one says “there are three ge
{& of person”, not “there are three people.” See, Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 77.
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values, character, experience, and learning.”®® The shen body, therefore, is slightly more
coextensive with what speakers of English might more commonly associate with the “body,” but
it also includes the character, qualities, and learning that we put into practice with those bodies.
It can absorb shame or praise and includes both the physical and social aspects of embodiment.
Thus, one cultivates the shen body through cultivating one’s social roles and putting into practice
the kinds of activities and ritual performances that are traditionally associated with those roles.

Through “embodied living” (li &, typically translated as “ritual””), we can cultivate and beautify

(xiu) our individuated shen bodies. Confucius compares this process to the grinding and
polishing of jade. The ritual system can thus take raw material and refine it to bring out its
immanent worth and aesthetic value. As Hansen summarizes, “to understand Confucius, it is best
to think of ren [human] as a single scattered object. Humanity directs its parts (states, cities,
families, individuals) by a system of conventions... The parts are functional pieces of the whole.
Individuals emerge as interstices in the framework delineated by social li [ritual].”®® Through
socialization, individuals can engage in this process of beautifying the shen body and together

create a society that is beautiful and good (ren {Z).

The rituals that Confucius is concerned with include religious rituals but also extend far
beyond them into the basic rituals of daily life. Fingarette, for instance, provides a famous
example of the simple Western ritual of shaking hands. Here we have a ritualistic action that by
itself has no particular practical function. Nothing concrete is accomplished by placing my hand
into another person’s hand that could not have been equally served by another action (e.g.

bowing, waving). However, within the context of a cultural system this ritualistic action conveys

8 Sommer, “Boundaries of the Ti Body”, 301.
% Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 77.

45



a message between the participants of mutual respect. The performance of this ritualistic game
also sends a message about the nature of the relationship (the handshake is more formal than a
high-five). The ritual sets the tone of the encounter, communicates a greeting, and establishes an

expectation of the kind of relationship the participants have. Texts like the Book of Ritual (Liji &
5C) give precise instructions on how various social activities ought to be carried out. The type of

animal used in a sacrifice, the direction one faces outside the door of a friend in mourning, the
kind of cap one wears at certain ceremonies, the speed of one’s steps when passing one’s
superior, etc. all contribute to distinguishing between different identities and their roles in
society. Therefore, book ten of the Analects is largely dedicated to describing the way Confucius
acted, the rituals he observed, and how he executed them.

In this way, Confucius is training young men to embody ren and become gentlemen and
respected leaders. Confucius continues to contrast ren with the vulgar or common qualities of a

xiao ren /)\ A, or “petty person.”® However, at the same time, Confucius starts to disassociate

ren from mere noble birth. He teaches the way for cultivating this noble quality of ren to students
regardless of their background.®? For him, ren is not a quality reserved to a certain class of

people. All men are born with the ability to cultivate this quality. They differ only in what dao

% Confucius repeatedly contrasts the noble junzi with the common xiao ren. However, for him, these are qualities of
character rather than hereditary. Therefore, it is perfectly possible for a ruler to behave like a xiao ren. Interestingly,
one of the only mentions of women in the analects is in association with the xiao ren. See, Analects, 17.25; FH

[ FE/NANBEED, EZRIARR, EZAIR, |
9 Analects, 7.7: FH: [BfTRIEMUE, BAREEHEE, | “The Master said, ‘From the man bringing his

5 9

bundle of dried meat for my teaching on upwards, I have never refused instruction to anyone’.” Confucius’ student
Yan Hui for instance is considered to have been from a humble background. However, even though Confucius
expands the term beyond hereditary nobility, the claims that he single-handedly transforms the term from a class
distinction to a moral one are perhaps sometimes exaggerated. See, Erica Brindley, “"Why Use an Ox-Cleaver to
Carve a Chicken?": The Sociology of the Junzi Ideal in the Lunyu,” Philosophy East & West 59, no. 1 (2009).
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they put into practice.®® A young man can become a gentleman by learning the relevant
performances of a gentleman and how to apply them in a timely, conscientious manner.
He also distances ren from associations with superficial beauty and rhetorical ability. For

instance, he states in 1.3 that, “a clever tongue and commanding appearance [ling se £ &] are

rarely signs of ren.”% Here, he sets up a distinction between the appealing quality of ren and
mere commanding or attractive appearance (se). Meanwhile, Edward Slingerland gives a helpful

explanation of Confucius’ concern about “a clever tongue” (ning {z) in Slingerland’s

commentary on this passage. He writes, “in archaic Chinese, ning was pronounced nieng and is

actually a graphic modification of its cognate ren {= [in archaic Chinese, nien]. The original

meaning of ren was something like ‘noble in form,” and it would appear that ning was its
counterpart in the verbal realm: ‘attractive or noble in speech’.”®® Therefore, attractive or noble
speech is not sufficient for becoming a true gentleman either. It is not as good as being true to

one’s word (xin {£) and practicing what one preaches, which are qualities more likely to

command people’s respect. For this reason, Confucius repeatedly insists the superficially

appealing man is rhetorically skilled, but the ren man is careful (ren £7]) with his speech.®®

This concern bears striking resemblance to Socrates’ own quarrel with superficial beauty
and sophistry in ancient Greece. Socrates is especially concerned with people like Alcibiades

who appear good and beautiful but are in fact perhaps not truly so. He seeks to separate the kalos

% Analects, 17.2: FE: [MHEicts, BFMEEt. | “[people] are alike in nature, they differ in what they
practice”

% Slingerland, Analects, 1.3.

% Slingerland, Analects, 2.

% Analects 12.3: S]F4/{-, FH: [CHEHSHH. | B: [HEHI, HFHBZCEF? | FA: (A
ZE8 =BEIF? | “SiMa Niu asked about ren. The Master said, ‘The ren man is cautious and slow in his
speech.’ Niu replied, ‘Cautious and slow in his speech! Is this what is meant by ren?" The Master said, ‘When
putting things into action is so hard, how can one not be cautious and slow in speaking?’"
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kagathos ideal from the attractive bodies of young aristocrats. Instead, he says that young men
should be cultivating beautiful and good souls. We can achieve this through knowledge of the
Good and the Beautiful themselves, rather than simply a desire for individual beautiful and good
bodies/things.®” Thus, in the Charmides, for example, Plato aims to show that although
Charmides has an attractive body and comes from an aristocratic family, he cannot define the
important noble virtue of sophrosyne (due perhaps to a previous night of excessive drinking).%
Therefore, the goodness of his soul is called into question. Socrates has his own method of self-
cultivation: elenchus. However, this method involves the quest for knowledge of the true self, the
soul, by way of testing definitions of concepts. Thus, Joanne Waugh states that Socrates
demonstrates his virtue by “knowing the true nature of the self, that is, what is good and bad for
the self as a knower.”® In short, the true self is understood as a knower, specifically, a knowing
soul that seeks knowledge of the good.

For Confucius, however, the contrast between superficially appealing individuals and ren
individuals hinges on the quality of an embodied performance, not that of an immaterial soul.

The next several passages of the Analects proceed to discuss the way of cultivating a

97 Plato, “Symposium,” in Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing Company, 1997), 211-212b. One of the biggest differences between ren and kalos kagathos hinges on its
relationship to the concept of eros. For Socrates, the erotic desire for beautiful and good young men partly motivates
his push to distance true beauty and goodness from the body and to instead encourage his listeners to develop a love
of beauty and goodness itself as well. Conversely, Confucius seldom speaks of such a desire for ren (see 7.30) and
never of a desire for ren individuals. Instead, others are influenced by the ren individual like blades of grass in the
wind (see 12.19). Strangely, Hyun Héchsmann sees eros and ren as analogous concepts. Ren, he reasons, can be
translated into English as “love.” Eros can also be rendered into English as “love.” Therefore, ren and eros must be
related. This is a great example of a bad philosophy of translation. Ren should not be understood as a desire, much
less one analogous to eros. See, Hyun Hochsmann, “Love and the State in Plato and Confucius,” in Dao: A Journal
of Comparative Philosophy, 2, No. 1 (2002), pp. 97-116.

% Sophrosyne was another important noble virtue meaning something close to “temperance.” Plato, “Charmides,” in
Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997),
154d.

% Joanne B Waugh, "Questioning the Self: A Reaction to Carvalho, Press, and Schmid." In Does Socrates Have a
Method: Rethinking the Elenchus in Plato's Dialogues and Beyond, edited by Gary Alan Scott. (University Park PA:
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 296.
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commanding shen body instead of merely a superficially attractive appearance. For instance, in
the following passage (1.4), we see that Zengzi, a successful student of Confucius, instead
focuses on cultivating his shen body through daily reflection on his behavior. Zengzi states that,
“every day I examine myself [shen] on three counts: in my dealings with others, have | in any
way failed to be dutiful? In my interactions with friends and associates, have | in any way failed
to be trustworthy? Finally, have | in any way failed to repeatedly put into practice what |
teach?”1% Zengzi’s process of self-examination is not offered as a definition of a specific virtue,
but as a method (a dao) for cultivating certain embodied habits of social behavior. Confucius
believes that through this kind of careful reflection, our behavior can become more authoritative
and effortlessly command the respect of others.'%* Thus, the very next passage (1.5) deals with
the effective management of the state through this method.'%? Then, a couple of passages later in

1.7, another student, Zixia, claims that genuine learning has to do with xianxian yise & 7 2,

or "admiring the admirable while thinking lightly of attractive appearance."%® Together, these
passages teach us that an authoritative gentleman embodies ren through critical reflection on his
activities and thus distinguishes himself from a merely superficially attractive person.

Therefore, the goal of the Analects is to provide a dao for embodying this quality of
authoritative competence through realizing its ethical dimension. Luckily, for Confucius, the dao

for achieving ren was already present in the received textual and historical tradition. Confucius

100 Slingerland, Analects, 1.4.

101 See for instance, Slingerland, Analects 13.6: “When the ruler is correct [zheng 1F], his will is put into effect
without the need for official orders.”

102 Analects 1.5: FFI: [EFFzFE: #HEME, GHAMEAN, FREIE, | ” The Master said, ‘The dao for
ruling a country of a thousand chariots is this: be trustworthy while attending to business, be economical in

on

expenditure and love people, and make use of the people at an appropriate time’.
13 Analects 1.7: ¥EH: [BESE, EXERERN, EEREHES, HPLAXEMERE. BERE, B
Bz B2 | “ZiXia said, “admiring the admirable and thinking lightly of attractive appearance; serving one’s
parents with one’s utmost strength; devoting one’s life to serving one’s prince; being truthful in one’s interactions
with friends — even if others say that he is unlearned, I will certainly say that he is learned."”
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continually encourages his students to study classical texts like the Book of Songs. He insists
that, “it is by the Songs that the mind is aroused. It is by the rituals that the character is
established. It is through music that the finish is received.”'* This inherited cultural and textual
tradition serves as the guide for self-cultivation. All that is needed is authoritative teachers to
transmit the appropriate way to interpret it.1%

For this reason, the Analects frequently uses the method of modeling and imitation for
teaching ren. Both books five and six of the Analects are dedicated to discussions about ancient
and contemporary exemplary men in order to illustrate ren. Confucius sees modeling as the
primary mode of education. Learning, for Confucius, is not a purely intellectual task. It is a
process of imitation and then knowing how to go on in a way that cultural authorities would
recognize as correct. Thus, Confucius characterizes learning by saying that if he provides one
corner of an issue, he expects the student to provide the other three.'®® However, he refuses to
equate ren with any single model. He wants to avoid tempting the students into unthinking
memorization or empty mimicry. Both modeling and reflection are needed. Thus, he states that,
“to study without reflection is a waste of time, reflection without study is dangerous.”%’
Studying exemplary people without reflection yields only empty, mechanical mimicry of their

behaviors. Reflecting without first studying examples of ren individuals could lead one to model

the wrong individuals.

10 Analects, 8.8: FEI: [HRFF, MR8, HR%. |

105 Confucius claimed not to have innovated any ideas, only to have transmitted the way of the ancients. See,
Analects, 7.1: FE: [RWAE, EmEsE, BLERTEES, | “Transmitting and not innovating, trusting and
loving the ancients, thus I compare myself with our old Peng.”

1% Analects, 7.8: FH: [REARR, AHARE, R-IEARAMU=RKR, BIFR{EH. | “The Master said, "I do
not open up to someone who is not eager to learn, nor express my thoughts to someone who is loquacious. When |
have presented one corner of a subject to someone, and he cannot from it learn the other three, | do not repeat my

5 9

lesson’.
07 Analects, 2.15: FH: [EBmAREIE, BfmALR7E, |
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Confucius instead provides individualized advice on how to achieve ren for each of his
students in a way that reflects the needs, strengths, and deficiencies of that student. For his
student Fan Chi, ren is focusing on the work at hand and only after thinking of the reward.%® For
Zhong Gong, it is about not doing to others what you wouldn’t want done to you.'®® For Sima

Niu being ren means being hesitant to speak (ren z77).11° Perfecting a performance is not the

same as perfectly mimicking a universal template. Sommer summarizes this point by saying,
“noble people completely somatize their learning in their ti bodies and let it beautify their social
shen bodies, but petty people quickly regurgitate it unabsorbed.”*!! Petty people merely imitate
in a superficial way, but as it says in the Book of Changes, the junzi fully embodies his cultural
learning and puts it into practice in a way that is ren.

To illustrate this quality of ren, we can draw on a helpful analogy with a more familiar
kind of performance. One might compare ren to the charismatic skill of expert jazz musicians
who can improvise with the other musicians on stage with a seemingly effortless and unthinking
skill. People often are instinctively drawn to such talent and admire it, rendering these skilled
musicians authoritative in the field of music. I may not be able to strictly define why Thelonious

Monk ought to be considered a great musician, but the fact that people feel instinctively drawn to

1% Analects, 6.22: #ERH, FH: [HBRZF, WRHMEZ, THAR. | BLC. B [CHEEE®ENE
¥, TEB{"&. | “Fan Chi asked what constituted wisdom. The Master said, ‘To give oneself earnestly to one’s
duties to the people, and, while respecting spiritual beings, to keep them at a distance, may be called wisdom.” He
asked about ren. The Master said, "The ren man makes the difficulty at hand his first business, and reward only a
subsequent consideration - this may be called ren."

' Analects, 12.2: fhSE{Z, FH: [HFIMEKRE, FERUWAKRSE. CHAR, DERA. £RES, &
RESR, | ffSE: [EHEARE, HEZHEER, | “Zhong Gong asked about ren. The Master said, "When you
go out, treat everyone as if you were receiving a great guest; when making use of the people, act as though you were
assisting at a great sacrifice; do not do to others what you would not wish done to yourself. It is to have no
complaints against you in the country, and none in the family." Zhong Gong said, "Though | am deficient in
intelligence and vigor, | will make it my business to practice this lesson."

U0 Analects, 12.3: S)B4M-, FH: [CHEHF®H. | A [HE54H, HH@BZCEF? | 78 (A
Z ¥, SZEENF?

11 Sommer, “Boundaries of the Ti Body”, 300.
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his style makes him authoritative. Such an individual can appear to possess an almost clairvoyant
anticipation of what their performance partners are going to do and be able to spontaneously
match them with an innovative contribution. Moreover, when learning how to perform a piece of
music, knowledge of technical terminology, theory, and principle only gets one so far. Initially, a
student must seek out a teacher (an acknowledged authority) who will teach the student to play
the instrument through instructive modeling. As the student improves, she may study these more
famous culturally recognized authoritative models. Of course, she does not simply mimic these
examples. After some time, the student ideally develops her own intuitive ability to innovate on
the received musical tradition and the performances of others. She develops her own sense of
gantong, which in turn may establish her as an authoritative model for others. 12
3. The Elaboration of Ren in the Mencius and the Great Learning

One of Mencius’ major contributions to the philosophy of ren is to explicitly posit the
quality of ren as a kind of inborn human disposition toward modeling and socialization. A child
has a behavioral inclination to want to communicate, imitate, and integrate with her family and
social surroundings. This inclination is a necessary precondition for her ability to do things like

learn language, acquire social skills, form relationships, and many of the things that make us

112 Compare this Confucian model of learning to Plato’s, who regards mimetics as removed from true knowledge of
the Good and the Beautiful. Plato would agree with Confucius that there is a difference between empty mimicry and
true understanding and he also gives a theory for distinguishing between the two. However, Plato cannot offer
Confucius’ theory of knowing how to go on according to the standards of recognized cultural authorities. This
would place the criteria for knowledge back in the hands of those masters of mimicry, the poets, whom he says
know nothing of the Beautiful and the Good. He instead claims that understanding is in the mind. | know how to
apply a term correctly in a new circumstance when | have achieved insight into the form of the thing itself. Thus,
Plato in the Republic seeks to undermine the authority of the poets and transfer that authority instead to the
philosopher who tests definitions through elenchus. Confucius, by contrast, stresses the authority of the poetry in the
Book of Songs as well as other cultural classics. They are as central and indispensable to learning as dialectical
reasoning is for Plato. For more on the relationship between Plato and Poetry, see Allan Bloom, The Republic of
Plato, 2nd ed. Trans. Allan Bloom. (New York: Basic, 1991), 426-27.

It should be noted that Plato does not completely reject poetry as a source for learning any more than he rejects
physically attractive bodies. However, he does place them on a lower rank in the pursuit of knowledge. For a
comparison of Plato and Confucius’ views on poetry see, Zong-qi Cai, “In Quest of Harmony: Plato and Confucius
on Poetry,” in Philosophy East and West 49, No. 3 (1999), pp. 317-345.
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recognizable as human. Hansen compares this to Wittgenstein’s own observations on humanity
and what Wittgenstein calls “forms of life,”
Wittgenstein reminded us that the appeal to humanity is not merely bound up with
the coherence of beliefs and doctrines. His famous aphorism, "If a lion could speak,
we could not understand him," suggests that we share with those we interpret not
merely logical abilities but basic motivational and attitudinal outlooks. We could

not communicate effectively with a being who views us as either an irrelevant
annoyance or a meal. The Confucian version of humanity [ren 1=] reminds us of

this Wittgensteinian model... Confucians do not characterize ren as a reasoning
structure, but as a set of specifically human social inclinations.*®

Wittgenstein believes that the kind of creature we are, our environment, and the kind of life we
lead gives rise to certain practices. These practices form the basis for some of our most basic
beliefs, not the other way around.'** For Mencius, our humanity (ren) is precisely this tendency
to learn and internalize social structures, to integrate ourselves into a society of shared norms,
and to care about what other people think and feel.

For Mencius, the most important of these attitudinal outlooks is what he calls “the

heart/mind that cannot bear to see the suffering of others” or burenxin < Zu(».1*® He illustrates

this with a story,

Now, if anyone were suddenly to see a child about to fall into a well, his heart-mind
[xin /{x] would be filled with alarm, distress, pity, and compassion. That he would
react accordingly is not because he would hope to use the opportunity to ingratiate
himself with the child’s parents, nor because he would seek commendation from
neighbors and friends, nor because he would hate the adverse reputation [that could
come from not reacting accordingly].!®

The response to rescue the child is unthinking. It does not come after an intellectualized process

in which we calculate utility, apply a moral maxim, or weigh values. He is not claiming that all

113 Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought, 89.

114 See for instance, Wittgenstein, Philosophical investigations, §241 and §242.

115 The word xin :{» in Chinese can mean either “heart” or “mind.” Classical Chinese thinkers did not distinguish
between a faculty of reason and a faculty of emotion or appetites. Therefore, some translators choose to translate xin

as “heart-mind.”
116 Mencius, Mencius 2A6.
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human beings share certain beliefs about children in dangerous situations. He is pointing to a
disposition that humans have to empathize with other human beings. It is this disposition that we
recognize as making us human. Thus, he continues, “one who lacks a mind that feels pity and
compassion would not be human; one who lacks a mind that feels shame and aversion would not
be human; one who lacks a mind that feels modesty and compliance would not be human; and
one who lacks a mind that knows right and wrong would not be human.”** In this way, self-
cultivation involves cultivating this inborn ren disposition towards socialization, empathizing,
and being concerned about what others think of us. By cultivating this disposition, the person
becomes better at being human.

Mencius concludes that because of this shared ren disposition a morally just society is
pleasing to the human being in the same way that meat is pleasing to the mouth.''® However, this
is only a disposition, not an immutable essence. It can be lost or destroyed through bad modeling
or a corrupt social environment, which is why the cultural system must always be geared toward
cultivating this heart. He echoes Confucius’ observation that human beings are alike but become
different through practice. Thus, he compares this human heart to a forest. If a forest is
continually cut down, it will slowly come to resemble a forest less and less. At some point, it
may even be pushed past its ecological threshold and no longer be able to recover naturally.
Similarly, a human whose heart of ren is whittled away by bad modeling or a toxic cultural
system may over time become more and more inhuman in his or her behavior and resemble little

more than an animal.11®

117 Mencius, Mencius, Ibid.
118 Mencius, Mencius, 6A7.
119 Mencius, Mencius, 6A8.
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The cultivation of ren, therefore, lies at the intersection of a reliable cultural system and
the reflective self-critique of one’s shen body. One must continually strive toward cultivating this
ren disposition and expanding on it, just like developing our musical taste and performative
instincts is a constant task. Even master musicians must practice. In fact, Mencius elaborates on
the task of cultivating ren with an analogy to another embodied activity. He compares it to
archery saying, “one who would be humane [ren] is like the archer. The archer corrects his
position and then shoots. If he shoots and misses he does not blame those who are more adept
than he; rather, he turns within and seeks within himself.”*?° Like an archer, the gentleman
constantly corrects his own mistakes as he tries to aim toward cultivating that quality of ren that
makes us what we are. If one abandons this task in some way, one risks becoming inhuman.
Thus, Confucius states that if faced with the choice between sacrificing his humanity (ren) or
staying alive, the ren person will give his life for ren.1?! Our humanity, he believes, is worth
dying for.

The method of self-cultivation within the cultural system is laid out most clearly in the

classic text the Daxue X £2 or the Great Learning, whose main function, as Ames aptly

summarizes, is to describe “the process of becoming human.”*?? The image of a tree-like
structure extending outward is used here to illustrate the interconnection of the ti body and to
describe self-cultivation in terms of organic growth and nourishment. The importance of the
primary passage detailing this process makes it worth citing at length,

Things have their roots and their branches. Affairs have their end and their

beginning. To know what is first and what is last will lead near to what is taught in
the Great Learning...

120 Mencius, Mencius, 2A7.
21 Analects, 15.9: FH: [EEXIT A, EREMNE(LC, HRESMUHI. |
122 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 92.
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The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue [de Z] to all under heaven
[tianxia X T~], first governed well their own states. Wishing to govern well their

states, they first organized the family. Wishing to organize their family, they first
cultivated their persons [xiu shen {& &]. Wishing to cultivate their persons, they

first rectified their hearts. Wishing to rectify their hearts, they first sought to be
sincere in their thoughts. Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first pursued
knowledge. Such pursuit of knowledge lay in establishing the order of things and
affairs [gewu #&47]. Things and affairs being ordered, knowledge became complete.

Their knowledge being complete, their thoughts were sincere. Their thoughts being

sincere, their hearts were then rectified. Their hearts being rectified, their persons

were cultivated. Their persons being cultivated, their families were organized.

Their families being organized, their states were rightly governed. Their states

being rightly governed, all under heaven were made tranquil and happy.*?®
The path for self-cultivation is deliberately portrayed here in a way that evokes the image of
roots and branches. The roots nourish the branches as the branches nourish the roots, and thus the
whole tree can grow. Similarly, the individual cultivates the shen body through sincere
introspection and learning. He avoids self-deception like a bad smell,'?* and this gives him
clarity of mind. This individual self-cultivation then cultivates the other levels of the ti body and
vice-versa. The way of learning to become human is enacted simultaneously along four
dimensions: the individual’s self-cultivation (xiushen), the organizing of the family (qi jia), the
ruling of the state (zhi guo), and the bringing of peace to “all under heaven” (ping tianxia).

Several important points can be drawn from this passage. First, knowledge, or more
precisely the “pursuit of knowledge” (zhizhi), constitutes an important part of an individual’s
self-cultivation. It does not, however, constitute a method for knowing the truth of ren, that is, of

arriving at a definition that gets at the form of ren itself. It is not conceived of as the matching of

private mental contents to external, pre-discursive facts. Rather, Ames points out that we find in

2 Daxue, 2: T REABAENR KR TE, LoHBE, AHEE, £BHR SREBHERE kEHS %EH
5%, KLEHD, REHCE EHEE KAHEE £BEN BANERY. DRMEHNE, MER
BEH, BHEMBOLE OEMESE SBMERE, REMEBSE BIaMEXTE.

24 Daxue 3: frEBmEHEE, HEEKt, EER, NHFHFE “What is meant by ‘making one’s thought’s
sincere’ is avoiding self-deception like one hates a bad smell, like one loves an attractive appearance.”
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both the character for “knowledge/wisdom” (zhi %) and the character for “to know” (zhi %) the
presence of components associated with speaking: yue El, “say” and kou [, “mouth.” Ames

contends that this reflects a concept of knowing that emphasizes communication and community.
He writes, “this association with speaking reflects the importance of the social, communicative
aspect of knowing... zhi entails a sociology of knowledge rather than any solitary knower. Given
the irreducibly social character of the Confucian person, the locus of knowing is not the
individual knower, but a knowing community.”*?® In other words, it is closer to the kind of
knowledge entailed in knowing how to speak a language. In order to speak a language, one
cannot simply memorize vocabulary and grammatical rules but must learn a kind of performative
skill in the creative application of these things in novel situations. Learning a language,
furthermore, presupposes a linguistic community into which one is being initiated such that the
community decides who is a competent user of the language. In this sense, Ames writes, “the
assumption is that “knowledge” must be authenticated in a communal action for it to qualify as
knowledge.”*?® Knowing and the attainment of wisdom, as with all other aspects of individual
self-cultivation, is at the same time an enterprise that must be undertaken within a cultural
system. The authoritative dao transmitted from the ancients orders things and affairs (which is
how I gloss gewu) in a way that elicits gantong in the community. In this view, the performative
rather than descriptive function of language is emphasized. Language does not just describe
affairs and things, it actively orders them, and I learn from authorities how to use words and

apply them according to the inherited dao.

125 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, 191.
126 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics, ibid.

57



Second, this understanding of knowledge leads to the strong importance of family
relations in the Confucian dao. It is within the family that one first begins to learn and be
socialized into this community of learners. It is necessary for society to encourage a sense of
responsibility among parents who serve as models for their children, and to instill in children a
sense of respect for the authority of their elders. This method ensures the proper modeling of
behaviors and the cultivation of good members of society. The way one comports oneself
towards one’s parents when one is at home, for instance, sets the stage for how one will come to
comport oneself toward authority figures more generally outside the home.*?” Parents who are
neglectful of their children risk instilling in them maladaptive or antisocial tendencies. Therefore,
the proper ordering of the family not only affects the individual but also the society. The
Confucian tradition emphasized the importance of organizing social roles to cultivate ren. As one
becomes a better son, younger brother, father, husband etc. one increasingly becomes better
suited at participating in society, and society is thus enriched.

The political implications of this are clear. Preserving the integrity of rituals, regulating
their performances, establishing an official textual canon, encouraging personal discipline and
study of the classics, and the strict ordering of social roles is of paramount importance in creating
a ren society. To lose the ritual ordering of society would be to lose our humanity. Therefore, the
number of rows of dancers at a local dukes ceremony, the place where one bows before entering
a temple, the length of time required for mourning one’s parents, etc. all have both political and

moral importance. Moreover, roles and identities are not understood in terms of natural kinds set

Y Analects 1.2: HFH: [HAAtLES, MFlRLE SR, FLL miFEilE KzHth. BFH
KN, ARxmiasE, ZHthE, HAE{CZZARHE! | “The philosopher You said, "They are few who, being filial and
fraternal, are fond of offending against their superiors. There have been none, who, not liking to offend against their
superiors, have been fond of stirring up confusion. The gentleman puts his attention on the roots. If the roots are
firmly planted the dao will thrive. Filial piety and fraternal respect! - are they not the root of ren?"
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down by a divine order. Rather, they are organized such that their ritualistic performances can be
carried out to maintain a morally and aesthetically harmonious society. When asked about good
governance, Confucius merely replies, “let rulers rule, ministers minister, fathers father, and sons
be sons.”*?® Good government and a stable society require the proper ordering and conduct of
social roles, particularly family roles, according to ritual tradition.

In the end, Confucian thought organized these roles in a series of five ordered pairs of
relations where the familial structure mirrors that of governmental authority: ruler-minister,
father-son, husband-wife, older brother-younger brother, friend-friend. These relations are
mostly hierarchical (except friend-friend), but also reciprocal. The minister corrects and councils
the ruler even as he rules, just as the wife corrects and councils the husband. The Great Learning
claims that once these complementary spaces of the country, the family, and the individual have
all been properly ordered, it will bring peace and happiness to all under heaven (tianxia).

This notion of tianxia eventually became a kind of worldview within which self-

cultivation was theorized and discussed. This tianxiaguan X &R, or “under-heaven

view/perspective,” was essentially the notion of authoritative model emulation writ large. Just as
the individual who cultivates ren can influence others in their conduct, so does the cultivation of
a ren society result in its influence over other civilization. The world in the tianxiaguan was thus
seen as a series of concentric circles of cultural influence with the Chinese cultural system at the
center. From this perspective, the surrounding cultures in East and South-East Asia followed the

authoritative influence of China. This gave many Chinese confidence in the inherent power, or

128 Analects, 12.11: ZER/ARBBURILF. FLFEHEA: [EE, BE, XX, FF. | 28 [EH F0E
AE BEARE, AR, FAF, BHE EZEMmMEHE? |
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de 1&, of this cultural system. Those who did not or would not adopt this cultural system were

dismissed as incorrigible barbarians.

As we will see in the following chapters, the events of the 19" century lead to the gradual
breakdown of this worldview culminating in a crisis that would have dramatic consequences on
philosophical thought. The Confucian paradigm was built around the idea that the inherited dao,
combined with critical introspection, could cultivate the human quality of ren. Whereas Socrates
set off a philosophical paradigm that tended to be skeptical of the received cultural tradition and
favored the authority of the principle of reason to arrive at universal knowledge, the Confucian
paradigm was concerned with interpreting this received dao and putting it into practice in a way
that was ren. However, we will see that the Hundred Days’ Reformers did not replace traditional
theories of knowledge or embodiment with Western ones. Rather they began to reevaluate ren
and the method of its cultivation within a new understanding of the world. The next chapter will
look at the nature of this change in worldview and how it upset traditional ideas about self-
cultivation. This in turn, will help us make sense of one of the most influential thinkers of the

period, Tan Sitong, and his modern theory of ren.
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Chapter Three:
Tan Sitong, Ren, and the Critique of Cultural Systems

“What fills heaven [tian K] and earth is my body [ti 88/, and what rules heaven and earth is my nature...
The sage harmonizes with their power [de {£/; the worthy receive what is most excellent from them. ™
- Zhang Zai 3k & (1020-1077)

In 1896, Tan Sitong &/ [E (1865-1898), the son of a Chinese government official, was

traveling China in search of knowledge to help with the cultural and political crisis he found his
country in. Tan had up to this point struggled in vain to achieve success in the imperial
examination system. For centuries, this grueling system was the means by which young men
established themselves in government careers and in society. It consisted of a series of tiered
examinations designed to test students’ understanding of the Four Books and classical learning in
general according to traditional standards. Yet, by the late Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), problems
such as overpopulation had significantly reduced the passing rates of students in this highly
competitive, orthodox system. This left many bright young men, like Tan, with meager
prospects. He was then forced to pursue avenues outside the traditional system to find solutions
for the problems that China faced. These problems included, among other things, a rigidly
conservative social system struggling to deal with foreign aggression, social upheaval,
factionalism, and economic turmoil.

Disappointed by his own failures as well as what he saw as the political corruption,
hypocrisy, and ineptitude of the ruling Manchurian government, Tan turned to different sources

of learning including new texts from the West to make sense of his situation. While in Tianjin,

129 The Western Inscription: Xith > 2, EHE, Kbz h, EHM.. X, HAEE ¥ HFED,
61



he met his friend, John Fryer, a Christian missionary working on translations of Western
Scientific texts in the Jiangnan Arsenal in Shanghai. There, Fryer presented Tan with scientific
marvels such as fossils, adding machines, an X-ray, a device for measuring brainwaves, as well

as a copy of a book titled, Zhi Xin Mian Bing Fa ;&/0>% %% (Method of Avoiding IlIness by

Controlling the Mind).2*° The book was Fryer’s own translation of a book published in 1893 by
an American writer named Henry Wood called Ideal Suggestion Through Mental Photography:
A Restorative System for Home and Private Use. 3! As a member of the so-called “New Thought
Movement,” Wood saw the potential for a harmonious relationship between religious belief and
scientific knowledge. Wood draws upon science, religion, and idealist metaphysics to describe
the ability of the mind to affect the body and explains how one can even cultivate this ability to
cure physical ailments. Thus, through a series of coincidences, an obscure and marginal text
became one of the main representatives of Western science and religion to an important Chinese
thinker. Wood’s treatise is among the works most often noted by scholars as having influenced
Tan’s thought.

Connections like these help us better understand Tan’s unique, if at times puzzling, use of

Western thought in his book, An Exposition of Ren (Renxue {Z&2). In this text, Tan seeks to

ground ren in the structure of reality. Ren, he claims, is not just a human quality, but a
fundamental feature of the universe. He associates ren with the then important scientific concept

of ether, which he describes as the material body (ti #&) that constitutes all phenomena. He

contends that what Confucius called “ren” is simply a name that designates the function (yong

130 Benjamin A. Elman, On Their Own Terms: Science in China, 1550-1900 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press, 2005), 400.

131 Henry Wood, Ideal Suggestion Through Mental Photography: A Restorative System for Home and Private Use,
6th ed. (Boston MA: Lee and Shepherd, 1893).
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F) of ether. All phenomena interact, communicate, and mutually penetrate one another by

means of this ether.

He uses other natural phenomena such as electricity and gravity as both examples and
metaphors to illustrate this ren function. He notes the way that atoms coalesce through forces to
form larger bodies, which in turn interact with other bodies through gravitational forces,
demonstrating the constant interaction and communication that constitutes reality. Thoughts in
the brain are communicated through electrical impulses to the rest of the body, which then
connect us to the external world through sensation. Ultimately, he concludes, nothing exists in
isolation, but rather everything exists in a fundamental state of interconnection and continuity
with everything else. When something becomes disconnected, it is subject to decay and
subsequent reintegration with the whole. Severing of the nerves in the spine, for instance,
disrupts this communication and results in paralysis or even death.'®2 Therefore, the most

fundamental meaning of ren is tong 3& (“continuity”).!3 Drawing on Chinese Buddhist

philosophy, Tan argues that dualities such as “self” and “Other” have only conventional reality.

These dualities are created in the heart-mind (xin :(») through our attachment to permanence and

the self. While not necessarily false, these conventional distinctions can create blockages that
hinder tong. He concludes that the self-cultivation of ren involves overcoming these mental

blockages and realizing this fundamental continuity with the rest of the universe.

132 paralysis was referred to in traditional Chinese medicine as buren Z~{—, or “not ren”.

133 Recall this term was one of the terms used in the Book of Changes. There I translated it as “continuity.” As with
many Chinese terms, there is no exact English equivalent. Simply put, tong suggests a lack of obstruction, an
openness to flow and communication, and the presence of knowledge and understanding. It is used in many modern
Chinese terms to indicate these things such as in tongguo &3 “to pass through,” tongzhi & %] “to notify/inform,”
or tongfeng 1@ /& “to ventilate.” It can also be used to suggest that someone is an expert or an authority on
something as in ta shi ge riben tong fth 21 H Z1& “He is an expert on Japan.”
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Tan believes these conceptual blockages have hindered the cultivation of ren and caused
a kind of sickness among individuals and Chinese society. Angry resentments between clans and
ethnic groups threatened once again to tear China’s multicultural empire asunder. Meanwhile,
forces from outside the establishment pushing for reform found themselves running up against an
entrenched conservative elite deeply invested in the status quo and suspicious of foreign people
and ideas. It is from this vantage point that he critiques the situation in China. In a moment that
resonates with our own time, he observes the dangers that these blockages present to a society,
Nowadays everyone excels in cunning, all because of suspicion and jealousy...
People delight in talking about the evils of others, but feel displeased and angry
when hearing about the goodness of others. .. Parties emerge within parties, whose
partisans attack each other. A man may contradict himself from one moment to
another, or denigrate something one day and honor it the next... By observing this
phenomenon, we know that a great disaster is at hand.”*3*
The more we cling to the distinction between self and other, “us” and “them”, the more we are
willing to abandon our principles to maintain it. He believes cruelty, factionalism, and

isolationism have karmically given rise to China’s calamities. Yet, through the proper cultivation

of what he calls our “mental power” (xinli /(> /), we can overcome these conceptual obstacles.

For Tan, only through opening ourselves to other cultures, including Western ideas of science,
democracy, and equality, can China be saved from its predicament. It is Tan’s philosophical
appropriation of ren in this foundational text that we shall turn to in this chapter to see how he

uses this concept to formulate a philosophy of modern selfhood.

134 Sitong Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence: The Jen-hsiieh of T'an Ssu-t'ung, Institute of Chinese studies, the
Chinese University of Hong Kong Monograph series 6 (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 1984), Translated by
Chan Sin-wai, 194. This text is a dual language version. Where | have provided my own translation of the original
text, I provide pages for the Chinese text. Otherwise, I cite Chan’s.
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1. Research on the Exposition of Ren and the Study of Influences

The anecdote of exchange between Wood and Tan is also important for another reason. It
illustrates some of the difficulties of understanding Tan’s passionate and complicated work. As
thinkers from this period began to seriously engage with Western learning, one necessarily finds
oneself asking what “Western learning” precisely meant to them, how it was constructed within
Chinese discourse, and what its sources were. Faithful exegesis quickly becomes complicated.
Texts which may be peripheral to one culture can become representational as they cross borders.
Debates and controversies that dominate the discourse of one tradition withdraw to the
background in another. Technical vocabularies can become involved in controversies that their
original authors perhaps never envisioned. Thus, a simple picture of a clearly defined Western
modernity being transplanted into Chinese soil becomes increasingly untenable.

This interpretive problem is reflected in Tan’s conflicted status within scholarship. He is
regarded as both immensely influential and as lacking philosophical depth.**® On the one hand,
scholars in both China and the West recognize his influence on early modern Chinese
philosophy. For example, Chan Sin-wai, who produced the only English translation of Tan’s
work, insists that “the importance of [his text] cannot be overstated. It is a great piece of writing
which not only bore enormous influence on [Tan’s] fellow patriots, but also uplifted the
revolutionary morality of many who followed in his footsteps.”**® After the Hundred Days’

Reform ended in failure as a result of the Empress Dowager Cixi’s Z%& (1835-1908) coup

d’état, Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei fled to Japan to continue their research and advocate

reform. Tan Sitong, however, chose to stay in China and die for his vision of a more open,

135 Wei Yixia £ X &, “Tan Sitong Zhexue San Ti 18 3 [E) T 5 =& (Three Questions Concerning Tan Sitong's
Philosophy),” Journal of Yunnan Minzu University =& A 7577 33, no. 4 (July 2016).
136 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 1.
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cosmopolitan, and humane China expressed in his philosophy of ren. His contemporaries,
including Liang Qichao, heaped praise upon him and mourned his death. His willingness to face
execution for the sake of reform raised him to the level of a martyred hero and a symbol of the
obstinacy of the Qing Dynasty, ultimately sealing its downfall in the revolution of 1911. To this
day, he is referred to as one of the six gentleman (junzi) of the Hundred Days’ Reform who gave
their lives for a better China.

On the other hand, some regard his importance as little more than symbolic. His early
death left his philosophical work limited and undeveloped. Besides his correspondences and
some early essays, the Exposition of Ren is his only lengthy philosophical work. Additionally,
the content of his philosophical system suffers from difficulties and unsettled questions. What
exactly is the relationship between ren, ether, and tong? Is ether a material substance, or a
spiritual one? Why should we accept ren, which is a Confucian moral concept, as a fundamental
feature of reality? If everything is constituted by the heart-mind, what is science describing? The
sheer scale of the task he sets out for himself perhaps makes such questions inevitable. In the text
he sets out to synthesize Confucianism, Buddhism, and Christianity into a coherent whole
structured around his innovative interpretation of the concept of ren. He argues that all these
teachings, at heart, teach ren. Moreover, he insists Western science, logic, and mathematics will
help us realize the truth of Buddhist ideas, and ultimately help us realize this ren. His work,

therefore, has been described as “broad and superficial”**’, and perhaps less charitably as “a

137 Fu Haojie 757K, “Liang Qichao Yu Tan Sitong Weixin Bianfa Bijiao Yanjiu 22 218 518 fI[E £ #H T 5 LL T
%3: (Comparative Research on Liang Qichao and Tan Sitong's Modern Institutional Reforms),” Long Dong Xueyuan
Xuebao B Z=Fpr 23R 30, no. 3 (May 2019) 60.
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confused dream.”**® Even those that argue for the importance of more research into his thought
concede his status as an “immature and unclear thinker.”*3®

In order to address this conflicted legacy, scholars turn to the question of influences.
Texts like Richard H. Shek’s “Some Western Influences on T’an Ssu-t’ung’s Thought**? or
Talbott and Wrights discussions of Tan’s use of the scientific concept of ether'*! debate Tan’s
understanding and appropriation of Western science. They are primarily concerned with showing
how Tan’s understanding of the science of his day was perhaps more sophisticated than it may
appear. As Benjamin Elman writes in his monumental work on the history of science in China,
“at first sight, [Tan’s] pronouncements appear as airy, metaphysical claims out of touch with the
tenor of modern science,”'#? yet closer examination, he argues, reveals that his interpretation of
ether sits comfortably with many contemporary Western theories. Many people during the 19™"
century saw ether as a ubiquitous substance that constituted all things, and other popular
thinkers, like Wood, often associated ether with elements of spiritual belief.

Likewise in mainland China, Tan’s thought was the subject of some prolonged debates
during the 20" century involving prominent scholars such as Li Zehou about whether Tan is a
materialist or an idealist.2*® This issue was of special significance to intellectuals in a newly

communist country in the throes of a cultural revolution. Their questioning hinged on whether

this revered martyr ought to be embraced as a precursor to the communist overthrow of feudal

138 Wing-tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1973), 737.
139 Hung-Yok Ip, “The Power of Interconnectivity: Tan Sitong's Invention of Historical Agency in Late Qing
China,” Journal of Global Buddhism 10 (2009), 357.

140 Richard H. Shek, “Some Western Influences on T'an Ssu-T'ung's Thought,” in Reform in Nineteenth Century
China, ed. Paul A. Cohen and John E. Shrecker (Cambridge: East Asian Research Center, Harvard, 1976).

141 See David Talbott, “T'an Ssu-T'ung and the Ether,” in Studies on Asia, ed. Robert K. Sakai (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska, 1960), and David Wright, “Tan Sitong and the Ether Reconsidered,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental
and African Studies 57, no. 3 (1994).

142 Elman, On Their Own Terms, 400.

143 See Chan Sin-wai’s discussion of this debate in Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence , 27-29.
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ideologies or rejected as an apologist. Ultimately, both trends in the secondary literature are
engaged in a similar strategy. They attempt to make sense of and evaluate Tan’s thought by
positioning him in relation to an intellectual tradition and frame him in terms of
continuity/discontinutity — is he traditional or modern? Western or Chinese? Scientific or
spiritual?

The careful study of textual influences done by these scholars certainly aids in our
understanding of how certain concepts came to be understood by Tan. Yet the study of
influences is not without its limitations. It is sometimes difficult to prove that something or
someone influenced another thinker. Correspondences or written records can be helpful but not
always as straightforward or self-evident as they are sometimes treated. Nor is it easy to pin
down precisely what we mean by an influence. The presence of a similarity between a thinker
and something he or she read does not by itself help us distinguish true influence from mere
agreement. When working in the context of comparative modernity, where studying and
detailing lines of influence can take centrality, it is easy to speak of influences as simple
unidirectional movements that render the thinker as a passive receptacle of ideas. In other words,
the issue of agency, evoked by Levenson’s characterization of late 19" century Chinese
intellectuals, threatens to emerge again in the tendency in the secondary literature to explain
Tan’s thought purely in terms of his philosophical influences.

The most extensive exposition of Tan’s treatise in English is in Chang Hao’s Chinese
Intellectuals in Crisis. Chang dedicates a chapter to Tan where he discusses Tan’s influences
primarily in the form of an intellectual biography. He describes in detail Tan’s intellectual
development and the sources of his political, metaphysical, and ethical thinking. These

descriptions are inevitably drawn into the question of whether his ideas are continuous or
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discontinuous with Chinese thought and what relation they have to the presence of Western
cultural influences.*** Other times, Chang ties Tan’s thought to psychological motivations such
as the trauma caused by the death of several members of his family within days of each other
during an epidemic in 1876 (age 11), which nearly claimed his life as well. In Chang’s view, the
tragedy of losing his siblings, his beloved mother, and his own narrow escape from death
motivated his subsequent search for life’s meaning.'*® All this no doubt helps explain why Tan’s
text is so profoundly moving, and why the values of his philosophy were so clearly reflected in
both his life and his death. However, what is sometimes missed in Chang’s account is a serious
evaluation of Tan’s work as a solution to a proposed philosophical problem. The philosophical
crisis that Tan finds himself in and the philosophical system he develops to overcome it get lost
in a laundry list of “native” and “foreign” influences. As long as his philosophy remains
understood as a more or less inchoate collection of disparate influences, it will be impossible to
fully comprehend its importance and why he sacrificed his life for it.

Another strategy in the secondary literature attempts to emphasize the aspects of cultural
resistance in his work. In one essay, Viren Murthy compares Tan Sitong with another major

thinker from the same period, Zhang Taiyan =K % (1869-1936). Drawing on the Frankfurt

School of Western Marxism, Murthy interprets modernity largely in terms of a process of
reification. As Murthy explains, “reification implies the emergence of a ‘world of complete
things and relations between things,” which stand against the subject. This idea of a world of

things implies not only a new type of discretely divisible spatiality, but also a new view of time

144 Chang Hao, Chinese Intellectuals in Crisis: Search for Order and Meaning (1890-1911) (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987), 89-93.
145 Hao Chang Hao, Chinese Intellectuals in Crisis, 89.
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as a series of points.”**® Modernity entails a new understanding of the self as subject, which
stands within a world understood as a set of discrete objects in linear, quantitative time. Murthy
reads both Tan and Zhang as reacting in individual ways to this reified notion of reality that is
encroaching on traditional ways of thought through the persistent thrust of market forces. He
concludes that Tan’s philosophy is an “attempt to revive classical Chinese schemes in a modern
world.”**" In the end, Tan’s central philosophical strategy is to resist the colonizing forces of
capitalist modernity and its reifying worldview using traditional categories of thought.

The strength of Murthy’s approach is that, in contrast to many other interpreters, it
presents us with a philosophical problem that Tan’s project seeks to resolve. As will be discussed
in further detail below, we see that the changes in the conceptualization of space and time indeed
sparked a crisis in China to which thinkers felt the need to respond, as Murthy suggests.
However, Murthy’s characterization sometimes strains against the spirit of Tan’s work. Tan
hardly seems concerned yet with the kind of reification that worried European intellectuals of the
late 19" and 20™ centuries. To the contrary, he adopts a very sympathetic attitude toward
scientific, technological, and economic developments, and even toward Western imperialism. He
clearly believes that industry, trade, technology, and science will enhance our ability to cultivate
ren. The image of the Chinese modernizer resisting the encroachment of a modernity (labeled
“Western” and viewed as inevitable) by means of reviving “traditional” modes of thought is a
familiar trope that, as | will show, finds little resonance in Tan’s work. In this way, Murthy’s
strategy itself runs the risk of reifying Tan Sitong into a “resister” who combats Western

capitalist modernity by clinging to the categories of a pre-modern world before its

146 Viren Murthy, “Ontological Optimism, Cosmological Confusion, and Unstable Evolution: Tan Sitong's Renxue
and Zhang Taiyan's Response,” in The Challenge of Linear Time: Nationhood and the Politics of History in East
Asia, ed. Viren Murthy and Axel Schneider (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 51.

147 Murthy, “Ontological Optimism, Cosmological Confusion, and Unstable Evolution”, 60.
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rationalization. We then are left to wonder what, if anything, can Tan’s thought offer us who live
in a thoroughly modernized society? Romanticism? Atavism? Nostalgia?

While studies of influence and intellectual biographies are perfectly legitimate forms of
research, they are not enough to rescue thinkers like Tan Sitong from their position of mere
historical importance for China. To show that Tan Sitong’s thought has broader significance for
philosophers in the West, we must provide an interpretation of his work that shows him to be
contributing insights into the nature of modernity that Western thinkers have overlooked. In what
follows I will give my own interpretation of the text by placing it within the context of the crisis
Tan and his contemporaries faced at the time with relation to the cultivation of ren — the
breakdown of the tianxiaguan. This interpretation will show that he does not haphazardly pile
together Chinese and Western influences. He instead tries to synthesize different cultural
traditions to establish a more global and cosmopolitan program for cultivating ren.

Ultimately, in Tan’s work we find that controversies about the transcendental foundations
of objective knowledge, while crucial to many modern thinkers in Europe, withdraw into the
background. Knowledge, whether scientific or philosophical, is always presented as a means for
cultivating ren, and much of his epistemological views rest comfortably within the received
Buddhist tradition. Instead, the question for Tan is “what does it mean to be human in a
globalized world that contains a variety of cultural systems for cultivating ren?” He
accomplishes this by way of a sophisticated philosophical critique of cultural systems in which
tong is asserted as the fundamental meaning of ren and as the condition for the possibility of all
cultural systems. Although this interpretation departs from much of the secondary literature, this
exercise in philosophizing in translation helps us make sense of the primary text in a way that

avoids attributing to Tan mystical positions or vague contradictions. It also gives us an
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interpretation of the text that shows it to have relevance to conversations that are important to
Western philosophy and that add to our understanding of modern thought.
2. The Philosophical Problem: The Breakdown of the Tianxiaguan
Many historians of Chinese intellectual history emphasize the transition of Chinese self-
conceptualization from a cultural empire to a modern nation-state as a turning point in Chinese
thought.'*® In fact, Zhang Rulun, in his monumental work Research in Modern Chinese Thought

(Xiandai Zhongguo Sixiang Yanjiu I A & 2B 48833 ), claims that modern thought in China

emerged, rather mundanely, out of modern geography.1#® To understand this point, it is important

to remember that before the 20" century the modern term for “China,” zhongguo F &, (literally

“the Middle Kingdom(s)”’) did not consistently refer to a clearly defined sovereign land with
distinct borders encircling a group of people with a shared national/ethnic identity.*> Such an
understanding of sovereign nation-states emerged as part of political modernity. Zhang Rulun
characterizes ancient “China” instead as “more of a cultural concept,”**! rather than a distinct
political entity. It signified a cultural space that centered around a received textual and cultural
tradition. As noted in the previous chapter, this cultural space formed the epicenter from which
all civilization flowed outward to the various barbarian tribes (including the Europeans). Despite

the continual cycling through of different dynastic empires and even conquest by different ethnic

148 See for instance, Zarrow, After Empire.

149 Zhang Rulun 3§34 42, Xian Dai Zhong Guo Si Xiang Yan Jiu I{ 4t 5 E B8/ 5%: (Research in Modern Chinese
Thought), 1st ed. (Shanghai: Shang hai ren min chu ban she 38 A R 4 fr#t, 2014), 187

150 For an interesting article on the invention of “China” as a political and historical entity, as well as its fractious
relationship to contemporary nationalist historiography in China, see Arif Dirlik, “Born in Translation: ‘China’ in
the making of ‘Zhongguo’”, Boundary 2 July 29, 2015. Here, Dirlik claims that “China” and “the West” owe their
self-identification to one another, despite contemporary Chinese nationalist historiography’s attempt to portray
China as a self-contained and ahistorical entity.

151 Zhang Rulun 3k 3418, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu I{ & E 248 HF 53 Ibid.

72



groups, the perceived continuity of this cultural space and its position at the center of a wild and
uncivilized world formed the foundation of a loosely defined “Chinese” identity.

Zhang Rulun rightly observes that this concept of China, therefore, constituted not just an
identity, but a “kind of Sino-centrism... a way of seeing the world.”*>? It coincided with and
reinforced the Confucian worldview that placed China at the center of an ongoing project of self-

cultivation unfolding within a space designated as tianxia X v, or “under heaven.” This

tianxiaguan was often characterized in the following way: “Above is heaven [tian], below is
earth, between heaven and earth resides China. At the periphery of heaven and earth reside the
four barbarian tribes. The four barbarian tribes are the outer, China is the inner.”*>® This
perspective, Zhang Rulun argues, constituted “the Chinese people’s understanding of the
metaphysical space of their empire.”*** The path of self-cultivation set out in the Great Learning
had over time become more than a prescription for effective statecraft and ethical guidance for
aspiring gentlemen. The Chinese cultural empire was the authoritative model of humanity for the
rest of the known world.

Thus, Zhang Rulun believes that the introduction of modern geography, with its division
of the world into mathematical distances and political territories, challenged this Sino-centric
worldview. He argues that intellectuals like Tan Sitong, Kang Youweli, and Liang Qichao saw in
modern geography a fundamentally different kind of world, one in which China was one nation
among many others.> This upending of the traditional metaphysical space was felt by these

thinkers as an existential problem. It initiated a search for both individual and national identity.

152 7hang Rulun 234 4%, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu Zi4H E B85 53, Ibid.
153 Quoted in Zhang Rulun 3§3% £, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu ZitH E B85, 181.
154 Zhang Rulun 234 /£, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu Zi4¢H E B85 53, Ibid.

155 Zhang Rulun 3k 3418, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu Ig & E 248 HF52, Ibid.
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In other words, the shift from this tianxiaguan to the shijieguan t52#] (“global” or “shijie”

view) was a radical disruption with cultural and intellectual repercussions analogous to the
introduction of Copernicus’ heliocentric theory in Europe.*®

However, merely pointing out the “influence” of Western geographical texts on Chinese
thinkers does not entirely explain why they began to rethink the world and their position in it in a
different way. After all, the extensive maps produced by the famous explorations of the Ming

Dynasty navigator Zheng He Bf#0 (1371-1433) did not have the same effect on the intellectuals

of his time.>” Sophisticated world maps had been available to Chinese literati since their
introduction by Matteo Ricci in the 16™ century, and mathematical grid-based cartographical
methods had been present for even longer.'*® It is not enough to simply say that modern
geography from the West gave China a more “accurate” picture of the world, which overturned
the “obviously false” discursive environment of the tianxiaguan. The crucial question is why did
these maps suddenly become troubling to intellectuals like Tan Sitong? In other words, why did
these geographical texts suddenly become influential?

Many events and gradual changes contributed to the eventual breakdown of the
tianxiaguan. Global economic factors certainly were changing the way countries interacted with
China. The Opium Wars (1839-1842 & 1856-1860) and the concession of land to foreign powers
further challenged the viability of the Sino-centric worldview. Yet the event that sparked the
greatest reaction among these thinkers is also the one that is most often cited as the catalyst for
the Hundred Day’s Reform. China’s defeat at the hands of Japan in the Sino-Japanese war (1894-

1895) resulted in the loss of its influence over its traditional vassal state of Korea. It also

156 Zhang Rulun 3k 341, Xian dai zhong guo si xiang yan jiu Fifh E B8 #f53, 185.
157 Benjamin A. Elman, On Their Own Terms: Science in China, 1550 — 1900, (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2005), 26.
158 Elman, On Their Own Terms, 122.
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awakened many Chinese to the reality that civilizations once regarded as peripheral (e.g., Japan
and Europe) were now occupying the international centerstage. It was at this juncture that some
intellectuals found China displaced from its traditional authoritative position within the
tianxiaguan. The weakness and ineptitude of the Qing Dynasty in the face of what were once
considered to be its cultural and moral inferiors suggested that other cultural systems with
different dao were navigating the world with greater efficacy, power, and authority. The world in
which the received dao had its sense was starting to break down and a new vision of the world
had to be constructed. In Tan’s view, the traditional Confucian rituals were being carried out in a
mechanistic way oblivious to the fact that the temple around them was burning. Tan and the
other Reformers were sounding an alarm.

For Tan, the crisis was an existential one because Chinese culture had lost sight of ren.
The problems of social divisions, selfishness, corruption, isolationism, and dogmatism were a
kind of sickness causing paralysis in society. The creative implementation of ritual conduct and
cultural heritage that had been the backbone of self-cultivation had given way to empty mimicry
and dogmatic traditionalism. Those in power were no longer able to creatively participate in the
changing world around them. In the Exposition of Ren, he repeatedly attacks the recalcitrance of
Confucian literati and the Qing government to reform. He derides the false moral superiority of
those in power who use doctrines of Confucian morality to oppress others. For Tan, the dogmatic
ritual practices and rigid identities that grounded social and political life in Qing Dynasty China
had become stagnant, oppressive, and artificial rather than edifying and facilitating of creativity.
In short, society had lost sight of the very ren that these rituals were intended to nurture. For the
Confucian cultural tradition to survive, its ritual forms needed to change and adapt. He reminds

his readers that even Confucius in the Analects and elsewhere recognized that the ritual order of
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society had changed over time and was not immutable. Therefore, in the Exposition Tan asserts
that, “when rituals do not work, they have to be changed for the people.”*>

Lastly, Tan sees the problems of dogmatic conservativism, selfishness, and isolationism
as tied together by a common thread, which he characterizes as a lack of tong. He believes these
problems can be addressed through greater interconnection and openness, specifically through an
openness and understanding of other cultures and an overcoming of conceptual divisions
between self and other. Thus, Tan contends that the loss of tong signals a loss of ren. The
solution to China’s problem requires the integration of China into this new global community by
bringing different world cultures into communication with one another.

The following sections will explore how Tan uses his understanding of ren to synthesize
different cultural systems, as well as how this informs his critique of Chinese society. Stated
briefly, we can read Tan as conducting a kind of philosophical critique, one where he is
describing not the conditions for the possibility of scientific knowledge (which is not his primary
concern), but of the possibility of a cultural system for cultivating ren. Tong, he concludes, is
what all cultural systems have in common. It is what makes any cultural system possible, and
tong is ultimately what any cultural system is trying to facilitate. If a cultural system frustrates
tong and creates blockage, it becomes inhuman, paralyzed, and sick. By interpreting ren as tong
he demonstrates that our humanity doesn’t just give rise to the Chinese cultural system (implying

that all other systems are barbaric). Rather, exchange between cultural systems is necessary to

help us understand and cultivate our humanity.

159 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 91.
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3. Ren, Tong, and Ether

The problem of the breakdown of the tianxiaguan explains why Tan’s primary
philosophical concerns in the Exposition of Ren are not epistemological. He does not employ the
principle of reason to identify the foundations of objective knowledge. Nor does he offer up the
Western scientific approach to knowledge as something that stands in opposition to a “religious,”
“traditional,” or “spiritual” approach. Instead, the major focus of his text is on various aspects of
cultural systems like rituals, social identities, societal structures, economic systems, and
language. The confrontation with another authoritative cultural system with its own social
organization and ways of ordering things (gewu), pushed Tan to reexamine the very concept of
ren. With the emergence of the shijieguan came the relativizing not of truth in the sciences and
religion, as in the case of the early modern West, but of the authority of the Chinese cultural
system and its sages. The skeptical challenge Tan faces is not “in a world of myriad perspectives
and religions, how can | arrive at true knowledge?” but “In a world of myriad cultures, how do
we cultivate ren?” Tan’s strategy for dealing with the problem is not to reject traditional culture
in favor of a Western one that he considers more “scientific.” Instead, he seeks for a way to make
different cultural systems commensurable with one another so that they can reveal the meaning
of ren.

First, Tan reminds his readers that, according to Confucius, ritual activity finds the basis
of its justification in ren.'®® He writes, “rituals are dependent upon ren for their expression; when
there is ren, there naturally are rituals.”*! Rituals are important only insofar as they help

beautify the shen body and cultivate ren. If the rituals are performed in a way that is merely

160 Confucius, Analects 3.3: A=, #nf&fa? ARz, Zn%fa? (If a person is not ren, what does he have
to do with ritual? If a person is not ren, what does he have to do with music?)
161 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 252.
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mechanical or perfunctory, then the ritual performances are empty. Mere imitation cannot help
us achieve ren. All this echoes the insights of the Confucian classics. The novelty of Tan’s
approach, I argue, is that he proposes that any cultural system, not just the one laid out by
Confucius and the sage kings, is potentially an expression of our ren and aims to help us model
ren behavior.

Itis in light of this proposal that we ought to interpret his recommended bibliography for
understanding ren in the preface of his book. What would have immediately struck any of Tan’s
conservative contemporaries as senseless is that the bibliography includes a wide variety of texts
beyond the Confucian classics. He includes Buddhist sutras, Daoist and Mohist texts, books of
Western science and mathematics, and even the New Testament. This list of works openly
challenges the familiar boundaries of the textual tradition and its ordering of knowledge from the
outset of his exposition. From a certain perspective, these texts not only preach different
doctrines, they are even engaged in wildly divergent fields. Some seemingly contradict one
another while others appear to talk past one another entirely. Tan presents this surprising
bibliography in order to pose the question that motivates his exposition. In a world of multiple
different cultural systems, multiple dao for self-cultivation, what does ren mean? Taking
seriously the validity of other cultural perspectives requires us to revisit the very nature of our
humanity.

However, Tan believes that not all cultural systems are equally capable of cultivating ren.
If they were, ren would simply be whatever a cultural system cultivates. This would render ren
an empty concept and not at all helpful for facilitating meaningful dialogue. Instead, Tan
believes the survival and influence of a cultural system corresponds to the degree to which it

fosters ren conduct. This aspect of Tan’s thought is often overlooked in the secondary literature,
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but it is crucial to understanding his strategy. He makes it clear from the outset in the preface

where he writes,
A handful of discriminating men often grieve about the loss of [Confucius’]
teaching. | venture to disagree. Why? Because a teaching cannot die. When a
teaching dies, this must be because its roots are not strong enough to survive. Why
then should we grieve its death? The highest teaching is one which at most loses its
name, but its core meaning can never perish. Names are not what sages contend
about. The word “sage” is a name, as are the sage’s family and personal names.
Names have nothing to do with persistence or extinction... There is nothing wrong
with saying that the dao can be found in excrement, and that the Buddhist Law is
but toilet paper. Why? Because they are but names, their core meaning can never
perish. Only when [a teaching] has a core meaning but is unable to restrict itself to
it does it cause people to be confused by “name” and “core meaning.”*%

This crucial passage signals the approach that Tan employs throughout his exposition. All

teachings, all cultural systems, have a core meaning (shigu & [&) which is expressed through
words, or “names” (ming $&). The exact vocabularies, doctrines, and ritual customs vary from

teaching to teaching, but the success of a teaching is determined by how well it is able to
transmit this core meaning. People become confused between names and the core meaning of a
teaching when people become overly focused on the terms, rituals, or doctrines of a teaching,
and thus lose sight of the ultimate message behind them.

For Tan, the core meaning that all teachings transmit is ren. Any cultural system that
proves enduring and influential does so because it resonates with our ren dispositions and thus is
an effective dao for cultivating ren. If it appears to die out, it is only in its superficial forms. That
is, cultural systems can evolve and change form over time, but the core meaning of ren does not
die. Therefore, names are not what sages cared about. In Tan’s view, there were three main sages

who “were able to be the source of ren,”® that is, who truly embodied the quality of ren in their

162 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 236.
163 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 55.
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activities and were able to formulate a dao that proved enduring and influential. The three
individuals were Siddhartha Gautama (the first Buddha, 5™-4™ century BCE), Confucius, and
Jesus. He regards them as the founding sages of the three major world cultural systems of India,
China, and the West, represented by Buddhism, Confucianism, and Christianity.'%* Yet at their
core, they all aim at providing a dao for cultivating ren.

Tan asserts that the fundamental meaning of ren is tong 18. The concept of tong was first

introduced as the immanent principle of continuity within ubiquitous change in The Book of
Changes. Yet the full meaning of the character suggests a kind of an unobstructed flow,
communication, intelligibility, and a lack of barriers. Tan is suggesting that this is essentially
what we mean by ren. ® If a person is disconnected, isolated, or unable to communicate (a
contemporary biomedical example would be someone who is brain dead) their humanity strikes

us as diminished. Tan thus concludes that, “the difference between ren and not ren [buren ~{Z],

therefore, lies in whether there is continuity [tong] or blockage.”*% Each sage developed
teachings to foster and nurture this tong/ren disposition in human beings. The doctrinal and
ritualistic differences of these teachings are accounted for by the fact that each were designed to
be suited to their specific historical, cultural, and environmental needs.'®” Even the word “ren,”

Tan concedes, is just a name. It is merely the term used within Confucianism to refer to this

164 Tan does not give a justification for his selection. Nor does he explain the exclusion of other major figures such
as Mohammad, of whom he almost certainly was aware. It appears he takes it as self-evident that these three cultural
discourses are the ones that contend for world dominance or have proven themselves the most effective in
promulgating their influence and constructing major world civilizations. This narrow view of world culture limits
the usefulness of his work as a treatise on world culture. However, his fundamental strategy, and how it helped to
establish a discourse that might be described as “modern” are what is of interest here.

165 Recall also that ren was associated sometimes with gantong or a feeling of tong. See Chapter one section two.

166 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 241.

167 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 144.
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disposition of tong. None of the three cultural systems, therefore, were able to articulate a perfect
cultural system for cultivating ren once and for all.

Thus, Tan asserts that the condition for the possibility of any cultural system is the
presence of this tong. Tong is also the feature that all cultural systems worthy of the name seek to
facilitate. However, tong is not just a feature of our humanity; it is a fundamental feature of
existence. After all, one is not just connected with other humans, but in fact one shares a
connection on some level with all things. Eating, breathing, and perceiving are just some of the
ways in which we can see that we are existentially tied up with the world around us. Tan’s claim
that ren is a fundamental feature of existence is not entirely his own innovation. Throughout the
middle ages, particularly among the Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644) Confucians, the
notion that the quality of ren entailed a realization of one’s continuity or interconnection with the
rest of the universe became a common understanding. Recall that the goal of philosophical
reflection in the Book of Changes was to establish a “feeling of continuity,” or gantong, with the
world. This feeling constitutes a kind of learned wisdom and allows one to interact with one’s
physical, social, and natural environments in a way that is alluring, charismatic, effortless, and
efficacious. It is the goal of all dao, and the standard by which various dao can be deemed
effective or not. Therefore, it is not all that difficult to see why Tan would asserts that ren, at its
core means tong. He is bringing this evaluative standard to the surface as the method for

comparing various dao and the cultural systems they produce.

The second way we can understand Tan’s move here, besides its connection to the Book
of Changes and Song and Ming Neo-Confucianism, is by understanding ren as analogous to
Wittgenstein’s notion of a form of life. Recall that Mencius’ claim was that all humans share a

form of life, a certain set of behavioral dispositions to empathy and socialization. He calls this
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our heart of ren, or the heart that cannot bear the suffering of others. Rather than saying that
everything is “benevolence,” we can understand Tan’s claim that everything is ren as the claim
that everything shares a form of life at a basic level. For instance, | do not just form communities
with other human beings. We often share a form of life with other non-human animals. For
instance, in modern Western societies, it is not uncommon to have a dog that is considered a
valued member of the family. I can communicate with a dog, understand its emotions, play
games with it, etc. Moreover, dogs understand my behaviors and emotions, and they can learn
rules. Tan appears to expand this observation to say that that, in the broadest sense, | share a
form of life with anything that can be experienced. If | have knowledge of something, it means
that it is connected in some way with me. | could not have knowledge of an object that did not
interact with other things in the universe on any level.'®® For this reason, tong reveals itself as the
condition for the possibility of a form of life and as the condition for knowledge. Without a level
of tong between myself and something else, | could not have knowledge of it, much less form a
relationship with it. Thus, tong, which is the condition for the possibility of a cultural system, is
also ultimately the condition for the possibility of anything’s existence at all. While things may
sometimes appear to be independent, they in fact are fundamentally connected with everything
else. If a truly independent entity did exist, we could not possibly have knowledge of it since it

would not interact with us on any level.

Tan invokes the Western scientific concept of ether to explain this phenomenon. He
writes that everything in existence is “permeated with something extremely vast and minute, the

cohesive, penetrative, and connective power of which embraces all things... For want of a better

188 For instance, think of a substance like dark matter. This substance is mysterious to science precisely because it
doesn’t interact with other matter on any level other than through the force of gravity. Thus, one might say that this
substance (if it exists) is one of the most remote from my form of life, and therefore, difficult to understand.
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term, let it be called “ether” [yitai [} A].”*%° The term ether, which had been part of Western

scientific discourse since Aristotle, eventually became obsolete after Einstein. However, during
the 19™ century, it was a standard concept in the leading scientific theories of European
science.!’® This theoretical substance was posited as a ubiquitous medium through which light
was transmitted. It was also regarded by some scientists of the day as being responsible for
communicating attractive and cohesive forces such as electromagnetism and gravity.!”* For Tan,
ether is simply a name that describes a fundamental, undifferentiated material body responsible
for the cohesion and existence of objects. It is in this sense the material condition for ren.

He describes this fundamental level of interconnection through the ether as “the origin

[yuan 5], the function of which reaches the extreme in nothingness [wu 7c].”1"2 He describes it

in terms of nothingness since it exists prior to all forms and distinctions. It is the primal ocean of
becoming out of which all individuated things emerge. Therefore, tong is the originating feature
of existence that is manifested in all things, including our cultural systems. Since tong is the
fundamental meaning of ren, ren is the origin of everything. Thus, he says, “in heaven and earth
there is only ren.”1"

It is at this point that many interpreters, like Chang Hao, begin to mistakenly regard Tan
as engaging in a kind of mysticism.1’* They interpret this ultimate origin as a mystical, noumenal
realm that stands beyond the phenomenal world, defying any kind of articulation.!”® However,

Tan explicitly rejects the idea that the ultimate origin is a metaphysical realm beyond, behind, or

169 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 67.

170 This is the central thesis of Wright’s article. See, Wright, “Tan Sitong and the Ether Reconsidered”.

11 Wright, “Tan Sitong and the Ether Reconsidered”, 560.

172 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 236.

173 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 242.

174 Chang Hao, Chinese Intellectuals in Crisis, 88.

175 To be fair, some aspects of Tan’s work welcome this interpretation of mysticism. He, for instance, talks about
one becoming capable of superhuman abilities once one can comprehend this nothingness.
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beneath the phenomenal one. While, strictly speaking, ren by its very nature defies exhaustive
articulation, it is not a mystical concept beyond human comprehension. Clearly Tan believes
there is something we can and should say about ren. His claim about the nothingness of ren is
distinct from dichotomies such as noumena and phenomena or reality and appearance. Following
the theories of Yogacara and Huayan Buddhism,'’® Tan sees such pairs as not mutually exclusive
but mutually conditioning. Ether brings individuated objects into existence, but individuated
objects are the way that ether manifests itself. It cannot exist apart from the objects of our
experience. Similarly, ren is what makes a cultural system possible, but our cultural systems are
also necessary for articulating ren. The origin does not ontologically precede that which it
originates. That is why it is “nothingness” rather than an ontological being. Nothingness and

“existence” (you 7) are coemergent and mutually dependent.*”

Thus, while ren can be articulated by many different cultural systems it is not reducible to
any specific one. Tan is echoing the Daoist claim that any dao is incomplete in Godel’s sense.
That is, no cultural system can ever prove itself to be a constant guide for cultivating ren.1’
There may be situations in which the available dao no longer works, no longer helps us achieve
effortless skill in our activities, or a point at which a dao provides contradictory advice for how
to go on. Any dao must be interpreted, and we can’t simply appeal to further dao to help tell us if
we have followed it correctly. Therefore, while ren presents a kind of continuity within change,
it is not a permanent structure that transcends change. Tan writes, “this is why The Book of

Changes begins with a discussion of the “ultimate origin” [yuan], then of “penetration” [heng

176 For a helpful discussion of how Chinese Buddhist philosophy deals with the topic of ultimate reality and the
conventional world see, Graham Priest, The Fifth Corner of Four: An Essay on Buddhist Metaphysics and the
Catuskori (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) , 111.

17 This is one of the basic precepts of the classic philosophical text the Daodejing, which Tan frequently cites.
178 Daodejing Ch. 1, iE o] i E &8
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=]. The ultimate origin is ren and penetration is tong.”*’® He associates ren with tong because

he regards ren as the continuity that emerges within constant transformation in the movement of
ether.

Moreover, his adoption of the Western scientific vocabulary to describe this ultimate
origin is not a strategy to draw upon the authority of Western science to lend legitimacy to a
mystical Chinese cosmology. | argue, he is making a substantive claim that the Western
scientific worldview as a part of a cultural dao is commensurable with Chinese thought. He
writes,

When [the ether] reveals itself in function, Confucius calls it “ren,” the “origin”
(yuan), and “nature” (xing %); Mozi calls it “love without discrimination” (jianai

FE); the Buddha calls it “the sea of thusness” (xinghai 47&), and “compassion”
(cibei Z&3K); Jesus calls it “soul,” “love your neighbor as yourself,” and “love your

enemies like friends”; and natural scientists call it “centripetal force” and
“gravitational force” — all refer to this thing.1%

Modern science observes the principle of ren in natural phenomena such as electricity, the
cohesion of heavenly bodies, and brain function.!8! It can also be observed in the paralysis that
results from the severing of communication between the nerves in the body.'® He brings these
things up to demonstrate that science provides a legitimate way of discoursing about ren/tong.
The texts of Western philosophy and science as well as those of Buddhism can help illuminate
this ultimate continuity that the sages were attempting to nurture.

To conclude, remembering that Tan’s concerns are organized around a problem of
cultural skepticism, not epistemological skepticism, allows us to get a clearer picture of how his

ideas hang together. He is asking what makes a cultural system influential, authoritative, and

179 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 241.

180 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 67.

181 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 73.

182 Traditional Chinese medicine describes paralysis as “buren ~{=”.
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enduring. The Confucian position was that our inborn dispositions will naturally make certain
ways of behaving more intuitively appealing than others. A culture that produced ren individuals
would necessarily become more powerful and influential (have greater de). Traditionally, when
China faced crisis, it was perceived to be caused by a departure or failure to correctly interpret
the dao of the sages. Now Tan is calling the established cultural tradition itself into question and
returning to the concept of ren for guidance. Ren cannot have been exhaustively articulated by
any one of these three successful teachings but perhaps bringing them into dialogue may help us
understand ren better. This is not a turn to mysticism as much as a logical insight into the nature
of the skeptical problem he is facing, given the role ren played in Confucian thought.

In this way, Tan is able to use his new interpretation of ren to recast self-cultivation
within a more cosmopolitan worldview. He writes,

It is only through continuity [tong] that the attainment of ren is possible. Hence in

benefitting the self and benefitting others, we are forever sticking to what is right.

When those mean and foolish people get a piece of fine cloth or a good meal, their

faces beam with delight, because they have personally acquired those things. At

that moment, their immediate reaction is to think of the self and its power; they stop

there and have no continuity with others so that troubles about selfish interests

arise... it is slightly better when people are able to attain continuity within a family,

though not within a village. Perhaps in time they can attain continuity within a

village or district, but cannot do so throughout an entire country. If gradually they

attain continuity within the entire country, but balk when the idea of achieving

continuity with the entire world is mentioned — this can hardly be ren.'8
Tan concludes that the cultural crisis facing China cannot be solved by clinging to the status quo
or through economic and cultural isolationism. Instead, he returns to the origin (yuan) of ren and
reinterprets the project of self-cultivation as a process of achieving greater interconnection and

continuity between self and Other. Whether it be an individual or a nation, those who continually

divide the world between the interests of the self and the interests of others cannot achieve ren.

183 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 241.
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Like a severed limb, they will achieve only paralysis, numbness, and decay. Understanding that
one’s ultimate self-interests are intertwined with the interests of others is the true meaning of ren
and what makes a culture fit to preside over others. Understood this way, his claim that at their
core the teachings of Confucius, Buddha, and Jesus all taught ren appears more plausible.

4. Ren and the Cultural System

Only once we have interpreted the relationship of ren, tong, and ether in this way can we
begin to make sense of the way he critiques the Chinese cultural system. To summarize, Tan is
searching for what quality all cultural systems seek to cultivate. The Confucian system called
this quality ren and posited it as an inborn human disposition that gave rise to the Confucian
cultural system. The authority of the Confucian cultural system was demonstrated by its
authoritative status in the world of the tianxiaguan. The collapse of the tianxiaguan revealed to
Tan that multiple different cultural systems can cultivate ren. Therefore, he wants to find what
understanding of this ren disposition lies at the heart of any cultural system whatsoever and
makes them all possible. This will also show us the principle that makes certain cultural systems
more enduring and influential. Tan puts forward the principle of tong as the condition for the
possibility of a cultural system for self-cultivation. A cultural system is successful to the extent
that it facilitates tong, but fails insofar as it frustrates it.

Since mastery of the cultural system is traditionally the path to achieving authoritative
conduct (ren), it is necessary for Tan to clarify in what ways a cultural system can help or hinder
tong. Recall that cultural systems include ritual conventions like the system of naming
(language), the division of social roles (including familial and political ones), and the expected
performances and obligations attached to those roles. Tan does not dispute the fundamental

necessity of these for achieving ren. Ritualistic distinctions are helpful tools for teaching ren and

87



cultivating it in individuals. Each of the founding sages developed a kind of ritual discourse for
cultivating ren fitted to their cultural-historical environment. Therefore, rituals remain for Tan a
necessary part of any cultural system for cultivating ren.

Yet, at the same time, Tan believes that rituals can also become the greatest hindrance to
ren. Language can give the impression that things are fixed and independent. The ritualistic
division of people into different roles within society and their relegation to different spaces
obscures the fundamental continuity between all things. He claims that, “to differentiate others
from the self and thus treat others differently from the self is like tearing the body asunder by
chariots.”*8 Eventually, people may become more focused on the pedantic miming of ritual
conventions than on the cultivation of ren. At this point, the very rituals that are meant to
cultivate ren become a barrier to achieving it. If left unchecked, this petty preoccupation with
ritual propriety can result in the death of a society, like a body being torn apart.

Of all the aspects of a cultural system, the system of naming receives the most sustained
criticism from Tan. He believes language is the most ubiquitous and pernicious of all ritual
conventions in a cultural system. It risks obscuring ren in several ways. The first is by creating
relative categories of mutual opposites (e.g. self/other, near/far, good/evil).'® These oppositions
give the illusion of discrete independent objects when in fact they are complementary and
mutually entailing. Tan spends much of Part One of the Exposition deconstructing these relative
categories by showing how each category is logically dependent upon its opposite.* Ultimately,
he claims, there is only ren. The second is that we can become overly attached to names and

forget ren. Tan sees all linguistic distinctions as conventional distinctions since ultimately all

184 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 77.
185 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 83.
186 See especially sections 9 through 13, Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 80-94.
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things are united through the constant transformations of ether.'8” These distinctions can be
organized in different ways according to the needs of the community. They are born out of
habitual action, but over time can come to be regarded as immutable and necessary.

At one point, he illustrates his view on the nature of language by quoting a famous

passage from the classical philosopher Zhuangzi (3£ 4" century BCE), which states, “a path is

made by walking, things are so through appellation.”*®® Tan uses this passage to remind his
readers that the rules of ritual propriety actually originated from forms of everyday practices;
they did not precede them. Just as a path may look like it is guiding the way we walk, what
caused that path to come into being in the first place is the repeated act of walking. Over time the
path appears to be the one directing us as we walk along it, yet really the path and the walking
along of this route are coemergent. In other words, the rules governing the cultural system are
not based on transcendent principles that precede them as a ground. Nor can a perfect cultural
system be built recursively from knowledge of a universal human nature (he rejects the existence
of a universal human nature).'®® They are merely culturally specific programs for achieving
ren/tong. The sages, “only made use of the names already established by custom to illustrate the
application of ren, so that people can understand it more easily.”*%® Examples of such names can
include names of moral virtues such as courage, filial piety, and even ren itself. Other cultural
systems with different names can also be effective ways for cultivating ren/tong, but they will
always be provisional. When they no longer work, they ought to be changed.

Tan’s persistent concern throughout Part One is that the names of virtues and other

conventional distinctions become objects of pedantic obsession by petty moralizers and pharisaic

187 This is why he claims the sages were not concerned with names. See, Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 78.
1% Zhuangzi 2.6: 7=k, #BZMmA

189 Tan, An Exposition of Benevolence, 88-89.
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authorities. While these 