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SPECIAL THEME 
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Introduction 
 
Research on Chinese philosophy through the media of the English language is by 
nature comparative. Apart from sophisticated inter-philosophical communication and 
systematic catalogue most projects are engaged with one way or another, the 
study of Chinese philosophy is often confronted with the problem of translating 
concepts in classical Chinese into similar, but not necessarily identical, terms 
commonly used in Western languages. Translation is not merely a case of 
match-making between two sets of linguistic items; it has to deliver 
philosophical messages as intended whilst paying attention to cultural 
sensibilities. In addition, the act of translation is intended to elicit certain kinds of 
responses from the reader, which is achieved through employing specific tools to 
construct a philosophical sense within specific thinking contexts. This has seen 
the creation of a new evaluative system that draws on two different bodies of 
meaning. For example, terms commonly used, such as “rationalism,” “virtue” or 
“justice” have their roots and applications in ancient Greek and modern 
European philosophies. By presuming their equivalence with li 理, de 德, yi 义, 
these English words tend to amplify or abbreviate the original meaning(s) of the 
Chinese terms and consequently carry, if not properly defined and refined, the 
risk of creating misconception or misunderstanding in the hearts and minds of 
readers.  

Comparison does not stop at the Chinese-Western frontiers. Philosophical 
globalisation makes it possible and necessary for comparison to be 
introspectively carried into the study of different philosophical understandings 
within the Chinese tradition. This is achieved by consciously employing 
appropriate methods and exploring the insightful discoveries that arise out of 
Chinese and Western philosophical dialogues. This has introduced a different 
range of philosophical exercises in the re-examining and re-evaluating of the 
ideas, values and principles that are advanced by different philosophers at 
different times, and has further called into question the meanings and 
understandings that classical philosophers in China have taken for granted.  
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With this two-fold comparison in mind, we have selected four articles on 
Chinese philosophies to form this special theme. These four articles all concern 
classical Chinese philosophies, and all either implicitly or explicitly examine 
their topics through the lens of comparative studies. John Ramsey is concerned 
with the much debated role ethics in Confucianism. The article starts with the 
recently raised question for Aristotelian understanding of social roles, and carries 
its enquiry into the classical Confucian role dilemma which arises when we are 
faced with conflicts between the demands of humaneness (ren 仁) and the 
demands of ritual-propriety (li 礼). Ramsey rejects both “externalism,” which 
refers to those Confucians who favour humaneness at the expense of other 
demands, and “internalism,” which refers to those Confucians who place the 
demands of li above internal virtue. The former tends to collapse into a virtue 
ethics, while the latter implies relativism and licenses oppressive social 
institutions. The article is intended to be an exercise in showing how the two 
options merely offer undesirable solutions for the role dilemma in Confucian 
ethics, but do not venture to solve the problem. Instead, as Ramsey suggests, the 
point is to call into question a number of presumptions that Confucian role 
ethicists have often implicitly embraced, and to initiate a discussion that would 
facilitate a clearer understanding of Confucian role ethics.  

In his shorter than usual article, Wang Kai examines Xunzi for a paradigm of 
rationalistic virtue ethics in early Confucianism in the light of Aristotelian virtue 
ethics. In search of possible ways for communication and synthesis between 
Confucianism and virtue ethics, Wang comes to examine the rationalistic nature 
of Xunzi’s ethical statements, arguing that Xunzi reveals a strong tendency 
towards rationalism in his understanding of human nature, the source and nature 
of good and evil, and how to achieve perfection through learning and practice. 
Wang concludes that while Xunzi highlights the importance of emotion for a 
better life, he establishes rationality as the corner stone of morality which, as 
Wang argues, has placed Xunzi on a par with Aristotle.  

Qu Hongmei addresses cosmopolitanism, also from a comparative perspective. 
Her article intends to locate the original sources of cosmopolitan ideas in both 
Chinese and European philosophies, and to examine Chrysippus in ancient 
Greece and Confucius in classical China as examples of such origins in both 
traditions. She engages in a comparative analysis of the cosmopolitan ideas or 
theories identified in the extant texts attributed to these two philosophers, and 
argues that the theoretical origins of cosmopolitanism are rooted in their 
deliberation on the relationship between human beings and nature, and in their 
answers to the question of how to become a good person. While Confucius and 
Chrysippus both pay considerable attention to the practical methods for building 
up a cosmopolitan society in which all people would follow the order of nature 
and cultivate their virtue to perfection, they demonstrate different concerns about 
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the attitude toward family members or fellow citizens. Through careful 
comparison, Qu draws her conclusion that both Confucius and Chrysippus can be 
located within a continuum of “moral cosmopolitanism,” but that there exists a 
clear difference between them: Confucius champions a moderate cosmopolitan 
ideal, while Chrysippus advocates a stricter version of cosmopolitanism. 

Chris Fraser’s article is a comparison of a different kind. Aiming to present a 
critical contrast of the attitudes toward death in Confucianism and Daoism, 
behind this comparison, we can yet perceive the shadow of a certain Christian 
understanding. This article is focused on the Confucian and Daoist handling of 
death and bereavement through examining the texts of what we know as Xunzi 
and Zhuangzi. Fraser argues that both Xunzi and Zhuangzi approach death from a 
naturalist philosophy of life, but what they understand as “natural” differs. For 
Xunzi, what happens as inevitable should be understood rationally as part of 
human continuity, and the meaning of death cannot be grasped unless in a 
cultural context. It is, therefore, important for Xunzi to ritualize natural events, 
such as death, through cultural forces and to moralise bereavement as the path to 
social order, harmony and beauty. For Zhuangzi, however, life and death are part 
of natural transformation and must be aesthetically understood in the light of 
different phases of cosmic changes. He rejects ritualized cultural mores and sees 
them as an obstacle to our “return” to nature. While no clear conclusion is made, 
the comparison itself demonstrates how ethical and aesthetic sensibilities can be 
taken care of in a rational argumentation. 

All four authors demonstrate a critical mind when examining traditional 
Chinese philosophies and skillfully manage their projects by manipulating 
certain comparative tools. Their propositions may be subject to further questions, 
but the innovative value of their approaches is beyond doubt. We hope that by 
publishing such works, further research into new and comparative frontiers will 
be encouraged which can further enrich our understanding of both Chinese and 
Western philosophical theories. 
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