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Abstract As we enter the new millennium, it has become more important to 
review and discover ancient wisdom. The project to build a harmonious society 
requires us to know our own “culture.” The biggest conflicts we human beings 
face are the conflicts between man and nature, man and man (man and society), 
and body and mind. The three philosophical propositions, “the unity of Heaven 
and man,” “the unity of self and others,” and “the unity of body and mind” of 
Confucianism may provide precious insight in dealing with the three 
above-mentioned conflicts, and we should pay special attention to these resources.  
 
Keywords Confucianism, self-cultivation of morality, contemporary value  
 
摘要 踏入新千年，要求我们更加重视对古代思想智慧的温习与发掘；建设“和谐

社会”，也必要求对自身“文化”上的自觉。当前人类遇到的最大问题就是人和自然

的矛盾、人与人（人与社会）的矛盾、人自身的矛盾。儒家的“天人合一”、“人我

合一”、“身心合一”这三个哲学命题，也许可以为我们解决上述三大矛盾提供某些

宝贵的思路和应该特别重视的思想资源。 
 
关键词 儒学，修身，现代价值 

1 

I have delivered speeches on the topic “The Contemporary Significance of 
Confucianism” several times, including in the 80’s and 90’s of the last century. 
Now, I will continue to address it in the 21st century. In addition to me, more and 
more scholars have started to address this topic. Why? I think there are two 
important reasons: One is that we are on the eve of the great revival of the 
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Chinese nation. So now, we must review our historical and cultural tradition. 
Karl Jaspers presented the notion of “the Axial Age.” He thought that great 
thinkers emerged in ancient Greece, Israel, India, China and other countries 
almost simultaneously around 500 B.C, and they all presented unique ideas on 
problems which concern all human beings. Aristotle and Plato in ancient Greece, 
Prophets of Judaism in Israel, Sakyamuni in India, and Laozi and Confucius in 
China independently initiated and formed distinctive cultural traditions. Through 
2000 years of development, these cultural traditions have become central to 
human intellectual wealth, but these different cultures in different regions 
developed independently at the beginning, and did not originally influence each 
other. He says, until today mankind has lived all by what was thought and created 
during the Axial Age. In each new upward leap it returns in recollection to this 
period and is fired anew by it. Even since then it has been the case that 
recollections and reawakening of the potentialities of the Axial Period — 
renaissances — always afford a spiritual impetus. The return to the root is the 
continuous thing in China, India, and West (see Jaspers 1989, p. 14). For instance, 
the Europeans in the Renaissance looked back at the origin of their culture, 
ancient Greece, which revived European civilization and left its mark on global 
culture. Similarly, Song and Ming Neo-Confucianism in China was stimulated by 
Indian Buddhism; the Confucian thinkers, by “recalling” Confucius and Mencius 
in the pre-Qin Period, had promoted the ingenious Chinese philosophy to a new 
height. When we enter into the new millennium, the world’s intellectual circle 
has started to appeal for the arrival of “a New Axial Age.” Thus, it has become 
important to review and research ancient thoughts and wisdom, and recall the 
origin of our own culture in order to respond to the new, diverse world culture. 
Secondly, in the new century, our country has brought forward a great project to 
build a “harmonious society.” Fei Xiaotong has raised the issue of “cultural 
self-consciousness.” In order to build a “harmonious society,” we have to know 
our own “culture.” What is “cultural self-consciousness”? Fei Xiaotong in 
Reconsideration on Humanistic Value said:  
 

Cultural self-consciousness denotes that people who live in a context of some 
culture have “self-knowledge” of their own culture, and can explain its origin, 
development, characteristics, and its trend. It does not mean that people 
“return to the original culture,” and “return to the ancients,” and it does not 
mean “complete westernization” or “complete tahua 他化 (otherization)” at 
the same time. The request for self-knowledge intends to strengthen the ability 
of self-determination in the process of cultural transformation, and grasp the 
initiative status of cultural choice in the process of adaptation to new 
conditions and new era (Fei 2005, p. 248). 
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It means that we have to have “self-knowledge” of our culture, establish our 
place in our culture, and have an “independent ability” in the state of 
globalization and cultural diversity in the great historical era that we are building 
our “harmonious society.” Our place in our culture does not mean “completely 
returning to the ancients” and “complete westernization”; instead, it means 
assuring that our own culture can take deep root in society, like leaves which 
flourish if the roots are deep. So we have to persist in our cultural understanding 
in order to be able to absorb and digest the outstanding cultures of other nations 
to nourish our own culture.   

In this situation when we study our history and the prospect of our national 
culture, we have to adapt to the new trend of the contemporary development of 
world culture, that is, the “New Axial Age.” We have to have cultural 
self-consciousness in order to meet the goal of building a “harmonious society.” 
In the new historical era, what problems face the world and our society? Which 
issues should we address in order to realize “the New Axial Age” and our 
“harmonious society”? 

2 

Entering into the 21st century, the learning of the Chinese classics becomes 
popular. There are various opinions and explanations on this phenomenon. 
The so-called “learning of the Chinese Classics” can be found in 
Zhouli · Chunguan · Yueshi 周礼· 春官· 乐师, which is the earliest record: 
“The duty of the official in charge of music is to administer the affairs of 
nation-owned school, and to teach the offspring of high-ranking officials music 
and dance.” But, now, the “learning of the Chinese classics” seems to be the 
opposite of “Western learning.” The reason is that as we face the influence of 
“Western learning,” we encounter the problem of how to protect and develop our 
own traditional culture. The development of Chinese culture faces a dual task. 
One is that we must protect our culture, and maintain our cultural foundation. 
And the other is how we deal with Western culture. This has been the basis of the 
cultural dispute of “China and the West, the Ancient and the Modern” for the past 
hundred years. But today, in the time of globalization, we must go out of the 
dispute, synchronize the teachings of “China and the West, and the Ancient and 
the Modern,” and realize the ability of different cultures to coexist and prosper. 

Today, there are various points of view about the “learning of the Chinese 
classics,” especially Confucianism, in academic and cultural circles. I will give a 
brief introduction in the following passages. 

(1) Some scholars propose the outline as “the reconstruction of Chinese 
Confucianism.” They think that we “must revive Confucianism omni-directionally 
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in order to fight against the omni-directional challenge of Western civilization” 
and “the revival of Confucianism is an urgent affair to revive Chinese culture and 
reconstruct Chinese civilization.” Therefore, they advocate establishing 
Confucianism as the national religion and realizing the so-called “combination of 
politics and religion” of China’s ancient times (Jiang 2005, pp. 3–7). 

(2) There are two critiques of this point of view: One is from “the school of 
liberalism.” The critics believe that “the theory that Confucianism can save the 
nation” counteracts contemporary democratic politics and is harmful to the idea 
of “equality.” The critics assume that their purpose is to establish 
“Confucianism” as “the national religion,” and they “attempt to ideologize 
Confucianism and make use of Confucianism as the instrument of dictatorship” 
(Chen 2006, p. 6). Another critique is from Marxist scholars. They think that “the 
essence of salvation in Confucianism is an exaggeration of moral function,” and 
“to apply the ontological Dao of Heaven and ontological nature and destiny to 
pursue the kingliness Dao of politics, but this only leads to the trap of feudal 
dictatorship again.” “The real savior can only be Marxism” (Idid.). 

(3) Some scholars fully affirm “Confucianism” in order to maintain and 
develop Confucian thoughts. For instance, modern neo-Confucians think that 
“the Dao of kingliness without,” which can adapt to modern democratic politics, 
can be developed from the learning of the sageliness within. They also think that 
the system of epistemology can develop from the Confucian “learning of mind 
and nature.” Others think that “san gang wu chang 三纲五常 (the Three Bonds 
and the Five Moral Rules) in human relationships” still have value. In the 1994 
conference, Tu Weiming gave up his former belief that the Three Bonds still had 
value for the belief that “the Five Moral Rules in human relationships still had 
value.” His opinion on “cultural China” is important for making Chinese culture 
known to the world. But he divided “cultural China” into several circles, with the 
core circle including mainland China, Taiwan, etc. The second circle includes the 
overseas Chinese. And the third circle includes those countries which have been 
influenced by Chinese culture. The fourth circle covers foreigners who study and 
enjoy Chinese culture. But one of his beliefs is debatable. He said: “The category 
of cultural China is very broad. Some persons who have no consanguineous 
relationship with China, but have a great impact on China are also a part of 
cultural China” (Tu 2002, p. 430). This is questionable. From this logic, we can 
infer the categories of “cultural Europe” and “cultural America,” and that 
Chinese thinkers like Confucius, Mencius, Laozi, and Zhuangzi had an impact on 
them, so they are also a part of “cultural Europe” and “cultural America,” too. 

(4) Of course, some scholars think that the May Fourth Movement refuted 
Confucianism and to once again raise Confucianism to a high status is a 
historical regression.  

How should we look at Confucian thoughts? There are various answers. Today, 
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the many perspectives to this issue indicate that our society is progressing, 
because academic and cultural questions can only be raised in an environment of 
free discussion and improved by rational dialogue.   

Of course, I myself have my own opinion on “Confucianism,” and debates will 
determine whether my opinion is right or not. It is just one voice. I have several 
opinions on academics and culture. First, there is no absolutely right way of 
thinking and culture in history, because each of them contains internal 
contradictions, including Confucianism. So, some aspects of Confucianism 
inevitably have historical limitations, and cannot adapt to the needs of modern 
society. The universal significance of Confucianism also needs to be interpreted 
in a modern way. Second, although thinking and culture are moving forward, the 
issues raised by ancient philosophers and their thoughts are the same as today 
because some philosophical issues last forever. For instance, the problem of “the 
relationship between human and nature” is still discussed in contemporary 
Chinese philosophy. Third, Bertrand Russell said: “Contacts between different 
civilizations have often in the past proved to be landmarks in human progress” 
(Russell 1922, p. 195). Any culture that wants to have continuous historical 
development must absorb and digest other nations’ cultures, and a culture can 
only keep up with other cultures through mutual exchanges, especially in the era 
of globalization. Looking at Chinese history, the entry of Indian Buddhism has 
proven this. Chinese culture has benefited from Indian Buddhism; Indian 
Buddhism was further developed and promoted in China. It was absorbed by 
Chinese culture and had a profound impact on neo-Confucianism in the time of 
the Song and Ming Dynasties. Today, we must absorb and digest Western culture 
and other nations’ cultures, fully and systematically in the time of globalization. 
Only in this way can Chinese academics and culture adapt to the demands of 
contemporary human society and our own nation’s development. Therefore, our 
culture must be national and international. Fourth, cultural subjectivity should be 
established. Any national culture must take root in its own soil because it is 
necessary to understand, comprehend, protect and develop a native culture fully 
in order to rationally and healthily develop as well as have the capacity to absorb 
other nations’ cultures in depth. A culture that is unable to maintain its autonomy 
and is unable to absorb other nations’ cultures to enrich and develop its own 
culture will be wiped out or completely assimilated.  

Based on the above discussions, we may analyze “Confucianism” from three 
different perspectives: political Confucianism, orthodox Confucianism, and 
academic Confucianism. 

Confucianism has been intertwined with politics in past dynasties; 
undoubtedly, it played an important role in feudal dictatorship. Confucianism 
pays special attention to its function in moral cultivation, which has a positive 
side, but the negative side leads to absolute rule, making China a society of “the 
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rule of man,” and making it difficult for China to achieve the “rule of law.” 
Confucians often moralized politics and glorified political rule; and they also 
politicized morality, making it an instrument of politics. Of course, some of the 
political philosophy in Confucianism limited dictatorship. For instance, “to resist 
high-ranking official with virtue,” “people are the most valuable,” and “to kill a 
dictator” (King Xuan of Qi asked: “Is it tolerable if a government official kills 
his king? ” Mencius said: “He who destroys benevolence and righteousness is 
called a dictator. I just heard about King Wu of Zhou, the first king of Zhou 
Dynasty, who killed the dictator Zhou 纣, the last ruler of the Shang Dynasty, and 
I have never heard that he killed his king as an official”) (Mencius 1980, Liang 
Huiwang xia). It was also typical of Confucians to apply “tian 天 (Heaven)” in 
restricting the emperor’s power. Confucians proposed that humans should revere 
“Heaven” and fate. In some circumstances, “the interaction between Heaven and 
man” can also restrict the “emperor’s power.” For instance, when natural 
disasters or strange phenomena happened, officials would write to the emperor to 
warn him. Then the emperor would have to publish an imperial self-criticism. 
But speaking as a whole, the negative function of political Confucianism is more 
obvious because it was used by politics. In any case, the thoughts of “stupid 
loyalty” and “my majesty is holy and wise, and your subject commits intolerable 
crime and should be put to death” are not advisable. So when Confucianism is 
manipulated by politicians, many problems arise. 

Orthodox Confucianism: the development and influence of schools with 
systematic traits and a successive heritage must have their own tradition whether 
it is in the West or in China. In China, Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism all 
have their own traditions. Because schools with traditions continuously develop, 
among them, Confucianism is especially conscious of inheriting its tradition, and 
Confucians regard the inheritance of the cultural traditions of the Xia, Shang and 
Zhou Dynasties as their responsibility. “Confucius inherits the Dao of Yao and 
Shun and imitates King Wen and King Wu of Zhou” (Zisi 1980, Chapter 30). 
Therefore, today we should consciously inherit our own cultural tradition. But if 
Confucianism overemphasizes its “orthodox tradition,” it might exclude other 
schools and suppress heterodoxy. Heterodoxy is to oppose and overthrow 
mainstream thought, and blaze a new path for new ways of thinking. 
Confucianism as a whole is relatively inclusive. For instance, Confucians hold 
that “The myriad things grow equally without harming each other and the 
circulation of the four seasons, the travel of the sun and the moon go smoothly 
without interference” (Ibid.). But sometimes there is also a strong sense of 
exclusiveness in Confucianism. For instance, Mencius rejected Yang Zhu and 
Mozi, and he criticized Yang Zhu’s lack of filial piety to his father because he 
advocated universal and equal benevolence and Mozi’s lack of loyalty to the 
emperor because he insisted that individuals came first. Here, Mencius goes too 
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far. Another example is Han Yu’s exclusion of Buddhism. At that time, Buddhism 
had caused some problems, including a tremendous waste of national wealth. But 
Han Yu suggested “The government should secularize Buddhism monks and 
nuns, burn off sutra, and transform Buddhism temples to civilian houses” (Han 
1991, p. 174). His words go too far. It is not good if factionalism is too strong. 

“The academic tradition of Confucianism” is about the history of Confucian 
learning and its academic ideals. In this aspect, the positive value of 
Confucianism can be seen, and Confucianism can offer significant resources for 
human society. Now and in the future, Confucianism should not be ideologized. 
Learning is learning, and it should not depend on politics. No school of learning 
should be viewed as the ruling one and the “contention of a hundred schools of 
thought” should be put into practice. Of course, we must analyze the thoughts 
offered by sages and outstanding men in history, and interpret them according to 
contemporary circumstances in order to uncover resources which can assist in the 
great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation and be universally significant for the 
rational and all-around development of human society. In order to achieve this 
goal, Confucianism should be renewed in order to make it a source of real 
spiritual wealth. 

3 

We may judge the value of learning from many perspectives, such as politics, 
economics, science and technology. Perhaps it is most important to make a 
philosophical judgment on the value of a school. Therefore, we must learn about 
the main problems faced by our society, nation, and mankind. These issues 
should be the starting point for considering philosophical questions. 

What are the main issues in contemporary human society? In my opinion, 
there are three: one is the relationship between man and nature, a conflict which 
is quite serious. The second is the relationship between man and man, including 
relationships between man and self (man and society), nation and nation, and 
people and people. The third problem is the relationship between body and mind. 
The biggest problem facing mankind is the conflict between man and nature, 
man and man (man and society), and the conflict within oneself. These issues are 
related to building a “harmonious society” and human society’s “peaceful 
coexistence.” In my opinion, the three philosophical propositions, “the unity of 
nature and man,” “the unity of self and others,” and “the unity of body and 
mind,” can provide some valuable approaches and important philosophical 
resources to resolving the three conflicts. Of course, I do not mean that these 
problems can only be solved by Confucianism. 

As we enter the 21st century, we will see that the past century was a century of 
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rapid development, a progressive century, but it was also a tragic century full of 
conflict and fighting. In one hundred years, there were two world wars, and more 
than a hundred million people died unnaturally due to war. Many cultural 
artifacts made by mankind several centuries ago were destroyed. China has 
experienced much suffering, but has also made great progress in the past one 
hundred years. In this process, we nearly completely negated our cultural 
tradition, and we refused to absorb some progressive Western cultures for a long 
time, too. It led to social problems, such as “a crisis of belief,” “moral vacuum,” 
“environmental pollution,” and “money worship.” How should we tackle these 
problems? I, and not only me, but other scholars, too, think that we can find 
philosophical resources from the past 5000 years to deal with these problems. 
Many scholars have looked for answers to these problems. Of course, we should 
not think that thoughts and culture can solve all problems. If we think that 
thoughts and culture can tackle all problems, it will lead to “cultural 
determinism.” Then it will be like the belief that science and technology can 
tackle human and social problems, leading to the trap of “the omnipotence of 
science,” of “scientism.” Therefore, when we discuss “the significance of 
Confucianism,” we simply want to find resources and approaches which can be 
applied to contemporary human and social problems, and a way to deal with 
these problems. 

4 

On the problem of “conflict between man and nature,” in 1992, 1, 575 scientists, 
including half the Nobel laureates, signed the “World Scientists’ Warning to 
Humanity,” which stated that human beings and the natural world are on a 
collision course. In my opinion, the warning signaled that human kind will 
encounter a serious crisis if the world continues as it is now. Advanced science 
and technology can benefit people, but as a part of nature, people not only 
control a lot of instruments to destroy nature, but also control weapons which can 
be used to destroy human beings in the process of conquering nature. The 
never-ending exploitation and destruction of nature results in consequences such 
as the waste of natural resources, the depletion of the ozone layer, the 
evaporation of the ocean, environmental pollution, the sudden and sharp growth 
in the human population, and ecological imbalance. The result is the destruction 
of “a harmonious nature” and “the harmonious relationship between man and 
nature,” threatening conditions for human existence. These situations have a 
relationship with the subject-object dichotomy in Western philosophy. For 
instance, in A History of Western Philosophy, Russell said: “the philosophy of 
Descartes…it brought to completion, or very nearly to completion, the dualism 
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of mind and matter which began with Plato and was developed, largely for 
religious reasons, by Christian philosophy…the Cartesian system presents two 
parallel but independent worlds, that of mind and that of matter, each of which 
can be studied without reference to the other” (Russell 1972, p. 567). It means 
that for a long time, spirit and matter have been regarded as independent and 
isolated in Western philosophy. Therefore, this kind of philosophy is established 
on an “external relationship” (“man” and “nature” are two unrelated factors.), or 
it can be said that they regard “mind” and “matter” as two independent dual 
factors, and when Western philosophers study one, they do not involve the other 
(but Western philosophy has changed, for instance, Whitehead criticizes the 
dualism in the traditional way of thinking in his Process Philosophy). It means 
that Western thought involves the dualism of “subject-object” (“mind” and 
“matter,” or “nature” and “man”) from Plato in the Axial Age. But Chinese 
philosophy is different because it is based on “the unity of Heaven and man” 
(subject and object are connected and cannot be divided). 

One of the origins of Chinese philosophy is Zhou Yi 周易 (The Book of 
Changes). There is an important passage on the Chu Bamboo Slips unearthed in 
Jing Men, Hubei province, in 1993. It states (Jingmen 1998, Yucong yi 语丛一): 
 

The Rituals describes the manners of intercourse.  
The Music is used to enjoy or educate.  
The Book of History is □□□□. 
The Book of Odes is a collection of poems of the past and the present.  
The Book of Changes is to communicate the Dao of nature and the Dao of 
man.  
The Spring and Autumn Annals is a collection of affairs of the past and the 
present. 

 
These bamboo slips were written around 300 B.C. They say that “Change 

communicates with the Dao of nature and the Dao of man.” It means that the 
Book of Changes studies the Dao of Heaven (law of Heaven or nature) and the 
Dao of man (order in society) and why they are connected through a 
comprehensive study of the subjects. That is, people in ancient times had already 
realized that they had to include “man” when studying “nature,” and when 
studying “man,” they had to involve “Heaven,” too. This is “the unity of nature 
and man.” In fact, this had already been revealed in Confucius’ Analects. Zi 
Gong said: “I cannot hear Master Confucius’ saying about nature and the Dao of 
nature” (Confucius 1980, Gongye chang). Although Zi Gong had never heard 
Confucius speak about “nature and the Dao of nature,” he brought forward this 
issue, which indicates that there was great interest in the relationship between 
“human nature” (man) and “the Dao of Heaven (nature).” When looking at the 
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development of human society, people originally came across the relationship 
between “man” and “nature (Heaven)” because humans cannot live without 
“nature.” Therefore, the ancient Chinese always paid attention to “the 
relationship between man and nature.”  

Of course, there are various attitudes and methods to deal with “the 
relationship of man and nature.” Some scholars held that man should comply 
with nature; some scholars thought that man should make use of “nature” to 
serve man, “know and apply nature to serve people”; and some scholars held that 
“both man and nature have their own laws and advantages.” But the mainstream 
Confucian thinkers believed in “the unity of man and nature.” The so-called 
“unity of man and nature” means that “nature” is inseparable from “man,” and 
“man” is inseparable from “nature,” too.  

Why is there such a belief? Well, it has a long history. We know that the Book 
of Changes was originally a fortune-telling book used to predict good or bad luck, 
and misfortune or good fortune. Who was asked to answer people’s fortunes? 
“Tian” 天 (Heaven). “Man” asks “tian” about good or bad luck, and misfortune 
or good fortune. The Book of Changes recorded these answers, and so it became 
a book on the relationship between “Heaven” (tian) and “man.” Subsequently, 
various interpretations of this book formed a new one, that is, Yizhuan 易传 
(The Appendices to the Book of Changes). Among them, The Appended Remarks 
in particular can be regarded as a philosophical interpretation of the Book of 
Changes. The Book of Changes solves the problem of the relationship between 
“Heaven” and “man,” then what is the relationship between “Heaven” and “man”? 
The Appended Remarks answers this. It argues that the Book of Changes includes 
everything, and the book not only includes “the Dao of Heaven,” “the Dao of 
earth,” but also includes “the Dao of man.” Although “the Dao of Heaven” is 
manifested by yin and yang, “the Dao of earth” is presented as “hardness” and 
“softness,” and “the Dao of man” is manifested as “benevolence” and 
“righteousness.” The principle of the three is united, and the three are the 
manifestation of qian 乾 and kun 坤. The Confucian Zhang Zai in the Song 
Dynasty said: “Heaven, earth, and man all have the Dao of qian and kun. The 
Change penetrates in Heaven, earth, and man, and yin and yang are its substance 
(qi), hardness and softness is its form, and benevolence and righteousness are its 
nature” (Zhang 1978, p. 235). From the example in the Book of Changes that 
unites Heaven (earth) and man, we can see that Heaven and man are a connected 
entity. The reason that “qian” and “kun” are used to describe the unity of 
“Heaven,” “earth” and “man,” is that “qian” denotes vigorous movement and 
“kun” denotes generosity and virtue in the Appendices to the Book of Changes. 
Therefore, “man” has a special responsibility for “Heaven and Earth” (Heaven). 
“Man” should know what is demanded by Heaven and Earth in the spirit of 
“constantly striving for self-improvement” and “with profound generosity to 
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contain things or complete things.” Zhang Zai said, “the Dao of Heaven” and 
“the Dao of man” is similar in the sense of “reason or truth.” If we want to know 
the principle of being a man, we have to know the Dao of “Heaven and Earth,” 
and if we know the truth of “Heaven and Earth,” we can know the principle or 
law of “man” (society).  

Confucians in the Song Dynasty developed “the unity of nature and man.” For 
instance, Cheng Yi said：“Is it allowable to know the Dao of man but do not 
know the Dao of nature? The Dao is one. Is it right if the Dao of man is one, and 
the Dao of nature is another one?” (Cheng 2004, Er Cheng yishu, Vol. 18) 
According to the Confucian thinking, “nature” and “man” cannot be divided, and 
they cannot be regarded as an external and opposite relationship, and we cannot 
study only one of the two. Zhu Xi expressed this idea much clearer. He said: 
“Nature is man, and man is nature. At the beginning of human birth, they are 
produced from nature; and after the birth, nature is human too” (Zhu 1990, Vol. 
17). Zhu Xi held that “nature” cannot be independent of “man,” and “man” 
cannot be independent of “nature.” At the time of birth, humans come from 
nature, but when there is a human being, the Dao of “nature” (Heaven) is 
embodied by “man.” In other words, “humans” are responsible for “nature.” If 
there were no “humans,” how would the lively atmosphere of “nature” be 
embodied, how would “the constantly striving to become stronger” of “nature” 
be embodied and how would “containing things or completing things with 
profound generosity” of the “earth” be embodied? So man should know that “the 
work to establish mind or heart for Heaven and Earth” and “the work to establish 
life for people” is the same and cannot be separated. Therefore, the Yucong yi of 
Guodian Zhujian 郭店竹简·语丛一 (Collection One of the Guo Dian Bamboo 
Slips for Writing) said: “The Dao can be mastered after knowing what Heaven 
(nature) does and what man does. If we know the Dao, then we know what fate 
is” (Jingmen 1998). If we know “the Dao of nature (Heaven)” (the law of nature), 
and the Dao of man (the law of human society and life), then we can know the 
unified principle or reason for “nature or Heaven” and “man,” and the 
development of “nature or Heaven” (the Dao of nature or Heaven) and “man” 
(“the Dao of man,” society). Confucius said: “It is necessary to know destiny or 
fate mandated by Heaven” (Confucius 1980, Weizheng). He means that “man” 
should know about “nature or Heaven.” Confucius also said: “man should have 
reverence for fate or destiny as mandated by Heaven or nature” (Ibid., Jishi), and 
cannot randomly destroy the law of development of “nature or Heaven.” A 
Chinese philosopher never regards “nature or Heaven” as a dead thing. Instead, it 
is organic, constantly developing, growing, and united with man as an entity. It is 
common sense that the existence of “man” cannot be separated from “nature or 
Heaven,” but why does “man” regard “nature or Heaven” as an opposing object, 
and recklessly destroy and conquer “nature”? It is because he regards the 
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relationship between “nature” and “man” as external, and does not know that the 
relationship between “nature” and “man” is close and internal. “The internal 
relationship” is different from “the external relationship” because “the external 
relationship” denotes that “nature” and “man” are independent and unrelated. But 
“the internal relationship” denotes that “nature” and “man” have a close 
relationship. Therefore, “the unity of nature and man” is an ancient philosophical 
proposition in Chinese philosophy, and it is the cornerstone of Chinese 
Confucian thought as well as a proposition which needs to be continuously 
re-interpreted by human society. When we consider the problems of human 
beings and our relationship with nature, we should bear in mind the idea of “the 
unity of nature and man,” and we must deepen our discussion of the close 
relationship between “nature” and “man.” Human society has neglected the close 
relationship between “nature” and “man” for a long time, and so are we now 
being punished by nature? Why have we chosen a confrontational relationship 
with nature?  

The idea of “the unity of nature and man” (the thought, “yi 易 (change) is to 
communicate the Dao of nature with the Dao of man”), which originated from 
Yijing, supplies a way of thinking that resolves the current conflict between 
nature and man. It can inspire us in the following three aspects. 

Firstly, “The unity of nature and man” as a way of thinking says that people 
ought not regard “man” as the opposite of “nature” because “man” is a part of 
“nature” and “the birth of man is from nature.” Acts to destroy “nature” are the 
same as destroying “man,” and “man” will be punished by “nature.” Therefore, 
“man” should “know nature” (knowing nature in order to reasonably make use of 
nature) and should “revere nature” (Man should revere nature and regard work to 
protect nature as a holy obligation.) Now, we emphasize only “knowing nature” 
and blindly use “knowledge” to exploit and conquer “nature” and even destroy 
“nature.” But man does not know that we should revere “nature.” It is definitely 
an extreme manifestation of “scientism” (the omnipotence of science and 
technology). “Scientism” denies the holiness of “nature or Heaven,” and 
consequently denies the transcendence of “nature or Heaven.” Thus, humanist 
spirit loses its foundation. The Chinese thought of “the unity of nature and man” 
holds that “knowing nature” is the same as “revering nature.” If we “know 
nature” but do not “revere nature,” we will regard “nature” as a dead thing, not 
knowing that it is organic, alive, and vigorous. “Revering nature” but not 
“knowing nature” leads man to regard “nature or Heaven” as a mystical power 
outside of “man,” and does not help man gain the real favor of nature. “Knowing 
nature” is united with “revering nature,” and it is an important manifestation of 
“the unity of nature and man,” reflecting the inner obligation of “man” to 
“nature.” The philosophical proposition, “the unity of nature and man,” 
symbolizes the complicated relationship between “nature” and “man,” which not 
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only includes how “man” should understand “nature,” but also that “man” should 
revere “nature” because of its holiness. This is the reason why Chinese 
Confucianism has not become a universal religion (like Buddhism and 
Christianity), but Confucianism possesses a certain “religiosity.” Confucian 
thought has a religious function in China, that is, Confucians think that the 
“inner” morality of “man,” which is mandated by “nature,” needs moral 
cultivation to realize its “transcendence” as “transcendence from an ordinary 
person to the level of a sage.” Therefore, “the unity of nature and man” is not 
only a recognition of “nature,” but also a realm of life that “man” should pursue. 
The reason is that “tian” (nature, Heaven) does not just mean nature; it also 
means “Heaven” in the sense of holiness.” “Human nature” should be asked to 
reach a transcendent sphere which is “equal to tian (Heaven, nature). In this 
sense, “man” and “nature” are not in opposition. Instead, “man” is united with 
“Heaven and Earth.” For instance, Mencius said, “The people of the place where 
the superior man has visited will be influenced and educated; the impact at the 
place where the superior man has stayed is miraculous, and the sage acts along 
with Heaven and Earth” (Mencius 1980, Jinxin shang). In this way, the superior 
man realizes personal transcendence. This way of thinking not only helps us get 
rid of the problem of “the division between Heaven and man” (the antagonism of 
Heaven and man), but also opens a way for human beings to attain the ideal 
human realm.  

Secondly, we cannot regard the relationship between “Heaven (nature)” and 
“man” as a kind of external relationship, because “Heaven is man, and man is 
Heaven,” and so “Heaven” and “man” are inherently connected. “Man” cannot 
be separated from “Heaven,” and “man” cannot survive without “Heaven”; 
“Heaven” cannot be separated from “man,” without “man,” the reason of 
“Heaven” cannot be embodied, and so who can realize “the Dao of Heaven”? 
Understanding the relationship between “Heaven” and “man” is a characteristic 
of Chinese philosophy. On this point, Wang Fuzhi made an important observation. 
He reviewed ancient scholars’ theories and concluded that they had merely 
grasped the outer phenomena of the pre-Qin Confucianism, and thought that the 
Book of Changes was only about “the Dao of Heaven,” but did not know that the 
Book of Changes had been the root or foundation of “the Dao of man” since the 
Han Dynasty (Wang 1975, Vol. 9, Qiancheng shang). Zhou Dunyi’s doctrine of 
“taiji picture” is about the root (origin) of “the unity of Heaven and man,” which 
explains that the birth of man is the result of a change in “the Dao of Heaven.” 
While changing into “the Dao of Heaven,” Heaven gives its essential part to 
“man” and makes “man” possess “human nature,” which is different from other 
things. Then, man can discover that all the principles of moral human relations of 
“the Dao of man” (the rules of human society) are in the order of the yin-yang 
movement of “the Dao of Heaven” (the law of the universe). “The Dao of man” 
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and “the Dao of Heaven” should be united. “The Dao of man” is based on “the 
Dao of Heaven” because “man” is a part of Heaven (nature), so a discussion of 
“the Dao of man” cannot be separated from “the Dao of Heaven,” and discussion 
of “the Dao of Heaven” must also take “the Dao of man” into consideration 
because “the principle of daily life and things” of “the Dao of man” is in the 
order of the yin-yang movement of “the Dao of Heaven.” Zhang Zai said that 
Yijing “contains the principle of Heaven, and also includes the Dao of man” 
(Zhang 1978, p. 65). 

Thirdly, why does Confucian philosophy hold that there is an “internal 
relationship” between “Heaven and man”? From the Western Zhou Dynasty, 
there is an intellectual tradition described as “the ear of Heaven is the ear of my 
people, and the eye of Heaven is the eye of my people” (Mencius 1980, 
Wanzhang shang). The tradition can be traced from Confucius and Mencius to 
Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi, Zhu Xi, Lu Jiuyuan and Wang Yangming. On this point, 
Zhu Xi’s saying reflects Confucius’ consistency on “the learning of 
benevolence.” He said: “the man of benevolence” “should have the heart to 
produce abundantly in the sense of nature, in sensing the heart of tender affection 
for man and beneficence for things, the benevolent man’s heart includes four 
morals (benevolence, righteousness, rituals, and wisdom) and penetration into the 
four beginnings of the four morals” (Zhu 1936, Vol. 13). “The Dao of Heaven” 
continuously produces, and regards benevolence as the heart. “Heaven” (nature) 
can make myriad things grow well, so “man” should follow the example of 
“Heaven” (nature), and show kindness to man and benefit myriad things. The 
reason is that “Heaven and man is united as a whole” and “man” obtains the 
essence of “Heaven” to become a “man,” so man should realize the function of 
“nature” (Heaven) and “the tender affection for other man, and bring benefits to 
things.” “The heart of Heaven” and “the heart of man” is actually the same heart. 
“Man” must realize “the Dao of Heaven” and sense “the Dao of Heaven.” The 
value of life is to realize “the destiny (fate) of Heaven,” so the relationship 
between “Heaven” and “man” is actually internal. 

We discuss the proposition of “the unity of Heaven and man” and understand it 
philosophically on the above points to see its real spirit and value. It is a kind of 
world view, a way of thinking that is applied to an interpretation of “the unity of 
Heaven and man.” Its significance is that it endows “man” with an inescapable 
responsibility. “Man” can realize its own transcendence, and achieve the ideal 
“unity of Heaven and man” only in the process of “imitating Heaven (nature)” 
(enhancing to the sphere of “Heaven”).  

Of course, the Confucian idea of “unity of Heaven and man” probably cannot 
directly solve specific problems in human society’s “conflicts between man and 
nature.” However, as a philosophical proposition, the thought of “the unity of 
Heaven and man” holds that “Heaven” and “man” cannot be separated into two 
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parts; instead, “Heaven” and “man” should be regarded as an inherent union. 
There is an internal communication between “Heaven” and “man,” which 
undoubtedly provides a positive way of thinking for philosophically resolving the 
relationship between “Heaven” and “man.”  

5 

“The conflict between man and man” that exists in contemporary society is more 
complicated than “the conflict between man and nature.” Interpersonal conflict is 
not only related to the various conflicts between “self and others,” “man and 
community,” “nation and nation,” “people and people,” and “region and region.” 
For instance, the pursuit of material needs and power, the struggle for natural 
resources, and the expansion of possession and ambition causes conflict and war 
between nations, peoples, and regions, and leads to “imperial hegemony” and 
“terrorism.” Excessive preoccupation with the pursuit of money and the 
enjoyment of material goods, especially the ruling class’ corruption and their 
oppression of ordinary people, causes tensions in the relationships between 
people, a negative social atmosphere, numerous factions, and factionalism. In 
society, children, youth, and the aged all have their own problems. 
Misunderstandings and hostility in daily life, the isolation of souls, then lead to 
the dissolution of social harmony. This trend will result in the collapse of human 
society. Does Confucianism provide a helpful intellectual resource for 
contemporary society’s faults? In my opinion, the Confucian “learning of 
benevolence” may have much significance for the formation of harmony 
“between man and man,” between, nations, peoples, and regions, or “harmonious 
society.” 

The volume of “xing zi ming chu 性自命出 (nature voming out of fate)” in the 
Guodian Chumu Zhujian says that “Dao originates from affection (feeling, 
emotion), and affection comes from nature. The beginning is close to affection, 
and the end is close to righteousness.” It means that interpersonal relationships 
are initially founded on affection (feeling), and affection comes from human 
nature. Therefore, at the start of interpersonal relationships, affection is more 
important (such as the affection between a mother and child), and later on, 
morality and justice (Dao, or the way, and justice or righteousness) become more 
important than affection. Here, “the Dao” denotes “the Dao of man,” which 
means the law of interpersonal relationships or principles of social relations. It is 
connected with “the Dao of Heaven,” but different from “the Dao of Heaven,” 
which means the law of nature (or the external world beyond “man”). “Dao 
originates from affection,” meaning that interpersonal relationships are initially 
founded on affection. It is the starting point of Confucius’ “learning of 
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benevolence.” Confucius’ disciple Fan Chi asked him what “benevolence” was, 
and Confucius answered, “to love people.” Where does the moral command, “to 
love people” come from? Zhongyong quotes Confucius: “Benevolence is the 
character of man, and it is foremost to love family. The moral character of 
benevolence is inborn, and it is essential to love one’s own family” (Zisi 1980, 
Chapter 20). But Confucians think that the spirit of benevolence cannot just rest 
on the love of one’s own family. The Guodian Chujian says, “It is affection to 
love family sincerely, but benevolence is understood as a broad affection for 
ordinary people, not only affection for one’s father” (Jingmen 1998). It is natural 
to have much love for one’s own family; love (affection) that is extended to other 
people can be regarded as “benevolence.” There is also the saying, “filial piety 
should be extended to affection for ordinary people under the sky” (Ibid., Tang 
yu zhi dao). However, affection for one’s family is the foundation of affection for 
others. It means that the Confucian “learning of benevolence” requires an 
extension of the affection for one’s family to the affection of ordinary people. 
The principle, “put oneself in the place of another,” and the practice, “treat the 
aged with respect in my family, and extend that respect to the aged outside of my 
family. Treat the young in my family with tenderness and then extend that 
tenderness to other young outside of my family” (Mencius 1980, Liang Huiwang 
shang), reflecting benevolence. It is not easy to abide by the principle “put 
oneself in the place of another,” one must take “the Dao of zhong 忠 (the full 
development of one’s original good mind) and shu 恕 (the extension of that 
mind to others),” described as “you do not do to others what you do not want 
them to do to you” (Confucius 1980, Yanyuan), “if you wish to establish your 
own character, also establish the character of others, and if you wish to be 
prominent, also help others to be prominent” (Ibid., Yongye), to be the principle 
for carrying out “benevolence.” (Zhu Xi’s Sishu jizhu explains “To realize one’s 
good to the best is zhong, and the extension of one’s good is shu.”) If 
“benevolence” is extended to society (all human society), it is like Confucius’ 
saying, “To master oneself and return to ritual is benevolence. If a man (the ruler) 
can for one day master himself and return to the rites (ceremony), all under 
Heaven will return to benevolence. To practice benevolence depends on oneself. 
Does it depend on others?” (Ibid., Yanyuan) In the past, “overcome selfish 
desire” and “revive the ritual” had always been explained as two parallel acts, but 
such an understanding is not correct in my opinion. Overcoming selfish desire 
and reviving the ritual is benevolence means that it is “benevolence” if “reviving 
the ritual” is based on “overcoming selfish desire.” Fei Xiaotong explains this 
well. He said: “Only overcoming selfish desire, the ritual can be revived. To 
revive the ritual is a necessary condition for entry into society and becoming a 
social person. To limit one’s selfish desire or to raise one’s selfish desire may be 
the key difference between western and eastern cultures” (Fei 2002, p. 4). This is 



The contemporary significance of Confucianism 493 

a reasonable explanation. If one enters society, he must require something of 
himself. For instance, he should ask himself to abide by the principle, “you do 
not do to others what you do not want them to do to you,” then he can follow 
social criterion (the ritual) and become a social person. A nation is the same; it 
must abide by the requirements of the world “pact” and the general rules. Then 
the world pact and general rules can be preserved. Fei Xiaotong thought that “the 
restriction of selfish desire” in Chinese culture was good for interpersonal 
relationships, while “the encouragement of selfish desire” in western culture, 
which placed the self above other persons or other nations, surely and easily led 
to conflict and war. According to Zhu Xi, the saying can be understood as 
“conquering selfish desire and returning to the rituals, which represents the 
principle of Heaven” (Zhu 1983). He means that we should restrict our own 
selfish desire in order to conform to rituals and criterion in our behaviors and 
actions. “Benevolence” is man’s innate characteristic (“affection is originated 
from nature”); in the sense of social life, “the ritual (ceremony)” is the external 
system which regulates people’s behavior, and its function is to regulate 
interpersonal relationships in order to ensure harmony. It symbolizes that “the 
importance of the use of rites (ceremony) is harmony.” Demanding that people 
obey the ritual (ceremony) must be based on their internal heart (mind) of “the 
affection for others,” which conforms to “benevolence.” Confucius says: “To 
practice benevolence depends on oneself. Does it depend on others?” (Confucius 
1980, Yanyuan). On the relationship between “benevolence” and “rites 
(ceremony),” Confucius clearly said: “If a man is not benevolent, what has he to 
do with rites (ceremonies, etc.)? If he is not benevolent, what has he to do with 
music?” (Ibid., Bayi) Without the heart (mind) of benevolence, the system of 
rites (ceremony) and music is deceptive, and is for cheating. Therefore, 
Confucius held that society can be harmonious and peaceful if people 
consciously pursue “benevolence,” base “the heart (mind) of benevolence” on 
certain criterion, and put it into practice in daily society. This is the meaning of 
the saying “if a man (the ruler) can for one day control himself and return to the 
rites (ceremony), all under Heaven will return to benevolence” (Ibid., Yanyuan). 
The action of pursuing benevolence in daily practice is similar to “seeking to 
reach the greatest height and brilliancy and follow the Dao of the Mean” in 
Zhongyong. “Seeking to reach the greatest height and brilliancy” (Zisi 1980, 
Chapter 27) means that people should pursue the highest principle, the ideal of 
benevolence, in life; “To follow the Dao of the Mean” asks people to realize the 
spirit of “benevolence” in daily life “the doctrine of the mean, denotes the use of 
the mean.” “Seeking to reach the greatest height and brilliancy” and “following 
the Dao of the Mean” cannot be separated into two parts, and “the Dao of 
sageliness within and kingliness without” is the highest Confucian ideal. Today, 
we are trying to build a harmonious society, so Confucius’ sayings are very 
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important. There are many explanations of “benevolence” in the Confucius 
Analects, but there are no words for “benevolent governance.” However, “to lead 
the people with virtue and regulate them by the rules of ceremonies (rites, 
property),” “to love people widely,” “to elect the virtuous and able talents,” “to 
extensively bring benefit to the people and bring salvation to all,” etc. are all 
about “benevolent governance.” There are many discussions of “benevolent 
governance” in Mencius, and the meaning of “benevolent governance” is broad. 
Some of the explanations are not compatible with the needs of contemporary 
human society, but two of them are important in helping us to build a harmonious 
society and achieving world peace. One is “the practice of benevolent 
government” should ensure people have fixed property. Mencius said: “The 
people follow the right Dao, because they have fixed property and stable hearts, 
and without fixed property, there cannot be stable hearts” (Mencius 1980, Teng 
Wengong shang). He means that ordinary people should have some fixed 
property in order to ensure that they have certain moral and behavioral principles. 
Without fixed property, a person will not have moral ideas and behavioral 
guidelines. Mencius said: “Benevolent governance should start with the private 
ownership of land” (Ibid.). He means that a benevolent government should 
ensure that ordinary people have their own land first. I believe that we must 
ensure that ordinary people have some fixed property if we truly want to build a 
harmonious society. At the international level, every nation and people should 
possess the wealth that they deserve; powerful nations should not exploit other 
nations’ wealth and resources or pursue power politics. The second point of 
Mencius’ “benevolent governance” opposes unjust war. He said, “those who 
carry out the kind and right Dao will gain more support, otherwise, others will 
find scant support who lose the kind and right Dao.” Here, “the Dao” means 
“morality and justice.” In Gongsun Chou there is a passage that says that 
favorable weather is less important than advantageous terrain, and advantageous 
terrain is less important than the support of the people. It reads:  
 

It is not needed to confine civilians by a national boundary, not necessarily to 
protect a nation with a dangerous mountain, and to threaten the world by the 
weapons of destruction. Those who carry out the kind and right Dao will gain 
more support. Others who give up the kind and right Dao will find scant 
support. He who has the least support, his family and relatives will all oppose 
him, and all the people under the sky will come and pledge allegiance to he 
who has the most support. The just superior man will win if he launches a war 
against those who are opposed by all supporting forces, even by his family and 
relatives, or he need not launch the war (Mencius 1980, Gongsun Chou xia). 

 
The passage tells us that it is not necessary to have national boundaries to 
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restrict civilians, to depend on advantageous terrain to protect a nation, and to 
rely on weapons of mass destruction to threaten the world. Confucians usually 
divide war into two kinds: “the just war” and “the unjust war.” Mencius says, 
“there is no just war in the Spring and Autumn Period” (Ibid., Jinxin xia), and 
“those who lose public support will lose the regime” (Ibid., Lilou shang). This 
idea also applies to the ruler of a nation. In the early Han Dynasty, Jia Yi wrote 
an article, Guo Qin lun 过秦论 (An analysis of the fall of the Qin Dynasty). In 
his article, he concluded that the Qin Dynasty fell because “the Qin government 
did not carry out the policy of benevolence and righteousness after it had 
established a united nation, so it lost sovereignty even though it had taken over 
national power and had many advantages” (Jia 1989, Vol. 1). He quoted the 
proverb, “the past events are today’s lesson.” Is that the wisdom we should 
absorb today? Such Confucian thoughts should have some meaning to the rulers 
of a nation and for the ruling group of the world’s developed nations. “Manage 
state affairs and pacify the world” for “benevolent governance” and “the Dao of 
kingliness,” instead of “arbitrariness” and oppression. 

Since Samuel P. Huntington presented his thesis on the conflict of civilizations 
in 1993, it has been hotly debated by scholars from all countries. In human 
history, it is not uncommon to find conflicts and war caused by cultural 
differences (for instance, differences in philosophy, religion, values). Having 
entered the 21st century, there is no world war, but regional wars frequently break 
out between nations, peoples, and regions, with political and economical 
problems being important reasons, but culture is also an important reason. To 
resolve conflicts and even wars due to cultural differences, perhaps Confucius’s 
notion of “harmony without sameness” might be a very important principle.  

In Chinese history, there are two concepts, “he 和 (harmony)” and “tong 同 
(sameness),” which are regarded as different, so there is the so-called 
“discrimination of harmony and sameness.” According to the records on 
Zhaogong ershi nian of Zuozhuan 左传·昭公二十年 (the 20th year of the Duke 
Zhao, Zuozhuan), “Duke Zhao asked, ‘Is only Liang Qiuju harmonious with 
me?’ Yanzi (Yan Ying) answered, ‘Ju is the same as you. Is it harmonious with 
you?’ The Duke said, ‘Is harmony different with sameness?’ Yan answered, ‘It is 
different. It is like cooking a thick soul, which needs water, fire, vinegar, catsup, 
salt, and plum to cook fish or meat, firewood to burn, and then seasoned to assure 
a fine taste. If the taste is too mild, the cook will add seasoning, and if the taste is 
too thick, he will add water to dilute the taste. When the superior man has the 
soup, he will find it delicious. The relationship between the emperor and his 
officials is alike…Now Ju is different, because he always agrees with you no 
matter what decisions you make. It is like adding water to improve the flavor of 
water. Who would want this? If musical instruments always play the same tone, 
who could listen to it? This is why sameness should not be advocated’” (Zuo 
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1980, Zhaogong ershi nian). In Zhengyu of Guoyu 国语·郑语, “The harmonious 
relationship between things is helpful to produce new things, while sameness 
cannot. To add one with another is called harmony, so it can create something 
new; while if the same thing is put together, all will lose their vital force. So the 
past kings used earth, metal, wood, water, and fire to produce the myriad things” 
(Zuo 1997, Vol. 16). Therefore, “harmony” and “sameness” are not the same. If 
different and related things can harmoniously grow, then things will develop. If 
same things are put together, the result is the suppression of vital force. The 
highest ideal in traditional Chinese culture is “ten thousand things grow together 
without harming each other; their Dao move in parallel without mutual 
interference” (Zisi 1980, Chapter 30). (“The ten thousand things growing 
together” with “their Dao moving in parallel” expresses a “lack of sameness”; 
“they do not damage” or “interfere with each other” — this is “harmony.”) This 
can be a rich source of ideas for the coexistence of many cultures. 

Different nations and countries should have cultural exchanges and dialogue in 
order to achieve a common understanding, that is, a process of mutual 
recognition from difference to a sense of commonality. This kind of mutual 
recognition does not mean that one side exterminates the other or that one side is 
completely assimilated by another. It means the search for junctures where 
different cultures can come together and develop. This is harmony. Therefore, we 
must diligently strive for harmonious coexistence among different cultures 
through dialogue. Now, many scholars in China and the West have recognized 
the importance of pursuing mutual understanding among different cultures 
through dialogue. For instance, Habermas puts forward the notions of “justice” 
and “solidarity” (Habermas 1996). I think these should be used as principles in 
the relationship between different nations and cultures. Habermas’ principle of 
justice can be understood as that every national culture should be independent 
and self-determining; the “principle of solidarity” can be understood as that one 
nation should regard other national cultures with a sympathetic attitude and 
respect other cultures. Only through continuous dialogue and communication and 
other means can good communication between different national cultures be 
established. The German philosopher Gadamer pointed out that “understanding” 
should be extended to a “broad dialogue” (Pan 2002, pp. 65–68). It is to increase 
“understanding” to the level of “broad dialogue,” then the subject and object can 
become equal. In other words, dialogue can only be truly carried out under the 
condition of mutual equality. It can be said that Gadamer’s consciousness of 
subject-object equality and his theory on cultural dialogue are important and 
necessary ideas for our age. The idea is in inspiration for us to correctly 
understand Sino-foreign cultural relationships and national relationships. 
Habermas’ principles of justice and solidarity and Gadamer’s theory of broad 
dialogue both recognize, as their premise, the need for harmony without 
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sameness. It is only if we recognize that nations and states with different cultural 
traditions can achieve harmonious coexistence will it be possible for them to 
have equal rights and duties; it is only under such conditions that “broad 
dialogue” can truly and smoothly accomplish its ends. Thus, Confucius’ principle 
of “harmony without sameness,” based on the notion that harmony is valuable, 
should become a basic principle for handling relations between different cultures. 

6 

If we use the Confucian notion of “the unity of Heaven and man” as a 
philosophical resource to resolve “the contradictions between man and nature” 
and “the unity of self and others” to resolve “the contradictions among men,” we 
may then use the “integration of the inner and the outer” to moderate the 
contradictions within ourselves. There are pressures in modern society. In 
particular, the unlimited pursuit of sensual pleasure results in psychological 
imbalance and a split in the human personality. Psychological imbalance induces 
spiritual disturbances, alcoholism, murder, suicide, etc. This distortion of the 
human body and mind has become a social disease that seriously affects social 
peace. The reason for this is the withering of morality; people no longer have a 
sense of harmony between body and mind. Many perceptive scholars have 
proposed theories and policies about how to cure the disease. In traditional 
Chinese culture, much attention has been given to this in the Confucian practice 
of cultivating the person and nurturing the mind. 

Xing zi ming chu in Guodian Chumu zhujian says: “if you intend to know the 
Dao, you should return to the innate goodness within yourself, it is called moral 
cultivation” (Jingmen 1998). Daxue 大学 (The Great Learning) stresses that 
people’s moral practice is important to building a harmonious society. In the first 
chapter of the book, it says: “The Dao of learning to be great consists in 
manifesting the clear character, renovating the people, and abiding (staying, 
resting) in the highest good” (Zeng 1980, Chapter 1). Zhu Xi commented, “the 
word, renovate, means remove from old. And if I am clear about myself and 
clean, I should help others to abolish the former pollution in the similar way as 
mine…To manifest the clear character and renovate, people should stay at the 
highest good and not change” (Zhu 1983, Daxue). The purpose of showing a 
clear character and shaping the people is to reach the highest good and achieve 
man’s highest realm. Therefore, The Great Learning holds that “From the Son of 
Heaven to common civilians, all must regard moral cultivation as the root or 
foundation. There has never been a case when the root is in disorder and the 
branches are all in order” (Zeng 1980, Chapter 1). It means that according to 
Confucianism, if everyone (from the son of Heaven to common people) 
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cultivated their morality well, “family” could be regulated, “state” will be in 
order, and there will be peace throughout the “world.” Or if moral cultivation, the 
root or foundation, is disordered, it is definitely impossible to manage “family,” 
“state” and the “world” well. In the Doctrine of the Mean, “Social governance 
depends on man, the choice should be made according to their moral cultivation, 
the standard of moral cultivation is the Dao (the top Dao, harmony), and the 
heart (mind) of benevolence and love is necessary for realizing a harmonious 
society” (Zisi 1980, Chapter 20). Here, the connection of an individual’s moral 
cultivation to “benevolence” proves the consistency of Confucian thought. 
Confucianism’s attention to “moral cultivation” is not aimless; instead, it is to 
regulate family, govern the nation, and unite the world, that is, to build a 
“harmonious society.” The ideal of the commonwealth of great unity in the 
Records of Rites is aimed at building a harmonious society politically, 
economically, and culturally. Confucianism’s ideal of a harmonious society is 
based on personal moral cultivation, so Confucians lay particular emphasis on 
personal cultivation of the body and mind. Confucians think that life and death, 
riches and honor should not be the final life goal, and people should pursue 
moral perfection and knowledge. Confucius said: “I am uneasy that people do 
not cultivate their moral character, do not learn and teach knowledge, do not 
behave according to righteousness, and do not correct their mistakes although 
they know they are wrong” (Confucius 1980, Shuer). This tells us the reason for 
being a man. It is not easy to cultivate our moral character because we have great 
dreams and the willingness to improve the welfare of humankind. It is also not 
easy to study knowledge because we not only need to improve our own wisdom, 
but also need to show culture and education to society. People always make 
mistakes, but we should have the courage to correct our mistakes, benefiting 
social harmony. “Be apt to goodness” means that we should strive in the 
direction of goodness everyday, improve ourselves day to day, and then we can 
reach the state of being in the highest good. All of the above are reasons to be an 
upright person, as advocated by Confucianism, and they are necessary for 
maintaining harmony between the body and the mind, the inner and the outer. 
Mencius said: “To preserve one’s mind and to nourish one’s nature is the way to 
serve Heaven. Not to allow any double-mindedness regardless of longevity or 
brevity of life, but to cultivate one’s person and wait for [ming 命 (destiny, fate, 
Heaven’s decree or mandate) to take its own course] is the way to fulfill one’s 
destiny” (Mencius 1980, Jinxin shang). If one can preserve his compassionate 
heart and cultivate his moral character to realize the Dao of Heaven, then the 
length of one’s life does not matter. But he must be sure of being conform to the 
Dao of Heaven through individual moral cultivation. It is one’s peace and 
calmness and the establishment of destiny. 

Confucian self-cultivation has a goal. Yijing says, “Make use of personal moral 
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cultivation in order to honor virtue” (Zhouyi, Xici xia). People’s actions should 
benefit society, and this should be their main pursuit. An individual undergoes 
self-cultivation in order to elevate his spirit and “set his mind on Heaven and 
Earth, establish his life’s destiny, and continue to study to achieve sage, so that 
all things in the world are at peace” (Zhang 1978, p. 320). This is to “establish 
the great root or foundation and so carry out the Dao.” What the Confucians in 
the Song Dynasty pursued is that, as far as an individual is concerned, he will be 
at peace with himself both in his inner thoughts and emotions and in his external 
relations. In A Letter to Zhang Jingfu, when Zhu Xi discussed “the meaning of 
the mean and harmony” with Jingfu, he said: “From now on, I know I have a safe 
place, that is, the place for the peace and calmness of a person, the establishment 
of destiny, and for the domination of consciousness in the vast transformation of 
the universe. So the key for us to establish our big root (foundation) and carry out 
the great Dao is described as that substance and function have one source and 
there is no gap between the apparent and the hidden” (Zhu 1936，Vol. 10). 
Confucians hold that it is very important for a person to find peace and calmness, 
and to establish his destiny for the harmony of body and mind, inner thoughts 
and emotion, and external factors. Therefore, Zhu Xi said: “If a person can be 
harmoniously centered within himself, even though the world at large is in chaos, 
the inner world, its Heaven and Earth and the myriad things, remains peaceful 
and unharmed. If someone is unable to attain this, even though there is order in 
the world at large, within oneself one will be perturbed, even if no harm comes to 
him from without. It’s the same for a country or a family” (Ibid.). If our internal 
and external beings are harmonious, the chaos of a disordered world cannot 
disturb our inner peace. If we are not centered and harmonious in our internal 
and external being, even if there is a very well-ordered world outside, we will 
still be troubled, worried, or perturbed. We must work hard at cultivating our own 
virtue whether the world at large is in chaos or is in order. In this way, we can 
fulfill our life’s duty and when it is time to leave the world, we can go with a 
sense of peace and fulfillment. Thus, the last two sentences in Zhang Zai’s 
Ximing 西铭 (Western Inscription) says: “In life I fulfill my duty as a member of 
society and as a member of the universe, and when death comes, I rest” (Zhang 
1978, p. 63). 

Confucians consistently give much attention to an individual’s peace and 
calmness and the establishment of destiny. This comes from self-cultivation. In 
this way, we can bring harmony to our own hearts and minds and to our internal 
world and its external manifestations. Our words and actions conform to the 
“principle of being human.” And in this way, our persons will be at peace and our 
destiny established. We should remove all obstacles in the way of our personal 
harmony. Zeng Zi says: “Everyday I examine myself on three points: whether in 
counseling others I have not been loyal; whether in intercourse with my friends I 
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have not been faithful; and whether I have not repeated with again and again and 
practiced the instructions of my teacher” (Chan 1963, p. 20). As a man of honor, 
everyday one should be aware of himself and examine whether his behavior and 
actions are moral and just. If there is something immoral and unjust, he should 
sacrifice his life to realize humanity and defend justice. Confucius said, “A 
resolute scholar and a man of humanity will never seek to live at the expense of 
injuring humanity. He would rather sacrifice his life in order to realize humanity” 
(Confucius 1980, Wei ling Gong). Mencius said: “If I do not act according to 
humanity and justice, I choose self-abandonment” (Mencius 1980, Lilou shang). 
It is not easy to carry out the Confucians’ “principle of being human,” but this is 
something people should ardently strive for. And the purpose of achieving this 
personal peace is to bring about social harmony. 

Sima Qian says: “For one to make a record of the Dao of the ancients today is 
to make a mirror for ourselves; it is not that the two ages are necessarily identical 
in all things” (Sima 1997, Vol. 18). We have been reviewing the thoughts of 
Confucius and his school in order to search for resources that human society 
today can use. This is undoubtedly important. But the thoughts and ideas of the 
sages and worthies of ancient times are not fully able to solve all the problems of 
the present time; nor do they all accord with the demands of contemporary 
society. They can only show us a path for thinking, hints on how to make use of 
these resources, giving us a new foundation for addressing the concerns of the 
present time. It is in this way that they contribute to building a harmonious 
human society. “Though Zhou is an ancient state, its Mandate is ever-new” (Shi 
Jing, Daya). Our Chinese nation is an ancient nation with 5000 years of history 
and culture. Our mission is to assure that our society constantly revitalizes itself 
and makes contributions to all mankind.  
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