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Abstract Confucianism is a rather typical non-universalism, even though it 
does believe that its own doctrines are indeed the ultimate truth, and denies the 
validity of any higher, universalist meta-standard. Therefore, when facing the 
contemporary culture intercourse, Confucianism advocates genuine discourse: It 
rejects any cultural conflict to-the-death, refuses to engage in universalist 
competition and antagonism, and maintains a mutually-beneficial interaction 
with other cultures. However, it also adheres to a “free-to-terminate-relations” 
principle, which implies that any side is free to terminate, at any time, all 
potential and actual interactions, whenever it feels that its original cultural 
vitality is threatened. In other words, cultural interactions must only occur when 
the cultural uniqueness and independence of all participating sides is guaranteed. 
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摘要 儒家是一种典型的非普遍主义，因为它尽管坚信自己的学说是终极真理，但

否认任何普遍主义的更高标准的有效性。所以，在当今的文化交往中，儒家会主张

一种真实的对话态度，即不参与任何你死我活的文明冲突，不搞普遍主义的竞赛与

对抗。儒家坚持一种“允许中止交往”的对话原则，即对话的任何一方都可以随时

中止可能的和现实进行着的交往，如果它感到这种交往威胁到了它的原初文化生态

的话。也就是说，文化间对话必须以保障对话的任何一方的文化独特性、他者性为

前提。 

 

关键词 儒家的非普遍主义，原生态文化，“允许中止交往” 的对话原则，他者性 
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1 Introduction 

We live in an era of universalism, but it is also an era desiderating cultural 
discourse. Universalism, however, threatens such discourse. How should 
contemporary Confucianism define its cultural identity and participate in global 
cultural discourse? 

To better enable our discussion of this topic, this essay defines “universalism” 
as follows: Universalism is a mode of both thought and action, believing that the 
most valuable things, directly expressed as independent theses, are always 
universally applicable, and thus form “standards” that are generally applicable to 
all related phenomena without substantial regard for differences in time and 
space. These most valuable things are alternatively called “truth”, “justice”, “the 
ultimate good”, “knowledge”, etc.    

In comparison, non-universalism refuses to confer universal applicability on 
even the most valuable things. Instead, all such things are contextually bound and 
inter-connected with the actual processes of change. They must therefore manifest 
themselves in a timely way that corresponds with their historical background. 
They are not generally applicable under a claim of universal correctness. 

Non-universalists do believe in the existence of ultimate truths, or even that 
they themselves have obtained such truths and are willing to share them with 
others, but they cannot segregate truths from their origin in any meaningful way, 
and cannot isolate them into some kind of conceptual or ideal meta-standard. In 
truth, non-universalists have much in common with universalists. For example, 
they both reject nihilism and absolute relativism. But their differences are more 
pronounced. Non-universalists do not have a Platonic core of ideal, conceptual 
and defined values or standards. In fact, they also differ from particularism and 
individualism in these aspects. Like universalism, the latter two have an 
independent and “hard” core, though they manifest these cores as “special 
circumstances” or “the individual”. 

Whether a philosophy, religion or culture is universalist determines its most 
important characteristics. What some Western scholars label as “cultural conflict” 
or “the end of history” occurs only when universalist cultures encounter or 
prevail. When two non-universalist cultures meet, there may well be friction, but 
total warfare aimed at mutual annihilation is generally avoided. When a 
universalist culture meets a non-universalist one, the conflict may indeed be 
severe and a matter of life-or-death for the non-universalist one, but, in principle, 
it does not mean life-or-death for both sides. When, however, two universalist 
cultures meet, even though they may compromise and negotiate a temporary 
truce, in the long run, they will engage in a to-the-death struggle. 

This paper will argue two points: First, Confucianism is not universalist.  
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Second, this characteristic will have deep implications for Confucianism’s 
interaction with other cultures. 

2 The non-universalist nature of Confucianism 

In order to explain the philosophical uniqueness of Confucianism, we must return 
to its origins and see how Confucius himself views this issue. The first question 
we ask is whether The Analects espouses universalism. Without any doubt, 
Confucius made many statements in a universalist form. For example, “Human 
beings are similar in their xing 性 (natural tendency), but vary greatly by virtue 
of their habits” (The Analects, 17.2)1. “Exemplary persons (superior men) are 
anxious about the Dao, and not about poverty” (Ibid., 15.32). “(The men of 
humanity) Love human beings” (Ibid., 12.22). “The men of humanity establish 
other human beings in seeking to establish themselves and promote others in 
seeking to get there themselves” (Ibid., 6.30). These statements do not express 
limitations to a certain time and space, and therefore seem universally applicable. 
Thus, Confucius is stating that all men have similar natures, all exemplary 
persons are anxious about the Dao, and all men of humanity love others and 
follow a golden rule. A closer reading of The Analects tells us otherwise: These 
statements cannot be explained in a universalist manner, and differ from Kantian 
theses on general morality.2 

When Confucius claims that “human beings are similar in their natural 
tendency,” he does not crystallize this “similarity” as a conceptual entity, unlike 
Mencius’ later claim of “human nature is good,” Xun Zi’s claim of “human 
nature is evil,” or the Western concepts of “rationality” and “subjectivity”.  
Confucius’ “similarity” is more similar, in fact, to Wittgenstein’s theory of 
“family resemblance” in incorporating a tendency to go beyond simple 
dichotomies between general and special, or between right and wrong.  
Similarly, “the exemplary persons are anxious about the Dao” also cannot be 
generalized, since Confucius also states that “exemplary person is neither 
worried nor apprehensive” (Ibid., 12.4). This kind of context-specific statement 
is commonplace in The Analects. 

Confucianists do stress “loving others,” but equally stress that one must first 
love his own relatives. So The Book of Rites says: “The origin of love is that 
between parents and children” (Yang 1997, p. 506). Can this “love your 
relatives” principle be considered universalist? On the surface it can, but it also 
                                                  
1 Cf. Roger 1998, p. 203. This and the most following citations of the Analects come from this 
book, but the rendering of some words such as “humanity” have been altered. 
2 Kant I. states the universal law of morality as: “I am never to act otherwise than so that I 
could also will that my maxim should become a universal law” (Kant 1949, p. 19). 
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differs from such universalist rules as “love all men equally” or “love God (who 
is infinite),” since it always demands certain peculiarities in behavior that differ 
according to time and place: There are differences between “men” and even 
between relatives, and one should not treat them all the same. This does not quite 
satisfy the universalist requirements underlying the “love all men” principle. 

On the other hand, this “love your relatives” approach is also not particularist, 
since “filial and fraternal love is the root of ren 仁 (humanity)” (The Analects, 
1.2). Loving one’s parents and siblings does not have an objective boundary; 
when one truly loves one’s family, that love will naturally overflow and channel 
towards other people and the outside world in general: “Loving ones 
parents-children leads to humane treatment of the people; humane treatment of the 
people leads to general love of all things” (Mencius, 7A:45). But lest we forget, the 
maxim that “the men of humanity establish other human beings in seeking to 
establish themselves and promote others in seeking to get there themselves” (The 
Analects, 6.30) is also a non-universalist proposal, since Confucianism believes 
that only through “loving one’s relatives” and learning the arts can one truly 
channel natural parental love towards other people in a time-space-sensitive 
manner. This is the only way one can understand how to appropriately and 
realistically forward the interest of other people, and thereby avoid absurdities 
caused by rigid applications of universalist rules: I encourage my son to smoke 
because I enjoy it, yet prevent others from eating garlic because I dislike it. 

Precisely because he diligently avoided being caught by the dualistic 
dichotomy between the universal and the particular, in The Analects Confucius 
displayed an unusual suspicion of any universalist thoughts or statements. This 
led to the repeated phenomena of “Confucius refuses to speak”: “We can learn 
from the Master’s cultural refinements, but do not hear him discourse on subjects 
such as our ‘natural disposition’ and ‘tiandao 天道 (the Dao of heaven)’” (Ibid., 
5.13). “The Master said, ‘I think I will leave off speaking.’ … ‘Does heaven 
speak? And yet the four seasons turn and the myriad things are born and grow 
within it. Does tian speak?’” (Ibid., 17.19) “The Master only rarely spoke about 
personal li 利  (advantage), ming 命  (the propensity of circumstances), or 
humanity” (Ibid., 9.1). Therefore, the examples provided earlier in this section, 
though they might seem universalist, cannot be taken as such, or as a Kantain 
moral rule. They are indeed Confucius’ devout beliefs and ideals, and he would 
certainly hope to see them expand their influence. But he also realizes that they 
are not universalist standards. Instead, they are like a musical theme,3 constantly 
                                                  
3 L. Wittgenstein: “Understanding a sentence is much more akin to understanding a theme in 
music than one may think” (Wittgenstein 1963, pp. 143–144, §527). “We speak of under- 
standing a sentence in the sense in which it can be replaced by another which says the same; 
but also in the sense in which it cannot be replaced by any other (Any more than one musical 
theme can be replaced by another)” (Ibid.). 
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in need of realization and maintenance through real human experience. Thus, 
facially inconsistent or even contradictory statements are always possible in The 
Analects. 

Confucius’ teachings thus go far beyond the dualistic dichotomy between the 
universal and the particular: One and many meld together in an “artistic realm” 
that allows one to “give one’s heart free rein without overstepping the 
boundaries” (Ibid., 2.4), yet manifest themselves in countless different ways 
through diligence and “love of learning.” Therefore, the students observed: 
“(T)here were four things the Master (Confucius) abstained from entirely: He did 
not speculate, he did not claim or demand certainty, he was not inflexible, and he 
was not self-absorbed” (Ibid., 9.4). This epitomizes Confucius’ unique and 
profound genius. It is not understood by universalists, and fundamentally differs 
from Western religious and philosophical traditions: It is both artistic and moral, 
respectful or both human nature and the “Dao of Heaven,” both highly historical, 
yet still espousing an ultimate, but situation-sensitive, “Heavenly Truth.” It is of 
small surprise, then, that Mencius describes Confucius as the “sage whose 
actions were timely” (Mencius, 5B:1)4. Therefore, as described in the introduction, 
Confucianism is non-universalism. 

After Confucius, this subtle “timeliness” was gradually lost upon his 
successors. For example, Mencius and Xun Zi started to debate the fundamental 
“goodness” or “evilness” of human nature, and turned away from Confucius’ 
artistic interpretation of the Heavenly Dao 天道 . Han Dynasty Confucian 
scholars constructed the “san gang wu chang 三纲五常 (the three cardinal guides 
and the five constant virtues)” system of morality; whereas Song Dynasty 
scholars focused on a “tianli 天理 (Heavenly Principle)” that was isolated from 
“human desires”. 

However, due to Confucius’ paramount position and the catechistic status of 
The Analects, the overall philosophical slant and historical impact of 
Confucianism was still non-universalist. Mencius advocated “holding the middle 
way,” and noted the importance of “quan 权 (expediency)”. Dong Zhongshu 
argued for “tong santong 通三统 (penetrating the three cultural traditions)” and 
for “resonance between Heaven and men”; while the “Heavenly Principle” the 
Song scholars pursued remained a “Great Ultimate” that combined one and many, 
yin and yang, and not a rigid system of moral edicts. Thus, Confucianism, or 
rather, China’s mainstream cultural tradition always followed “the Heavenly 
Dao,” untroubled by the intolerance and expansionist tendencies that marked 
universalist religions and cultures. China was generally free from religious 
warfare or crusades, and very rarely engaged in imperial wars of expansion. This 
was not lost on Matthew Ricci (1552–1610) when he arrived in Ming Dynasty of 
                                                  
4 Trans. Lau 1970, p. 150. 
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China. Despite its great power, he noted, the Ming Dynasty did not seek to 
conquer its neighbors, unlike Western nations that always lusted after the 
possessions of others.5 

3 How Confucianism interacts with other cultures 

If the preceding arguments are correct, then Confucianism is a typical 
non-universalism. Thus, even while believing that their core values, such as filial 
piety, brotherly love, benevolence, attaining the “Dao of Kings” through respect 
for ritual, timely harmony between Heaven and man, and so on, are indeed 
“ultimate truths,” they do not believe that such truths can be conceptualized 
independent of their actual cultural settings, or effectively applied to all peoples 
and countries. Confucian truths are constructed and manifested by actual human 
experiences, historical cultural confluences, and, in a broader sense, the real 
movements of nature. They are tendencies innate to natural and cultural 
phenomena. Therefore, Confucians do not care about expanding their cultural 
influence for material or spiritual gain, be it money, resources, or converts, 
instead focusing on the health of their own cultural environment and social 
interaction. In other words, universalism pursues the maximization of linear 
interests, both material and spiritual, while Confucian non-universalism cares 
about the non-linear health of living ecologies, both social-cultural and natural.  
“The great man converges with the virtue of Heaven and Earth, the brightness of 
the Sun and Moon, the order of the four seasons, and the fortunes of ghosts and 
deities. When he acts prior to the Heaven, the Heaven do not contradict him; 
when he acts subsequent to the Heaven, he follows their lead” (“Wen yan” in The 
Book of Changes). 

Therefore, when Confucianism encounters other cultures, its foremost concern 
is not the increase or decrease of converts, the balance of power, economic trade 
deficits and surpluses, or even the gain or loss of territory, but the maintenance of 
its cultural environment: the health of the family-clan system of ritual, the 
continuance of Confucian classics, the operation of its elite-selection mechanism, 
and the commitment to benevolence, righteousness, ritual, wisdom, and 

                                                  
5 Ricci wrote in his celebrated Journals: “It seems to be quite remarkable when we stop to 
consider it, that in a kingdom of almost limitless expanse and innumerable population, and 
abounding in copious supplies of every description, though they have a well-equipped army 
and navy that could easily conquer the neighboring nations, neither the King nor his people 
ever think of waging a war of aggression. They are quite content with what they have and are 
not ambitious of conquest. In this respect they are much different from the people of Europe, 
who are frequently discontent with their own governments and covetous of what others enjoy” 
(Ricci 1953, pp. 54–55). 
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credibility. One chapter in The Analects demonstrates this particularly well: 
 

Ji Kangzi asked Confucius about zheng 政 (governing effectively), saying, 
“What if I kill those who have abandoned the Dao to attract those who are on 
it?” 
 “If you want to govern effectively,” Confucius replied, “what need is there 
for killing? If you want to be truly shan 善 (adept), the people will also be 
adept. The de 德 (excellence) of junzi 君子 (the exemplary person) is the 
wind, while that of the petty person is the grass. As the wind blows, the grass 
is sure to bend” (The Analects, 12.19). 

 
Ji Kangzi’s proposal is unviersalist, stating that having the Dao and not having 
the Dao can be objectively disassociated, and proposing to kill the latter to 
protect the former. Confucius’ reply shows that he not only opposes this 
particular stratagem, but in fact disagrees with the ruler on a more fundamental 
level: In Confucius’ eyes, there is no fixed standard for determining who “has the 
Dao” (Ibid., 9.4), and thus killing one group of men to benefit another is 
inherently against the Dao. 

Of course, men can enter the Dao. They cannot, however, achieve that through 
establishing universalist concepts, theses, or ruling authority. Instead, they must 
rely on fostering and sustaining a healthy community and ecological interaction 
between nature and man. This is the original meaning of “government”: 
Promoting the growth of key Confucian virtues through ritual, music, education, 
and spiritual guidance towards a harmonious and vibrant way of life. The “virtue 
of a gentleman” does not, therefore, rely on any divine commandment or any 
moral edict derived from free-will, and even less from papal bulls or secular laws.  
It stems from the natural love between parents and children, is extrapolated by 
artistic rituals, music, history, and poetry, and ultimately influences human 
society in a non-universalist but also non-particular manner, much like the 
“wind” that Confucius speaks of. “As the wind blows, the grass is sure to bend” 
(Ibid., 12.19). In the same vein, neglecting this kind of cultural construction in 
favor of territorial or religious expansion has no value for Confucians. 

Thus, Confucianism cares about “ecological” and “bodily (leibhafte)” 
structure, not a-priori rules or a-posteriori objects. For this reason, even though 
Confucius himself seems to have little interest in agriculture, Confucianism 
remains agricultural (while it allows for cities and commerce that pose no danger 
to the rural areas). Only agriculture can sustain the rich and stable family 
structures and relations necessary for Confucian cultures. Mencius often 
mentioned the strategy of Kingship and benevolent policy. For example, in Book 
3, part A of Mencius, he notes that “those who have a constant livelihood have 
constant hearts” (cf. Lau 1970, p. 97). “Constant livelihood” should not be 
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understood as “private property”, but instead refers to the “jing tian 井田 
(well-field)” system that prevailed in China’s ancient dynasties: “The community 
shares the fields and the wells; all are friends, and look out for each other in work 
and during illnesses.” At the same time, “(the government) must establish 
schools (called xiang 庠, xu 序, xue 学, xiao 校 in different dynasties) to 
educate them.” This, essentially, is the tradition of “continuing family lineage by 
geng du chuanjia 耕读传家 farming-and-learning)” that sustained China’s 
cultural continuity for over two thousand years and withstood numerous external 
invasions and occupations. 

These cultural characteristics have also determined how Confucian China 
interacts with foreign cultures. The main reason Mahayana Buddhism was able to 
make headway into China was because under the guidance of Nagarjuna’s 
“upaya (expediency)” doctrine, it respected the cultural ecology of Confucianism 
and did not challenge its eco-niche. For example, the Buddhist practice of 
“leaving home to become a monk,” which seems to clash with the Confucian 
ideal of filial piety, was supplemented by Mou Zi’s (牟子)6 claim that “if you 
become Buddha, your parents and siblings will all be saved” (Shi 1981, p. 8). In 
addition, Mou Zi acknowledged that “leaving home to become a monk” was an 
extraordinary action (Ibid., p. 6), and generally not suitable for all, thus avoiding 
large-scale conflict with Confucian doctrines of everyday life. Ultimately, even 
though there were conflicts between Buddhism and Confucianism from time to 
time, their overall relationship was one of peaceful co-existence, with Buddhism 
even serving as an intermediary between Confucianism and various peripheral 
cultures (those of Tibet and Mongolia, for instance). 

On the other hand, the history of Christianity in China has generally not been 
one of success, even starting from the penetration of Nestorianism more than one 
thousand years ago. The key reason for this has been the Church’s persistent 
attempts to spread its beliefs on a universalist basis and its failure to respect the 
Confucian nature of China’s cultural ecology. Matthew Ricci spent much time 
establishing his own mode of interpretation (later called “Ricci’s Rule” by 
Emperor Kangxi) (Sun 1994, p. 23) that attempted to weaken the religious 
character of familial traditions, and thus allow Chinese converts to follow those 
traditions without losing their status as Christians. This allowed Christianity to 
temporarily play a greater role in Chinese society, but was abandoned by later 
missionaries and the pope, who insisted that Chinese converts refrain from 
paying homage to their ancestors and Confucius. This predictably triggered 
conflicts with the Qing Court, and led to bans on missionary activities. Given 

                                                  
6 Mou Zi was said to be an intellectual official in the end of Han Dynasty (202 BC–220 AD). 
He wrote the article “Li huo lun” 理惑论 (“Clarifying the puzzles”) in order to find a 
compromise between the differences in Buddhism and Confucianism as well as Daoism. 
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that such bans only attempted to protect Confucianism, it did not constitute a 
violation of the terms of interaction. 

Since the mid-nineteenth century Confucianism has displayed an inability to 
adapt to Western pressures, largely because of the universalism inherent in the 
Western pursuit of power (compared to the Confucian pursuit of ecological 
harmony): Agriculture has been commercialized and marginalized, while 
population migration, urbanization, and the social worship of advanced 
technologies have taken a brutal toll on the family structure. Added to the 
government’s conscious attempt to erase, or even destroy, Confucianism, these 
factors have led to the severe destruction of the Confucian ecology. As a result, 
Confucianism seems to exist today mainly in museums and in certain 
commercial reincarnations. 

Thus, if Confucianism is to ultimately survive in the modern world, it must 
adopt a unique approach towards cultural discourse. First, due to its 
non-universalist nature, it cannot take a position that would lead to cultural 
conflicts, even in the face of invasion by universalist cultures, ethnic strife, 
commercial warfare, or arms races. Confucianism must participate in 
inter-cultural conversations, but ensure that such conversations expose and 
condemn the threat of universalism to ethnic cultures.  

Therefore, Confucianism will resist the invasion of all kinds of universalisms.  
Its determination in this is unsurpassable, since it is fighting for its very survival, 
but also firm in its belief that Confucian truths have long-term value for human 
perception and decency. 

Apart from the anti-conflict principle, Confucianism also insists on a 
“free-to-terminate-relations principle” in global cultural interactions. There must 
be a mutual respect for the original lifestyles of cultures; coercion to “open-up”, 
such as the kind of pressure put upon China by 19th century Western powers, 
cannot be tolerated. Every culture has its own home, and therefore has the right 
to determine whether to open its doors and who to open them for. In other words, 
inter-cultural discourse must first guarantee the original right-to-survival of all 
sides. Only then can there be real discourse, and not universalist coercion under 
the guise of “democracy”, “science”, or “enlightenment”. 

In conclusion, Confucianism is neither a universalism nor a particularism. It 
originates from the family, has roots in agriculture, refuses to worship advanced 
technology, extols ritual, music, and education as its fundamental principles of 
government, and pursues a “Heavenly Dao” that stresses benevolence and 
humanity. In other words, its scope includes both its homeland and “all under 
Heaven,” and its pursuit of the “Heavenly Dao” incorporates not only morality, 
but also art and sensitivity towards time and situation. It can be tolerant when 
interacting with other cultures, as it was when it harmoniously co-existed with 
Buddhism and Daoism for millennia, but also remain insistent on the principle 
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that all interactions must first respect the right of all cultures to sustain their 
original cultural ecology, and therefore on the “free-to-terminate-relations” 
principle. It resists all kinds of cultural invasion and assimilation by universalism, 
and firmly believes that that is a prerequisite for substantive and sustainable 
inter-cultural discourse, and also for harmonious co-existence between different 
peoples and cultures. 
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