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Introduction



In recent years, China has emerged as a superpower and Westerners have suddenly had to come to terms with a powerful nation whose ancient civilization owes little to outside influences. For the West, China has been remote in many ways. We have felt its culture to be alien, its people inscrutable. Its language, and particularly its writing system, are totally different from our own. To understand modern China we need to overcome our sense of ‘otherness’ and appreciate what lies behind the way in which Chinese people think.

Historically, Europeans have long benefited from Chinese inventions and discoveries – paper, silk, porcelain, the compass and gunpowder, to name but a few. It is often held that these practical developments sprang from Daoism, one of the main strands of early Chinese philosophy. The Daoists believed that Man should follow the ‘grain’ of nature rather than cut across it, and in the course of discovering what this ‘grain’ was they investigated natural forces and materials, and experimented widely to find out how these could be utilised. Their respect for nature resonates strongly with the ecological ideas of today.

Another strand of Chinese philosophy, Confucianism, was more concerned with the relationships between people, and saw its task as working out how a populous society could live in harmony. Confucius and his followers argued for a system of mutual respect, where each individual owed duties to some and responsibilities to others, in a social order where, indeed, no man was an island. Individualism would be subordinated to the good of the community, and all people would be provided for.

The third main strand of Chinese philosophy was Buddhism: a late arrival on the scene in historical terms, but one that focused on Man’s relationship to the cosmos. It succeeded in China because of its resonance with philosophical Daoism, but the Buddhist concept of compassion for all creation added the extra dimension of Man’s relationship to Man to the Daoist quest to understand the Unchanging Way and the virtue of wu-wei, which means ‘achieving without exertion’.

The complex interaction of these philosophical traditions came to influence all aspects of life in China. They continue – even under Communism – to underpin much of Chinese thinking and behaviour. The study of Chinese philosophy will bring even greater rewards than the expediency of doing so. The wealth of Chinese thought and literature is not of historical or intellectual interest only. It contains profound insights into the human condition and offers challenging perspectives on our place as humans in society, in nature and in the cosmos.


Chapter 1



The Earliest Traces

In approaching the story of Chinese philosophy, it is important to be aware that an identifiably Chinese culture has had a documented existence that spans some 4,000 years. Indeed, there are even older archaeological traces which suggest that its roots may extend at least 2,000 or 3,000 years further back than that, so Chinese cultural patterns pre-date the existence of a single political entity that can be called China, since the unified state only came into being in 221 BCE. For convenience, however, we shall use the term ‘China’ as a convenient shorthand to describe the geographical area now known as China, and ‘Chinese’ to identify its inhabitants.

As in many cultures, there were those in China who tried to work out the ways in which individuals should conduct themselves and rulers should govern the people. From the earliest times, scholars and teachers who developed philosophical thought were aware of traditional occult systems, so philosophy and religious thought became intertwined in a cultural environment which they thought extended back to a legendary era. As the development of philosophical thought in China was mainly concerned with matters of government and social organisation, the three strands of philosophy, religion and politics were woven together, sometimes close-knit and sometimes more loosely associated. Moreover, within each strand there were competing views.

This ongoing blend of influences, and the relative importance of each strand at any time, can be traced throughout Chinese history right up to the present day, and so in following the story of Chinese philosophy we shall be touching on archaeology, history, geography, philosophy, religion, statecraft and politics, to discover how the philosophy developed and how China in the twenty-first century is still influenced by this remarkable continuity of culture and thought.

Geography



The geography of China ensured that the development of society took place in substantial isolation from the rest of the world. To the east and south-east lay the China Sea and the Pacific, to the north lay the steppes and tundra, to the west and north-west there were the central Asian deserts, to the west loomed Tibet and the Himalayan range, and to the south-west the jungles provided another natural barrier to free travel and migration.

[image: ]

The Archaeological Evidence



Against this backdrop, the first Neolithic settlements grew up in the Yellow River valley in north China. As evidence to support the assertion that the development of Chinese culture rose in isolation, archaeological excavations have yielded stone tools of a different pattern from that of Western tools. The tools found in China have a distinctive cutting edge formed by chipping from both faces of the tool, compared with the chipping from one face typical of the West.

Neolithic culture (c. 7000–2000 BCE) became quite widespread, extending from sites in modern-day Gansu province, where painted red pottery was found, to Longshan near the mouth of the Yellow River and sites as far south as Hangzhou below the Yangtze River, where a distinctive black pottery has been excavated. Despite the differences in the manufacturing process that resulted in the different colours of the body of the ceramics, however, the detailed stylistic features of the wares indicate that they come from a generally uniform cultural background.

[image: ]

The early ceramic finds cannot in themselves tell us anything about the modes of philosophical thought that their makers possessed, but there are examples of Neolithic pottery with graphs incised into them which correspond closely to modern Chinese characters, indicating that a written form of language clearly linked to Chinese was probably in use during the Neolithic period. Another find of incised tortoise shells carrying recognizable characters indicates, on the basis of radiocarbon dating, that divination was almost certainly being practised as long ago as 5000 BCE.

So we can say with some degree of certainty that a distinctive proto-Chinese society was developing around and to the south of the Yellow River during the Neolithic period, that the people spoke a language from which Chinese would evolve, and that it probably had a shamanistic culture related among other things to divination using tortoise shells.

The Ancestors



The importance of the clan is a distinct feature of Chinese communities, and the significance of ‘the ancestors’ is clear from a number of discoveries dating from the dawn of Chinese written material in the Shang period (1766–1027 BCE), whether oracle bone inscriptions or inscriptions on bronze objects. This combination of divination and ancestor worship not only contributed to the continuation of occult practices, but also provided a formal framework in which they would persist in China long after the downfall of the Shang state. Detailed sources for occultism only survive from later periods, but the archaeological evidence is clearly consistent with a pre-Shang origin of the practices that were documented later.

The ties of clan also determined other hierarchical structures in society, including the relationship between the ruler of a state and his subjects. These relationships were at the heart of the early legends that defined the intellectual picture the Chinese had of their origin as a people.

Concepts of state rule and administration were reflected in the legends, starting from Pan Gu, the supposed creator of the world. According to the legends, Pan Gu was followed by a series of rulers, the Emperor of Heaven, the Emperor of Earth and the Emperor of Humanity, and then by two key figures, Fu Xi, the patron of hunting and animal husbandry, and Shen Nong, the patron of agriculture. The last of the purely legendary figures was the Yellow Emperor, Huang Di. The names give clear clues to the legendary nature of these figures; for example, the name Shen Nong means ‘spirit farmer’.

[image: ]

It is the next three generations of legendary figures, the ‘model kings’, who are of interest to us, because they are more easily identifiable with human rather than supernatural beings – and while we cannot identify any historical individual on the basis of the legendary accounts, it is by no means impossible that the behaviour of individual chieftains was perpetuated in legend. The names of the model kings are Yao, Shun and Yu. Yao was considered to have been a benevolent ruler, but his reputation rests on the story that he passed his responsibilities to Shun, a meritorious fisherman, rather than to his son, who would normally have inherited his father’s position. In turn, Shun abdicated and handed the throne to Yu, a commoner. According to the legends the choice of Yu was auspicious despite his lowly origins, as he had managed to subdue a mighty flood that had inundated China by creating a network of drainage and irrigation systems throughout the country. The story was that he spent nine years away from his home carrying out this task, wading in water for so long that he had no hair left on his calves.

The tales of Yao, Shun and Yu ‘the Great’ (as he became known) were highly influential in Chinese thought in setting the pattern of ideal kingship, and their significance was expounded by perhaps the most famous of all Chinese philosophers, Confucius.

The Emergence of the Bronze Age in China



As the Neolithic period continued, settlements grew larger, and there is evidence that they supported specialised craftsmen’s quarters as well as housing the workers who were engaged in the agricultural activities needed to supply food for their inhabitants. The settlements were walled, and the massive size of these walls, some being up to nearly 33 feet (10 metres) high and correspondingly thick, clearly involved much labour and the managerial expertise needed to organise it. This development in society paved the way for the two major strands of indigenous Chinese philosophical thought, namely the nature-based/agrarian Daoism on the one hand and the hierarchical/administrative Confucianism on the other. Both these strands were to continue into the Bronze Age, when the Shang state came to supremacy among the other local rulers.

The Shang period is often referred to as the Shang Dynasty, but this terminology is perhaps misleading. The supremacy of the Shang regime over neighbouring powers was not achieved by conquest, but by the tactic of the punitive raid, a strategy by which neighbouring communities could be kept in check against attacking the Shang.

The technology that enabled the Shang rulers to maintain their position for a period of about 750 years was the working of bronze. It is believed that the technology filtered through the central Asian deserts towards China, since very small, very early bronze castings have been found in north-west China. In the hands of the Shang bronzesmiths, however, the technology of bronze working developed in little more than sixty years to reach such a level of technical expertise and artistic excellence that from early in the Shang period very large castings were being made, and with a decoration and finish that has never been rivalled since in China. Quite apart from the financial power this technology offered, and the high reputation of the state that controlled it, many of the earliest bronze artefacts discovered by archaeologists are weapons, including swords, spears, arrow-heads and the typically Chinese halberd or ‘dagger-axe’, the ge – clearly, the Shang fighters were going to be a formidable enemy in time of conflict.

[image: ]

Their fighting units would be highly mobile as well, having chariots that we know of from chariot burials, including bronze working parts.

The Oracle Bones



Archaeological findings also provide evidence of the existence of the two modes of thought that continued throughout the Shang period. This evidence takes the form of so-called ‘oracle bones’, which are variously sheep and ox shoulder blades, and tortoise shells. Their mode of use seems bizarre to the modern reader, but demonstrates a consistent pattern that makes clear that divination by ‘scapulimancy’ (the reading of shoulder blades) was an accepted part of Shang life. What happened was this. If somebody wanted to discover the answer to a question (when would it be auspicious to go hunting, when should a particular sacrifice be made, and so on), they would go to the diviner and pose the question to him. The diviner would then take a shoulder blade (for everyday use – tortoise shell was for grander occasions) and place a heated metal point on a shallow cavity worked into the bone. The heat from the point was sufficient to cause the bone or shell to crack from the thermal shock, and the diviner would then ‘interpret’ the pattern of cracks to give the answer to the question. The jackpot hit by the archaeologists was to find examples in which the question and/or the answer had been incised on the bone or shell. From a mass of oracle bone inscriptions it has been possible to discover a great deal about sociological, personal and administrative life under the Shang. One set of oracle bones even included the names of the kings of Shang, and remarkably the list was found to be substantially identical to the list proposed in the Shiji by its compiler, the historian Si-ma Qian, in 90 BCE – a posthumous triumph, since the authenticity of his list had been doubted, and ridiculed by some, until he was vindicated by the Anyang excavations.
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Si-ma Qian held the office of Grand Historian in the Western Han Dynasty. His Shiji (literally, ‘historical record’) is still published today and constitutes one of the major sources for early Chinese history. It was conceived as a complete history of China down to his own time, but also includes a number of technical treatises relevant to state administration. We shall have reason to refer to it later on a number of occasions.

Another well-known archaeological site contemporary with the later Shang period, at Sanxingdui in Sichuan province, has yielded ivory, jade and bronze artefacts with strong clues to a shamanistic tradition. Among the finds was a huge bronze standing figure, which has been interpreted by some scholars as an image of a shaman, together with many cast bronze heads in a similar style. There are parallels with later miniature bronzes from the early part of the Zhou Dynasty, the regime that conquered the Shang in the eleventh century BCE and administered the state by delegating authority in each area to family members of the Zhou clan. This continuity of such bronzes into the early, or ‘Western’, Zhou period again stresses the long continuity in China of such ideas.

[image: ]

Continuity of the two traditions, the nature-based/agrarian and the hierarchical/administrative, can therefore be proved, although despite the development of written records on bone and shell, no written treatises on philosophy from the Shang period have survived.

In the next historical period, however, the formalisation of statehood in the Western Zhou meant that the hierarchical aspect of Chinese thought would become increasingly important. This is confirmed by the increasing number of written records from the Western Zhou whose contents have survived to the present day.
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