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The theme of the inaugural issue of Journal of East-West Thought is 

―global justice, universalism, and cosmopolitanism.‖ Global justice 

examines fairness and impartiality as it applies to universal human 

rights, wealth distribution, resource allocation, economic equality, 

international relations, new colonization, and the legitimate 

cosmopolitan institutions throughout the world. Cosmopolitanism, one 

of the main approaches to global justice today, examines the ideal 

relationship between nations, groups or individual people of various 

nations, which can be morally, culturally, economically and politically 

unified as a single world-society or global community. Universalism 

examines the identification of an all-embracing truth of justice and value 

for all people. Through the cosmopolitan approach, we seek to verify 

and justify the relationship between global justice and universal justice, 

finaly leading to the concept of universalism. Universalism may not be 

as implausible as some contemporary philosophers believe. The real 

world seems to call for universalism such as universal justice, universal 

values, and so on. If we should go back the ideal of universalism, we 

then face questions of cultural-linguistic translability which Toming Jun 

Liu's and Longxi Zhang's articles raise in this issue. Global justice, 

cosmopolitanism and universalism should be regarded as Three-in-One 

or Threefold Truth as they are inter-relatable, inter-actable, and inter-

transformable.  

According to A. Bogdandy and S. Dellavalle, universalism, 

cosmopolitanism, and global justice are related. For instance, the 

concept of jus cogens can be linked to the assumption of a universal 

community of communication. This encompasses the totality of actors 

involved in international relations, including states and individuals 

understood in a cosmopolitan way; as it sets the core requirements for 

legitimate public action worldwide. The idea of a global political 

community spells out this concept within the theory of international 

relations. Hugo Grotius placed the secular foundation of international 

law‘s universalism in an ontological postulation of human nature, which 

he saw determined by both a natural and a universal disposition of 

human beings to sociability. As Aristotle claimed, humans naturally tend 

to establish society, and this tendency extends globally. International law 

can be regarded as the common law of humankind containing the 

general rules of universal sociability. This interpretation of Western 

universalism bases the law of nations on a view of every human being‘s 

naturalreasoning, regardless of his cultural or religious background. 

Certainly, universal sociability is less ―thick‖ than its counterpart within 

the borders of single polities. Nevertheless, it is strong enough to bear 

the responsibility for a set of general minimal or ―thin‖ norms 

guaranteeing the orderly and essentially peaceful interaction of peoples 
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and individuals beyond the borders of their countries. The idea of a 

naturally sociable humankind as the basis of a universal order informs a 

universalism increasingly independent from Christian tradition. 

―Notwithstanding its paramount significance in shaping the 

universalistic perspective of international law, this understanding of 

order also shows at least one unresolved shortfall. The founding 

assumption of the existence of a global community including all 

individuals and states and of common fundamental values is little 

substantiated within this strand of thinking.‖ (Universalism Renewed: 

Habermas‘ Theory of International Order in Light of Competing 

Paradigms. German Law Journal. Vol. 10 No. 01. 12-13, 2009) 

Universalism and cosmopolitanism are two of the highest moral ideals 

for almost all traditional Chinese thinkers. According to traditional 

Chinese spirituality, all social ideals, moral purposes, teleological or 

consequential virtues, and justified terms should be universal, applying 

to all people. Confucianism, Daoism, Moism, and Chinese Buddhism 

really concern the origins, causes, nature, relationships, functions, 

interactions, and transformation of the universe through a superhuman 

power or supernatural being such as Tian (Heaven), Tianming (Mandate 

of Heaven), Dao (Way of Ultimate Reality), and Kong (Sunyata--Great 

Nothingness or Emptiness). Almost all great Chinese thinkers have 

advocated certain universal moral rules to guide or govern social 

behavior and human affairs; these rules being Confucian Ren 

(Benevolence), Daoist Ci (Mercy), Moist Jianai (All-embracing Love) 

and Buddhist Cibei (Compassion). The most common moral purpose or 

thread among these thinkers is to apply a universal value which 

transforms all human individuals (or as many as possible) from an 

ordinary person into an ideal or holy person embodying a universal 

moral quality. Chinese philosophy and religion are very inclusive, 

interactive, tolerant, and transformable. They continuously strive to 

promote a harmony, unification, interaction, communication and 

correspondence between Man and Heaven (or Nature), including 

universal harmony in the perfect world which transcends racial, cultural, 

national, religious, and other boundaries. All humans may or shall be 

transformed into a member of the ‗ideal society‘ through moral training, 

practice, and education by sages or saints. Like Socrates, the most 

leading traditional Chinese thinkers, advocated cosmopolitanism, and 

dreamt that all people, all races, and all human groups should become 

the members of a unified cosmopolitan community. This community 

comprising common moral values and ideals, based on the universal 

harmony of a great commonwealth or a ‗perfect society.‘ Traditional 

Chinese ethics generally emphasized moral inclusivism and social 

egalitarianism, such as ―all men are brothers within the four seas,‖ and 

―the whole world is one family.‖  

Five themed articles concerning Global Justice, Cosmopolitanism 

and Universalism appear in this first issue. Jürgen Habermas, one of the 

most influential philosophers in the world, attempts to reconstruct a 

future non-state constitutionalized world society. For him, globalized 

domestic politics must be involved in an interaction between national 
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and cosmopolitan citizens, national and regional governments, 

institutionalized transnational networks, supranational players, and a 

democratically legitimated world organization. This amalgamation 

would form a central negotiation system with core competencies in the 

prevention of international conflicts and also the formalization of basic 

human rights. A new supranational world organization emerges as more 

potent and based on more inclusive democratic legitimacy processes 

than the current United Nations. Habermas advocates Kant's view of the 

cosmopolitan constitution in order to develop the constitutionalization of 

international law. The growth of international organizations can be a 

response to social-political control and regulation. We should understand 

the functional differentiation of world society. The innovations in 

international law between civilizations are characterized by one or more 

of the great world religions, and equal to cross-cultural understanding 

and interpretation needs. Habermas discusses the following three basic 

subjects: 1) the three-level global system and Nagle‘s Problem; 2) 

individuals and states as subjects of a World Constitution; and 3) 

legitimacy requirements and learning processes. By following H. 

Brunkhorst‘s theory, he attempts to distinguish the important differences 

between a supranational level and a transnational level in the political 

system of a world society. For him, the political constitution and the 

joint membership of an association of free and equal citizens can reach 

out across national borders. The lowest level of the political system of 

world society would be compared to the idea of states. The citizens of 

this world follow universal standards, which would obey the peace and 

human rights policy of the United Nations, since it‘s world domestic 

policy was negotiated among global players. Citizens‘ requirements for 

the behavior of their governments and negotiators in these international 

arenas is based not only primarily on global standards of justice, but also 

takes into account the conduct of national and regional interests. This 

conflict would take place in the minds of the same citizens that need 

notions of legitimacy, and unfold in the cosmopolitan framework of the 

international community. The political responsibility of national or 

regional governments towards their own citizens can be institutionalized, 

only if the universal justice of the world‘s political constitution can be 

recognized. Only a world state would establish the world order from the 

will of its citizens. We must consider two legitimate ways to accomplish 

this: 1) coming from the citizens of the world from an existing state to 

the international community for peace and human rights policies of the 

world organization; 2) coming from the citizens of a related nation-state 

to the transnational negotiation system, which is part of the international 

community on issues of global governance. Habermas continues to 

discuss ―individuals and states as subjects of a World Constitution.‖ This 

world organization specializes in the basic regulatory function of 

securing peace and protecting human rights, and integrating the 

international community of states and citizens, as well as unifying the 

global legal order.  

The fundamental issues of transnational justice reside within 

institutionally and constitutionally fixed premises. It requires the 
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inclusion of all people in a cosmopolitan order and provides everyone 

with political and civil rights, and also the "fair value" of these rights 

guaranteed. It also means the respective local context is required in order 

to take the same formal rights effectively. On this basis, a fair value is 

determined to be a mutually acceptable boundary between national and 

cosmopolitan solidarity. These obligations of the states, in turn, are 

derived from the duties which the citizens of beneficiary countries (as 

global citizens) give to citizens in disadvantaged states. These civil-

social actors should promote transparency by presenting their 

discussions and decisions globally. This in turn gives the citizens of the 

world an opportunity to make informed decisions, as well as express 

their own unique opinions and points of view. The overarching duty 

abiding in a ―universalistic morality of justice‖ - that of refraining from 

crimes against humanity and wars of aggression (which seem rooted in 

all cultures and correspond to ‗their‘ legal requirements) - is to justify 

the basis of the institutions of the world organization making decisions 

internally. On a transnational level a different kind of need for 

legitimation arises. The global players among the world's domestic 

political arrangements negotiate to keep from the perspective of 

traditional foreign policy. In this ideal world War becomes impossible as 

a means of conflict resolution, since the normative framework of the 

Constitution binds the cosmopolitan formation of compromise between 

unequal partners attempting to avoid certain directives.  

Xunwu Chen's paper examines views of Habermas and others on 

global justice and argues the most reasonable way to develop, 

administrate, and enforce global laws of justice - or build a cosmopolitan 

order of justice is through a two-track politics of global democracy. 

Sharing Habermas's call for multi-faceted, multi-level institutional 

reconstructions in global politics, Chen's paper calls for a two-track 

global democracy on two fronts: (1) a two-track democracy consisting of 

formal and informal politics and (2) a two-track democracy which 

assembles a global legal architecture and makes a nation-state 

government complimentary - thereby enabling conditions of global 

justice.  

Williams L. McBride shows ―regression in history,‖ and asks a 

thought-provoking question: "where are we now? " This question came 

to him as he re-read Habermas‘ old essay which treats Marx‘s ideas as 

being much more akin to Darwinian evolution than Marx himself 

thought it was. Habermas makes the case against the idea of strong 

historical inevitability. Historical development is not necessarily 

unilinear, and moreover it is not guaranteed to be uninterrupted. 

―Globalization‖ has been all the rage, but we are experiencing a ―great 

global economic and general crisis,‖ and ―we‖ apparently do not 

understand historical processes very well. Capitalism constitutes ―a truly 

deep regression in history, ‖ one from which many thought humanity 

could be extricated in the past century; but which has ultimately begun 

to take on the appearance of historical inevitability and to be defended as 

inevitable. This is where we are now.  
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Tomming Jun Liu explores ―trans-civilizational translations‖ in 

translational activities, broadening the field of translation studies to 

include considerations of philosophical, historical, cross-cultural and 

postcolonial implications. Underlining this study is his concern with 

problems which arise from a Western universalism overriding a 

cosmopolitan vision of the world. This point of view exacerbates the 

differences and problems which occur when translating works from a 

non-Western civilization such as the Chinese. His investigation, 

informed by theories of literature, translation, cultural studies, 

psychoanalysis and philosophy, focuses on a specific case: how Wang 

Wei‘s ―Lu Zhai‖ is variously translated, as well aswhat problematics and 

assumptions lie behind them. Liu concludes with a speculative 

comparison of ―Lu Zhai‖ with Heidegger‘s metaphor Lichtung as an 

example of a secret correspondence between the Western and Chinese 

civilizations. He affirms the Derridean view that the Babelian confusion 

of many tongues has a divine purpose. Translation studies in the 

postcolonial era raise questions about cosmopolitanism and 

universalism. A Western translator, in order to enter into Chinese 

civilization, cannot have the mind of only the Western world. He must 

also possess a cosmopolitan mind/view of the whole world along with an 

awareness of its complex and intricate range of divergences.  

John Zijiang Ding develops a comparison of Wang Yangming‘s and 

Schleiermacher‘s "theories of self-transformation," and examines their 

moral and metaphysical universalism. Wang‘s thought deepens and 

extends Confucian universalism and cosmopolitanism for social change. 

The cosmological and universalistic tendencies of his theory unify the 

human being, the natural being, and the supernatural or superhuman 

being as "the Great One. " Schleiermacher‘s thought is also based on 

universalism and cosmopolitanism. He regards humanity as a whole in 

all its diversity, thereby providing a moral basis for developing 

successful intercultural connections. He stresses a doctrine of universal 

salvation and election as representing a ―reformed‖ universalism. His 

argument is modern in its appeal, and is one element in the increasing 

popularity of universalism since his day.  

This inaugural issue also includes three outstanding scholars‘ articles 

on Methodology and Meta-methodology of East-West Studies. Chung-

ying Cheng develops a new analysis of the power of political leadership 

in Confucian perspective. Robert C. Neville promotes a new research 

project for comparative study and appreciation of ultimate realities 

through the sciences and humanities. Longxi Zhang attempts to find a 

successful path to overcome the challenge of East-Western comparative 

studies. Furthermore, this volume also includes articles from Jiyuan Yu 

and JeeLoo Liu, both of which are devoted to explore ―A New Vision of 

Chinese Metaphysics and Cosmology.‖ This ―New Vision‖ is very 

reconstructive and forward looking. 

 Journal of East-West Thought is intended to be a new forum for the 

development and advancement of diverse and divergent thoughts. Thus, 

I will close my introduction with this remark. In his co-authored book 

The Grand Design, Stephen Hawking, the most renowned physicist in 
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the world today, proclaims that philosophy is dead. For him, what was 

once the realm of philosophy, is now the task of science. Philosophy is 

dead because it has not kept up with developments in modern science, 

physics in particular. Scientists have become the torchbearers in our 

quest for knowledge. Is philosophy- Western and Eastern - really dead? 

For this question, philosophers have divided into three factions: 

optimists, pessimists and eclectics. Today philosophy may be facing a 

serious crisis, but not ―death.‖ Even Hawking could feel there remain 

certain parts of philosophy which are not entirely dead such as ethics, 

esthetics, social-political philosophy and so on. According to Daoism, 

crises could be transformed to opportunities. No matter how their debate 

proceeds, philosophers should accept crisis as a challenge and seek new 

directions and more effective approaches for promoting the 

reconstruction and reformalization of philosophy. A Chinese proverb 

says: ―one would fight to live when confronted with danger of death.‖ 

Through a self-transformation and self-realization philosophy may 

overcome these crises and establish ―new life.‖ The term "philosophy" 

literally means "to love wisdom.‖ How can people stop the "love of 

wisdom"? All human civilizational spirituality should be guided by three 

basic powers: philosophy, theology and science. These ―three‖ cannot be 

replaced, and each performs its own specific role and function. Yet all of 

them can be interrelated, interacted, and even intertransformed. 

Philosophy could be ―sickened,‖ ―damaged,‖ or ―wounded,‖ but it 

cannot be dead. If all of mankind could exist forever, then philosophy 

could always be with them forever as well. Just for this reason, Journal 

of East-West Thought will be with the sages and thinkers who seek truth, 

wisdom and justice forever. We are launching this first issue in 

December 2011. This season might be significant, as Shelley‘s poem 

says: ―If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind? 



 

Konstitutionalisierung des Völkerrechts und  

die Legitimationsprobleme einer verfassten 

Weltgesellschaft.1 
 

Jürgen Habermas* 

 
Abstract: Starting with a decisive conceptual move--a differentiation 

among statehood, democratic constitution and civic solidarity, this 

essay explores the idea of a political constitution for a world society. 

It puts forth the non-state concept of a legally constituted 

international community that obligates nation-states to co-exist 

peacefully and authorizes them to guarantee the basic human rights 

of their citizens. Doing so, it detaches the notion of a 

constitutionalization of international laws from the idea of a world 

republic. Doing so, the essay addresses the Nagelian problem, 

distinguishing between the legitimate expectations and demands of 

cosmopolitan and national citizens, and demonstrating how potential 

conflicts between these two sets of expectations and demands can be 

institutionally cushed and processed. It examines how the 

legitimation requirements of a democratically constituted world 

society without a world government could be satisfied, provided that 

nation-states and their populations undergo certain learning 

processes in global democracy. 

 

MIT DEN MONSTRÖ SEN Massenverbrechen des 20. Jahrhunderts 

haben die Völkerrechtssubjekte die Unschuldsvermutung, auf die sich 

Interven-tionsverbot und Immunität gegen völkerrechtliche Strafverfol-

gung stützten, verwirkt. Das Völkerrecht hat sich seit dem Ende des 

Zweiten Weltkrieges freilich nicht nur in Reaktion auf Angriffskriege 

und Massenverbrechen weiter entwickelt; die Innovationen erschöpfen 

sich nicht im Regime der Sicherheits- und Menschenrechtspolitik der 

Vereinten Nationen. Innerhalb wie außerhalb der Vereinten Nationen 

haben sich Formen des internationalen Regierens auf Gebieten der 

Energie und Umwelt, der Finanz und Handelspolitik, der Arbeits-

beziehungen, des organisierten Verbrechens und des Waffenhandels, der 

Bekämpfung von Epidemien usw. entwickelt. Im Gleichschritt mit 

Gemeinsamen Märkten und Währungen bilden sich zudem kontinentale 

Staatenverbindungen heraus. Das beschleunigte inkrementalistische 

Wachstum internationaler Organisationen lässt sich auch als Antwort auf 

den Steuerungs- und Regelungsbedarf verstehen, der sich aus der zuneh-

menden Interdependenz einer im Entstehen begriffenen, sich funktional 

ausdifferenzierenden Weltgesellschaft ergeben hat. Gleich-zeitig ist mit 

diesen Innovationen im Völkerrecht zwischen Zivilisa-tionen, die durch 

                     
*JÜ RGEN HABERMAS is recognized as one of the most distinguished and 

influential philosophers in the world.  
1 Der Text reproduziert Teile aus meiner Replik auf die Beiträge in: P. Niesen, 

B. Herborth (Hg.), Anarchie der kommunikativen Freiheit (Suhrkamp), 

Frankfurt/Main 2007, 406-459 
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eine oder mehrere der großen Weltreligionen geprägt sind, der 

interkulturelle Verständigungs- und Interpretationsbedarf gewachsen.  

Im selben Zeitraum ist die Souveränität der Völkerrechtssubjekte 

nicht nur im Rahmen der internationalen Gemeinschaft formal, z. B. im 

Hinblick auf das elementare Recht, über Krieg und Frieden zu entschei-

den, eingeschränkt worden. Die Nationalstaaten haben in Funktions-

bereichen, worin sie bis zum letzten großen Globalisierungsschub 

(währen des letzten Viertels des 20. Jahrhunderts) mehr oder weniger 

unabhängig entscheiden konnten, de facto einen erheblichen Teil ihrer 

Kontroll- und Steuerungsfähigkeiten verloren.
2

 Das gilt für alle 

klassischen Staatsfunktionen, sowohl für die Sicherung von Frieden und 

physischer Sicherheit wie auch für die Garantie von Freiheit, Rechts-

sicherheit und demokratischer Legitimation. Seit dem Ende des 

embedded capitalism und der entsprechenden Verschiebung im Verhält-

nis von Politik und Markt zugunsten globalisierter Märkte wird der Staat 

auch, und vielleicht am härtesten, in seiner Rolle als Interventionsstaat 

getroffen, der für die soziale Sicherheit seiner Bürger aufkommen muss.
 
 

 Diese historischen Entwicklungen lassen sich in der Theoriebildung 

nicht ignorieren; deshalb ist es nicht hilfreich, an den staatsfixierten 

Gedankenfiguren des 18. Jahrhunderts festzuhalten. Es scheint mir aus-

sichtsreicher zu sein, Kants Idee der weltbürgerlichen Verfassung auf 

der gebotenen Abstraktionsstufe mit dem Ziel aufzunehmen, den Ge-

danken einer Konstitutionalisierung des Völkerrechts
3

 von dem aus 

guten Gründen verworfenen Gedanken einer Weltrepublik zu lösen.
4
  

 Andererseits sind es gerade die erwähnten historischen Entwick-

lungen, die an ein ungelöstes Folgeproblem erinnern. Mit dem dichter 

                     
2  Transformationen des Staates?, herausgegeben von Stephan Leibfried und 

Michael Zürn, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 2006; Achim Hurrelmann, Stephan 

Leibfried, Kerstin Martens and Peter Mayer, Transforming the State? , 

(Palgrave/McMillan) Hampshire 2007  
3 Dieser Gedanke hat  nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg vor allem unter deutschen 

Völkerrechtlern Anklang gefunden: vgl. vor allem Chr. Tomuschat, International 

Law: Ensuring the Survival of Mankind, Collected Courses of the Hague 

Academy of International Law, (1999) Vol. 281 (Martinus Nijhoff), den Haag 

2001; ferner  J.A. Frowein, Bilanz des 20. Jahrhunderts – Verfassungsrecht und 

Völkerrecht, in: H. Lehmann (Hg.) Rückblicke auf das 20. Jahrhundert, 

Göttingen 2000, 35-54;  B-O. Bryde, Konstitutionalisierung des Völkerrechts 

und Internationalisierung des Verfassungsrechts, Der Staat 42, 2003, 62-75. 

Allgemein: Angelika Emmerich-Fritsche, Vom Völkerrecht zum Weltrecht, 

Berlin: Duncker & Humbloty2007; A.Peter, Die Zukunft der Völkerrecht-

wissenschaft: Wider den epistemischen Nationalismus, Zeitschrift für aus-

lȁndisches öffentliches Recht und Völkerrecht, 67(2007). 
4 J. Habermas,  Die postnationale Konstellation und die Zukunft der Demokratie, 

in: ders., Die postnationale Kontellation (Suhrkamp), Frankfurt Main 1998, 91- 

192. An der staatlichen Form einer kosmopolitischen Demokratie halten hin-

gegen fest Daniele Archibugi and David Held (eds.), Cosmopolitan Democracy 

(Polity), Cambridge1995 und David Held, Democracy and the Global Order 

(Polity), Cambridge 1995); zur Idee der föderalen Weltrepublik vgl. Otfried 

Höffe, Demokratie im Zeitalter der Globalisierung (Beck) München, 1999). 
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werdenden Netz internationaler Institutionen auf der einen und dem 

Kompetenzverlust der Nationalstaaten auf der anderen Seite öffnet sich 

nämlich eine Schere zwischen dem neuen Legitimationsbedarf, der mit 

einem Regieren jenseits des Nationalstaates entsteht, und den bekannten 

Institutionen und Verfahren der Legitimationsbeschaffung, die bislang 

nur innerhalb der nationalstaatlichen Ö ffentlichkeit halbwegs funk-

tionieren. Aus demokratietheoretischer Sicht trifft die empirisch gut be-

gründete Diagnose von der „Gleichzeitigkeit nationalstaatlicher Ent-

legitimierung und der Notwendigkeit des Zugriffs überstaatlicher Politik 

auf nationalstaatliche Legitimationsressourcen―, die Ingeborg Maus ver-

schiedentlich vorgetragen hat,
5
 einem neuralgischen Punkt. So beruhen 

beispielsweise die Institutionen der Europäische Union auf der recht-

lichen Grundlage internationaler Verträge, üben aber Entscheidungs-

kompetenzen aus, die so tief in den gesellschaftlichen Verkehr der Mit-

gliedstaaten eingreifen, dass sie auf dieser Grundlage allein nicht mehr 

legitimiert werden können.
6
  

 Die Anwälte einer Konstitutionalisierung des Völkerrechts müssen, 

wenn sie die Demokratie nicht ganz abschreiben wollen, wenigstens 

Modellvorstellungen für ein institutionelles Arrangement entwickeln, 

das neuen Formen des Regierens in entgrenzten Räumen eine demo-

kratische Legitimation sichern kann. Auch ohne den Rückhalt staatlicher 

Souveränität müsste sich das gesuchte Arrangement an die bestehenden, 

aber unzureichenden Legitimationswege des demokratischen Rechts-

staates anschließen, diese jedoch durch eigene Legitimationsleistungen 

ergänzen. Im folgenden möchte ich zunächst an einen andernorts 

skizzierten Vorschlag zu einer politischen Verfassung der Weltgesell-

schaft erinnern und einen speziellen Einwand erläutern (1); in Reaktion 

auf diesen Einwand unterscheide ich die Legitimation-serwartungen der 

Weltbürger und der Staatsbürger und zeige, wie mögliche Konflikte 

zwischen ihnen institutionell aufgefangen und bearbeitet werden können 

(2); schließlich gehe ich auf die Frage ein, wie die Legitimationsan-

forderungen einer demokratisch verfasste Welt-gesellschaft ohne Welt-

regierung befriedigt werden könnten – voraus-gesetzt, dass sowohl auf-

seiten der Nationalstaaten wie aufseiten der Bevölkerungen bestimmte 

Lernprozesse stattfinden (3). 

 

I. Ein globales Dreiebenensystem und Nagel‘s Problem 

 

Der entscheidende begriffsstrategische Zug, mit dem ich Autoren wie 

Hauke Brunkhorst folge,
7
 besteht in der Dekomposition jener drei, in der 

                     
5  I. Maus, Vokssouveränität und das Prinzip der Nichtintervention in der 

Friedensphilosophie Immanuel Kants, in: H. Brunkhorst (Hg.), Menschenrechte 

und bewaffnete Intervention, 88-116; dies., Verfassung und Vertrag. Zur 

Verrechtlichung globaler Politik, in: Niesen, Herborth (2007), 350-382 
6  Zu den Folgen des Scheiterns einer Europäischen Verfassung  J. Habermas, 

Europa in der Sackgasse, in: ders., Ach Europa (Suhrkamp) Frankfurt/Main 2008 
7  Hauke Brunkhorst, »Demokratie in der globalen Rechtsgenossenschaft«, in: 

Zeitschrift für Soziologie, Sonderheft Weltgesellschaft, 2005, S. 330-348; Hauke 

Brunkhorst, „Die Legitimationskrise der Weltgesellschaft. Global Rule of Law, 
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historischen Gestalt des demokratischen Rechtsstaates eng miteinander 

verklammerten Elemente von Staatlichkeit, demokratischer Verfassung 

und staatsbürgerlicher Solidarität. Während die politische Verfassung 

und die solidarische Mitgliedschaft in einer Assoziation freier und 

gleicher Rechtsgenossen auch über nationale Grenzen hinausgreifen 

können, bleibt die Substanz des Staates - die Handlungs-fähigkeit und 

die administrative Macht eines hierarchisch organisierten 

Gewaltmonopolisten – letztlich an eine staatliche Infrastruktur gebun-

den. Einfachheitshalber erinnere ich mit einigen Zitaten aus einer 

früheren Arbeit
8
 an die nicht-staatliche Konzeption einer verfassten 

internationalen Gemeinschaft, die die Nationalstaaten zum friedlichen 

Verkehr miteinander verpflichtet und dazu autorisiert, d.h. mit der 

„Souveränität― ausstattet, auf ihrem Territorium jeweils die Grundrechte 

ihrer Bürger zur gewährleisten. Die internationale Gemeinschaft verkör-

pert sich in einer Weltorganisation, die die Erfüllung dieser Funktionen 

überwacht und erforderlichenfalls gegen Regelverletzungen einzelner 

Regierung einschreitet. Allerdings soll die Weltorganisation auch auf 

diese elementaren Aufgaben beschränkt sein. Aus diesem Grunde ist im 

politischen System der Weltgesellschaft die supranationale Ebene von 

einer transnationalen Ebene zu unterscheiden:  

 
In  einem  globalen Mehrebenensystem würde  die  klassische  

Ordnungs funktion des Staates, also die (Ausfalls) Garantie von 

Sicherheit, Recht und Freiheit, einer supranationalen Weltorgani  

sation übertragen, die sich auf die Funktionen der iedenssicherung 

und der globalen Durchsetzung der Menschenrechte speziali siert. 

Die Weltorganisation wäre jedoch von den immensen Aufgaben 

einer Weltinnenpolitik entlastet, die darin bestehen, einer  seits das 

extreme Wohlstandsgefälles der stratifizierten Weltgesell schaft zu 

überwinden, ökologische Ungleichgewichte umzusteuern und 

kollektive Gefährdungen abzuwehren, andererseits eine inter  kul-

turellen Verständigung mit dem Ziel einer effektiven Gleichbe 

rechtigung im Dialog der Weltzivilisationen herbeizuführen. Diese 

Probleme erfordern einen anderen Modus der Bearbeitung im Rah 

men von transnationalen Verhandlungssystemen. Sie können 

nämlich nicht auf direktem Wege, durch den Einsatz von Macht und  

Recht gegenüber unwilligen oder unfähigen Nationalstaaten gelöst 

werden. Die Probleme einer Weltinnenpolitik berühren vielmehr die 

eigene Logik grenzüberschreitender Funktionssysteme und den 

Eigensinn von Kulturen und Weltreligionen, mit denen sich die 

Politik auf dem Wege von klugem Interessenausgleich und 

intelligenter Steuerung sowie durch hermeneutische 

Aufgeschlossenheit ins Benehmen setzen muss (S. 346). 

 

 

                                          
Global Constitutionalism und Weltstaatlichkeit―, in: Weltstaat und 

Weltstaatlichkeit, herausgegeben von Matthias Albert und Rudolf Stichweh, 

Wiesbaden: VS 2007, S. 63-109.  
8 J. Habermas, Eine politische Verfassung für die pluralistische 

Weltgesellschaft?, in: ders., Zwischen Naturalismus und Religion (Suhrkamp) 

2005, 324-365 (Seitenzahlen im Text beziehen sich auf diese Ausgabe) 
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Während die Weltorganisation hierarchisch aufgebaut ist und für ihre 

Mitglieder bindendes Recht setzt, sind die Interaktionsformen auf 

transnationaler Ebene heterarchisch geprägt. Der zweite begriffs-

strategisch wichtige Zug besteht nun in der Unterscheidung zwischen 

sektoral organisierten Netzwerken, die auf der Ebene von Experten-

gremien die Entscheidungen unabhängiger kollektiver Aktoren aufein-

ander abstimmen, einerseits und einem zentralen Verhandlungssystems, 

das über bloßes Interdependenzmanagement hinaus politische Aufgaben 

übernimmt, andererseits: 

 
Auf der Bühne transnationaler Netzwerke und Organisationen 

verdichten und überlappen sich heute schon die Einrichtungen, die 

den wachsenden  Koordinationsbedarf  einer zunehmend  komplexen 

Weltgesellschaft befriedigen. Aber die Koordinierung der staatlichen 

und nicht-staatlichen Aktoren ist eine Regelungsform, die nur für 

eine bestimmte Kategorie grenzüberschreitender Probleme aus 

reicht. Für im weiteren Sinne, technische Fragen (wie die 

Standardisierung von Maßen, die Regelung von Telekommunikation 

oder die Katastrophenvorsorge, die Eindämmung von Epidemien 

oder die Bekämpfung des organisierten Verbrechens) genügen 

Verfahren  von Informationsaustausch, Beratung, Kontrolle und 

Vereinbarung. Weil der Teufel überall im Detail sitzt, verlangen 

auch diese Probleme den Ausgleich  widerstreitender  Interessen.  

Aber sie unter schie den sich von Fragen genuin politischer Natur, 

die wie etwa die verteilungsrelevanten Fragen der weltweiten 

Energie und Umwelt, der Finanz- und Wirtschaftspolitik in tief 

verankerte und schwer bewegliche Interessenlagen nationaler 

Gesellschaften eingreifen. Im Hinblick auf diese Probleme einer 

künftigen Weltinnenpolitik besteht ein Gestaltungs und 

Regulierungsbedarf, für den einstweilen sowohl der institutionelle 

Rahmen wie die Akteure fehlen. Die bestehenden politischen 

Netzwerke sind funktional spezifiziert und bilden im besten Falle 

inklusiv zusammengesetzte, multilateral arbeitende Organisation, in 

denen, wer immer sonst  noch zugelassen ist, die Regierungsvertreter 

die Verantwortung tragen und das Sagen haben. Sie bilden jedenfalls 

in der Regel keinen institutionellen Rahmen für gesetzgeberische 

Kompetenzen und entsprechende politische Willensbildungsbildungs 

prozesse.  (S.336)  

 

Das zentrale Verhandlungssystem, so der Vorschlag, würde über 

generalisierte Zuständigkeiten verfügen; allerdings würde es die Flexi-

bilität von staatlichen Regierungen, die ihren Blick auf das Ganze rich-

ten können, mit der nicht-hierarchischen Verfassung einer mulilateralen 

Organisation gleichberechtigter Mitglieder verbinden. Aber nur regional 

ausgedehnte, zugleich repräsentative und durchsetzungsfähige Regimes 

könnten eine solche Institution handlungsfähig machen. Neben den 

„geborenen― Weltmächten wie den USA, China, Indien oder Russland 

müssten sich benachbarte Nationalstaaten und ganze Kontinente (wie 

Afrika) nach dem Muster einer, freilich erst noch handlungsfähig 

gewordenen EU zusammenschließen, um dieser Bedingung zu genügen. 

Die unwahrscheinliche Konstellation, mit der die ganze Konstruktion 

steht und fällt, verlangt jedenfalls eine politische Machtkonzentration bei 
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wenigen global players. Diese Konzentration müsste den zentrifugalen 

Kräften einer funktionalen Ausdifferenzierung der Weltgesellschaft 

abgerungen werden. Um zu prüfen, ob der point of no return schon 

verpasst ist,
9
 muss man neben den normativen auch die systemischen 

Entwicklungen im Blick behalten. 

Selbst wenn dieser Rahmen etabliert wäre, fehlten immer noch die 

kollektiven Akteure, die solche Beschlüsse umsetzen könnten. Ich denke 

an regionale Regime, die für ganze Kontinente ein hinreichend repräsen-

tatives Verhandlungsmandat haben und über die nötige Implementa-

tionsmacht verfügen. Die Politik könnte den spontan entstandenen 

Regelungsbedarf einer systemisch, also naturwüchsig integrierten Welt-

wirtschaft und Weltgesellschaft auf intentionale Weise nur befriedigen, 

wenn die mittlere Arena von einer überschaubaren Anzahl von global 

players eingenommen würde. Diese müssten stark genug sein, um 

wechselnde Koalitionen bilden, flexible Machtgleichgewichte herstellen 

und - vor allem in Fragen der Strukturierung und Rahmensteuerung des 

weltweiten ökologischen und wirtschaftlichen Funktionssystems  

verbindliche Kompromisse aushandeln und durchsetzen zu können. Auf 

diese Weise würden auf der transnationalen Bühne die internationalen 

Beziehungen, wie wir sie bisher kennen, in modifizierter Gestalt 

fortbestehen modifiziert schon deshalb, weil unter einem effektiven 

Sicherheitsregime der Vereinten Nationen auch den mächtigsten unter 

den global players der Rückgriff auf Krieg als legitimes Mittel der 

Konfliktlösung verwehrt sein würde. (S. 336f.)   

 Die unterste, aber tragende „nationale― Ebene des politischen Sys-

tems der Weltgesellschaft würde nach dieser Vorstellung von den 

Staaten eingenommen, aus denen sich heute die Vereinten Nationen 

zusammensetzen. Die politische Verfassung dieser Mitglieder müssten 

zwar den rechtsstaatlichen Prinzipien der Weltorganisation genügen, 

aber die Rede von „Nationalstaaten― suggeriert einen falschen Vergleich 

mit jener ersten Generation der in Europa entstandenen Nationalstaaten 

und berücksichtigt nicht die breite Variation der Entwicklungspfade 

anderer Staaten, die aus Einwanderungsgesellschaften (USA, Austra-

lien), aus alten Imperien (China), aus dem Zerfall neuer Imperien (Russ-

land), aus der europäischen Dekolonisierung (Indien, Afrika, Südosta-

sien) usw. hervorgegangen sind. In unserem Zusammenhang ist vor 

allem wichtig, dass diese Nationalstaaten bei allen sonstigen Unter-

schieden die wichtigste Quelle für die demokratische Legitimation einer 

verfassten Weltgesellschaft darstellen. Daraus ergibt sich insbeson-dere 

die Forderung, dass der Legitimationstransfer auch innerhalb der 

regionalen Regime nicht abreißen darf. Das berührt das Problem, mit 

                     
9 Diesen Eindruck kann man gewinnen, wenn man jene Netzwerke informeller, 

jedenfalls klarer politischer Verantwortung weitgehend entzogener 

Rechtsschöpfungen betrachtet, die Anlass geben, den Begriff des „globalen 

Verwaltungsrechts― einzuführen: vgl. das Syposium on Global Governance and 

Global Administrative Law in the Intennational Legals Order ( Special Editors 

Nico Kirsch and Benedict Kingsburg) in: European Journal of International Law, 

Vol. 17, 1, February 2006 



KONSTITUTIONALISIERUNG  DES VÖ LKERRECHTS 13 

 

dem es die Europäische Union in ihrem jetzigen Entwicklungsstadium 

vor allem zu tun hat: Wie weit muss die Union staatlichen Charakter an-

nehmen, um selber den Legitimationsstandards ihrer Mitgliedstaaten zu 

genügen?  

 Bevor ich – wenigstens unter dem Gesichtspunkt begrifflicher Kon-

sistenz - prüfe, ob die Legitimationskette über alle Ebenen einer poli-

tisch verfassten Weltgesellschaft hinweg halten könnte, möchte ich auf 

ein spezielles Legitimationsproblem eingehen, das sich aus dem Ver-

zicht auf den staatlichen Charakter der Weltorganisation ergibt. In einem 

Kommentar zur meinem Vorschlag sieht Rainer Schmalz-Bruns den 

Kern des Problems darin, „die unentbehrlichen Momente von Staat-

lichkeit in einer abstrakten Fassung― für die verfassungsrechtliche 

Zähmung einer gewaltförmigen Weltpolitik bereitzustellen und „kon-

textadäquat zu respezifizieren―.
10

 Er meint jedoch, dass in der vorge-

schlagenen Architektonik eine Lücke klafft. Die „Lücke― bestehe vor 

allem zwischen den Legitimationserwartungen der Weltbürger auf der 

einen und denen der Staatsbürger auf der anderen Seite. Weltbürger 

orientieren sich an universalistischen Standards, denen die Friedens- und 

Menschenrechtspolitik der Vereinten Nationen ebenso gehorchen soll 

wie eine Weltinnenpolitik, die unter den global players ausgehandelt 

wird. Aber Staatsbürger messen das Verhalten ihrer Regierungen und 

Verhandlungsführer in diesen internationalen Arenen nicht in erster 

Linie an globalen Gerechtigkeitsstandards, sondern vor allem an der 

effektiven Wahrnehmung nationaler bzw. regionaler Interessen. Auch 

wenn dieser Konflikt in den Köpfen derselben Bürger ausgetragen 

würde, müssten die Legitimitätsvorstellungen, die sich im kosmopo-

litischen Bezugsrahmen der internationalen Gemeinschaft entfalten, mit 

den Legitimationserwartungen kollidieren, die auf den nationalen 

Bezugsrahmen des jeweils eigenen politischen Gemeinwesens bezogen 

sind.  

 Schmalz-Bruns stützt sich auf ein Argument von Thomas Nagel, um 

allerdings gegen Nagel selbst den Schluss zu verteidigen, dass eine 

demokratische Verrechtlichung der Weltpolitik nur in einer – wie auch 

immer reflexiv gestuften Weltrepublik als möglich gedacht werden 

könne. Er zitiert Nagel mit der Überlegung: „I believe that the newer 

forms of international governance share with the old a markedly indirect 

relation to individual citizens and that this is morally significant. All 

these networks bring together representatives not of individuals, but of 

state functions and institutions. Those institutions are responsible to their 

own citizens and may have to play a significant role in support of social 

justice for those citizens. But a global or regional network does not have 

a similar responsibility of social justice for the combined citizenry of all 

the states involved, a responsibility that if it existed would have to be 

                     
10 R. Schmalz-Bruns, An den Grenzen der Entstaatlichung. Bemerkungen zu 

Jürgen Habermas‘ Modell einer ‚Weltinnenpolitik ohne Weltregierung‘, in: 

Niesen, Herborth (2007), 269-293.  Vgl. auch den Review Essay von W.E. 

Scheuerman, Global Governance without Global Government? Habermas on 

Postnational Democracy, Political Theory Vol. 36, February 2008. 133-151  
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exercised collectively by the representatives of the member states.”
11

 Die 

Hervorhebung des vorangehenden irrealen Konditionalsatzes signalisiert 

die Schlussfolgerung, auf die es Schmalz Bruns ankommt: Die politische 

Verantwortung der nationalen oder regionalen Regierungen gegenüber 

ihren eigenen Bürgern kann institutionell nur dann am Vorrang der 

univeralistischen Gerechtigkeitsmaßstäben einer politischen 

Weltverfassung relativiert werden, wenn diese selbst einen staatlichen 

Charakter annimmt. Denn nur in einem Weltstaat würde sich die 

Weltordnung aus dem Willen ihrer Bürger begründen. Nur in einem 

solchen Rahmen könne die demokratische Meinungs- und Willens-

bildung der Bürger zugleich monistisch, vom Einheitspunkt der Welt-

bürgerschaft ausgehend, und effektiv, also mit bindender Wirkung für die 

Implementierung der Beschlüsse und Gesetze organisiert werden.  

 Diesem Einwand möchte ich mit einer Differenzierung begegnen. 

Weil die politisch verfasste Weltgesellschaft aus Bürgern und Staaten 

besteht, kann der Legitimationsfluss der Meinungs- und Willensbildung 

nicht wie im Nationalstaat linear von den Bürgern zur Staatsgewalt 

verlaufen; vielmehr müssen wir zwei Legitimationswege berück-

sichtigen, von denen  

  - der erste von den Weltbürgern über eine aus staatsbürgerlich 

kontrollierten Mitgliedstaaten bestehende internationale Gemeinschaft 

zur Friedens- und Menschenrechtspolitik der Weltorganisation führt; 

während  

 - der zweite von den Staatsbürgern über einen entsprechenden 

Nationalstaat (und gegebenenfalls das jeweilige Regionalregime) zu dem 

transnationalen Verhandlungssystem führt, das im Rahmen der 

internationalen Gemeinschaft für Fragen der Weltinnenpolitik zuständig 

ist, sodass sich 

 - beide Wege in der Generalversammlung der Weltorganisation 

treffen, denn diese ist für die Interpretation und Fortentwicklung der 

politischen Verfassung der Weltgesellschaft und daher für den 

normativen Rahmen von beidem zuständig, sowohl der Friedens und 

Menschenrechtspolitik wie der Weltinnenpolitik. 

 

II. Individuen und Staaten als Subjekte einer Weltverfassung 

 

Nach meiner Vermutung lässt sich Nagels begrifflicher Einwand gegen 

die demokratische Konstruktion einer entstaatlichten Weltverfas-sung 

von einer falschen Analogie in die Irre führen. Die Analogie zum 

Gesellschaftsvertrag legt im Hinblick auf die Konstitutionalisierung des 

Völkerrechts die gleiche Abstraktion eines Naturzustandes nahe, die in 

der Tradition des Vernunftrechts vorgenommen worden ist, um einen 

kritischen Maßstab für die Konstitutionalisierung des Staatenrechts zu 

gewinnen. Bei der politischen Ermächtigung einer aus Staatsbürgern 

verschiedener Nationen zusammengesetzten, einstweilen noch in einem 

vorpolitischen Zustand verharrenden Weltzivilgesellschaft geht es je-

                     
11 Th. Nagel, "The Problem of Global Justice," Philosophy & Public Affairs, 

Vol. 33:2, (2005):113-147, at 139 ff. 
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doch um etwas anderes als um die verfassungsrechtliche Bändigung 

einer autoritären Staatsgewalt. Dem klassischen Fall ist das Gedanken-

experiment eines „Ausgangs aus dem Naturzustand― angemessen, 

welches die Staatsgewalt so rekonstruiert, als sei sie aus dem vernünf-

tigen Willen freier und gleicher Individuen hervorgegangen. Aber 

angesichts unseres gegenwärtigen Dilemmas ist es nicht angebracht, von 

der legitimen Existenz der bereits verfassten National-staaten abzusehen 

und auf einen vorstaatlichen Anfangszustand zurück-zugehen. (Im Fol-

genden werde ich allerdings eine robuste Vereinfachung vornehmen und 

davon absehen, dass sich noch kein eswegs alle Staaten zu demokra-

tischen Rechtsstaaten entwickelt haben).  

 Jede begriffliche Konstruktion einer Verrechtlichung der Welt-

politik muss heute von Individuen und Staaten als den beiden Katego-

rien von weltverfassungsgebenden Subjekten ausgehen. Als Gründungs-

mitglieder kommen die (wie wir annehmen wollen) legitimen Verfass-

ungsstaaten schon mit Rücksicht auf ihre gegenwärtige Funktion ins 

Spiel, selbstbestimmte politische Lebensformen von Staatsbürgerna-

tionen zu gewährleisten. Neben den potentiellen Weltbürgern kommen 

die Staaten als Legitimationsquelle in Betracht, weil Staatsbürger – im 

besten Sinne patriotisch
12

 - an der Erhaltung und Verbesserung der 

nationalen Lebensformen interessiert sind, mit denen sie sich jeweils 

identifizieren und für die sie sich – selbstkritisch auch im Rückblick auf 

die eigene nationale Geschichte – verantwortlich fühlen. Das Gedanken-

experiment eines „zweiten Naturzustandes― muss die staatlichen 

Kollektivsubjekte noch aus einem weiteren Grunde berücksichtigen. In 

einer Situation, in der es nicht um die Bändigung autoritärer Staats-

gewalt, sondern um die Erzeugung politischer Handlungs-fähigkeiten 

geht, sind diejenigen Subjekte unersetzlich, die über die Mittel legitimer 

Gewaltanwendung schon verfügen und diese einer poli-tisch verfassten 

internationalen Gemeinschaft zur Verfügung stellen können. 

 Das Gedankenexperiment eines „zweiten Naturzustandes― soll so 

angelegt werden, dass drei wesentliche Bedingungen erfüllt sind: 

  (a) der von Thomas Nagel analysierte Widerspruch zwischen den 

nor-mativen Maßstäben der Weltbürger und der Staatsbürger muss in 

einer monistisch verfassten politischen Ordnung entschärft werden 

können; 

 (b) der monistische Aufbau darf freilich nicht zu einer 

Mediatisierung der Staatenwelt durch die Autorität einer Weltrepublik 

führen, die sich über das innerstaatlich angesparte Vertrauenskapital und 

die entspre-chende Loyalität der Staatsbürger zu ihrer Nation 

hinwegsetzt; 

 (c) die Rücksichtnahme auf den nationalen Eigensinn staatlich 

organi-sierter Lebensformen darf wiederum nicht die Effektivität und 

verbind-liche Umsetzung der supra- und transnationalen Beschlüsse 

schwächen. 

                     
12 J. W. Müller, Constitutional Patriotism (Princeton University Press), Princeton 

2007 
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 ad a). In dem skizzierten Dreiebenensystem wird die supranationale 

Ebene von einer Weltorganisation eingenommen, die unter zwei Aspek-

ten betrachtet werden kann. Die Weltorganisation ist, soweit sie Inter-

ventions- und Regelungskompetenzen besitzt, auf die elementaren Ord-

nungsfunktionen der Friedensicherung und des Menschenrechtsschutzes 

spezialisiert; zugleich repräsentiert sie aber, soweit sie die internationale 

Gemeinschaft von Staaten und Bürgern integriert, die Einheit der 

globalen Rechtsordnung. Die Charta kann die Rolle einer kosmopoli-

tischen Verfassung übernehmen, weil sie sich sowohl auf internationale 

Verträge wie auf innerstaatliche Referenden stützen soll, also (in Ana-

logie zu der im europäischen Verfassungsentwurf vorwendeten Formu-

lierung) „im Namen der Bürger/innen und der Staaten der Welt― verab-

schiedet würde. Eine Generalversammlung, die einer-seits aus Repräsen-

tanten der Weltbürger und andererseits aus Abgeord-neten der demokra-

tisch gewählten Parlamente der Mitgliedstaaten (alternativ aus je einer 

Kammer für die Repräsentanten der Weltbürger und der Staaten) zusam-

mensetzte, träte zunächst als Konstituante zusam-men und verstetigte 

sich dann – innerhalb des etablierten Rahmens einer funktional speziali-

sierten Weltorganisation - als ein Weltparlament, dessen gesetzgebe-

rische Funktion sich allerdings in der Interpretation und Fortentwicklung 

der Charta erschöpft. 

 ad b). Die Generalversammlung ist u.a. der institutionelle Ort für 

eine inklusive Meinungs- und Willensbildung über die Grundsätze trans-

nationaler Gerechtigkeit, nach denen sich die Weltinnenpolitik richten 

soll. Diese Diskussion kann freilich den Pfaden einer philoso-phischen 

Gerechtigkeitsdiskussion schon deshalb nicht folgen,
13

 weil sie durch die 

Zusammensetzung der Generalversammlung in bestimmter Weise prä-

judiziert wird: die Repräsentanten der Mitgliedstaaten und die Bürger 

/innen der Weltzivilgesellschaft müssen auch dann, wenn sie in 

Personalunion auftreten, konkurrierende Gerechtig-keitsperspektiven in 

Einklang bringen. Die Abgeordneten müssen die Repräsentation der 

Bürger ihres jeweils eigenen Nationalstaates mit der Aufgabe verbinden, 

die Interessen derselben Bürger in ihrer Eigenschaft als Weltbürger 

wahrzunehmen. Der Doppelstatus der Abgeordneten, die ja nicht die 

eine Hälfte ihrer Identität der anderen Hälfte aufopfern können, (bzw. 

die Einrichtung eines Systems von zwei entsprechenden Kammern) 

verhindert apriori Beschlüsse, welche das Existenzrecht der Staaten und 

der entsprechenden nationalen Lebensformen gefährden können.  

 In dieser Konstellation stellen sich die Grundsatzfragen trans-

nationaler Gerechtigkeit unter institutionell festgelegten Prämissen. 

Zunächst erfordert die Einbeziehung aller Personen in eine weltbürger-

liche Ordnung, dass jeder und jedem nicht nur politische und bürgerliche 

Grundrechte, sondern auch der „faire Wert― dieser Rechte gewährleistet 

werden: Das bedeutet, dass den Weltbürgern Bedingungen garantiert 

werden, die in Anbetracht des jeweiligen lokalen Kontextes erforderlich 

                     
13 So aber die Vorstellung von J. Cohen und Ch. Sabel in ihrer Kritik an  T. 

Nagels methodischem Nationalismus: Extra Republicam Nulla Justistia?, 

Philosophy&Public Affairs 34,2, 2006, 147  
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sind, um die formal gleichen Rechte effektiv in Anspruch nehmen zu 

können. Auf dieser Basis müssen faire, d.h. für beide Seiten akzeptable 

Grenzen zwischen nationaler und weltbürgerlicher Solidarität festgelegt 

werden. Dieses heikle Problem stellt sich nicht nur im Hinblick auf 

Naturkatastrophen, Kriegszerstörungen, Epidemien usw., sondern in 

erster Linie im Hinblick auf die gegenseitigen Verpflichtungen, die aus 

den zunehmenden Kooperationen zwischen Staaten, Regierungen und 

Bevölkerungen erwachsen. Solche Kooperationen ergeben sich unver-

meidlich im Zuge der steigenden Interdependenzen einer sich 

ausdifferenzierenden Weltgesellschaft. Mit der Inklusion der entferntes-

ten Weltgegenden in dieselben Praktiken der Weltökonomie, der 

Weltkommunikation und der Weltkultur drängt sich die kritische Frage 

auf, wann die besonderen Pflichten nationaler Regierungen gegenüber 

den eigenen Staatsbürgern – auf der Grundlage reziprok anerkannter 

nationaler Grenzen und Identitäten - hinter jenen legalen Verpflich-

tungen zurücktreten müssen, die den Staaten aus ihrer Mitgliedschaft in 

der internationalen Gemeinschaft zuwachsen.  

 Diese Verpflichtungen der Staaten sind wiederum aus den Pflichten 

abgeleitet, die die Bürger begünstigter Staaten als Weltbürger gegenüber 

den Bürgern benachteiligter Staaten in deren Rolle als Weltbürger 

haben. Die Art dieser Fragestellung ist keineswegs neu; denn ähnliche 

Fragen stellen sich auch innerhalb einzelner Staaten. Wenn in föderalen 

Gemeinwesen wie der Bundesrepublik Deutschland die Verfassung 

einen Finanzausgleich zwischen Ländern und Regionen mit dem Ziel der 

Herstellung „gleicher Lebensverhältnisse― verlangt, muss abgewogen 

werden, in welchen Fällen und Hinsichten die staatsbürgerliche Solidari-

tät Vorrang vor dem landsmannschaftlichen Eigeninteresse der Einwoh-

ner der jeweils produktiveren und wohlhabenderen Länder beanspruchen 

darf. (Auf Einzelpersonen statt auf politische Einheiten bezogen, lässt 

sich übrigens auch der wirtschafts- und gesellschaftspolitische Streit 

zwischen den Liberalen, die „die Leistungsträger entlasten―, und den 

Sozialisten, die die „Umverteilung von unten nach oben― stoppen 

wollen, als Kontroverse um den Vorrang staats-bürgerlicher Solidarität 

vor den besonderen Pflichten der privaten Gesellschaftsbürger gegen-

über sich selbst und ihren Nächsten begreifen.) 

 ad c). Das Projekt einer Weltinnenpolitik ohne Weltregierung lässt 

die wichtige Frage offen, wer denn die hochherzig vereinbarten Grund-

sätze und Normen durchsetzen soll, wenn die Nationalstaaten ihren 

staatlichen Charakter, also auch ihr Gewaltmonopol behalten. Wie 

können überstaatliche Institutionen aussehen, die, obwohl Staaten 

gewisser-maßen Staaten bleiben, für die Implementierung einer 

gerechten Weltordnung sorgen können? Das Modell des Mehrebenen-

systems beantwortet diese Frage getrennt nach Politikfeldern. Die 

Weltorganisation nimmt, weil sie den internationalen Frieden sichern 

und Menschenrechte schützen soll, eine hierarchische Stellung gegen-

über den Mitgliedstaaten ein. Sie setzt notfalls Gewalt ein und greift auf 

ein Sanktionspotential zurück, das sie sich bei potenten und willigen 

Mitgliedern „ausleiht―. Nach der bekannten Logik von Sicherheits-

systemen - und im Rahmen einer angemessen reformierten Weltorgani-



18 JÜ RGEN HABERMAS 

 

sation - kann sich eine solche Praxis in dem Maße einspielen, wie die 

souveränen Staaten lernen, sich auch als solidarische Mitglieder der 

internationalen Gemeinschaft zu verstehen.  

 Auf der transnationalen Ebene wächst ein Koordinationsbedarf 

zwischen Funktionssystemen, der heute schon von internationalen 

Organisationen mehr oder weniger effektiv bearbeitet wird. Wie 

erwähnt, ist das ist allerdings eher bei technischen Fragen der Fall, die 

von Experten beantwortet werden können und keine tiefsitzenden 

Interessengegensätze berühren. Ganz anders verhält es sich mit Pro-

blemen, die Umverteilungsfragen berühren und zwischen den Staaten 

eine positive Handlungskoordinierung verlangen. Einstweilen fehlen 

Institutionen und Verfahren, die nötig wären, um in genuin weltpoli-

tischen Fragen Programme sowohl zu beschließen wie weiträumig zu 

implementieren. Ebenso fehlen geeignete Aktoren, die in diesen Fragen 

Kompromisse aushandeln und für die Durchsetzung fair ausgehandelter 

Beschlüsse sorgen können.   

 

III. Legitimationsanforderungen und Lernprozesse 

 

Nachdem ich das Konzept einer möglichen Weltordnung entworfen 

habe, komme ich auf die Ausgangsfrage zurück, unter welchen 

Bedingungen eine entsprechend politisch verfasste Weltgesellschaft, 

auch ohne staatlichen Charakter anzunehmen, demokratisch legitimiert 

werden kann.  

 Auf der supranationalen Ebene entsteht ein doppelter Legitima-

tionsbedarf: Auf der einen Seite müssen die Verhandlungen und Be-

schlüsse der Generalversammlung legitimiert werden, auf der anderen 

Seite die gesetzgebende, exekutive und rechtsprechende Praxis der 

übrigen Organe (Sicherheitsrat, Sekretariat, Gerichte). Der Legitima-

tionsbedarf ist in beiden Fällen qualitativ verschieden, aber er kann 

beide Male nur gedeckt werden, wenn sich eine funktionsfähige Weltöf-

fentlichkeit herausbildet.
14

 Aufmerksam beobachtende und relevanz-

empfindliche zivilgesellschaftliche Akteure müssen für die entspre-

chenden Themen und Entscheidungen weltweit Transparenz herstellen 

und den Weltbürgern die Möglichkeit geben, dazu informierte Meinun-

gen zu bilden und Stellung zu nehmen. Diese Stellungnahmen können 

über die Wahlen zur Generalversammlung effektiv werden.  

 Im Hinblick auf die anderen Organe einer entsprechend reformierten 

(und gerichtlich ausgebauten) Weltorganisation fehlt diese Rückkop-

pelung. Dieses fehlende Glied in der Legitimationskette muss gegen die 

Art des Legitimationsbedarfs abgewogen werden. Die Generalversam-

mlung folgt (auch bisher schon) als völkerrechtlicher Gesetzgeber der 

Logik einer eigensinnigen Explikation von Menschenrechten. Auf supra-

nationaler Ebene fallen deshalb in dem Maße, wie sich die internationale 

                     
14  vgl. den eher skeptischen Bericht über einschlägige empirische 

Untersuchungen von P. Nanz, J. Steffek, Zivilgesellschaftliche Partizipation und 

die Demokratisierung internationalen regierens, in: Niesen, Herborth (2007), 87-

110 



KONSTITUTIONALISIERUNG  DES VÖ LKERRECHTS 19 

 

Politik an dieser Entwicklung orientiert, Aufgaben an, die eher 

juristischer als politischer Natur sind. Eine diffuse und nur mit der 

schwachen Sanktionsgewalt von shaming and naming bewehrte Weltöf-

fentlichkeit kann die gesetzgebenden, exekutiven und gerichtlichen 

Entscheidungen der Weltorganisation gewiss nur einer weichen Kontrol-

le unterwerfen. Aber kann dieser Mangel nicht durch interne Kontrollen 

aufgewogen werden? Zum einen durch verstärkte Einspruchrechte der 

Generalversammlung gegen Beschlüsse des (reformierten) Sicherheits-

rates, zum anderen durch Klagerechte einer vom Sicherheitsrat mit 

Sanktionen belegten Partei vor einem mit entsprechenden Befugnissen 

ausgestatteten Internationalen Gerichtshof.  

 Soweit sich die Praxis und das Zusammenspiel dieser Organe an 

rechtsstaatliche Prinzipien und Verfahren hält, die das Ergebnis lang-

fristiger demokratischer Lernprozesse widerspiegeln, kann man sich 

vielleicht damit abfinden, dass eine informelle Weltmeinung den noch 

offenen Legitimationsbedarf deckt. Denn die mobilisierende Kraft, die 

eine erregte Weltmeinung in kritischen Augenblicken der Weltgeschi-

chte entfaltet und durch die Kanäle der nationalen Ö ffentlichkeiten an 

die Regierungen weitergibt, kann – wie das Beispiel der weltweiten Pro-

teste gegen die völkerrechtswidrige Invasion des Iraks zeigt – eine nicht 

unerhebliche politische Wirkung haben. Die negativen Pflichten einer 

universalistischen Gerechtigkeitsmoral – die Pflicht zur Unterlassung 

von Menschheitsverbrechen und von Angriffskriegen – sind in allen 

Kulturen verankert und korrespondieren glücklicherweise den juristisch 

präzisierten Maßstäben, anhand deren die Organe der Weltorganisation 

ihre Entscheidungen auch intern rechtfertigen müssen. Das Vertrauen in 

die normative Kraft der justizförmigen Verfahren zehrt von einem Legi-

timationsvorschuss, den die exemplarischen Geschichten bewährter 

Demokratien gewissermaßen für das Menschheitsgedächtnis bereit-

stellen. 

 Anderer Art ist der Legitimationsbedarf, der auf transnationaler 

Ebene anfällt. Die unter den global players ausgehandelten weltinnen-

politischen Regelungen behalten aus der Perspektive der betroffenen 

Bevölkerungen einen Hauch von klassischer Außenpolitik. Gewiss, 

Kriegführung als Mittel der Konfliktlösung ist ausgeschlossen; aber der 

normative Rahmen der kosmopolitischen Verfassung bindet die macht-

gesteuerte Kompromissbildung zwischen ungleichen Partnern nur an 

gewisse Vermeidungsgebote. Die fairness der Ergebnisse kann nicht 

ganz unabhängig vom Mechanismus des Mächtegleichgewichts, u.a. der 

Fähigkeit zu kluger Koalitionsbildung gewährleistet werden. Das soll 

nicht heißen, dass auf dieser transnationalen Ebene der Diskurs 

zugunsten der klassischen Machtpolitik ausgeschaltet wäre. Diese behält 

innerhalb des normativen Rahmens der internationalen Gemeinschaft 

nicht mehr das letzte Wort. Im transnationalen Verhandlungssystem 

vollzieht sich der Interessenausgleich unter dem Vorbehalt der 

Beachtung jener Gerechtigkeitsparameter, die in der Generalversamm-

lung fortlaufend justiert werden. Die machtgesteuerte Kompromiss-

bildung lässt sich unter normativen Gesichtspunkten auch als eine 

Anwendung der supranational ausgehandelten Grundsätzen transna-
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tionaler Gerechtigkeit begreifen. Allerdings darf „Anwendung― dann 

nicht im judikativen Sinne einer Rechtsauslegung verstanden werden. 

Denn die Gerechtigkeitsprinzipien sind auf einer so hohen Abstraktions-

stufe formuliert, dass der Ermessensspielraum, den sie offen lassen, 

politisch ausgefüllt werden muss.  

 Demokratische Legitimität der hier ausgehandelten Kompromisse 

beruht auf zwei Säulen. Wie bei internationalen Verträgen hängt sie 

einerseits ab von der Legitimität der Verhandlungspartner. Die delegie-

renden Mächte und Regionalregime müssen selber einen demokratischen 

Charakter annehmen. Angesichts des demokratischen Defizits, das selbst 

im exemplarischen Fall der Europäischen Union besteht, ist bereits diese 

Verlängerung der Legitimationskette demokratischer Verfahren über die 

nationalen Grenzen hinaus eine immens anspruchvolle Forderung. Zum 

anderen müssen sich die nationalen Ö ffentlichkeiten soweit für einander 

öffnen, dass für die transnationale Politik im Inneren von regionalen 

Regimes und Weltmächten Transparenz geschaffen wird. Die delegier-

ten Verhandlungsführer sind auf transnationaler Ebene nur dann mit 

einem demokratischen Mandat ausgestattet, wenn es gelingt, unter 

Bürgern, die auf die delegierenden Instanzen Einfluss nehmen können, 

eine politische Meinungs- und Willensbildung über die weltinnenpoli-

tischen Weichenstellungen herbeizuführen.  

 Soviel zur Art des Legitimationsbedarfs, aber welche Lernprozesse 

sind nötig, bevor er in dem entworfenen institutionellen Rahmen befrie-

digt werden könnte? Bisher sollte es nur um die Frage der begrifflichen 

Konsistenz gehen. Aber solche Konstruktionen stehen immer im 

Zwielicht: Sind es blauäugige Spekulationen oder bieten sie vielleicht 

doch eine Perspektive für den Ausweg aus einem handgreiflichen 

Dilemma?  

 Viele vermuten in der Vorstellung, dass potente Staaten für die 

effektive und unparteiliche Durchsetzung von UN-Recht regelmäßig 

ausreichende Sanktionsmittel zur Verfügung stellen, eine naive 

Verharmlosung staatlicher Gewalt. Dieser Verdacht trifft erst recht die 

weitergehende Vorstellung, dass das normativ eingebundene und 

pazifizierte Kräftespiel von regionalen Regimes und Weltmächten im 

claireobscure zwischen Innen- und Außenpolitik ein geeignetes Medium 

für eine mehr oder wenige faire Weltinnenpolitik werden könnte. 

Offensichtlich sind die Staaten und die Nationen, die wir kennen, noch 

weit davon entfernt, sich diesem normativen Ansinnen zu fügen. Wer 

sich über die Wucht nackter nationaler Machtinteressen und den Eifer 

der Kulturkämpfe noch Illusionen gemacht hatte, ist seit dem normativen 

Dammbruch, den der Politikwechsel der US-Regierung seit 2001 

weltweit, von Russland über den Iran bis Japan zur Folge hatte, eines 

Besseren belehrt worden. Andererseits wird eine unverhohlene Politik 

der doppelten Standards auch nicht mehr als Normalität hingenommen. 

Diese inzwischen verbreitete Kritik begründet sich auch aus historischen 

Lernprozessen, die seit dem Ende des Zweiten Weltkrieges in Europa 

und in anderen Weltregionen bereits eingesetzt haben.  

 Aus der Sicht einer politisch verfassten Weltgesellschaft müssen 

sich sowohl Regierungen wie Bevölkerungen neue Orientierungen zu 
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eigen machen und in diesem Sinne „lernen―. Natürlich können kleinere 

Staaten, die den Imperativen einer zunehmend globalisierten Wirtschaft 

und den Kooperationszwängen einer zunehmend komplexen Weltge-

sellschaft schutzloser ausgesetzt sind, eher Normen der Weltorganisation 

verinnerlichen. Sie können eher als die Weltmächte lernen, sich auch 

ohne die formale Preisgabe ihres Gewaltmonopols als Mitglieder der 

internationalen Gemeinschaft und als Mitspieler in internationalen 

Organisationen zu verstehen.  

 Die faktische Entwicklung spiegelt sich auch auf der normativen 

Ebene der evolutionären Veränderung völkerrechtlicher Grundbegriffe. 

Der klassische Sinn von „Souveränität― hat sich tatsächlich schon in 

einer von Hans Kelsen antizipierten Richtung verschoben: Der souver-

äne Staat soll heute als ein fehlbarer Agent der Weltgemeinschaft 

operieren; unter Androhung von Sanktionen folgt er dem Auftrag, 

innerhalb nationaler Grenzen allen Bürgern gleichmäßig die zu 

Grundrechten positivierten Menschenrechte zu garantieren. Unter der 

Hand verändert sich auch die Konzeption einer Rechtsgeltung, die sich 

bisher am positiven und „zwingenden― Staatsrecht orientiert hat. Soweit 

die Kompetenzen der Rechtsetzung und der Rechtsdurchsetzung nicht 

mehr in derselben Hand liegen, ist eine wesentliche Voraussetzung 

dieser Konzeption nicht mehr erfüllt. In dem Maße wie sich die Schere 

zwischen überstaatlichen Instanzen, die Recht setzen, und den 

staatlichen Instanzen, die die Mittel legitimer Gewaltanwendung zur 

Durchsetzung des supranationalen Rechts in Reserve halten, öffnet, 

gleichen sich Völkerrecht und Staatsrecht in der Geltungsdimension 

heute schon aneinander an. 

 Der andere Lernprozess betrifft weniger die Regierungen als die 

Bevölkerungen, nämlich die Ü berwindung einer zähen, mit der 

Nationalstaatsbildung historisch verschränkten Bewusstseinslage. Im 

Zuge des regionalen Zusammenschlusses von Nationalstaaten zu global 

handlungsfähigen Akteuren muss sich das Nationalbewusstsein, also die 

bestehende Basis einer ohnehin schon hochabstrakten staatsbürgerlichen 

Solidarität, noch einmal erweitern. Eine Mobilisierung von Massen aus 

religiösen, ethnischen oder nationalistischen Motiven wird umso 

unwahrscheinlicher, je weiter sich die Toleranzzumutungen eines plura-

listischen Staatsbürgerethos schon innerhalb nationaler Grenzen 

durchgesetzt haben. Insofern lässt sich auch die Einführung der euro-

päischen Staatsbürgeridentität als Fortsetzung eines Prozesses begreifen, 

der zunächst innerhalb des Nationalstaates stattfindet: Schon in diesen 

Grenzen hat sich in Reaktion auf herausfordernde historische Erfahr-

ungen und im Zuge der politisch-kulturellen Einbeziehung von Ein-

wanderergruppen, die mit ihren Herkunftsländern vernetzt bleiben, ein 

wohlverstandener Verfassungspatriotismus als Grundlage der staatsbür-

gerlichen Integration wenigstens angebahnt. 

 Die nationalen Regierungen sind die Schrittmacher bei der vertrag-

lichen Konstruktion neuer Rechtsverhältnisse, die sich in der Art einer 

self-fulfilling prophecy auswirken, wenn sie neue Praktiken in Gang 

setzen und selbsttragende Organisationen ins Leben rufen. Oft antizipiert 

diese Art der Rechtsetzung die Bewusstseinsveränderung, die sie bei den 
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Adressaten erst im Verlaufe einer stufenweisen Implementierung 

auslöst. Das gilt gleichermaßen für die politischen Eliten wie für die 

Bürger. Diese Normwirkungshypothese erklärt auch den Befund von 

Antje Wiener, dass die nationalen Eliten, die nach „Brüssel― oder nach 

„Strassburg― gehen, „europäischer― denken als die, die an ihren 

nationalen Standorten bleiben.
15

 Die Implikationen einer zunächst im 

Wortlaut akzeptierten rechtlichen Statusveränderung dringen erst im 

Zuge praktischer Erfahrungen in das Bewusstsein der breiten Bevöl-

kerung ein. Anschaulichkeit gewinnt beispielsweise die europäische 

Staatsbürgerschaft über die Praktiken der Ein- und Ausreise ins 

europäische und nicht-europäische Ausland.  

 Das Bild einer mental trägen, im Erweiterungsprozess hinter ihren 

politischen Eliten „zurückbleibenden― Bevölkerung ist nur die eine Seite 

der Medaille. Sobald sich die Eliten entschließen, politisch-existentielle 

Fragen wie die Annahme einer europäischen Verfassung zum Thema 

einer breiten, informierten und öffentlich dramatisierten Auseinander-

setzung zu machen, kann eine Bevölkerung ihre Regierung auch über-

holen. Die „Unberechenbarkeit― von Referenden erklärt sich auch 

daraus, dass eine politisch mobilisierte Bevölkerung unbekümmert um 

die Machterhaltungsinteressen der Berufspolitiker entscheiden kann. Die 

nationalen Eliten lassen beispielsweise in ihrem „europäischen Elan― 

nach, sobald mit dem Handlungsspielraum der nationalstaatlichen 

Regierungen - mit der Rolle des französischen oder des deutschen 

Außenministers oder mit der Bedeutung des Präsidenten, des Bundes-

kanzlers oder des Premiers - die eigenen Kompetenzen und Selbstdar-

stellungsmöglichkeiten auf dem Spiel stehen. Die eigentümliche Dialek-

tik zwischen den Lernprozessen der Bevölkerungen und der Regier-

ungen spricht dafür, dass die Blockade, die beispielsweise in der 

Entwicklung der Europäischen Union nach dem Scheitern von zwei 

Referenden eingetreten und durch den Vertrag von Lissabon nicht 

wirklich überwunden worden ist, auf dem Wege der üblichen intergou-

vernementalen Vereinbarungen nicht aufgebrochen werden kann.  

 

                     
15 A .Wiener, Demokratischer Konstitutionalismus jenseits des Staates?, in: 

Niesen, Herborth (2007), 173-198 
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Abstract: Reflecting on Habermas„ non-state concept of legally 

constituted world community, this essay starts with two questions of 

global justice: (1) Beyond state-borders, what is the associative 

human relationship that gives rise to the obligation of justice in the 

globe?; (2) How is the administration and enforcement of global 

laws of justice and laws of global justice possible without a world 

government? This essay augues that global justice purports to give 

due to basic human rights and rights-centered human relations 

among all citizens in the globe, and a cosmopolitan order of justice 

constitutionalizes the norm of basic human rights and rights-

centered human relations among all human beings in the globe; 

attempts to ground global justice in elsewhere other than in rights-

centered associative human relations are erroneous; without a world 

government, the most reasonable way to develop, administrate, and 

enforce global laws of justice and laws of global justice and to build 

a cosmopolitan order of justice, is through a two-track politics of 

global democracy. 

 

THERE OUGHT to be global justice for much the same reason that 

there ought to be municipal justice and international justice. There can 

be global justice for much the same reason that there can be municipal 

justice and international justice. In the globe, as it is in a nation-state, 

there ought to be, and can be, a set of rules in virtue of which certain 

types of human conducts, practices, and institutions can be said to be 

criminal, and in virtue of which certain kinds of crime, e.g., crime 

against humanity, can be defined. That being said, the road to global 

justice is long; the task of building it is formidable, and daunting. How 

best to conceive global justice and a cosmopolitan order of justice in 

theory? What is the human relationship which gives rise to obligations 

of global justice in the globe? What is the most reasonable, productive 

way for us to develop, administrate, and enforce global laws of justice 

and to build a cosmopolitan order of justice? These questions invite 

concerted approaches.
1
 Against such a backdrop, this essay will present 

a critical-constructivist approach to global justice and a cosmopolitan 

order of justice to join the discussion today. 
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I 

 

Thomas Nagel‘s misgiving about global justice is a proper point for us to 

start here. According to him, ―We do not live in a just world. . . But it is 

much less clear what, if anything, justice on a world scale might mean.‖ 

(Nagel, 2005, 113). Nagel recognizes that ―International requirements of 

justice include standards governing the justification and conduct of war 

and standards that define the most basic human rights. Some standards 

of these two kinds … define certain types of criminal conducts.‖ (Ibid., 

114). He considers the norm of basic rights to be universal (Ibid., 114, 

130). That being said, Nagel conceives the normative force of basic 

rights to be of humanitarian morality, not of justice (Ibid., 131). He more 

or less operates with a political concept of justice in which "justice is 

something we owe through our shared institutional relations only to 

those with whom we stand in a strong political relation. It is, ... an 

associative obligation."(Ibid., 121). Meanwhile, Nagel is particularly 

concerned with the meaning and possibility of global social-economic 

justice. It is evident that he does not share Thomas  Pogge's concept of 

basic economic rights. Another source of Nagel's skepticism comes from 

his concern about the link between global justice and sovereignty. 

Beyond state-borders, how can citizens be "both putative joint authors of 

the coercively imposed system, and subject to its norms"?(Ibid., 128). 

What is the enabling condition of global justice beyond state-borders? 

How global laws of justice are established, administrated, and enforced 

beyond state-borders? 

 According to Joshua Cohen and Charles Sabel, Nagel recognizes a 

normative order beyond state-borders but wrongly conceives such an 

order to be merely one of humanitarian morality, not of justice (Cohen 

and Sabel, 2006, 448—175). They insist normative requirements such as 

cultural inclusion are that of justice. However, Cohen and Sabel do not 

explain the distinction between normative requirements of justice and 

those of humanitarian morality and why normative requirements such as 

inclusion are of obligations of global justice, not of humanitarian 

morality. Nagel rules out much discredited realism on global justice, 

Cohen and Sabel purport to stamp for some realist claims of global 

justice; e.g., inclusion is an objective norm of global justice existing as 

part of the objective ethical-legal reality of the universe at large. Not 

surprisingly, Cohen and Sable flatten out Nagel‘s insight into real 

obstacles for a plausible concept of global justice. Even though they 

attempt to address the question of how can citizens be both subjects and 

co-authors of global laws of justice beyond state-borders, they do not 

recognize that the difficulty is being both subjects and co-authors of 

global laws of justice. Noteworthy, on this point, Nagel divorces 

democratic procedure and legitimate formation of common will and co-

authorship, proposing a totalitarian, imperialistic procedure as a proper 

form of formation of common will and co-authorship of citizens in the 

globe. Cohen and Sabel endorse Nagel wrongly when they accept some 

kind of top-to-bottom imposition of laws as a legitimate form of 
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formation of common will and co-authorship, threatening to turn global 

justice into some kind of ironic tale.  

A.J.Julius attempts to answer the question of what is the human 

relationship giving rise to obligations of justice beyond state-borders. 

Julius believes that the problem of Nagel‘s view is his failure to draw a 

distinction between the two kinds of problems: the ‗allocative‗ and 

‗associative' problems and thus between an ‗allocative concept of justice' 

and an ‗associative concept of justice'. Julius argues, ―The allocative 

conception refuses the claim that the justice relation supervenes on co-

membership in states. So that claim will find support, if anywhere and if 

not from some non unfamiliar or nonegalitarian view, from a view 

within the associative conception.‖ (Julius, 2006, 177).  

Julius‘s view of global justice as described above is flawed. First, 

in the overwhelming majority of cases of global justice, an allocative 

relation supervenes on an associative relation. An allocative relation is 

essentially a social relation, not a natural relation. As a social relation, an 

allocative relation is derived from an associative relation. Second, while 

an allocation relation can be an object of the concern of justice, the 

justice in an allocation relation does not come from the existence of an 

allocation relation or problem, but must be built into it. Thus, for 

example, in the justice of an allocation relation, if A does not have the 

rights to claim X while B has the rights to make such a claim, then B 

should have X while A should not have it. The justice in an allocation 

relation between A and B here is not based on the existence of an 

allocation relation itself, but on each party‘s rights. Rights arise from an 

associative relation, not from an allocative relation in itself. Thus, here, 

Julius rightly insists that the justice relation among human beings is not 

limited by co-member-ship in states, but fails to see that the justice 

relation among human beings supervenes on a rights-centered 

associative relation among all human beings in the globe—a relation that 

enables human beings to extend their lives together under the rule of 

law. Moellendorf points out that one distinguishing property of the 

duties of justice is that ―duties of justice are generated by associative 

relations.‖ (Moellendorf, 2002, 31). Obligations of justice, e.g, 

obligations of global justice, are generated by associative relations. 

Thus, Nagel could rightly insist that "socio-economic justice is fully 

associative." (Nagel, 2005, 127). 

Noteworthy, obligations of justice differ from merely humanitarian 

moral duties in two aspects. First, obligations of justice are not merely 

advisory, but sanctionable. Justice defines what can be counted as 

criminal acts or practices, not merely some wrong acts or practices. 

Given obligations of justice are sanctionable, they can only rise from 

some form of associative human relation. Second, obligations of justice 

are specific and presuppose institutional and institutionalized associative 

relations. Likewise, obligations of global justice presuppose laws of 

global justice and global laws of justice. Global justice must be defined 

in laws and sanctioned by laws. And laws are expressions of associative 

human relations. Global laws of justice are expressions of associative 

relations among citizens in the globe. What associative relations exist 
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among persons in the globe, making them citizens of the globe? That is 

the question! 

Notwithstanding, the concept of global laws of justice brings us to a 

capricious high sea, returning us back to Nagel's skepticism. Global laws 

of justice, like municipal laws of justice, should not be conceived as 

given either by nature or a divine power. Instead, they should be 

understood to be developed by human beings. As Robert Post indicates, 

―contemporary law can not easily appeal to the authority of God, divine 

rulers, or universal ethics, it must appeal to democratic self-determi-

nation."(Post, 2006, 2). We do not have the metaphysical or cognitive 

bases to talk about God-defined or nature-mandated global laws of 

justice. We can, and should, talk only about democratically established 

global laws of justice. Democracy is the only source of the legitimacy of 

global laws of justice. Accordingly, the question for us here is, and 

remains to be, how can legitimate global laws of justice be 

democratically developed amid the diversity and boundaries of 

democracies in the world and the absence of a world republic. In 

addition, we cannot talk about global laws of justice without 

enforcement. The enforcement of global laws of global justice presup-

poses global institutions having the authority to do so or can legitimately 

delegate such an authority to others to do so. How can, and should, 

global institutions that have enforcing authority be legitimately 

established amid the absence of a world republic? If government is the 

necessary enacting condition for justice, then, what and which 

government is the legitimate enacting condition for global justice? If law 

is a necessary vehicle of justice, then whose laws are legitimate? 

Cohen and Sabel‘ view on internationally administrative institu-

tions such as IMF, WTO or ILO is inadequate here. With their view, one 

cannot see that (1) the legitimacy of global institutions come from their 

democratic geneses, and will continue to be tied with their democratic 

geneses; (2) international institutions can be legitimately transformed 

into global institutions only through democratic procedures, not by 

totalitarian imposition. Therefore, the kind of global institutions which 

they advocate will always have a legitimacy problem. Nagel attempts to 

get around the problem of legitimacy by emphasizing that sovereignty 

precedes legitimacy  (Nagel, 2005, 145). Cohen and Sabel seem simply 

to set aside the problem. 

In light of the above, if we do not want to treat the ideal of global 

justice as merely a comforting tale, and given what we aim at here is 

global justice that is juridical and must be embodied in a set of laws, 

procedures and mechanisms which would constitute a global legal 

regulatory realm, we need follow Nagel and ask three questions here: 

Beyond state borders, what is the associative human relationship giving 

rise to obligations of justice in the globe? Beyond state-borders, how 

ought we to build the link between global justice and sovereignty, as 

well as global justice and legitimacy? Without a world government akin 

to a state government, what is the enabling condition of global justice? 

To answer these questions more convincingly and plausibly, we need a 
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new conceptual strategy and approach that differs from both a 

cosmopolitan approach and a political approach which Nagel explores.  

  

II 

 

The new conceptual strategy which I propose here is critical constructiv-

ism. Its key is to replace a concept of basic human rights as divinely or 

naturally given by a concept of basic human rights as necessary 

assumptions from the idea of the rule of law. The new approach replaces 

a realist concept of a cosmopolitan order of justice by a constructivist 

concept of a cosmopolitan order that is anchored on a constructivist 

concept of basic rights and rights-centered human relations. The new 

approach conceives rights-centered human relations to be both institu-

tional and necessary, modifying Nagel's view on rights-centered rela-

tions (as institutional and merely contingent) and allowing us to see that  

obligations of global justice are associative obligations.  

To the question that beyond state-borders, what is the associative 

human relationship giving rise to obligations of justice in the globe, a 

critical, constructivist answer is: the existence of basic human rights as 

legal rights and of rights-centered human relations as institutional and 

necessary relations among citizens under the rule of law in the globe. In 

a critical constructivist approach, global justice purports to give due to 

basic human rights and rights-centered human relations among citizens 

in the globe and places obligations on citizens in the globe in terms of 

basic rights and rights-centered relations. Rules of global justice make 

criminal those conducts, practices, and institutions that violate basic 

human rights and break rights-centered relations among human beings in 

the globe, defining what is called "crimes against humanity".  

 It is not surprising that basic human rights and rights-centered 

human relations among citizens in the globe constitute the basis for 

global justice. Global justice shares the same essence with municipal 

justice and international justice: that is, it purports to give due to rights, 

entitlements, and rights-centered associative relations. As a norm, justice 

sets straight what is due, just as benevolence gives what is needed. As a 

legal norm, claims of global justice must, and can legitimately only, 

arise from  claims of basic human rights and rights-centered human 

relations among citizens in the globe. That being said, we should not 

conceive basic rights and rights-centered relations among human beings 

in the globe as something given by some divine powers or creators, or 

engraved in nature itself. Instead, we better recognize that they are 

necessary constructions from the idea of the rule of law; citizens in the 

globe can extend their lives together only under the rule of law. We are 

better off by having a constructivist approach to global justice, instead of 

a realist or holist approach. A constructivist approach recognizes that 

human rights and rights-centered relations are constructed from the idea 

of the rule of law, but recognizing them to be necessary constructions, 

not something contingent or arbitrary. Here, rights-centered relations are 

institutional in the sense that their contents are defined institutionally. 
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They are necessary in the sense that they arise necessarily from the idea 

of the rule of law. 

 Notwithstanding, conceptually, the notion of justice as giving due to 

basic human rights and rights-centered human relations is in congruence 

with the traditional Chinese concept of justice as setting righteousness 

straight.
2
 It sets obligation and duty straight. In addition, the principle of 

giving due to human rights and rights-centered relations embodies the 

spirit of our time—it is the norm, the value, and the standard of moder-

nity today. As Robert Fine argues; 

 

Human rights are a social form of right that has arisen in our 

own times and is an achievement of our age. …Human rights 

exist not just in the mind but as a determinate form external to 

our own subjective feelings and opinions of it. It has a legal 

status within international law and has percolated into other 

areas of international and domestic law.‖ (Fine, 2009, 17).
 
 

 

Furthermore, the concept of human rights embodies the traditional idea 

of justice as giving due to what is due. Rights and rights-centered human 

relations constitute a class of what is due which must be honored. Giving 

due to basic rights and rights-centered relations honors what is due. 

 In light of this, we can appreciate the 1948 United Nations‘ 

Declaration of Human Richts, as a global treaty constructing and 

defining some basic human rights, and consequently, a set of rights-

centered human relations. Seyla Benhabib indicates, ―Since the UN 

Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, we have entered a phrase in the 

evolution of global civil society which is characterized by transition 

from interna-tional to cosmopolitan norms of justice.‖ (Benhabib, 2006, 

15-16). The UN declaration has ―the force of treaty law among their 

signa-tories,‖ institutionally defining basic human rights and rights-

centered human relations in the globe (Moellendorf, 2002, 5). Basic 

human rights are also defined by other international covenants. For 

example, the 1966 International Covenant of Social, Economic, and 

Cultural Rights lists 11 categories of persons' basic socio-economic 

rights in the globe (http://cyberschoolbus.un.org/treaties/economic.asp). 

Robert Post observes that the rapid rise of human rights conventions and 

agreements in the globe in the years after Nuremberg is "astonishing" 

(Post, 2006, 2). 

 What is said above is crucial enough to warrant summoning it in a 

Habermasian justification of basic rights and rights-centered human rela-

tions. First, basic human rights are distinguished from moral rights. 

―Human rights are juridical by their very nature.‖(Habermas, 1998b, 

190). The norm of basic human rights is not advisory, but obligatory in 

                     
2 In traditional Chinese philosophies, the concept of justice, or zhengyi (正义), 

consists of two words "zheng(正setting straight, rectifying) and "yi(义 righteous-

ness). Thus, literarily, Zhengyi connotes righteousness that stands straight, 

contrasted to what is crooked and cannot stand straight. It connects setting 

righteousness straight. 

http://cyberschoolbus.un.org/treaties/economic.asp
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human actions and for human institutions. "Human rights ... purport to 

embody a law that is cosmopolitan"(Post, 2006, 2). Second, basic human 

rights can be, and are, assumed from the concept of the rule of law. Law 

stipulates rights and obligations. To speak of the rule of law is to speak 

of specified rights and obligations. Law is meant to protect rights just as 

morality is meant to emphasize duty. Habermas rightly says, ―the legal 

medium as such presupposes rights that define the status of legal persons 

as bearers of rights.‖ (Habermas, 1998a, 119). Conversely, to speak of 

basic human rights is to speak about rights in virtue of the rule of law. 

Third, once we anchor our construction of global justice on the idea of 

the rule of law, the question here becomes what must be presupposed if 

citizens in the globe want to extend their lives together under the rule of 

law in the globe. The answer is that basic human rights and rights-

centered human relations must be presupposed. Fourth, basic human 

rights, as described above, and obligations pertaining to these rights are 

that which no one can reasonably deny as necessary norms regulating 

global human relations and affairs under the ‗rule of law. Fifth, giving 

due to basic rights is a matter of justice, not a matter of benevolence. On 

the one hand, what is given is that which the receiver is entitled to. The 

act of giving due is not a compassionate act of the giver as the stronger 

to the receiver as the weaker, but an obligatory act between equal actors. 

On the other hand, what is given due to is as merited and proportional, 

not excessive or insufficient. It does not depend on the good will or 

altruism of the giver or the need of the receiver. 

One might argue that rights are defined by laws; therefore, it is that 

just laws determine properly basic rights, not the other way 

around.Accordingly, it is that the existence of basic rights should 

supervene on the existence of global laws of justice, not the other way 

around. We might run into a kind of chicken-egg relation problem here. 

Suffice it to say that basic rights, including basic socio-economic rights, 

must be assumed if the rule of law is possible. The fact that laws define 

rights and obligations indicates where there is the rule of law, there is an 

assumption of the existence of rights and obligations and an assumption 

of the basic contents of these rights and obligations. By this token, basic 

rights and global laws of justice can be conceived to mutually co-

originate each other in genesis. 

The idea of the rule of law is the footing here. Global justice which 

the present essay aims at is juridical.
3
 Noteworthy, international justice 

is established by international treaties and conventions that are juridical. 

How international justice exists gives us a clue about how global justice 

can exist. The full realization of global justice requires a set of legal 

rules, procedures and mechanisms that would constitute a global legal 

regulatory realm. Making the rule of law a reality in the globe—not 

merely a value or an idea—is part of the content of building global 

justice in the globe and part of the content of building a cosmopolitan 

order of justice. One might even say that in content, to build a 

                     
3
 Admittedly, there can be global justice in a moral sense that is not our focus 

here. 
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cosmopolitan order is to construct a global, non-state legal realm of 

justice anchored on the idea of basic human rights. 

In summary, the existence of basic rights and rights-centered human 

associative relations among citizens in the globe, which is necessarily 

assumed from the idea of the rule of law, gives rise to obligations of 

global justice. The norm of basic rights is assumed to be a legal norm 

and rights-centered human relations are assumed to be legal relations 

under the rule of law, amid contents of basic rights and rights-centered 

relations must be further defined substantially in specific municipal, 

international, and global laws that are democratically established. 

  

III 

 

Given what is said above, a proper concept of basic human rights 

becomes a key to an adequate understanding of global justice and a 

cosmopolitan order of justice here. The phrase "a proper concept" is 

deliberately used here to highlight that some errors exist in present 

philosophical discourses of basic human rights. Some concepts of rights 

are too unconstrained to be free of flaw, e.g., Pogge‘s concept of socio-

economic rights that has raised a lot of eyebrows. Some are too 

inadequate to be proper, e.g., Dale Dorsey‘s concept of rights. 

Accordingly, concepts of global justice based on those flawed concepts 

of basic rights are fatally defective. Causes of building global justice that 

these concepts of global justice attempt to drive are wrong ones. 

Pogge‘s concept of basic socio-economic rights conflates basic 

rights with basic needs. In it, ―a human right is specified by the notion of 

a need: basic elements central to the notion of a decent human life 

(‗what  human beings truly need‘) are outlined as the basis of discrete 

rights.‖ (Dorsey, 2005, 563; Pogge, 2002, 27—51). But a rights-claim 

and a need-claim are two different kinds of claim. A need-claim appeals 

for compassion, while a rights-claim appeals for justice. For example, 

suppose my car is broken down on the road and I need to go to school on 

time; I cannot just go to a nearby house to say to the host, "I have the 

right to drive your car because I need it to go to school on time." 

Noteworthy also, a person‘s claim of basic needs can be incompatible to 

that of another person, even if both claims are legitimate and justified. 

Meanwhile, a person‘s claim of basic rights cannot be incompatible to 

another person‘s claim of basic rights, if both claims are legitimate and 

justified. Moreover, need-claims advise us and their force is attraction. 

Rights-claims oblige us and their force is obligatory and compelling.  

The difference between rights-claims and need-claims lies also in 

this. In some situations, a rights-claim may not be a need claim. For 

example, if I owe a company, then I have a rights-claim to the profit or 

earned money from the company, though I may not need the money. 

Conversely, in other situations, a need-claim is not a rights-claim. For 

example, if a person who is extremely hungry and does not have money 

to buy a piece of bread and you pass by, then person can ask you for a 

couple of dollars in terms of need. But it would be unjustified and absurd 

for him or her to say to you: ―look, I need something to eat; therefore, I 
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have the right to take a few dollars from your wallet.‖ A rights-claim is a 

claim of entitlement, while a need claim is a claim of suffering. Thus, a 

rights-claim is a source of the norm of justice, while a need-claim is a 

source of benevolence. 

In short, while global justice is grounded in the concept of basic 

rights, claims of rights have their scope and limit. Some human relations 

are rights-centered, others are not. By this token, if we define the scope 

of basic rights wrongly, we will end up with a wrong definition of global 

justice. Thus, for example, some philosophers believe that the economic 

inequality between those who are born into poor countries and those 

who are born into rich countries is a matter of injustice and a kind of 

violation of basic rights. The error of these philosophers in their view on 

global justice is, like Pogge's error, due in no small measure to an 

erroneous concept of basic rights.  

At the same time, if one's view of basic human rights is inadequate, 

one cannot have a proper concept of global justice either. Dorsey's error 

exemplifies this misconception. Dorsey argues that a concept of global 

justice which is grounded in the Poggean concept of basic rights is 

implausible; instead, a plausible concept of global justice should not be 

couched in the language of rights. Dorsey puts forth a welfarist concept 

of global justice grounded in the idea of public good in the globe. 

According to his concept, global justice ―cannot take human rights as an 

important moral concept‖ (Dorsey, 582). Rejecting the idea of the 

inviolability of some alleged Poggean socio-economic rights, Dorsey 

goes on to reject the thesis that ―rights constrain the legitimate policy 

options available: no legitimate, options violate or infringe what one 

possesses and has a right to possess.‖ (Ibid., 566). In a final analysis, 

Dorsey‘s rejection, of what he considers to be a rights-centered concept 

of global justice, is in effect a rejection of Pogge‘s need-centered 

concept of basic human rights. The rejectability of Poggean ―rights-

claims‖ is not the rejectability of the concept of global justice as giving 

due to basic rights. Dorsey's failure to draw such a distinction leads him 

to his welfarist concept of global justice. 

Dorsey's welfarist concept is not a proper one of global justice 

because of its wrong footing. Admittedly, in some circumstances, some 

governmental policies, because of some other constraints—for example, 

famine, epidemic, or disasters—and conditions, do not do full justice to 

all rights-claims. This does not indicate that justice is not giving due to 

rights-claims. Instead, it means only that giving due to rights-claims in 

justice is integrated with giving due to other legitimate claims of public 

good in particular circumstances. By the same token, the fact that there 

are limits of rights-claims does not indicate that justice is not giving due 

to rights-claims. Instead, it indicates only that justice has its scope and 

limit just as rights-claims have their scopes and limits.  

Notwithstanding, Dorsey rightly points out that a rights-centered 

concept of global justice will face two questions: (1) what can be 

counted as basic rights? That is, what is ―the content of rights claims‖?; 

(2) what is ―the level of rights claims‖ (Ibid, 567). Pogge‘s answers to 

both questions are flawed. That being said, Dorsey wrongly holds that 
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global justice does not supervene on basic rights-claims and rights-

centered human relations. In reality, contrary to Dorsey‘s view, global 

justice implies giving due to basic human rights. Obligations of global 

justice arise from rights-centered human relations among citizens in the 

globe. This does not mean that global justice is not about public good in 

the globe. Nor does it mean that claims of basic rights have no limits, 

and their substantial contents are totally context-transcending. Instead, it 

is that even at the global level, justice denies that a violation of 

someone‘s basic human rights can be justified by some allegedly greater 

good.
4
 Justice denies that a breach of rights-centered human relations 

can be justified by some allegedly greater good. In some circumstance, 

public welfare might demand certain self-sacrifice from individual 

persons. But the call for self-sacrifice from individual persons cannot be 

legitimately grounded in the denial of those individual persons' basic 

rights and rights-centered relations among persons. Instead, it 

presupposes acknowledgement of basic rights and rights-centered 

relations among persons. The call for self-sacrifice is a call of nobility as 

much as it is a call of duty. 

In short, global justice is a rise of the claims of basic human rights 

and of rights-centered associative relations among citizens in the globe. 

It sets straight claims of what is due to citizens in the globe. Its opposite, 

injustice, crooks basic human rights and rights-centered associative 

relations among citizens in the globe. 

 

IV 

 

We are now in a position to address the question of the link between 

justice and sovereignty. Nagel rightly indicates that global justice would 

require global sovereignty (Nagel, 2001,122). In my opinion, the way to 

build a link between justice and sovereignty is through ―a two-track 

global democracy‖. On the one hand, it is through global democracy in a 

manner of informal politics in the global public sphere. On the other 

hand, it is through formal politics of global democracy in an institu-

tional, institutionalized manner. Global democracy liberates citizens 

from political solipsism, provincialism, nationalism, and the like. A two-

tract global democracy maximizes the scope and degree of democratic 

participation of citizens on the one hand and makes institu-tional 

construction on the other hand. Accordingly, it safeguards the legitimacy 

and sovereignty of global justice that is constructed, the efficiency of 

building global justice, and the effectiveness of global justice as a legal 

norm, not merely a moral norm. 

Seyla Benhabib proposes what she dubs as ―democratic iteration‖ as 

the way to build a cosmopolitan order of justice. For Benhabib, ―Demo-

cratic iterations are complex ways of mediating the will-and opinion- 

                     
4 My contention here is debted to John Rawls‘s view that ―justice denies that the 

loss of freedom for some is made right by a greater good shared by others.‖ See, 

Rawls, (1971). A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, Mass:: Harvard University 

Press. pp.3–4. 
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formation of democratic majorities and cosmopolitan norms.‖ 

(Benhabib, 2006, 45). It consists of linguistic, legal, cultural, and 

political transformations, invocations, and revocations (Ibid.). 

Benhabib's proposal calls for both the formal and informal politics of 

global democracy. Meanwhile, Habermas's vision of legitimating a 

constitution for world society through a democracy of three levels in his 

paper "Konstitutiona-lisierung des Völkerrechts und die 

Legitimationsprobleme einer verfassten Weltgesell-schaft" in this 

volume reveals a call for a two-track global democracy.
5
 Habermas's 

concept of constitutionalization of international laws for a world society, 

which aims at establishing a cosmopolitan order or a non-state, legally 

constituted community, also calls for both formal and informal politics 

of global democracy - if we are to have a fully legitimate 

constitutionalization of international laws for a world society. A 

constitutionalization of international laws is legitimate, if it emerges 

from a dynamic process of a multifaceted, multi-level democracy in 

which various affected parties or their representatives have their 

legitimate say, and there is possibly the best, inclusive, and democratic 

participation.  

I would like to press the point about the task to develop global laws 

of justice here. As I shall see it, even if norms of global justice are 

merely moral and critical ideas about municipal laws or these norms 

constitute merely what Benhabib calls "the morality of the law", the 

world is richer with them. That being said, in this essay, what we aim at 

is global justice that is juridical, embodied in global laws of justice, in 

international laws as well as in municipal laws. In other words, we aim 

at global justice as a legal norm here. We focus not only on a cosmo-

politan order of global justice wherein violation of basic human rights in 

one corner of the earth will be felt in other corners of the earth, but also 

on an order wherein violation of basic human rights will be considered 

to be a crime in every part of the earth and will be held accountable as a 

crime.  

For this reason, some matters of formal politics of global democracy 

should be sorted out here. In particular, the role of nation-states in a two-

track global democracy of building global justice (e.g., its indispens-

ability in assembling a global legal architecture of justice) should be 

discussed. Global justice brings to prominence the status of individual 

citizens. This does not make the role of nation-states insignificant. 

Building global justice and a cosmopolitan order of justice calls for the 

active, democratic participation of all individual citizens. It calls equally 

for the democratic participations of all nation-states. 

Nation-states play a crucial, instrumental role in building a global 

legal architecture of justice. In content, a core ingredient of global 

democracy is to make nation-states be both co-authors and subjects of 

laws of global justice and global laws of justice. This can be learned 

from how international laws of justice are developed and how inter-

                     
5 Also see Habermas, Jürgen (2008) Europe:The Faltering Project. Cambridge, 

UK:: Polity. pp.109–130. 
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national legality is crafted. Making citizens in the globe be both co-

authors and subjects of global laws of justice involves formal politics of 

global democracy, for exam-ple, formal legislature of laws through 

formal, constitutionalzed and institutionalized procedures and mechan-

isms. The 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights is a paradigmatic 

example here. In the world that we live today, formal politics in global 

democracy must involve participations of nation-states and peoples. As 

Habermas insists, ―Today any conceptualization of a juridification of 

world politics must take as its starting point individuals and states, as 

constituting the two categories of founding subjects of a world 

constitution.‖ (Habermas, 2008b, 119). Noteworthy, global justice also 

holds nation-states as "legal subjects" accountable for any crimes against 

humanity or violations of basic human rights. If nation-states should be 

subjects under global laws of justice, they should also be co-authors. 

In the absence of a world government, participations of nation-states 

and peoples are the most reasonable representative participations of 

citizens in the globe. The consents that are given in the names of nations 

and peoples by their governments in global politics can be justifiably 

considered as ―proxy consents‖ of citizens in their nation-states. So far 

as global legislature is concerned, we need recognize the legality of 

global laws, treaties, and covenants in the same way as we recognize the 

legality of international laws, treaties, and covenants. Thus, Habermas 

rightly indicates that the legitimacy of a cosmopolitan order cannot be 

achieved without participations of nation-states and peoples (Habermas, 

2006, 141—142).  

Inclusive, democratic participations of nation-states and peoples 

turn divided self-governing peoples into interdependent, democratically 

self-governing peoples. Nation-states constitute part of the political 

reality from which the politics of global justice starts and from which we 

start our endeavor to develop laws of global justice. We can, and must, 

turn nation-states into useful mediations in the development of global 

laws of justice. In some contexts, we need utilize the institutional resour-

ces of nation-states to enforce global laws of justice. Thus, in the context 

of arguing for a concept of a new cosmopolitan order of justice, 

Habermas indicates, ―even an appropriately reformed world organization 

will permanently rely on power centers organized in a state basis.‖ 

(Habermas, 2007c, 335).  

 Democratic participations of nation-states and peoples in legislature, 

administration, and enforcement of global justice bring true sovereignty 

to the legislature, administration, and enforcement of global laws of 

justice. This can be seen as follows. First, globally sovereign legal 

institutions can be established only through democratic participations of 

nation-states and peoples in the globe. Ours is a time in which there are 

both sovereignty of invidiaul persons and sovereignty of nation-peoples. 

In our time, no democratic establishment and maintenance of globally 

sovereign legal institutions of justice can occur without democratic 

participations of nation-states and peoples. On this point, internationally 

sovereign legal institutions give us an example. Second, organizational, 

global institutions consist of democratic participations of nation-states as 
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members and are in effect a kind of ―congresses‖ of the nation-states, 

e.g., the United Nations, WTO, WHO, and the like. A requirement of 

membership of some of these institutions is that a member must be a 

sovereign nation-state. For example, only a sovereignty state can be a 

member of the United Nations. Third, global treaties and charts that have 

legal force require signatures of nation-states. Habermas says rightly, 

―legal norms stems from the decisions of a historical legislature.‖ 

(Habermas, 1998a, 124).  

Notwithstanding, at the center of global justice is that global laws of 

justice have binding force to both governments and individual persons. 

In this context, democratic participations of nation-states and peoples are 

of two-fold significance. They formally and institutionally affirm the 

binding force of global justice on states and governments, which in turn 

also makes governments accountable to their own conducts in the court 

of global justice, on the one hand and makes nation-states serve as 

institutional auxiliaries to global laws of justice on the other hand. 

Nation-states provide auxiliary institutional resources to the enforcement 

of global laws of justice. 

 In short, today, a viable scheme wherein citizens in the globe are 

both co-authors and subjects of global laws of justice need make 

possible democratic participations of nation-states and peoples. Demo-

cratic participations of nation-states and peoples bring sovereignty and 

formal legitimacy to global institutions that administrate and enforce 

global justice. They can also contribute necessary auxiliary, institutional 

resources to global administrate and enforce global laws of justice. 

  

V  

 

The concept of a two-track global democracy is intended to be one stone 

for three birds here. A two-track global democracy is intended as the 

way to establish the link between global justice and sovereignty. It is 

also intended to be the way to build the link between global justice and 

legitimacy, and the way to safeguard that global justice does not suffer 

organizational deficiency. I will come to the last bird which a two-track 

global democracy aims at here, continuously keeping an eye on the bird 

of legitimacy too. As its objective change—that is, it aims at safeguard 

that global justice does not suffer organizational deficiency, a two-track 

global democracy has slightly different content here. 

 Giving that as a legal norm, global justice allows no organizational 

deficiency, a two-track global democracy is to develop the enabling 

condition of global justice, making possible rightful enforcements of 

global laws of justice and laws of global justice.
6
 Accordingly, its focus 

and content are: (1) making governments of those participating nation-

states in global democracy complementary enabling conditions of global 

justice; and (2) gradual assembling of a global legal architecture. Such a 

                     
6 According to Havermas, one of the three distinctions between a moral norm 

and a legal norm is that a legal norm allows no organizational deficiency, while a 

moral norm can allow such deficiency (Habermas, 1998a, 113–114).  
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two-track operation of global democracy is necessary and indispensable 

in our time to build global justice and a cosmopolitan order of justice. 

Such a two-track global democracy should be integrated with the one 

consisting of formal and informal politics that beings sovereignty and 

legitimacy, amid its focus on organizational and institutional sufficiency. 

Nagel rightly indicates that justice requires ―government as an 

enabling condition‖ and puts the subjects/receivers of justice in ―an 

institutional relation‖ (Nagel, 2005, 114, 120). However, he wrongly 

suggests, ―the most likely path toward some version of global justice is 

through the creation of potently unjust and illegitimate global structures 

of power that are tolerable to the interests of the most powerful current 

nation-states.‖(Ibid., 146). To correct Nagel‘s error here, the qualifier 

―patently unjust and illegitimate‖ should be replaced by the qualifier 

―imperfectly just and legitimate‖. In addition, the qualifier, ―that are 

tolerable to the interests of the most powerful current nation-states‖, 

should be replaced by the qualifier, "that are tolerable to the interests of 

all nation-states in accordance with the consensus of the majority of 

participating nation-states and peoples in the globe and that are 

justifiable in the rational discourse of global politics available.‖ What we 

aim at here is global justice as giving due to basic rights of citizens and 

rights-centered human relations among citizens beings under the rule of 

law in the globe, not justice defined by laws of stronger and powerful 

nations. We also aim at global justice that honor legitimate claims of 

nation-states as legal subjects. 

Meanwhile, when we aim at global legal justice and a cosmopolitan 

order of justice as a legal one, we need recognize that only global 

institutions, or their representatives, have the legitimate authority of 

enforcing global laws of justice and institutionally interpreting global 

justice. We need not aim at a world government or a state-like world 

republic. That is, we need not conceive a cosmopolitan order of justice 

to be a world state. However, we must be devoted to build global 

institutions as the necessary enabling conditions of global justice. Global 

institutions are the necessary conditions and components of the integrity, 

consistence, and unity of global legal justice. We cannot talk about 

global legal justice in the full sense without emphasizing a unified, 

coherent, and consistent legal understanding, enforcement, and 

administration of global legal justice. We cannot talk about a unified, 

coherent, and consistent understanding, enforcement, and admini-

stration of global legal justice without emphasizing global legal 

institutions as necessary and indispensable institutions. Here, 

international and regional institutions are complementary tools to the 

development and implementation of global justice. They are ladders and 

bridges connecting nations/peoples with one another in the globe. 

Admittedly, international and regional institutions are not identical to 

global institutions. Nonetheless, they can be either some original models 

for global institutions or some mediations to the latter, or both. All the 

same, without global institutional architecture, there can be no 

substantive global justice.  
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Kok-Chor Tan rejects the idea that ―justice depends on the prior 

exist-ence of a social scheme,‖ arguing that ―justice constrains and 

informs our institutional arrangements, not the other way around.‖ (Tan, 

2004, 34). To be fair, Tan‘s concept of global justice is a moral one. 

That being said, Tan‘s view is one-sided. Global justice and institutions 

co-originate one another. While global justice as a moral norm can, and 

may, allow organizational deficits, global justice as a legal norm cannot 

allow such deficits. What we aim at here is global justice that is not only 

a moral norm, but also a legal norm and a legal substance. Global justice 

as a legal norm cannot maintain itself if it loses its organizational condi-

tions of legislature, administration, and enforcement. In a final analysis, 

even a moral concept of global justice co-originates with global institu-

tions, for example, language. Thus, Benhabib's concept of democratic 

iterations of cosmopolitan norms of justice is essentially a comprehen-

sive democratic institutionalization of cosmopolitan norms of justice. 

Notwithstanding, a global understanding of and reasoning on global 

justice and global institutions are interdependent. They co-originate each 

other. As Richard H. Brown indicates, ―Social structures canalize 

rational thought; reasoning creates and recreates social structures.‖ 

(Brown, 1987, 77). With regard to global justice, global institutions 

canalize global reasoning on global justice and, conversely, global 

reasoning on global justice creates and recreates global institu-tions that 

will canalize and canonize global justice. Global institutions are neces-

sary and indispensable for a substantive under-standing of and reasoning 

on global justice. A global understanding and reasoning on global justice 

formalizes the normative contents of global justice that global institu-

tions should embody.  

 In sum, global and international institutions are necessary conditions 

for the construction of global justice. Indeed, the sovereignty of global 

justice need be embodied in global institutions that form a global legal 

realm. In content, a cosmopolitan order of justice is structured by global 

institutions of justice. A non-state cosmopolitan order of justice need not 

only a constitu-tion that constitutionalizes its norms and principles, but 

also global institu-tions as its enabling conditions. Because global and 

international institutions are all possible today, therefore, global justice 

is possible and a cosmopolitan order of justice is possible. If we do not 

want to entertain the ideal of global justice merely as some kind of 

comforting tale, we must work hard to build those necessary global and 

institutional institutions to enable global justice. 

 

VI 

 

In conclusion, the proper footing of global justice is the idea of the rule 

of law. The proper ground for global justice is the existence of basic 

human rights and rights-centered associative human relations. A two-

track global democracy is the most reasonable path to build global 

justice and a cosmopolitan order of justice. The most reasonable choice 

for us to make today is to advance toward perfect global justice through 

imperfect global justice, not through global injustice. It is to move 
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toward a cosmopolitan order of justice through normative, ethical, legal 

orders of various levels and scopes.  

There should be formal, institutionalized, and proceduralized 

politics of global democracy in forming and organizing the common will 

of citizens on global justice and in procuring institutional resources for 

global justice and a cosmopolitan order of justice. It is through formal, 

institutionalized, and proceduralized politics that a global legal architec-

ture is assembled, the global legal authority is formally organized, and 

therefore a global legal regulatory realm is historically developed. By 

this token, it is through formal, institutionalized, and proceduralized 

politics that a formally legitimate cosmopolitan order of justice is built.  

There should be informal politics of global democracy in forming 

the common will and opinion on principles and norms of global justice 

and procuring intellectual, moral, ethical, and social conditions for 

normative construction of global justice. It is informal politics wherein 

moral, ethical, and practical questions of global justice and a cosmopo-

litan order are first asked, outlooks and rationalities of global justice and 

a cosmopolitan order of justice are first discussed, debated, examined, 

evaluated, and judged by citizens in the globe, and reasoning and views 

of global justice and a cosmo-politan order are defined and redefined by 

citizens in the public sphere, e.g., in town-halls, medias, markets, coffee-

houses, academic circles, churches, and so on. 

 The concept of a two-track global democracy reflects the fact that 

global justice and global institutions co-originate each other; a cosmopo-

litan order of justice and global institutions co-originate each other. It 

recognizes the roles of both state-nations and individual citizens in the 

process of global democracy. It is the most reasonable way to accom-

modate participations of nation-states, to develop global legal institu-

tions, and to create global consensus and global-political intersubjec-

tivity through both institutional procedures and democratic public 

spheres. It generates cooperation of nation-states and peoples in a scope 

far broader than that of formal politics only and in a manner far effective 

and fruitful than that of informal politics only. It is more embracing than 

merely formal politics and far more substantial, substantive, and fruitful 

than merely informal politics. 

A two-track global democracy is necessary too. Without formal, 

institutional, and procedural dimension of global democracy, we will 

end up with empty hands in our endeavor to construct global justice in a 

substantive and substantial level. Institution and reason/reasoning co-

originate. Without formal, institutional, and procedural democracy, the 

formal legitimacy of laws cannot be established. On the other hand, 

without informal, non-procedural, totally opening global democracy, a 

democratic formation of will and opinion will often be partial, even 

―patently unjust and illegitimate‖.  

The concept of a two-track global democracy resists the Nagelian 

idea that ―the global scope of justice will expand only through 

developments that first increase the injustice of the world by introducing 

effective but illegitimate institutions to which the standards of justice 

apply‖, without giving away Nagel‘s insight into the importance of the 
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formal aspect of the politics of global justice (Nagel, 2005, 147). It 

replaces Nagel‘s concept of illegitimate institutions with the concept of 

imperfectly legitimate institu-tions. It directs global justice to travel 

through a path of imperfect justice, not that of injustice.  

A two-track politics of construction of global justice with instigating 

the notion of the rule of law can achieve what John Rawls‘ mechanism 

of original position should achieve without the need of ―the veil of 

ignorance‖, for its focus is on necessary granting of equal, compatible 

rights, not on equal consideration of interests and needs. It can also 

achieve what Habermas‘s mechanism of ―ideal speech situation‖ can 

accomplish—that is, having a normatively justified rules of global 

justice. 

No all paths lead to global justice and a viable cosmopolitan order 

of justice, just as no all avenues lead to Rome. Reasonable politics is 

surely a way to justice. And a two-track politics of global democracy is 

the most reasonable way to build global justice and a legitimate cosmo-

politan order of justice. 
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REGRESSION IN HISTORY: WHERE ARE WE NOW? 
 

William L. McBride* 

 
Abstract: This paper starts from a remark by Jürgen Habermas to 

the effect that, while evolutionary sequences are irreversible – i.e., 

there is always progress – there can be retrogressions in 

evolutionary processes, brought on by force, such as Nazi Germany. 

It raises doubts about the supposed inevitability of historical 

progress, however defined, and then goes on to explore the meaning 

of history and the intelligibility of history, taken to be two distinct 

notions. Sartre‟s view that history has no final meaning which we 

could ever know is preferred over Hegel‟s and Marx‟s conceptions 

of the meaning of history. The issue of intelligibility is explored in 

the light of recent “surprises,” such as the dissolution of the Soviet 

Bloc. Finally, it is maintained that the current cult of free market 

capitalism, which assumes the pursuit of libido dominandi to be 

supremely good, constitutes a serious, destructive historical 

regression that deserves to be combatted with the tools of criticism. 

 

THE CENTRAL idea of this paper came to me when I was re-reading, 

for a course that I was giving, Jürgen Habermas‘ old essay, ―Toward a 

Reconstruction of Historical Materialism.‖ Somewhere midway through 

this essay, which treats Marx‘s thought as being much more akin to 

Darwinian evolution than Marx himself thought it was, Habermas is 

making a case, with which I agree as far as it goes, against the idea of 

strong historical inevitability. He says that historical development is not 

necessarily unilinear, and moreover it is not guaranteed to be 

uninterrupted. Then he adds: 

 

―Finally, retrogressions [Rückschritte] in evolution are possible 

and in many cases empirically corroborated; of course, a society 

will not fall back behind a level of development, once it is 

established, without accompanying phenomena of forced 

regression; this can be seen, for example, in the case of Fascist 

Germany (Habermas, 1979, 141).
1
  

 

He then goes on to distinguish between evolutionary processes, which he 

says are indeed reversible, and evolutionary sequences, which he says 

are not. 

There is, it seems to me, much here that is interesting and much that 

is contestable. One significant element is the personal one: Habermas 

lived through his childhood, from the age of about five until mid-

adolescence, in ―Fascist Germany,‖ as he calls it here, and that 
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experience has of course marked him throughout his career – as it has no 

doubt marked many who as children or adults have lived through periods 

when their own countries were in the grip of regimes that themselves 

could only be labelled ―fascist.‖ But I mention this only to acknowledge 

it and move on immediately to broader issues: Habermas scholarship as 

such is not my concern here.  

The next element of this text that I would like to consider, the one 

that originally attracted my special attention, is the assertion that the 

regression which was the Nazi era in Germany, and indeed any similar 

regression elsewhere, occurred and occurs only because it was ―forced‖ 

– erzwungenen in the German text. This is intriguing to me. According 

to this way of thinking, German society had presumably reached a 

certain relatively high level of development when somehow it was 

temporarily forced backward. By what or by whom? The text does not 

say; the word, whether in German or in Spanish or in English, is 

incorrigibly vague. Most of us, I daresay, have a certain sense of that 

time in the early 1930s when the Nazis rose to power. Hitler‘s ideas 

were not unknown, there were severe rifts within the society, the 

economic crisis had wrought terrible hardships on many citizens, and yet 

we know that many prominent intellectuals did not at all anticipate, even 

a few months before, the sequence of events that resulted in the 

establishment of the dictatorship of the Führer: Hitler‘s ascendancy to 

the leadership of a coalition government, the Reichstag fire, the 

invocation of the state of exception or state of emergency, and … the 

rest that followed. Did Hitler force that large segment of the German 

masses who rallied to him to do so? Hardly. Did the experience of 

economic hardship force them to accept Nazi doctrine? No; if anything, 

one might conjecture, absent a knowledge of the historical facts, that that 

experience would have made the Marxist critique of the capitalist system 

appear more plausible to a larger segment of the masses. But this 

Habermasian text is making the assertion that Germany fell back by 

virtue of some kind of force, and we are left to wonder what that was. 

The third element of the text that I find striking, and that is implicit 

in the language of ―levels of development,‖ is the treatment of human 

history as a certain kind of natural history, with social structures being 

the entities that can best be seen to have evolved, one after the other. 

One is immediately reminded of those natural history museums where 

the earth‘s time is plotted, by graphic representations, from its earliest 

origins to the point at which, at last, a small hominid creature emerges, 

still not erect, and then very soon we come to homo erectus and in 

almost no time thereafter to Renaissance man, beautifully attired. Marx 

himself, of course, famously acknowledged the relevance of this natural 

history model to his own theory when, in the Afterword to the Second 

German Edition of Capital, he cited with apparent approval a lengthy 

excerpt from a Russian review of that book in which the reviewer said, 

among other things, the following: ―Marx treats the social movement as 

a process of natural history, governed by  laws not only independent 

of human will, consciousness and intelligence, but rather, on the 
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contrary, determining that will, consciousness and intelligence.‖
2
 But are 

we in fact so governed? Indeed, just what does it mean to be governed 

by such invisible but global ―laws‖? There is much about this way of 

viewing the world that is mysterious. 

The fourth and final element of Habermas‘ text to which I wish to 

call attention is the fact that, although as I said at the beginning he 

denies what I called ―strong historical inevitability,‖ a point with which I 

concur, he remains committed nevertheless to a weaker form of 

historical inevitability, as is evident from his insistence that evolutionary 

sequences, as distinguished from the details of evolutionary processes, 

are irreversible. So, we are the happy beneficiaries of Progress, after all. 

The Enlightenment vision still prevails. What a surprise! 

―Progress:‖ What does it mean, how is it to be measured? In the 

Americas we used to think, many of us, that we could identify the magic 

year in which progress arrived in the New World. It was 1492. By the 

time of the five hundredth anniversary of that date, although it was 

certainly celebrated far and wide, many people were no longer so sure 

that it had been unmitigatedly good. The Conquistadores; the decimation 

of the native populations through both conquest and disease; the 

destruction of the artifacts of the native cultures; the eventual diminution 

of the conquering nations themselves through the unforeseen 

consequences of, in the case of Spain, the quest for gold, or, in the cases 

of France and England, of the difficulties of maintaining docile colonies 

– all these developments, leading eventually to, among other things, 

independence. So now we have another date, perhaps a better one, on 

which to focus. A mere two hundred years, leading gloriously and 

inexorably – is it not so? – from societies whose older citizens still 

vividly recalled what it was like to be mere colonists, on to…..us. Of 

course, the official story goes, there have been occasional regressions 

here in the Americas, just like the case of Germany on the other side of 

the ocean – Texas, just to take a random example. Or, as V.I. Lenin 

famously put it during the early stages of that glorious evolution from 

himself to Stalin to Gorbachev to Putin and beyond: ―Two steps forward, 

one step backward.‖ But in any case, according to what I am calling ―the 

official story,‖ there has been no real retrogression in evolutionary 

terms, despite occasional lapses; on the contrary. 

And of course this may seem more than obvious if we consider the 

domains of science and technology. Marx himself is responsible for 

giving us some of the most memorable lines in support of this 

cheerleading for progress when, in the Communist Manifesto, he wrote:  

 
―The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has 

created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have 

all preceding generations together. Subjection of Nature‘s forces to 

man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, 

steam-navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole 

continents for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole populations 

conjured out of the ground – what earlier century had even a 
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presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of 

social labour?‖3 

 

I should perhaps beg forgiveness for repeating once again lines that are 

so well known, but I have done so to remind you, my readers, and 

myself just how much Marx, and so the vast historical movement that 

claimed to follow him, was enamored of the idea of progress in history 

as exemplified first and foremost by material progress in what he called 

the forces of production. And there is, and continues to be, something 

thrilling about it, including all the dramatic new technological 

developments that have occurred over the past 160-odd years since the 

time of the Manifesto.  

But we have now reached a point at which a bit more hesitation 

creeps into our hymns of praise even of this kind of ―progress:‖ Have 

Nature‘s forces really been subjected? Has the clearing of whole 

continents really made the earth as a whole a better place? Is there not a 

very dark side to the changes that this ―progress‖ has wrought? 

Increasingly, even scientists and technologists believe that there is.  

The basic linguistic fact that must be recalled here is that the word 

―progress,‖ like ―regression,‖ implies a telos, a point towards which or 

from which the movement, the gressus, is taking place. But there simply 

exists no rule book defining the nature of this telos on the infallibility of 

which all thoughtful people could ever agree, and the very nature of 

human reality guarantees – infallibly, if I may dare to say so – that there 

never will be such a rule book. In the remainder of my essay, I would 

like to consider three general issues concerning history in the light of 

this assertion: (1) the meaning of history; (2) the intelligibility of history; 

(3) what the history of the past several decades may tell us about, as I 

expressed it in my title, ―where we are now.‖  

 

I. The Meaning of History 

 

Among the Twentieth Century philosophers with whom I find the most 

agreement is Jean-Paul Sartre. I would like to consider a few remarks 

that he made over the years – not all of them entirely consistent with one 

another – by way of illuminating this question of the meaning of history. 

There is, to begin with, his famous response to Albert Camus, who had 

attacked him for an unfavorable review of Camus‘ L‟Homme révolté that 

had been published in the journal edited by Sartre, Les Temps Modernes. 

At one point Sartre cites a question posed by Camus and turns it against 

him as follows: ―Does History have a meaning, you ask, does it have an 

end? For me, it is the question that has no meaning: because History, 

outside of the human being who makes it, is only an abstract and inert 

concept, about which one can say neither that it has an end nor that it 

                     
3 Marx, Manifesto of the Communist Party, in R. C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-

Engels Reader (New York: W.W.  Norton, 1978),  477. 
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does not.‖
4
 It may be worth noting, by the way, that in French the word 

―sens,‖ which is translated in English as ―meaning,‖ also connotes 

direction, in other words telos of a sort, as in the expression ―sens 

unique‖ meaning ―one-way street.‖ In any case, while in this text Sartre 

asserts that the only meaning that History has is the one that we human 

beings give it, some eight years later, at the end of the first volume, the 

only one published in his lifetime, of the Critique of Dialectical Reason, 

Sartre speaks of his expectation that through further investigation ―we 

shall discover the profound signification of History and of dialectical 

rationality.‖ 
5 Perhaps it was his failure ever to do so, because as we 

shall see it is in many important senses impossible, that helps to explain 

why he never completed Volume Two of that work. 

 Let us briefly consider a couple of the major accounts of history that 

have attempted to give it a meaning before returning to Sartre for a few 

additional insights that I consider valuable on the question of the 

meaning of history. First of all, there is the Hegelian account: History as 

Theodicy. For Hegel, as you know, it was most important to discover 

reason in history behind the seemingly irrational and often tragic surface 

appearances. In the end, as Hegel said at the conclusion of his lectures 

on the philosophy of history, we should be able to see ―that what has 

happened, and is happening every day, is not only not ‗without God,‘ but 

is essentially His work.‖
6
 This is the quintessential view of history as 

progress, and it still has its believers. I once heard a colleague assert that 

he was an Hegelian Christian who truly believed that the Spirit of God 

had been incarnated in the person of Napoleon as he worked to bring 

about greater rationality in the European world. But we, who are mostly 

not from that world, might well recall a remark made by Napoleon 

himself, which Hegel actually cites in his work: ―Cette vieille Europe 

m‘ennuie‖ – ―This old Europe bores me.‖ And if in fact we should 

continue to try to find reason in history after all, we will constantly be 

confronted by so much that is irrational – sometimes tragic, sometimes 

comic, or a mixture of both – that Hegel‘s confidence must to most of us 

seem completely misplaced, As just one example, consider the brief 

reign of Maximilian, whom the first Napoleon‘s nephew, the Emperor 

Napoleon, absurdly installed as emperor of Mexico.  

 Another major account of the meaning of history is, of course, the 

Marxist, which in a sense Habermas was trying to defend in the essay 

with which I began this paper. But it presents many problems, beginning 

with the question of just what that Marxist account is. To say that all of 

past history, or at least all of past history since so-called ―primitive‖ 

times, has been a history of class struggle, as does the opening of the 

Communist Manifesto, is all very well, it tells us something very 

                     
4 Jean-Paul Sartre, ―Réponse à Albert Camus‖ in Situations, IV (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1964),  124 (my translation). 
5 Sartre, Critique de la raison dialectique, Tome I (Paris: Gallimard, nouvelle 

édition, 1985),  894 (my translation). 
6 G.W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, tr. J. Sibree (New York: Dover, 

1956),  457. 
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important, but at the same time it is vague and incomplete. Obviously, 

class struggle cannot explain everything, or even nearly everything. 

Some have taken Marx to be saying that there is a very strong 

inevitability about historical progress, so that differences between 

individuals are unimportant and moments of apparent regression are 

illusory. But Marx himself was far less categorical than this, at least at 

times particularly in his letters and essays, and in any event the very 

complex systematic analysis that he elaborated in Capital allows, as I 

have shown elsewhere, for an indefinite postponement of the moment of 

transition to a post-capitalist society that Marx emotionally believed 

would come soon. Of course, it is said by many that recent actual 

history, characterized by the collapse of the Soviet Bloc for which one 

quite dogmatic form of Marxism was the official ideology, disproves 

Marx‘s predictions of the future and hence his view of the meaning of 

history. But my point is that (a) the so-called ―orthodox‖ Marxism was 

not entirely faithful to the thought of Marx, (b) Marx was able at best to 

project certain future possibilities from within his system, not to predict 

the future with any certitude, and (c) what is called his view of the 

meaning of history, while strongly influenced by Hegel and the general 

Enlightenment belief in progress, is in fact very ambiguous in many 

respects when examined more closely. So the collapse of the Soviet Bloc 

at best undermined a conception of the meaning of history that was 

widely held but that constituted only one interpretation of Marx‘s 

thought, while that thought itself, although valuable in so many other 

ways, does not furnish a defensible overall view of the meaning of 

history. 

 So let me then return to Sartre. As far as I am concerned, his insight 

that human beings make history and give it a meaning is essentially 

correct. In the terminology of his early work, Being and Nothingness, the 

past is en soi, in itself, one cannot change the basic facts – for example, 

Mexico gained its independence from Spain as the outcome of a struggle 

that began in 1810 – but the meaning of the past is based on our present 

projects. In other words, it is we who decide. He writes: 

 
This decision concerning the value, order, and nature of our past is 

simply the historical choice in general. If human societies are 

historical, that does not come about simply by virtue of the fact that 

they have a past, but by virtue of the fact that they take it back as a 

sort of monument.7 

 

He then goes on to give an example of what he means that I find very 

significant and helpful. It is the decision of American capitalism, as he 

puts it, to enter the First World War on the side of France rather than on 

that of Germany for utilitarian reasons; this decision was then given an 

historical meaning after the fact with the aid of such symbolism as the 

famous words, ―Lafayette, we are here!‖ – uttered by an American 

general who was recalling the contribution of the French Marquis de 

                     
7 Sartre, L‟être et le néant (Paris: Gallimard, 1943),  581 (my translation). 
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Lafayette to the American Revolution some 140 years earlier. And 

Sartre says that if the United States had chosen to side instead with 

Germany, other elements of the past would have been invoked to justify 

that. This may sound cynical, but it rings true to the account of that 

period that my parents, who were young people at the time, related to 

me. The American President, Woodrow Wilson, was re-elected in 1916 

above all on the basis of the slogan, ―He kept us out of war,‖ and then 

proceeded to involve the country in the war within a few months. This is 

in fact a very typical example of how history is given meanings. 

 My final consideration of the question of the meaning of history is 

drawn from another Sartrean work that I regard as quite remarkable. It is 

called Truth and Existence, and was published posthumously. Here, as 

well as in some other texts, he insists on the great importance of 

differences between generations in saying what is the ―truth‖ of history, 

or of a given segment of history. The problem, of course, is that it is 

impossible to fix exactly the lines of demarcation between the different 

generations. Nevertheless, one can constitute some impressions that are 

half-vague, half-precise of a generation having particular characteristics, 

as we frequently do (for example, Sartre‘s own generation came 

eventually to be known in France as ―the generation between the two 

wars‖), just as one can talk meaningfully, using Hegelian language, of 

the ―objective spirit‖ of a given society at a given epoch. Toward the end 

of the comparatively short work that is Truth and Existence, there is a 

text that is at once genial and beautiful, in my opinion, and that is 

probably the clearest in all of Sartre‘s work on my topic of the meaning 

of history; I would like to conclude this part of my essay by citing a few 

sentences from it: 

 
Inasmuch as a totalization of the human race is always possible, 

there is a truth about the human race. The human race has a destiny, 

human History has a meaning (were it only that of a succession of 

catastrophic absurdities, because then, since man is the being 

through whom meaning comes to the world, the meaning of History 

would be the impossibility of a meaning for the being who confers 

meaning on being). But this meaning of History could only appear to 

a being situated outside of History, since any understanding of 

History is itself historical and takes on its temporal meaning in the 

perspective of a future, thus of new goals. It is not necessarily a 

question of God or of a Demiurge – it could be a man located outside 

of the human sphere. In any case what is needed is someone to close 

the eyes of humanity. And that someone being in principle 

impossible, man is the worker of a truth that no one will ever know.8  

 

II.The Intelligibility of History 

 

I think that the distinction that I am making here between the meaning of 

history and the intelligibility of history is an important one – even 

though, as I shall indicate shortly, the two concepts have tended to 

                     
8 Sartre, Vérité et existence (Paris: Gallimard, 1989),  132 (my translation). 
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become identified, often to great disadvantage. History may have no 

ultimate meaning, or at least none, as Sartre has put it, that we can ever 

know, but still historical events may be understandable – and not merely 

be, as the famous expression of total historical agnosticism would have 

it, ―one damn thing after another.‖ The issue was put well, I thought, by 

an old friend of mine, Svetozar Stojanović of Serbia, once a member of 

the Yugoslav ―Praxis Group‖ of Marxist philosophers, who responded to 

a request from the member society of FISP (the International Federation 

of Philosophical Societies, of which I am the current President) to which 

he belonged, the International Institute of Philosophy, to submit 

suggestions to us for a theme for the next World Congress of 

Philosophy, in Athens in 2013. Alas, he has since died, and the theme 

that has been chosen for the Congress, ―Philosophy as Inquiry and Way 

of Life,‖ is not his. He sent us a note that read as follows: ―Historical 

cognition in light of recent astounding surprises and turns. (Explanation: 

the 1989-91 demise of Communism, the Warsaw Bloc, and the USSR 

and now the great global economic and general crisis in progress merit 

serious reconsideration of the understanding of historical processes.)‖

 Sveta made a good point. The demise of Communism, at least at the 

time at which it died, had certainly not been predicted by most experts or 

ordinary individuals. By this time, I suppose, most of us have absorbed 

it, we have all kinds of explanations in hindsight as to why it was in fact 

supposedly inevitable, and we have moved on. For the better part of the 

past decade or more now, ―globalization‖ has been all the rage. For 

some, it has in fact been a source of real rage, anger, while for many 

others it has been wonderful, but what one heard repeated again and 

again about it was that it was, in any case, inevitable – just as many, in 

certain geographic regions, had once said the same thing about the 

triumph of Communism. But now something has happened. We are 

experiencing, as Sveta expressed it, a ―great global economic and 

general crisis,‖ and it is still going on. The least that this means is 

continued high unemployment and poverty of major proportions, with 

other dire potential consequences such as trade and currency wars 

looming on the horizon. But more about this later. 

 Stojanović was claiming that ―we‖ apparently do not understand 

historical processes very well, or we would not have been surprised by 

the demise of the Soviet Bloc or by the global economic ―meltdown‖. Or 

– let me interject two very important chronologically intermediate events 

– the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and on Iraq by, 

respectively, Islamic jihadist terrorists and state terrorists. Well, many 

would immediately say, those two attacks were different: All sorts of 

contingencies had to fall into place together in order to give the jihadis 

the extraordinary success that they achieved from their point of view – 

even Bin Laden later admitted that he had not expected it to be such a 

total ―success‖ – and the same – that is, the dependence on many 

contingencies – holds true of Bush‘s war. True enough: The attack plans 

might have been thwarted, and some American and international leaders 

– United States Senators, and Bush sycophants such as Tony Blair – 

might have mustered the combined requisite degrees of intelligence and 
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courage to say ―no‖ firmly to Bush, which might have forced him to stay 

his hand. But, on the other hand, can there really be any doubt that, in 

retrospect, both of these events are quite understandable not only in their 

details but also in terms of what I am calling, using an expression 

borrowed from Sartre, ―the intelligibility of history‖? We can 

understand, however much we may dislike them, the respective religious 

fanaticisms motivating the masterminds of the two attacks. We can 

understand why the Twin Towers were chosen as a prime target – there 

had even been an attack attempted on them before, but from the ground 

– and we can understand why Iraq was chosen in terms both of Oedipal 

psychology – Bush père had refused to continue the First Gulf War, so 

the son would show the father what a superior leader like himself could 

do – and of greed – under the desert soil there were enormous additional 

petroleum reserves to be exploited. Even what we may want to call 

―stupidity‖ should not be taken as a surd, an imperceptible, inexplicable 

spiritual quality of the allegedly stupid person, but rather as shorthand 

for a series of decisions leading to failure – decisions that are themselves 

intelligible nevertheless. An expression that has become very popular in 

English in recent years, as the world has seemed to become increasingly 

surreal, is, ―What could he (or she) have been thinking?‖ It is used, of 

course, as a comment about particularly stupid decisions and actions. 

But we can always reconstruct what the poor, misguided actor might 

have been thinking, and we are often correct when we do so.  

 This being the case, as I see it, let us reconsider Stojanović‘s 

expressions, ―understanding of historical processes‖ and ―historical 

cognition.‖ I would like to suggest that these rather commonplace 

expressions are good illustrations of how easy it is for our intelligence to 

become bewitched by means of language, as Wittgenstein put it. For the 

leap from asserting that we know many historical facts and can give 

plausible accounts of certain historical processes, the point that I have 

just illustrated, and can thus render past and present history 

―intelligible,‖ to the assertion that world history has an ultimate 

meaning, an ultimate end, may seem to be a small one, and a very 

tempting one as well. In this regard, as I already suggested earlier, Hegel 

has contributed mightily to our confusion by his claim to have discerned 

a great, sweeping pattern in world history. Marx and Engels, of course, 

adopted this claim as their own, though dissenting from Hegel on the 

nature of the pattern. But, apart from the deficiencies of their respective 

accounts, is the assumption itself justifiable? If so, on what grounds? 

Really, those who have made it have based their philosophies of history 

on a very small ―n‖: although anthropological findings can take us much 

further back in time, recorded history, which is all that interested Hegel, 

for example, is very sketchy indeed beyond about 2000 years, at most, 

before the Common Era. Imagine a series of individuals dying and being 

born, one immediately after the other – think of the transmigration of a 

single soul, if that pleases you – with an average age of 80, which is not 

unrealistic: the number of such individuals required to go back to 2000 

BCE would be only 50. That is what I mean by a small ―n‖. We all know 

about many events and developments that have occurred over this time 
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period, but when there is talk of ―historical processes‖ and ―historical 

cognition‖ within a theoretical context, be it more philosophical or more 

oriented towards an imagined social scientific approach to history, 

usually much more is meant than simply an aggregate of events and 

developments. What is meant is a law, or a set of laws, of history. But if, 

as, for example, Claude Lévi-Strauss maintains, this very conception of 

―history‖ is a Western myth, then we should not be surprised when 

events occur that do not fall within the mythical patterns or laws of 

history that we ourselves have created and nurtured. In short, the human 

social events, processes, sequences which constitute what we call 

―history,‖ the history of this small n of entities on this small planet, are 

at least in principle all intelligible, understandable, but not because they 

occur in accordance with some fixed set of transcendent rules to which 

we may some day have full access. 

 

III. Where We Are Now 

 

We have been surprised, I think that all of us have been surprised, by 

many recent events that at the time seemed quite remarkable, but now no 

longer do, or at least much less so. I have a sense that we all share a 

feeling that events are moving very quickly, but we know not where – 

which is only as it should be if my analyses in this paper have been 

accurate. Only seven years ago, at a conference in Guadalajara, Mexico, 

I read a paper entitled ―El Futuro: Globalizacion filosófica, si. 

Hegemonía norteamericana, no.‖ Its content was intended, if you will, to 

be more ethical and hortatory than predictive, especially since, as I hope 

I have made abundantly clear in this paper, I do not believe that the 

historical future is very predictable. But in fact the words of my title can 

be seen to have been at least somewhat predictive. I do think, no doubt 

in large measure because of my position within FISP and my resulting 

travels, but also by virtue of what I perceive to be greater exchange than 

ever of philosophers between countires and even between continents, 

that philosophical globalization – meaning exchange of methods and 

dialogue of concepts despite the continuing inclination of some 

philosophers to think of theirs as the only acceptable ―way‖ – is an ever-

greater reality today. At the same time, it would be difficult to deny the 

signs, not entirely clear-cut but still, I think, unmistakable, of a decline 

in North American hegemony: the sense that the invasion of Iraq was a 

fiasco, the global financial crisis with my country as its principal original 

source, the ever more widespread recognition that so many major 

aspects of American life – manufacturing, infrastructure, the education 

system, the notorious prison system, and so on – are seriously 

problematic both absolutely and in relation to many other countries. 

Meanwhile, as everyone knows, discontent within my country with 

respect to the internal state of affairs has increased greatly; for example, 

some polls – I agree that we should not rely very much on polls, which 

are extremely mercurial, but I think it may be useful sometimes to pay 

attention to them when they are very one-sided – show under 30% of the 

population having positive attitudes towards either of our major political 
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parties or toward the future as better than the past. The elections of 

November 2010 well reflected that discontent. 

 What I said with respect to the case of Germany near the beginning 

of this essay, namely, that, if we were not familiar with the actual 

historical facts, we might very well conjecture that the experience of 

economic hardship in the 1920s and early 1930s would have made the 

Marxist critique of the capitalist system appear more plausible to a larger 

segment of the masses there, could equally well be said of the 

contemporary United States and indeed of much of the rest of the world. 

But the facts belie such imaginary speculation. Indeed, the most 

significant winners in the elections to which I have just referred were 

those who claimed, in general, that the capitalist system was in excellent 

condition and that it would be even better were it not for governmental 

regulations that impede its development. Development toward what? 

Why, I suppose, toward unlimited accumulation for its own sake. As 

Marx said, ―Accumulate! Accumulate! That is Moses and the Prophets.‖ 

At present, as we know, accumulation by the wealthy few, not only in 

the United States but in countries throughout the world, has continued 

almost without interruption through the financial crisis, while the 

economic gap between these few and the vast majority of people 

continues to widen. But the fact that this is the case seems to have little 

if any effect on actual political practice, either on the part of the political 

elites or of a majority of ordinary citizens. 

 There is a very real sense in which, as many others have noted, the 

cult of the so-called ―free market‖ has come to resemble a religion – 

though perhaps something more like an esoteric cult than like one of the 

mainstream religions such as Christianity. The latter may have some 

supposed ―mysteries‖ such as the Trinity, but these are mysteries that are 

ultimately quite transparent and comprehensible, explained over and 

over again in books of theology that are open to all. But my basis of 

comparison with the ―free market‖ would be something like the Orphic 

cult, which none of us – let us be honest about it – can really explain, 

although we at least know that it held out the promise of transmigration 

of souls, of which some of us may well be the outcomes – who knows? 

(We do not know: That is my point.) The cult of the ―free market‖ is 

more like that, and here is one typical illustration: When the American 

Congress recently threatened to tax severely the bonuses of the managers 

of the section of the insurance company, AIG, which had been most 

responsible for the financial disaster, those who opposed this argued that 

depriving them of their bonuses would be terrible because only they 

understood well enough the very complicated system that they had 

manipulated and used to bring about the disaster, and so only they were 

in a position to deconstruct it. That is a truly esoteric cult! 

 Meanwhile, large segments of some other established religions, 

especially Christianity, have become quite comfortable with the thought 

that capitalism is pefectly compatible with their teachings – in other 

words, that ―enrichissez-vous‖ is a good Christian principle. But it is not. 

I myself have enough background in theology to know that an economic 

system that preaches the maximization of profit as the goal to which all 
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others are to be subordinated by those who control corporations, large 

and small, is ultimately in conflict with the ideals of a religious 

community – with the ideals of religion itself. Of course, the temptation 

to take advantage of others, the libido dominandi, is as old as humanity 

itself; but what is peculiar to capitalism is its systematic justification of 

this tendency as being supremely good. In theoretical writings, we can 

trace elements of this back to Adam Smith and further back to Locke 

and others, but it is perhaps only in more recent times that this mentality 

has become so widely pervasive in the popular mind in so many 

societies. Incidentally, the failure to confront head-on this fundamental 

philosophical difficulty in regard to capitalism is characteristic of 

virtually the entire corpus of Twentieth Century liberal social and 

political philosophy, including the work of John Rawls and of Habermas 

himself, together with most of their followers and commentators. 

 It is this cult of capitalism which, it seems to me, constitutes a truly 

deep regression in history, one from which many thought that humanity 

could be extricated in the past century or so, but which, from the vantage 

point of the present, has begun to take on the appearance of historical 

inevitability and to be defended as inevitable. That, as I see it, is where 

we are now. But if the very notion of inevitable evolutionary sequences 

leading to a predetermined historical telos is itself an indefensible myth, 

as I have been maintaining throughout this paper, then the continued 

employment of the tools of criticism in the attempt, however difficult 

and often discouraging, to undermine the dominant current version of 

that myth and the many negative, destructive consequences that it entails 

remains a supremely worthwhile endeavor for us in this very brief niche 

that we occupy within the relatively brief span of time that has been 

human history up to now.  
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Abstract: This essay explores a range of questions related to trans-

civilizational translations or trans-civilizational imaginations in 

translational activities and thus broadens the field of translation 

studies to include considerations of its philosophical, historical, 

cross-cultural, postcolonial implications. Underlining this study is 

the concern with problems arising from a Western universalism 

overriding a cosmopolitan vision of the world that occur in 

translating works from a non-Western civilization such as the 

Chinese. The investigation, informed by theories of literature, 

translation, cultural studies, psychoanalysis, and philosophy, focuses 

on a specific case: how “Lu Zhai,” a four-line poem by China‟s 

Tang poet Wang Wei, is variously translated and what problematic 

assumptions lie behind them. This essay questions the limitations of 

a Western spirit of universality, whether subtly or explicitly 

manifested. It concludes with a speculative comparison of “Lu Zhai” 

with Heidegger‟s metaphor Lichtung, as an example of an affinity 

between the Western and Chinese civilizations, affirming the 

Derridean humor that the Babelian confusion of many tongues may 

have a divine purpose.  

 

TRANSLATION STUDIES in the postcolonial era, which is more than 

the studies of translation, raise questions about cosmopolitanism and 

universalism. Insofar as translation integrates differences, it should be a 

cosmopolitan, not a universal, vision that guides a translator. However, 

when he crosses over to another language, another civilization and time-

space, the translator could be equipped with a certain kind of knowledge 

and imagination that do not quite correspond to the other; the process 

and product of translation thus leave traces of a perception and 

psychology about the other which have ethical and political implications. 

Sometimes, the desired correspondence with the other that defines 

translation is not even there. Problematic translations are more common, 

more pronounced in inter-civilizational or trans-civilizational 

translations than in intra-civilizational translations. Translations between 

such languages as English, French, German, Spanish, for example, are 

intra-civilizational in that these languages not only belong to the 

Western Christian civilization but also share Latin as their common 

linguistic roots, whereas translations between any one of these languages 

and a language such as the Chinese are inter- or trans-civilizational. 
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Historically, Western imaginations of the Chinese civilization are often 

colored by either a misty aura of knowledge or a less than genuine 

affinity, although, occasionally, there are also cases where there is the 

astonishing matching of intentions or a perfect meeting of minds, 

testifying that correspondences in the trans-civilizational context are 

indeed possible. 

This essay studies how ―Lu Zhai,‖ a four-line Chan (or Zen) poem 

by China‘s Tang dynasty poet Wang Wei, is variously translated and 

what patterns of trans-civilizational imagination emerge from these 

versions. My inquiry is enabled and facilitated by a not insignificant 

event. In 1987, Eliot Weinberger and Octavio Paz published a compact 

book titled 19 Ways of Looking at Wang Wei (hereafter referred to as 19 

Ways) in which thirteen English versions of ―Lu Zhai,‖ two French 

versions and one Spanish translation are assembled in conjunction with 

three arrangements (the Chinese text, a phonetic transliteration and a 

character-by-character translation) of the original poem. Weinberger 

provides succinct commentaries for all the translations and is clearly the 

dominant voice and perspective of the book. Paz‘s voice is confined to 

reflections on his own translational process. The Spanish translation, No. 

15, is Paz‘s own work and is followed by both Paz‘s commentary and 

that of Weinberger. Towards the end of the book, Paz also provides a 

―Further Comments‖ on his translations of Wang Wei. The book, in fact, 

contains three of Paz‘s versions of the poem. The range of translations 

gathered is sufficient proof that ―Lu Zhai‖ is clearly well favored by 

Western translators; the editors also admit that a parallel exploration of 

German, Italian or Portuguese could have yielded more findings.  

Based on the valuable work of Weinberger and Paz and starting 

from Wang Wei and the Chinese context, this essay explores issues 

related to trans-civilizational imaginations in nine different ways. For 

this purpose, only selected translations by Weinberger and Paz, are 

included for discussion. Of all the translators featured in 19 Ways, Paz 

seems to have the most intense fascination with Wang Wei‘s poem, 

which is evident in his several versions, in his reflections included in the 

comments and, indeed, in his life-time devotion to translating Chinese 

poetry. Paz‘s translations receive more attention here as they are linked 

to Paz‘s intentions in his several interconnected roles as a translator, 

translation theorist, poet, critic of Western modernity, and an inter-

civilizational visionary.  

This essay asks several questions. By what assumptions and with 

what intentions are the translations made? What vital forces in Wang 

Wei‘s poem have been enabled by Paz and other translators to continue 

into the modern Western culture? How does the ―Pound instinct‖ 

consciously or unconsciously inform the translations by Paz and others? 

In Paz, how is his vision of presence related to trans-civilizational 

translations and to intra-civilizational translations? Finally, what 

intentions in the ancient Chinese poem resonate with modern Western 

intentions, resulting in a mysterious correspondence between the West 

and Wang Wei? Guided by such questions, this essay examines the 

translations of Paz's and others' trans-civilizationally, in connection with 
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Chan/Zen practices in Wang Wei and in Chinese culture and history, as 

well as intra-civilizationally, in conjunction with Benjamin, Pound, 

Baudelaire, Heidegger and the Western quest for presence. The essay 

thus appears as several enunciations rather than one argument. However, 

underlying these notes is the attentiveness to the West-East poetic 

correspondence in general and the mysterious correspondence between 

Lictung and ―Lu Zhai‖ in particular. Lichtung, from Heidegger, is cited 

as a metaphorical sign for the Western effort to redefine and recover 

Being or presence, whereas ―Lu Zhai,‖ title of Wang Wei‘s poem, is a 

metaphor for the complex intentions involved in Chan/Zen poetry in the 

Chinese history and culture.  

 

I. Wang Wei and the Chinese Context 

 
Here is the original Chinese text of Wang Wei‘s ―Lu Zhai (鹿柴),‖ with 

each line followed by a character-by-character ―translation‖ which, of 

course, is not yet proper translation but nonetheless offers a ―raw‖ sense 

of the poem. 

 

空山不見人 empty hills not see man 

但聞人語響 yet hear man talking echo 

返景入深林 returning light enter deep forest 

复照青苔上 again shine green moss on/above 

 

Wang Wei (c. 700-761) was a Tang dynasty poet, painter, calligrapher, 

musician, Chan/Zen
2
 Buddhist and a literati scholar-official. His poetry, 

including ―Lu Zhai,‖ has accordingly been appreciated and studied as 

the nexus of his aesthetic, religious and social practices in Chinese 

painting, calligraphy, music, Zen Buddhism and the feudal officialdom. 

―Lu Zhai‖ is part of a sequence of twenty ―landscape painting poems‖ 

(shanshui shi) Wang Wei has created; the sequence uses, for subjects 

and settings, different locations of his retreat estate in the Wangchuan 

Valley of today‘s Shaanxi Province. ―Lu Zhai,‖ the title of the poem, 

is a place name in the Wangchuan Valley, consistent with the rest of the 

poems in the sequence. Wang Wei once copied these poems in his own 

calligraphic style on a long scroll and matched them with paintings. The 

scroll, called ―The Wangchuan Flow,‖ has unfortunately been lost. 

While expressing his appreciation of the poem‘s ―universality, 

impersonality, absence of time, absence of subject‖, Paz points out that 

Wang Wei was a ―fervent Buddhist‖ and this poem as ―Buddhist nature 

poetry‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 31). It is now sufficient to perceive 

Wang Wei simply as a Buddhist rather than the Zen Buddhist he was 

and the inadequacy in Paz‘s perception is evident in his translation 

                     
2 The word Chan historically preceded the word Zen. Zen, a term well accepted 

in English, is the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese word Chan which in 

turn is derived from Pali jhānaṃ, from Sanskrit dhyānam, (meditation). The 

Sanskrit root dhyā-, dhī- means ―to see, observe.‖ For consistency, the word Zen 

will be used in the rest of the essay.  
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strategies which will be discussed later. Weinberger seems to have 

sensed this as a problem, for, in his commentary on Paz‘s commentary, 

he purposely includes a key sentence, suggesting the light ―almost 

becoming the sudden illumination, satori, of Zen Buddhism‖ 

(Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 32). This mention of Zen Buddhism in 

connection with Wang Wei, the only one in 19 Ways, is arguably the 

most crucial information. 

To say that Wang Wei is a Zen Buddhist is to point to the Chinese 

cultural context in which Wang Wei‘s poem is embedded, for Zen 

Buddhism is the hybridization of a special branch of Buddhism and 

Chinese intellectual traditions such as Confucianism and Taoism. 

Moreover, the hybridization was made possible partly by the class of 

shidaifu who embraced and promoted Zen practices. Sidaifu can be 

translated as literati for short or as ―the cultured scholar-official.‖ In the 

long feudal history of China, many of the most accomplished literary 

men and artists also held positions in the feudal officialdom. According 

to Lu Zhiwei, ―The crux of the strange relationship between official and 

literary life lies in the nature of our old civil examinations. Success or 

failure was entirely based on literary achievement‖ (Lu, 1982, 122). 

Perceiving the connection between the development of Zen Buddhism 

and the literati culture enables a deeper appreciation of the Chinese 

civilization in which arts, Zen practices and politics are intertwined. It is 

thus not redundant to say that Wang Wei, too, was both a devoted Zen 

Buddhist and a member of the shidaifu who embraced Zen Buddhist 

practices. Yang Xianyi and Gladys, in their translation of Wang Wei, 

choose to emphasize this aspect of the poet: ―A great painter and an 

accomplished musician, Wang, for many, represents the classical ideal 

of the cultured scholar-official‖ (Yangs, 2005, 7). Many of the literati 

scholar-officials found Zen appealing, since this form of Buddhism 

somehow met their psychological need for a proper balance between 

their worldly ambitions and their otherworldly aspirations  

(入世和出世 rushi and chushi). One of the fundamental texts in Zen 

Buddhism is Vimalakīrti Sutra which records the words of wisdom of 

Vimalakīrti who is both a layman householder and a model bodhisattva. 

Vimalakīrti, in short, is an example of how Buddhism can inform the 

worldly daily life.  

The active participation of the literati in Zen practices elevated the 

social status of Zen in China, making this hybridized form of Buddhism 

possible. The principle of Sunyata, for example, is a syncretism between 

the Taoist ―emptiness‖ and the Buddhist ―emptiness.‖ Although 

adopting a series of negations may appear to be a sign of nihilism, 

Sunyata in fact functions, says Suzuki, as a means of ―grasping the 

central fact of life, which can never be brought to the dissecting table of 

the intellect‖ (Suzuki, 1967, 51). What is emptied is the dualistic mode 

of thinking (or binary oppositions) that sustains the Western rationalist 

tradition. Sunyata also implicitly points to the becoming of the self and 

of the world, thus unsettling many concepts in Western modernity. An 

apt Western analogy for this idea is, precisely, the need of clearing up 

space for a true experience as implied in Heidegger‘s Lichtung. In other 



LICHTUNG AND LU ZHAI 57 

 

words, Sunyata may be aptly called an active nothingness as it is meant 

to affirm the presencing of life which has been obscured. In this sense, 

―empty,‖ being the first word of ―Lu Zhai,‖ is a key word with 

philosophical resonances. Later generations honored the three great 

Tang poets—Li Bai (or Li Po), Du Fu, Wang Wei—with three fitting 

titles: ―the Poetic God,‖ ―the Poetic Saint,‖ and ―the Poetic Buddha‖ 

respectively. More revealing evidence of Wang Wei‘s inseparable 

connection with Zen Buddhism is found in his names. Wang is his 

family name, Wei is his given name, and Mo-Jie is his courtesy name. 

His given name and courtesy name put together become Wei-Mo-Jie (维

摩诘), three words forming the Chinese spelling for Vimalakīrti. Wang 

Wei‘s own life was quietly modeled after Vimalakīrtiwho is both a 

layman householder and a model bodhisattva.  

As this brief account of Wang Wei suggests, the intentions in  

―Lu Zhai‖ shows dimensions of the Chinese language and culture as a 

whole, rather than just the personal intentions of Wang Wei.  

 

II. In Correspondence With the Zen Spirit of ―Lu Zhai‖ 

 
Empty mountains: 

    
   No one to be seen. 

Yet—hear— 

   human sounds and echoes. 

Returning sunlight 

   enters the dark woods; 

Again shining 

  on the green moss, above. (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 42) 

This superior translation by Gary Snyder enables English readers a true 

experience of the Zen poem that is Wang Wei‘s original. To say that the 

poem is Zen is to say that it is also Chinese, poetically and culturally. 

The Zen spirit is so well blended into the Chinese poetic tradition that it 

is virtually impossible to separate the two. As is characteristic of 

Chinese nature poetry, the physical world is precisely observed and 

described. Yet this very Chinese poetic feature happens also to be the 

basic requirement for a Zen experience: the arrival of an epiphany or 

satori must rest on the experience of a concrete fact of life, on 

connecting the seemingly mundane or trivial details to the Tao (truth of 

the world). Wang Wei‘s poem also aptly illustrates the Zen experience 

that satori happens silently, in the reticence and impersonality of the 

implied speaker. To use another Chinese idiom: this silence is but a 

thunderous silence. The thunderous power of the silence in ―Lu Zhai‖ is 

the internal light of the narrator who observes. The Western term 

―narrative point of view‖ may prove to be too technical to be sufficient 

here - since the narrator/observer for a Zen poem like this must, almost 

literally, have the true Dharma eye and the mind of Nirvana. In the 

context of Chinese Zen, this ―self‖ is the aesthetic merging of the self 

with the objective world, manifesting itself as an ―I-It‖ unity that is the 

Buddha nature (佛性 , foxing). This foxing rejects the subject-object 
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duality on which the rational intellect depends. ―Go directly to your 

Buddha nature without the dependency on words,‖ says the basic tenet 

of Zen. This is the key point of Wang Wei‘s poem. Any underestimation 

of this point diminishes the Zen nature or the Chinese nature of this and 

other Zen poetry. The path towards satori or, rather, to kai-wu, the 

opening of wu is shown in a linked chain of key signifiers which Snyder 

skillfully and accurately represents: the empty mountains, human sounds 

and echoes, dark woods, returning light (at sunset), green moss. ―Dark 

woods,‖ although not a literal equivalence, conveys precisely the 

original ―deep forest,‖ thus demonstrating the bi-lingual and bi-cultural 

abilities of Snyder. 

In lines 1-2, the narrator observes that in the empty mountains 

human voices and echoes are heard. These sounds and echoes make the 

mountains seem even emptier. The first Chinese word in the poem kong, 

empty, connotes Sunyata which, in Zen Buddhism, is the means of 

disentangling oneself from unsatisfactoriness. Sunyata is central to Zen 

Buddhism (see Suzuki, 1964, 48-57). To realize the Buddha nature that 

potentially exists in everyone, dualistic thinking, clichés and customary 

doctrines should be emptied. This emptying is the preparation needed for 

a fresh perception that will break through the stale, thus realizing satori. 

Emptying is the opening needed for the light, for an understanding of the 

becoming of the world which is the Tao. Kai-wu, the Chinese phrase for 

a moment of satori, literally suggests that opening should precede 

enlightenment. The significance of ―empty‖ is multi-layered. The word 

introduces the meditative reticence of the poem. It merges the physical 

with the metaphysical, and embeds Zen in the worldly. Read in the 

Chinese social context of Wang Wei‘s time, ―empty‖ also implies how 

Wang Wei might have desired to counteract the corrupted social and 

political reality in feudal China, to free himself from the ―dirty waves,‖ 

so to speak, and to stay in the ―clear streams.‖ Poetically, this 

―emptying‖ creates room for imagination and for attaining the point of 

view that has been obscured or forgotten.  

Lines 1-2 and lines 3-4 form two inter-linked parts. The emptiness, 

enhanced by the human sounds and echoes far off, is followed by the 

Zen narrator‘s observation of how the apparition of a ray of evening 

light slips through the deep forest (or ―dark woods‖ as in Snyder‘s 

English) to illuminate the otherwise hidden moss. Satori is realized in 

the most ordinary situation. ―Returning,‖ the first word in line 3, is as 

indispensable as the word ―empty.‖ It paints the scene of the setting sun: 

light from the setting sun is returning light because it has been here 

before, in the morning, hence the cycle of the day now being completed 

in the twilight. In that sense, ―returning‖ signifies the cyclical motion of 

the universe. Returning is the motion of Tao. The moss that bears the 

dim light, a simple but central fact of life, is evidence. 

Weinberger praises Snyder‘s translation this way: ―Every word of 

Wang has been translated, and nothing added, yet the translation exists 

as an America poem.‖ Weinberger‘s high assessment is not based on the 

often misused principle of a translator‘s ―fidelity‖ to the original. Rather, 

he understands, rightly so, ―that translation is more than a leap from 
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dictionary to dictionary; it is a reimagining of the poem‖ (Weinberger 

and Paz, 1987, 43). Snyder is as creative as he is well informed of the 

spirit of the original: he adopts the imperative ―hear‖ which ―is 

particularly beautiful‖ and he gives both ―sounds and echoes‖ to capture 

人语响  ren yu xiang, making it more precise. To use Weinberger‘s 

words, Snyder‘s version is that rare occasion when the translator holds a 

―perfect correspondence‖ with the original. In Snyder‘s version, the 

added last word, ―above,‖ is a surprise. Why is the returning light 

shining both on and above the green moss? The Chinese word 上 or 

shang, a post-position rather than a pre-position (as it is a functional 

word placed after the object), can indeed mean both ―on‖ and ―above.‖ 

The last line, 复照青苔上, can thus be read in two ways: again shining 

on the green moss; or, again shining [in the place] above the green moss. 

It is perhaps out of his appreciation of the poetic value of ambivalence 

that Snyder has decided to keep both ―on‖ and ―above‖ in the same line. 

Weinberger, however, does not point out one more aspect of 

Snyder‘s very creative translation: his treatment of the sound system of 

Wang Wei. While Snyder seems to take liberty in breaking up one line 

in the original into two, he, in fact, ingenuously reproduces the internal 

rhythm of the original. Even though each Chinese character is 

monosyllabic, characters are combined into various semantic and 

rhythmic units. In ―Lu Zhai,‖ the internal rhythm of each line consists of 

a 2-word unit followed by a 3-word unit, as: xx—xxx. Snyder, in this 

version, succeeds in making English readers ―see‖ and ―hear‖ the 

Chinese original.  

 

III. Reimagining Wang Wei With Less Than Zen 

 

19 Ways of Looking at Wang Wei features superior translations such as 

Snyder‘s and also includes a fair portion of problematic translations. In 

most cases, the problem is not the translator‘s lack of technical skills but 

the failure in establishing a true correspondence. Since in ―Lu Zhai,‖ the 

spirit of Wang Wei is necessarily the spirit of Zen which is profoundly 

Chinese and East Asian, the success or failure in holding a true 

correspondence with this spirit is thus the success or failure in trans-

civilizational imaginations. To put it differently, a Western translator, in 

order to cross into the Chinese civilization, cannot have the mind of just 

the Western world but must have a cosmopolitan vision of the whole 

world with its diverse range of differences. The failure to correspond to 

Zen can be seen in a given translator‘s inability to represent the narrator 

as the medium of Zen who, with the Dharma eye and the Nirvana mind, 

aesthetically merges the physical with the metaphysical and finds the 

satori in the most ordinary details of life. Soame Jenyns is among those 

translators not knowing how to perceive the narrator other than a casual 

traveler in the mountains. Here is his 1944 version: 

 
An empty hill, and no one in sight 

But I hear the echo of voices 

The slanting sun at evening penetrates the deep woods 
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And shines reflected on the blue lichens (12). 

 

In addition to the awkward and perplexing phrase ―shines reflected,‖ the 

dullness of this version comes from the absence of such Zen elements as 

Sunyata or return or the satori finally resting in the moss. The ―slanting 

sun‖ or the ―lichens‖ (which Weinberger finds particularly ugly in the 

plural) are not mere idiosyncratic choices of words but betray Jenyns‘ 

failure to appreciate the Chinese and Zen aesthetic of making ―precise 

observation of the physical world.‖ As Weinberger so well puts it, 

―Jenyns and other translators come from a tradition where the notion of 

verifying a poetic image would be silly, where the word ‗poetic‘ itself is 

synonymous with ‗dreamy‘.‖ Weinberger provides additional 

biographical information: in 1944, Jenyns was ―Assistant Keeper of the 

Department of Oriental Antiquities at the British Museum‖ who, ―so far 

removed from the poem‘s experience,‖ was ―scribbling through the 

Blitz‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 13). Similar to Jenyns who breaks the 

impersonality of the poem by adding the ―I,‖ G. W. Robinson, in his 

1973 version, renders the first two lines as: ―Hills empty, no one to be 

seen/We hear only voices echoed—‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 28). 

Once again, Weinberger critiques with a pithy comment: ―Robinson not 

only creates a narrator, he makes it a group, as though it were a family 

outing. With that one word, we, he effectively scuttles the mood of the 

poem‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 29). Diminishing the Zen experience 

in Wang Wei‘s poem does not seem to be the privilege of non-Chinese 

translators. A case in point is the 1972 translation provided by Wai-lim 

Yip who is a critic who has written on the importance of Chinese poetics 

to modern American poetry.  

 
Empty mountain: no man is seen, 

But voices of men are heard. 

Sun‘s reflection reaches into the woods 

And shines upon the green moss. (Winberger and Paz, 1987, 26) 

 

The phrase, ―reaches into,‖ strangely anthropomorphizes the light; the 

evening light is reduced to only ―Sun‘s reflection.‖ The idea of cycle, 

represented by ―returning light‖ and the light shining ―again,‖ vanishes. 

These missing links disconnect Yip‘s version from the Zen spirit, 

making one wonder if Yip is fully aware of the Zen connotations of the 

poem. An astonishing case of making Wang Wei less than Wang Wei 

and less than Zen is the 1958 version co-translated by Chang Yin-nan 

and Lewis C. Wamsley: 

 
Through the deep wood, the slanting sunlight 

Casts motley patterns on the jade-green mosses. 

No glimpse of man in this lonely mountains. 

Yet faint voices drift on the air. (Weinberger and Paz, 1987,16) 

 

It is troubling to see that the two parts of the poem are unnecessarily 

reversed, that the mountain becomes ―lonely‖ (a Western perception that 

empty must be equal to lonely), that the voices are imagined to be ―faint 
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. . . drift on the air,‖ that the sunlight ―casts motley patterns‖ on mosses 

that ―jade-green.‖ The translators seem so comfortable with the original 

that they made an attempt to ―improve‖ it. The voice of Weinberger now 

has a stern warning: ―Such cases are not uncommon, and are the product 

of a translator‘s unspoken contempt for the foreign poet. It never occurs 

to Chang and Walmsley that Wang could have written the equivalent of 

casts motley patterns on the jade-green mosses had he wanted. He 

didn‘t‖(17). It is quite obvious that Chang and Wamsley‘s version 

completely misses who the narrator is or the specific Zen manner in 

which he observes and reflects. Then there are cases such as the 1970 

translation made by Kenneth Rexroth, which require a more careful 

critique: 

 
Deep in the mountain wilderness 

Where nobody ever comes 

Only once in a great while 

Something like the sound of a far off voice. 

The low rays of the sun 

Slip through the dark forest, 

And gleam again on the shadowy moss. (22) 

 

A beautiful poem this is, showing Rexroth‘s poetic skills which are 

evident, for example, in ―the low rays of the sun‖ sensually slip ―through 

the dark forest.‖ But Rexroth re-imagines Wang Wei in such a way that 

Wang‘s form and content are largely ignored. Note how far removed is 

his ―mountain wilderness‖ from Wang Wei‘s Zen phrase ―empty 

mountains,‖ how he changes the simple ―human sounds and echoes‖ into 

three lines of his own invention (lines 2-4), and how he ignores the cycle 

of the day indicated by Wang Wei‘s ―returning light.‖ There is no Zen in 

this translation. The poem is more in the line of Robert Frost than 

bearing much resemblance to Wang Wei. Although Rexroth‘s poem is 

beautiful on its own and requires more subtle analysis, is it possible that 

he, too, might have harbored ―a spoken contempt‖ for the Chinese 

original? 

 

IV. Octavio Paz‘s Versions and Diversions 

 
The questions raised about certain problematic translations prepare us 

for a more complex assessment of Octavio Paz. Assessing Paz is more 

difficult because he has an unparalleled seriousness about translating 

Wang Wei and ancient Chinese poetry and that his life-time devotion is 

motivated by a philosophical vision about modernity inclusive of other 

civilizations. 19 Ways in fact contains three of Paz Spanish versions.  
 

Version 1  

[Presented as Translation No. 15] 

 

No se ve gente en este monte. 

Solo se oyen, lejos, voces. 

Por los ramajes la luz rompe, 
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Tendida entre la yerba brilla verde. 

No people are seen on this mountain. 

Only voices, far off, are heard. 

Light breaks through the branches. 

Spread among the grass it shines green. (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 30) 

 

Version 2  

[Included in Weinberger‘s comments on Paz, reprinted  

from Paz‘s 1978 edition of Versiones y Diversiones] 

 

No se ve gente en este monte. 

Solo se oyen, lejos, voces. 

La luz poniente rompe entre las ramas. 

En la yerba tendida brilla verde. 

No people are seen on this mountain. 

Only voices, far off, are heard. 

Western light breaks through the branches. 

Spread over the grass it shines green. (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 33) 

 

Version 3 

[Included in Paz‘s ―Further Comments‖] 

 

No se ve gente en este monte, 

solo se oyen, lejos, voces. 

Bosque profundo. Luz poniente: 

Alumbra el musgo y, verde, asciende. 

No people are seen on this mountain, 

only voices, far off, are heard. 

Deep forest. Western light: 

it illuminates the moss and, green, rises. (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 49) 

 

In the 2000 edition of Versiones y Diversiones, Paz deleted the first two 

versions and approved only the third version (Versiones 534). Yet, his 

decision to juxtapose all three in 19 Ways reveals an intention to show 

the process of his untiring effort to appropriate a language of otherness. 

Viewing the three as a process, we note the following features of Paz‘s 

versions: 

First, what is remarkable about the three versions is the created 

rhythm, reminiscent of the original but also distinctly Spanish. Paz‘s 

rhythm, embedded in the Spanish cadence, with a passion of what 

Stendhal called espagnolism bursting forth. Either in ―la luz rompe 

/Tendida entre la yerba brilla verde‖ (―Spread among the grass it shines 

green‖) or in ―Luz poniente: /Alumbra el musgo y, verde, asciende‖ (―it 

illuminates the moss and, green, rises‖), light brings forth a feeling that 

is sensual, erotic, fire-like. Here, we raise the first question about Paz‘s 

translations: Is this passion of espagnolism—felt in the rhythm—an apt 

translation of the Zen reticence of the original? 

Secondly, Paz, in all three versions, drops the word ―empty‖ (in 

contrast to Snyder‘s version). Perhaps Paz has added ―lejos‖ (far off) to 

suggest the emptiness intended in the original but that is not the same as 

preserving the word. Thus, the second question: Does Paz‘s strategy, 



LICHTUNG AND LU ZHAI 63 

 

involving both omission and addition, preserve the concept of Sunyata in 

the original?  

Thirdly, in his third and definitive version, Paz, with a few minor 

changes made in punctuation marks, clarifies that the poem is made up 

of two parts; Paz does not seem to pay too much attention to the first 

part but gives a great deal of emphasis to the second part, to what he 

describes as ―the clearing in the forest illuminated by the silent ray of 

light‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 50). In the second and third versions, 

Paz adopts ―Luz poniente‖ or ―Western light‖ as the translation for 

fanjing 返景  or ―returning light (or, more literally, shadow)‖ in the 

original. In his second (1978) edition of Versiones (reprinted in 19 

Ways) Paz explains that he has adopted ―Western light‖ because in his 

reading of some Mahayana texts, he has noted the frequent occurrences 

of ―the Western Paradise—the place of the setting sun‖ which is also 

―the domain of the Amida Buddha‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 31). 

Amida Buddha, also Amidabha, means ―the infinite light.‖ Paz says that 

he remembered that Wang Wei had been ―a fervent Buddhist‖ (31) and 

he thus found it fitting to render ―returning light‖ into ―luz poniente‖ 

(―Western light‖). In this context, we ask the third question: By adopting 

―luz poniente‖ or ―Western light‖ as the translation for ―returning light,‖ 

is Paz specifying what Wang Wei does not? Or is this evidence that Paz 

does not know that ―returning light‖ is part of Zen experience intended 

by Wang Wei?  

Fourthly, in the third version, Paz adds ―asciende‖ (rises) as the last 

word of the poem, which is a big surprise. Thus, the fourth question may 

be asked: Is this addition appropriate? Snyder‘s version has also added 

the word ―above.‖ But Snyder‘s surprise is reasonable because the word 

上 can mean both ―on‖ and ―above,‖ whereas Paz‘s ―asciende‖ is a verb.  

The four questions can be summarized in brief: (1) Is the passion of 

espagnolism fit for the Zen reticence? (2) Is the idea of Suntaya 

preserved or left out? (3) Is ―luz poniente‖ apt? (4) Is ―asciende‖ an apt 

addition? To these questions, a general response and critique can be 

made first. Although Octavio Paz, to his credit, makes efforts to inquire 

into Wang Wei‘s Buddhist background, he does not seem to know that 

Zen Buddhism is, at least culturally, not quite the same as Buddhism in 

general. Paz has the poet‘s acumen to take note of the ―impersonality‖ 

and ―absence of time, absence of subjectivity‖ but he does not see that 

the poetic expression of ―Lu Zhai‖ is in accord with the wordless 

teaching of Zen. A clear evidence of Paz‘s miss is his omission of the 

word ―empty‖ and related concept of Sunyata. All the twenty words in 

Wang Wei emphasize emptiness and silence. The poem is a deliberate 

retreat from anything explicitly doctrinarian. ―Western light‖—light 

from the Western Paradise—might be implied but saying it explicitly 

seems to intrude into the deliberate silence. However, Paz, as poet, 

translator and critic, has more complex intentions in offering his Spanish 

versions; his thinking, not his exclusively, might give his translational 

creativity some justification. The four questions will be taken up later in 

other appropriate contexts. 
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V. Benjamin and Paz: Differences in the Theory of Translation 

 
Paz is a great poet, but in the theory of translation, he can be compared 

to a better authority on the subject: Walter Benjamin. Benjamin and Paz 

share the basic idea that translation is a creative practice but Benjamin 

has a more profound sense of the importance of the foreign and of the 

interplay of differences in translation. The gist of Benjamin‘s theory, as 

found in ―The Task of the Translator,‖ is that a translation is the afterlife 

of the original. This after life is another life, a product of creative 

transformation, yet this other life must be vitally connected with what 

Benjamin provocatively calls the ―translatability of the original.‖ 

Benjamin‘s theory defines translation as a specific form of art. This art is 

first of all concerned with an original which is preferably a linguistic 

work of art itself and from which a translation, another work of art, is 

produced. The original has a dignified ―physical and spiritual existence 

which is not meant for ―the imparting of information‖ (Benjamin, 1969, 

69). Only a bad translation seeks to ―transmit anything but information‖ 

(69) or ―undertakes to serve the reader‖ (70).  

The essence of the original is its ―translatability‖ embodied by its 

specific signifying modes: ―the translatability of the linguistic creations 

ought to be considered even if men should prove to be unable to 

translate them‖ (Benjamin, 1969, 70). What is immediately striking 

about this statement is the implication that such translatability may be 

felt, in the practices of most translators, as untranslatable. Yet, as ―God‖ 

is the witness, the translatability is there, whether or not the original is 

translated at all. Thus, being able to meet this challenge is the only 

reward for the good translator. Translation is an inter-language art. A 

good translation should be connected to the ―translatability of the 

original‖ as such through discovering what Benjamin calls ―the central 

reciprocal relationship between languages‖ or ―the kinship of languages‖ 

(Benjamin, 1969, 72). This ―reciprocal relationship‖ or ―kinship‖ is 

realized through ―a transformation and a renewal of something living‖ 

(73). To translate is therefore to re-vitalize the original. Regarding the 

idealized goal in translation, Benjamin‘s theory takes on a philosophical 

overtone, as in this statement: ―all suprahistorical kinship of languages 

rests in the intention underlying each language as a whole—an intention, 

however, which no single language can attain by itself, but which is 

realized only by the totality of their intentions supplementing each other: 

pure language‖ (Benjamin, 1969, 74, emphasis added).  

There may be intentions in the broader or narrower sense. In the 

narrower sense, an intention is an ―intended effect‖ (Benjamin, 1969, 

76). Achieving the kinship or reciprocity of two languages is dependent, 

first, upon finding the ―intention‖ embedded in each language and, 

second, on how the intentions of the interacting languages supplement 

each other. When this happens, a ―pure language‖ of suprahistorical 

significance is achieved in and as translation. In Benjamin‘s context, the 

kinship of languages is also synonymous with what he calls a ―greater 

language,‖ a new language that integrates languages. Thus, a good 

translation is a newly gained language in which the somewhat different 
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intentions of the original and of the target language supplement each 

other. Paraphrasing Benjamin further and speaking figuratively, I 

suggest that the two intentions lean towards each other, thrust and 

counter-thrust, constituting of an arch of supplementing intentions.  

To illustrate this insight with Paz‘s translations as our example, this 

ideal arch should match the intentions and traditions Wang Wei and Paz 

each represent, both Chinese and Spanish, both Chinese Zen and the 

Western presence (to use Paz‘s wording), the otherwise unrelated now 

related, in a form of what Paz calls ―simultaneity.‖ 

One reason why Benjamin is frequently referenced in postcolonial 

studies and contemporary translation studies is that it in effect defines 

translation not just as an inter-lingual mode but also as a trans-national, 

trans-civilizational and supra-historical mode. Benjamin‘s invocation of 

―pure language‖ or ―greater language‖ as an ideal has anticipated such 

postmodern and postcolonial ideas as hybridity, liminal space, and 

heterodoxy in postcolonial theory. It is this Benjaminian vision of 

translation that has inspired Homi Bhabha to envision how newness 

could be born into the world through cultural translation and to speak of 

co-present ―times‖ in the now as pre-sencing. Benjamin dispels the 

popular myth that fidelity and freedom are to be perceived as two 

opposed tendencies because, he argues, there could be no true fidelity 

without the translator‘s freedom to create. Indeed, fidelity in the 

translation of individual words—known as word-for-word translation, 

literalism or mechanical translation—can never truly reproduce 

translatability of the original. Benjamin conditionally qualifies the 

translator‘s creativity when he emphasize: ―The basic error of the 

translator is that he preserves the state in which his own language 

happens to be instead of allowing his language to be powerfully affected 

by the foreign tongue. Particularly when translating from a language 

very remote from his own he must go back to the primal elements of 

language itself and penetrate to the point where work, image, and tone 

converge. He must expand and deepen his language by means of the 

foreign language‖ (Benjamin, 1969, 81). 

Octavio Paz shares the conviction that translation is creative. He 

argues that translation is fundamental to any human creativity that 

involves language, for ―[t]he idea of language contains that of 

translation‖ (―Presence and the Present,‖ 1969, 152). A child asking his 

mother to explain the meaning of a word, suggests Paz, is asking her to 

translate (―Translation,‖ 1992, 152). Similarly, ―a painter is one who 

translates words into plastic images; the critic is a poet who translates 

the lines and colors into words. The artist is the universal translator. That 

translation, of course, is a transmutation. It consists, as is well known, of 

the interpretation of non-linguistic signs by means of linguistic signs—

or the reverse. But each one of these translations is really another work 

and not so much a copy as a metaphor of the original‖ (―Presence and 

the Present,‖ 1969, 48). To Paz, then, translation and literature are 

governed by the same laws of creative transformation. Paz also cautions 

that poets are not always good translators, especially when they use ―the 

foreign poem as a point of departure towards their own.‖ A good 
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translator ―moves away from the [foreign] poem only to follow it more 

closely‖ (―Translation,‖ 1992, 158, emphasis added). A sound evaluation 

of Paz‘s translation of Wang Wei must begin by concurring with Paz and 

Benjamin that because a translation is a creative transformation, it 

should not be judged by how identical it is with the original but by how 

analogous it is. Therefore, ―luz poniende‖ (Western light) cannot be 

rejected as a possible translation for fanjing (returning light). Indeed, 

deletion or addition is on some occasions a necessary translation 

strategy. However, even though the translator has a right to creative 

freedom, he must use that freedom not only to travel but also to return. A 

good translator travels in order to return. In Paz‘s own words, a 

translator moves away from the foreign poem ―only to follow it more 

closely.‖ It can be added that the only justification for the translator‘s 

creative transformation is that he follows the original more closely. 

Juxtaposing Paz with Benjamin, we also find that Benjamin 

includes a careful description of the original (in terms of its 

translatability) and of the kinship of languages as the ideal goal. On this 

point, however, Paz shows ambivalence. Paz holds that translation is a 

creative transformation when he discusses translation within the same 

tongue (in intra-lingual translation) as an analogy for translation from 

one tongue to another (in inter-lingual translation). However, that is only 

an analogy. Jacques Derrida makes a more differentiation in another 

context: ―a translation in the proper sense‖ should be distinguished from 

―a translation in the figurative sense‖ (Derrida, 1992, 226). His point is 

that treating inter-lingual translation and intra-lingual transformation the 

same would diminish the respect for the other tongue in which the 

original is embedded. Wang Wei‘s composition of ―Lu Zhai,‖ for 

example, might be called intra-lingual translation because he skillfully 

transforms his love for Chinese painting, music and Zen practices into 

that poem. In that, he answers to Paz‘s description of a ―universal 

translator.‖ But, a translator in the strict sense of the word, the inter-

lingual translator, is a cosmopolitanist, not a universalist. Paz‘s affinity 

with Wang Wei in this kind of translation makes them both poets but 

Paz‘s inter-lingual translation of the poem is a separate issue; his 

translations of Wang must be evaluated in terms of whether he can 

successfully establish a true correspondence with the poem which is 

from a foreign culture, language and history.  

Concerning the differences in translation, Paz appears to be 

ambivalent. On the one hand, Paz points out how ―translation overcomes 

the difference between one language and another, [while] it also reveals 

them more fully‖ (―Translation,‖ 1992, 154). He is also aware that 

cultural and linguistic differences indicate different perspectives. ―A 

plurality of languages and societies: each language is a view of the 

world, each civilization is a world,‖ writes Paz. ―The sun praised in an 

Aztec poem is not the sun of the Egyptian hymn, although both spoke of 

the same star‖ (―Translation,‖ 1994, 153). However, unlike Benjamin 

who sees the ―foreignness‖ discovered in translation as an asset and 

upholds the kinship of different languages as the idealized goal, Paz has 

an anxiety about the foreignness and differences: ―Translation had once 
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served to reveal the preponderance of similarities over differences; from 

this time forward translation would serve to illustrate the 

irreconcilability of differences, whether these stem from the foreignness 

of the savage or of our neighbor‖ (―Translation‖ 153). ―Irreconcilability 

of differences‖ has an undesirable connotation. But is not it the task and 

joy of translation to make differences reconcilable, mutually 

supplementing, reciprocal and realize the kinship, the arch?  

To Paz, translation is the way to end confusion by recovering a 

certain ―universality of the spirit.‖ Only the ―[u]niversality of the spirit 

was the response to the confusion of Babel: many languages, one 

substance‖ (―Translation‖ 152), and to illustrate this point, he adds, with 

a bias unconsciously revealed, ―It was through the plurality of religions 

that Pascal became convinced of the truth of Christianity‖ (152).  

Further inquiry shows that Paz‘s claim for a ―universality of spirit‖ 

is centered in the West. The world, according to Paz, is divided between 

the Western civilization and the non-Western civilizations. China—with 

its history, culture and poetry—is the obvious civilizational other. 

According to Paz, translational activities within the languages of 

Western world (or intra-civilizational translations, to use the term of this 

essay) and those between the Western world and other civilizations (or 

trans-civilizational translations) should be perceived as two kinds of 

convergences, the former a matter of stylistic emulations within the 

Western conscience and the latter a matter of appropriating something 

foreign and assimilating it for the nurturing of the Western conscience. 

In ―Translation: Literature and Letters,‖ Paz states: ―It would be sensible 

to consider Western literature as an integral whole in which the central 

protagonists are not national traditions—English, French, Portuguese, 

German poetry—but styles and trends. No trend, no style [within 

Western literature] has ever been national, not even the so-called artistic 

nationalism.‖ However, Paz also acknowledges that Western literature is 

the result of ―convergences of the various traditions‖ which include ―the 

presence of the Arabic tradition in Provencal poetry, or the presence of 

haiku, and the Chinese tradition in modern poetry‖; these ―presences‖ 

are not Western but have, through translation, been assimilated into 

Western literature (―Translation,‖ 1992, 160).  

Not all Westerners center their vision of the world in the West. Not 

all Western translators will feel troubled by the ―confusion‖ of tongues 

in the Babel. Derrida, in contrast to Paz, gives a rather different reading 

of the myth of the Babel. Voltaire, says Derrida, once humorously 

explained that although the word ―Babel‖ signifies ―confusion‖ in 

Genesis, the prefix ―Ba signifies father in the Oriental tongues, and Bel 

signifies God.‖ Thus, ―Babel means not only confusion in the double 

sense of the word [confusion of tongues and confusion of the architects 

about the interrupted structure], but also…the name of God as the name 

of father‖ (Derrida, 1992, 219). As soon as we pronounce ―Babel,‖ 

Derrida suggests, ―we sense the impossibility of deciding this name 

belongs, properly and simply, to one tongue‖ (226). This name, which is 

God‘s name, ―should be translated as confusion to be understood, hence 

to let it be understood that it is difficult to translate and so to understand‖ 
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(227). Translation, thus experienced, does not recover someone‘s lost 

rational transparency or uni-vocity. In translation, the Babelian 

confusion has a ―divine‖ purpose since the confusion, through foreign 

tongues, has God‘s plan behind it. Indeed, God the ―father‖ is 

manifested in the foreign tongue or, specifically, ―oriental tongues.‖ It is 

this God, a God for all religions and civilizations, who has released 

translation to the world as the law and duty. 

 

VI. The Pound Tradition and the Pound Instinct 

 
As suggested earlier, the suprahistorical kinship of languages can be 

visualized as an arch of supplementing intentions. Without translation, 

these intentions would remain isolated, foreign to each other, just as 

each half of the arch on its own is frail. In a poor translation when a 

translator‘s intention is not reciprocated by the intention of the original, 

there is no arch either. The arch is formed in a good translation, in a 

good cross-cultural correspondence.  

Fidelity is in fact an imprecise principle for translation, for it is 

often invoked to defend mechanical translation, to justify uncreative, 

awkward identicalness between two languages. Benjamin‘s theory 

critiques ―fidelity‖ without creative freedom. He accordingly keeps the 

signification of supplementing intentions open-ended so that we can 

interpret it to mean that the translator‘s intention, demonstrated through 

his use of language, can even realize the intention of the original that has 

never been realized before. Theoretically, Wang Wei would gain 

―another life‖ in the poetic Spanish of Paz as long as he is still 

recognizably Wang Wei, not someone else. The questions raised earlier 

about Paz‘s versions remain to be answered. For example, can we 

determine if the passion of espagnolism intended by Paz‘s translation is 

a supplementation to Wang Wei‘s Zen reticence? Does it reveal Wang 

Wei‘s intention in a way that has been revealed before? The questions 

are not easy to answer because when we explore the intentions in Paz‘s 

translation (half of the possible arch), we will find that Paz‘s intentions 

are not completely personal but related to a web of intentions and 

traditions that include Pound. The complex legacies of the Pound 

tradition bequeath what might be called a ―Pound instinct‖ which has 

become part of the Western collective unconscious. 

Pound, to Paz and many others, is a symbolic figure for introducing 

Chinese poetry into Western literature. Pound, too, takes a West-

centered position in approaching the inter-civilizational translation of 

Chinese poetry. In ―Further Comments‖ included in 19 Ways, Paz states 

that Pound was ―[t]he first to attempt to make English poems out of 

Chinese originals . . . All of us since who have translated Chinese and 

Japanese poetry are not only his followers but his debtors‖ (―Further 

Comments,‖ 1987, 46). Take note of how Paz puts it: ―make English 

poems out of Chinese originals.‖ Pound‘s way of making English poems 

out of Chinese originals has positive and negative implications. 

Positively, Pound has made the Chinese language and poetry an integral 

part of modern poetic consciousness in the West. Pound‘s own poetic 
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talents play an important role in his success. But to suggest that his 

creativity in this respect amounts to his ―invention‖ of Chinese poetry is 

arrogant as slights the value of the Chinese originals and denies the 

correspondence required in translation.  

It was the same arrogance, a ―positional superiority‖ as Edward Said 

aptly characterizes it, which has arbitrarily created a Western preference 

for ancient China over modern China. This is evident in a moment 

involving Fenollosa and Pound. In Fenollosa‘s little book The Chinese 

Written Character as a Medium for Poetry, edited by Pound and 

regarded by Pound as his Bible for Chinese poetry, Fenollosa 

confidently makes this claim: ―Several centuries ago China lost much of 

her creative self, and of her insight into the causes of her own life; but 

her original spirit still lives, grows, interprets, transferred to Japan in all 

its original freshness‖ (Fenollosa/Pound, 1968, 6). Sam Hamill, an 

accomplished translator of Asian poetry, poignantly informs: ―Fenollosa 

knew little Japanese and almost no Chinese. His informants were two 

Japanese professors, Mori and Ariga, neither of whom was fluent in 

classical Chinese, and thus Li Po became known in the West by his 

Japanese name, Rihaku‖ (Hamill, 1999, 81). Yet Fenollosa was 

accoladed by Pound as the ultimate genius, which is quite revealing of 

Pound‘s own instinct towards Chinese poetry. Pound recommended 

Fenollosa in a similarly orientalist comment: ―In his search through 

unknown art Fenollosa, coming upon unknown motives and principles 

unrecognized in the West, was already led into many modes of thought 

since fruitful in ‗new‘ Western painting and poetry…To him the exotic 

was always a means of fructification‖ (Fenollosa/Pound, 1968, 3). 

―Exotic,‖ ―unknown art‖ are revealing indeed of Pound‘s instinct. This is 

the instinct that the Chinese originals are somehow unknown or 

unknowable that seems to entitle Pound and others to ―invent‖ them. 

The value of the Pound tradition is that his poetic acumen allowed 

him to appreciate the visual dynamism of a Chinese character (or 

―ideogram‖) as akin to poetry, which has further inspired him to make 

imagist poems through translations based on the sometimes clear and 

sometimes vague understanding of the Chinese originals. In his many 

successful cases, Pound‘s intentions are indeed reciprocated by the 

intentions of the Chinese language and poetry. But in the unsuccessful 

cases, he seems to be ―translating‖—inventing, that is—all too freely 

from his own mind, without sufficient respect for the originals which, in 

his words, are ―unknown‖ and ―exotic‖ anyway. It is this attitude 

towards the Chinese civilization, the Pound instinct, which has a 

negative impact on those who uncritically follow the Pound tradition. 

Pound‘s knowledge of the Chinese language and poetry is limited in 

two aspects. First, he does not seem to hear the music in the Chinese 

language. While he speaks of melopoeia (the music), phanopoeia (the 

image) and logopoeia (the spirit of poetry dancing in the words) as the 

three indispensable elements of poetry, he often abandons, in his 

translation of Chinese poetry (e.g., in ―The River Merchant‘s Wife: A 

Letter‖), any effort to re-create the music of the original and focuses 

only on phanopoeia and logopoeia. Secondly, Pound does not seem to 
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be fully aware that the visual dimensions of Chinese characters are only 

a fraction of the total intentions of the Chinese language and, therefore, 

an ―ideogram‖ is not always an isolated semantic entity but is often 

combined with other characters to form a semantic unit. The first line in 

Confucius‘s Analects says: ―子曰：―學而時習之，不亦樂乎？‖ which 

means: ―The Master said: ‗Is it not indeed a pleasure to acquire 

knowledge and constantly to exercise oneself therein?‘‖(William 

Edward Soothill‘s translation, 1995). Pound, inflexibly following 

Fenollosa‘s theory and basing his reading of 時習 as isolated ideograms, 

produced this grotesque mistranslation: ―He said: Study with the 

season‟s winging past, is not this pleasant?‖ (Pound‘s translation of 

Analects, emphasis added). No translator with pride would like to be 

remembered by such an absurd rendition. Pound indeed has ―invented‖ a 

structure in this case but instead of being an arch it is but a precarious 

Leaning Tower, not supported and not to be supported by the original. In 

several translations of Wang Wei that we looked at earlier, particularly 

the versions by Chang Yin-nan and Lewis C. Walmsley and by Kenneth 

Rexroth, there is this troubling Pound instinct.  

While Paz, like many others, inherits from Pound the positive 

legacies, his West-centered universalism still allies him with the Pound 

instinct in subtle and explicit ways. Pound began a course of renewing 

and redefining the Western ―poetic conscience‖ by borrowing from a 

cultural and linguistic other. He started the trans-civilizational 

imaginations of the Chinese poetry and transformed modern Anglo-

American poetry. Pound‘s translations of Chinese poetry, says Paz, 

―allow us to glimpse another civilization, and one quite distant from 

Western Greco-Roman tradition…With that small volume of translations 

[Cathay] Pound, to a great extent, began modern poetry in English. Yet, 

at the same time, he also began something unique: the modern tradition 

of classical Chinese poetry in the poetic conscience of the West‖ 

(Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 46). Pound‘s example has inspired Paz 

himself to devote much of his career to an untiring absorption of ancient 

Chinese civilization and, perhaps, to shy away from contemporary 

China. According to Roberto Cantu, ―Ancient China, on the other hand, 

turned into a constant source of literary allusions in Paz‘s critical essays, 

and an inspiration to translate poems and essays of Chinese masters 

between 1957 and 1996, hence over a span of four decades‖ (Cantu, 

2007, 2). 

In translation practices, Paz admires Pound for being able to create 

poetic verbal units in English. He emulates Pound but overcomes some 

of his weaknesses. Paz sees the inadequacy, if not absence, of melopoeia 

in Pound‘s translation of Chinese poetry to be a problem: ―Pound did not 

attempt to find metrical equivalents or rhymes: taking off from the 

image-ideograms of the originals, he wrote English poems in free verse‖ 

(Weinberger, 1987, 46). Because of this criticism of Pound, Paz, in his 

Spanish versions of ―Lu Zhai,‖ achieves a certain success in recreating 

the original‘s sound of music. Paz also shows an interest in parallelisms 

in Chinese poetry, unlike Pound who does not give ―it the attention it 

deserves‖ (―Further Comments,‖ 1987, 47). Such parallelism, says Paz 
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admiringly, is ―the nucleus of the best Chinese poets and philosophers: 

the yin and the yang. The unity that splits into duality to reunite and to 

divide again. I would add that parallelism links, however slightly, our 

own indigenous Mexican poetry with that of China‖ (Weinberger, 1987, 

47). 

The music of the Chinese poetry is the hardest to translate into any 

Indo-European language. Yet, from the Benjaminian perspective, this 

seeming untranslatability is precisely the translatability of the original 

―even if men should prove to be unable to translate them.‖ Paz is also 

one of the few capable of demonstrating this translatability of the 

Chinese originals. His versions, evidence of a beautifully recreated 

melopoeia, are fruits of his meticulous work. Regarding the third line of 

his final version, Paz says that he first tried ―traspasa el bosque el sol 

poniente‖ (The Western sun crosses through the forest) but found it ―too 

energetic, too active‖ to match the original. ―Next I decided to omit the 

verb, as Spanish allowed the ellipsis. The two syntactical blocks (bosque 

profoundo/luz poniente; deep forest/western light) preserved the 

impersonality of the original and at the same time alluded to the silent 

ray of light crossing through the overgrowth‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 

1987, 49). Whether Paz is aware of it or not, the omission of verbs is not 

uncommon in Chinese poetic lines. This final decision about the third 

line at least corresponds to an intention in the Chinese poetry. But, in its 

negative moment, the Pound instinct willfully slights the original to 

willfully keep it exotic in a willful ―invention.‖ Since an instinct 

sometimes acts as part of the collective unconscious in the West, it can 

be troubling without necessarily troubling its owner. Isn‘t there the 

Pound instinct in Paz‘s translation of Wang Wei, even if it is just a 

trace? 

 

VI. Presence as Translation: Baudelaire and Paz 

 
Paz‘s interest in trans-civilizational translations is part of his vision of 

―presence.‖ In ―Presence and the Present,‖ Paz elucidates how this 

presence is analogously also a matter of translation. In the pre-modern 

world, Paz argues, the meaning of the present was once linked to the 

past that was ―the presumptive repository of the eternal‖ (―Presence and 

the Present,‖ 1969, 52). With the introduction of modernity, however, 

our sense of the present is filled with anxiety because the past is no 

longer the repository of eternal meanings and is thus disconnected from 

the present. This sense of modernity or the present, suggests Paz, finds a 

key symbol in Baudelaire whose sense of aesthetic modernity began 

with the many modern paintings he reviewed. The Baudelairean present, 

according to Paz, is a sense of the present vaguely connected to the past 

but linked to a hope for the future. This present (this modernity), fraught 

with anxiety and contradictions, bizarre and pluralized, is ironically in 

need of presence or, to use Heideggerian terms, needs to be reconnected 

to Being. From the Baudelairean present have evolved notions of 

plurality and simultaneity. A pluralized present means: ―the eternal is 

nothing but a plural, and there are many kinds of beauty as there are 
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races, epochs, and civilizations‖ (―Present and the Presence,‖ 1969, 52). 

A simultaneous present means: different temporalities become 

‗spatialized‘ and juxtaposed; the concept of simultaneity is a manifest 

style in modern paintings and literature, particularly in futurist paintings. 

Paz, however, disagrees with Anglo-American critics who claim that the 

discovery of simultaneity be attributed to Pound and Eliot (see Poetry 

and Modernity, 1989, 71-72). Paz argues that the Baudelairean 

modernity, with its hope placed in change, progress and the future, has 

been proven to be a failure by the end of the twentieth century. 

―Progress‖ has taken humanity to multiple crises and greater anxiety that 

we now stand at a conjuncture at which we find the future to be anything 

but the promised land. Therefore, Paz suggests that this Baudelairean 

modernity/present be re-visioned.  

In Poetry and Modernity, Paz, with a visionary passion, proposes: 

―For the ancients the past was the golden age, the natural Eden that we 

lost one day; for the moderns, the future was the chosen place, the 

promised land. But it is the present that has always been the time of 

poets and lovers, Epicureans and certain mystics. The instant is the time 

of pleasure but also the time of death, the time of the senses and that of 

the revelation of the beyond. I believe that the new star—that which has 

yet to appear on the historical horizon but which has already been 

foretold in many indirect ways—will be the star of the present, the star 

of now‖ (1989, 75). This presence, poetically achievable, is a poetics of 

the present. As Roberto Cantu argues, Paz‘s ―idea of the consecration of 

the instant . . . can be interpreted as a reading experience [in which] the 

poem is the mediating text where past, present, and future achieve their 

consecration in the reader‘s conscience of self‖ (Cantu, 2007, 8). This is 

as much a view of art as it is a view of life. Sensually Hellenic it 

―naturally involves the body, but it need not and should be confused 

with the mechanical and promiscuous hedonism of the modern Western 

societies. The present is a fruit in which life and death are combined‖ 

(Poetry and Modernity, 1989, 75, emphasis added). As a remedy for the 

inadequacy, if not lack, of Western modernity, Paz proposes that re-

visioned presence be a simultaneous experience of multiple times and 

cultural others. Because his new vision requires the traveling across 

times and civilizational boundaries, it is fundamentally a concept of 

translation. Paz thus argues that ancient Chinese poetry and other 

crystallizations of the Chinese civilization not only must be brought in to 

be an integral part of the plural and simultaneous presence, they are also 

a crucial origin of the very idea of simultaneity. Several modern thinkers 

in the West, Paz points out, have discovered that idea from the East. 

Sergei Eisenstein, the great theoretician of montage, ―discovered the 

predecessors of simultaneity in the arts of the East, particularly in 

Japanese theater and the Chinese ideogram‖ (Poetry and Modernity, 

1989, 69). Carl Jung discovered that ―I Ching is dependent on the 

simultaneous presence of various chains of causes‖ (Poetry and 

Modernity, 1989, 69). Pound, as Paz acknowledges, also linked his own 

simultaneous method with ―his reading of Ernest Fenollosa and his 

translations of Chinese poetry‖ (Poetry and Modernity, 1989, 71).  
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Paz must have had a hundred good reasons for his elation in 

discovering Wang Wei‘s ―Lu Zhai‖ in which a ray light illuminates the 

green moss. One reason, I speculate, is that the poem, through Paz 

translation, can illustrate the pluralized and simultaneous vision of 

presence. His three versions of Wang Wei, if read in juxtaposition, 

reveal the simultaneous existence of life and death. In the first version, 

the light that penetrates through the branches intimates a sensual and 

erotic undertone: ―Por los ramajes la luz rompe,/Tendida entre la yerba 

brilla verde.‖ But in his third version, the sunlight at sunset, translated 

deliberately as ―luz poniente‖ (―Western light‖), can suggest the 

nearness of death or the co-presence of death and birth, for the Western 

paradise, the domain of Amida Buddha, is the place where devoted 

Buddhists go when they die or, rather, to be re-born. ―I consulted one of 

[Wang Wei‘s] biographies and discovered that his devotion for Amida 

was such that he had written a hymn in which he speaks of his desire to 

be reborn in the Western Paradise—the place of setting sun . . .‖ 

(Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 31). In this light, a rewarding way is to read 

the sensuality of the first version and the implied presence of death in 

the third version next to each other, in a manner of simultaneity.  

Returning now to question (1): Is the passion of espagnolism in 

Paz‘s recreated rhythm fit for the Zen reticence of Wang Wei‘s poem? 

Or, to ask it in a Benjaminian manner: Is this intention (passion of 

espagnolism) part of the intention inherent in Wang Wei‘s Zen reticence 

but has not been and could not have been realized before? That‘s a good 

possibility. Wang Wei‘s style of Zen reticence is meant for an 

experience, through satori, of a cosmic consciousness of ―no life and no 

death,‖ the eternally constant which is analogous to the simultaneity of 

erotic love and death. His reticence is not devoid of passion but is an 

expression of passion with restraints. Wang Wei‘s passionate belief in 

―no life and no death‖ is illustrated by anecdotes of his fearlessness 

facing his own death—he calmly wrote to his friends announcing that 

his own death was near. In ―Lu Zhai,‖ the feeling that life is inclusive of 

death is also implicitly expressed as the ―returning light‖ shining on the 

green moss. Paz‘s re-imagination of ―Lu Zhai‖ can be justified this way: 

the implicit in Wang Wei and the explicit in Paz, the subdued and more 

energetic, the enthusiastic and the reticent, do lean towards each other, 

with similar, but not the very same, intentions. 

 

VII. Lictung and ―Lu Zhai‖: a Secret Correspondence 

 
The appeal of ―Lu Zhai‖ to Western translators and readers cannot be 

empirically explained. But it can be surmised that this ancient poem 

from another civilization might well answer a need or awaken a desire in 

the Western mind. In this segment, in the eighth way of looking at trans-

civilizational imaginations of Wang Wei, we leave ready-made 

translations aside to imagine another arch of matching intentions, in a 

―translation‖ that should and could be made.  

I am referring to Heidegger‘s Lichtung, a metaphor in German, 

which could be cited as an apt match to realize the translatability of ―Lu 
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Zhai.‖ The secret correspondence between Lichtung and ―Lu Zhai‖ can 

also be viewed as a meta-translation, namely, something that propels 

other translations: the striking similarities between the metaphors from 

two different times and two different civilizations could well be the 

secret cause that has led some translators, perhaps Paz or Snyder, to 

Wang Wei‘s poem, for, after all, according to Heidegger‘s 

philosophizing, Lichtung—the idea of light through opening—has been 

in the collective unconscious of the Western thoughts from the 

beginning. At work then is a phenomenon of cross-cultural psychology. 

One becomes interested in something foreign because the foreign, in an 

uncanny manner, answers to a need within one‘s unconscious that began 

a long time ago. So the ―foreign‖ is not that foreign after all. That, 

indeed, is the Freudian uncanny that has been enhanced and made useful 

in cultural studies, as in the writings by Julia Kristeva or Michel de 

Certeau. It, too, can be made useful in the now flourishing field of 

translation studies. The interest in the foreign other manifests itself 

variously. Sometimes, someone detects an exotic aura in the other, there 

begins a desire which could either evaporate into thin air or it could 

persist, get the foreign feeling so entangled in the crises of the self and 

brew all kinds of sentiments such as resentfulness, anger, or intense 

hatred. That kind of interest in the foreign does not result in a real 

translation. But a true correspondence between the self and other is the 

essence of translation.  

As it has been discussed earlier, Wang Wei‘s Zen spirit resides in 

both parts of the poem. In the first part (lines 1-2), the mind of ―I‖ is 

emptied of the man-centered thinking and becomes something like the 

mountain filled with sounds and echoes. This Sunyata is the prerequisite 

and preparation for the sensual and spiritual satori quietly but intensely 

immersed in the ray of returning light in a forest clearing. As a Western 

metaphor with Western connotations, Heidegger‘s Lictung corresponds, 

mysteriously but indisputably, to both parts of the Chinese metaphor in 

―Lu Zhai.‖ In ―The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking,‖ 

Heidegger suggests that the German word Lichtung combines two 

meanings: (1) an opening or a clearing, especially a clearing in the forest 

and (2) light. The suffix tung comes from older German words such as 

Waldung (foresting) or Feldung (fielding). The prefix licht means light 

in the sense of being free and open but it could also be read as light (as 

Heidegger insists) as brightness. As Heidegger continues his interplay of 

these two meanings, his explanation of Lichtung reads as if it were 

meant as an explication or paraphrasing of Wang Wei‘s poem, as in this 

excerpt: 

 
Still, it is possible that a factual relation between the two exists. 

Light can stream into the clearing, into its openness, and let 

brightness play with darkness in it. But light never first creates 

openness. Rather, light presupposes openness. However, the 

clearing, the opening, is not only free for brightness and darkness, 

but also resonance and echo, for sounding and diminishing of sound. 

The clearing is the open for everything that is present and absent. 

(―The End of Philosophy,‖ 1969, 65) 
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Heidegger‘s Lichtung is meant as a serious critique of Western 

metaphysics. Lichtung suggests a concrete ―thereness‖ that defies the 

binary opposition of essence and phenomenon. ―The phenomenon itself, 

in the present case the opening,‖ says Heidegger, ―sets us the task of 

learning from it while questioning it, that is, of letting it say something 

to us‖ (1969, 66). The opening is a specific opportunity for meditation 

on a concrete presencing. But ―[a]ll philosophical thinking which 

explicitly or implicitly follows the call to ‗thing in itself‘‖ ironically 

―knows nothing of the opening‖ (66). Why? Because the Platonic 

metaphysical tradition has been following a path towards ―truth‖ through 

dialectical idealism, a path that has deviated from aletheia. Aletheia, the 

Greek word for ―truth,‖ means ―unconcealment‖ in its etymological 

origin and in pre-Socratic thinking. By introducing the German word 

Lichtung Heidegger wants to awaken the re-cognition of aletheia as ―un-

concealment.‖ The light in the forest clearing, Lichtung, is the un-

concealment of presence, allowing the light of aletheia to be seen. The 

Platonic tradition has made ―truth‖ a matter of abstracting a value 

through dialectical movement and systematic coherence. That tradition, 

Heidegger says playfully, is the ‗lethe‟ of aletheia, the forgetting of 

Being. 

With Lichtung in mind, we return to Paz‘s translations of ―Lu Zhai,‖ 

to question (2): Is the idea of Sunyata preserved by Paz? In all fairness, 

Paz‘s deletion of Wang Wei‘s first word ―empty‖ from his versions is 

not the most thoughtful move. He has in effect de-emphasized 

something that deserves all the emphasis. The ―empty‖ reminds us of the 

basic irony of ―Lu Zhai‖ that the sense of otherworldliness is not an 

escape into nature but a specific literati Zen expression of the poet‘s 

disdainfulness towards the political turmoil of the time. In the word 

―empty‖ is the tension between Wang Wei‘s this-worldly ambitions and 

his other-worldly aspirations are paradoxically co-present. With 

―emptiness‖ Wang Wei‘s poem achieves the stillness and openness 

required to re-cognize the green moss in the apparition of light. 

―Emptiness‖ in ―Lu Zhai,‖ like the ―opening‖ or ―clearing‖ in Lichtung, 

is the prelude for the coming forth of light. Similarly, Heidegger‘s 

Lichtung is no metaphor for pastoral idleness but figures his serious 

contestation against the kind of Western thinking that culminates in the 

crisis of modernity. The seriousness in the intention of ―Lu Zhai‖ 

matches the serious intention of Lichtung even though the histories and 

cultures they respectfully symbolize are very different. It is this 

matching in seriousness that makes the metaphorical correspondence 

between Wang Wei and Heidegger—in their opening, clearing, 

emptying for the light of aletheia—seem so natural. This suprahistorical 

kinship of languages, this arch, is the Benjaminian dream for translation. 

 
IX. The Divine Purpose in the Babelian Confusion 

 

The conclusion can begin with a response to question (4) about Paz‘s 

versions. Question (4): Is Paz‘s addition of ―asciende‖ as the last word 
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of his translation appropriate? Both a positive response and a negative 

comment can be included here. A positive interpretation: the addition of 

―asciende‖ as the last word can be explained to indicate that Paz sees, in 

Wang Wei‘s light in the forest clearing, the spirit of regained presence. 

By adding ―asciende‖ Paz takes liberty with the original so that he can 

express a passion consistent with Paz‘s recreated rhythm and music of 

the poem, a passion meant to reciprocate the affirmative spirit of Wang 

Wei‘s poem. 

However, a problem about this addition cannot be ruled out. At the 

very end of 19 Ways, Eliot Weinberger, Paz‘s co-editor, adds a 

―Postscript‘ in which he relates what seems to be comic story. After the 

commentaries of the book had been published in the Mexican magazine 

Vuelta, the editors received a furious letter charging Weinberger with a 

―crime against Chinese poetry.‖ It turned out that a certain philologist, 

Professor Peter A. Boodberg, had written an 1 ½ page essay, ―Philology 

in Translation-Land,‖ which ―is devoted to excoriating, in idiosyncratic 

language, all other translators and scholars of Wang Wei for failing to 

realize that the last word of the poem, shang (which now means above, 

on [top of], top) had an alternate meaning in the Tang dynasty: to rise‖ 

(Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 51). To set the record straight, the Chinese 

word shang, 上, can be used as a verb and therefore to mean: to rise or 

to go up, just as it can also be used as a preposition (or post-position) to 

mean: above, on, on top of and so on. This was the case in the Tang 

dynasty as it is the case today. But the word shang, in the last line of 

Wang Wei‘s poem, cannot be both a verb and a preposition and 

therefore it cannot mean on, above and to rise at the same time. In the 

Chinese language, determining the part of speech of a certain word is 

subject to the specific semantic context. So Professor Boodberg should 

know that his philological study of shang only proves the obvious and 

that a discourse and grammatical analysis should determine if shang is a 

preposition or a verb in that line. The word, in that context, simply 

cannot be both a verb and a preposition (post-position). In other words, 

in Wang Wei‘s last line, shang does not and cannot mean ―to rise,‖ not 

in the Tang dynasty, not now. 

Unfortunately, Weinberger seems to agree with Boodberg and he 

praises Paz‘s addition of ―asciende‖ for exactly the wrong reason. He 

says: ―This usage [shang as a verb] apparently dropped out of the 

language centuries ago. But for those who doubt the accuracy translated 

by poets rather than scholars, it should be noted that Octavio Paz, in his 

latest version of the poem, intuitively divined this forgotten meaning and 

translated the word as asciende‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 51). 

Weinberger could have double-checked with a real Chinese linguist 

before he printed his comment. Weinberger‘s ―Postscript‖ also includes 

the version translated and sent by Professor Boodberg which translates 

shang as ―going up.‖ But it is not certain if Weinberger has included that 

poem entirely for the purpose of comedy. The inadequacy of Boodberg‘s 

translation is such that Weinberger felt obliged to comment: ―To me this 

sounds like Gerard Manley Hopkins on LSD, and I am grateful to the 

furious professor for sending me in search of this, the strangest of many 
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Wei‘s‖ (Weinberger and Paz, 1987, 51). It is Weinberger‘s ―Postscript‖ 

that unintentionally proves the need for a negative evaluation of Paz‘s 

addition of ―asciende.‖ Because that word is not justified either in the 

ancient intention of Wang Wei‘s ―Lu Zhai‖ or in contemporary Chinese 

usage, it has to be seen as an ―invention‖ reminiscent of the troubling 

Pound instinct. 

Voltaire once wrote on the tower of Babel as a myth, which Derrida 

cites for his theory of translation. A small part of Voltaire‘s article seems 

pertinent to our discussion that I would like to quote it as our conclusion. 

Voltaire says, with his witticism: ―But it is incontestable that Babel 

means confusion, either because the architects were confounded after 

having raised up their work up to eighty-one thousand Jewish feet, or 

because the tongues were then confounded; and it is obviously from that 

time on that the Germans no longer understand the Chinese; for it is 

clear, according to the scholar Bochart, that Chinese is originally the 

same tongue as High German‖ (quoted by Derrida, 1992, 219).This half-

joking remark deserves a half-joking comment: Voltaire and Bochart are 

right. See how foreign the Chinese has become to the Western world. 

Therefore, God indeed has a plan, through translation. 
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SELF-TRANSFORMATION AND MORAL 

UNIVERSALISM: A COMPARISON OF WANG 

YANGMING AND SCHLEIERMACHER  
 

John Zijiang Ding* 
 

Abstract: The self-transformation has been one of the most 

important ideals of the human morality, and also a fundamental goal 

of the various secular thinkers, from Confucius and Socrates to 

many later Eastern and Western philosophers. Wang Yangming and 

Schleiermacher really made creative contributions to the philosophy 

of mind. The common purpose of these two great masters is to 

transform the lives of common people from the unexamined to the 

examined, the immoral to the moral, the religious to the secular, the 

corrupted to the purified, the particular to the universal, and the 

regional to the cosmopolitan through understanding and practicing 

the truth of life. A gradual process of self-transformation should be 

developed byhighly justified and clarified theoretical guidelines. Any 

type of self-transformation follows the principle of self-

transcendence, and is based on self-identification, and self-

affirmation. The function of self-transformation is to release our 

spiritual life from an original bondage to a liberated freedom which 

is base on positive moral universalism. 

 

WANG YANG MING (1472~1529) was a great thinker during the Ming 

Dynasty.
1

 He developed philosophy of mind initially and syste-

matically, and created a theory of self such as self-consciousness, self-

cultiva-tion, self-perfection, self-purification, self-realization, self-

transcending and self-transformation. Friedrich Schleiermacher 

(1768~1843) was a German philosopher and Protestant theologian. 

He developed philosophy of mind, and created a theory of self such 

as self-consciousness, self-realization, self-transcending and self-

transformation. What is the most leading moral purpose of the two 

philosophers? We may find that it is the moral transformation of the self, 

which is based on innate moral consciousness. The final moral purpose 

of these two thinkers is to realize and develop the transformation of 

the self from an ordinary state to the highest good. 

 Wang emphasizes self-transformation in his metaphy-sics, 

epistemology and ethics. He asks the question: ―How perfect is the 

secret of mysterious transformation, with whom else can I probe it, if 

not with you?‖ (Ching, 1976, 223) He emphasizes that the highest good, 

as the final moral purpose, must require the extension, realization, and 

transformation of innate knowledge and moral consciousness. Wang 

asserts: ―Our nature is the substance of mind and Heaven is the source of 
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our nature. To exert one‘s mind to the utmost is the same as fully 

developing one‘s nature. Only those who are absolutely sincere can fully 

develop their nature and ‗know the transforming and nourishing process 

of Heaven and earth.‘ Those who merely preserve their minds, on the 

other hand, have not yet exerted them to the utmost. Knowing the affairs 

of a district or a country, which is what the titles prefect and magistrate 

mean.‖ (Chan, 1963b, 13) Heaven-given principles are the principles of 

the vital force. This vital force represents the functioning of the heaven-

given principles. Without these principles there could be no functioning 

of the vital force and without this functioning, those things that are 

called principles could not be seen. Devotion to the essence of things 

(discrimination) implies mental energy and includes the manifestation of 

virtue. It signifies being undivided. It is mental energy and sincerity of 

purpose. Being undivided is devotion to the essence. It implies the 

manistestation of illustrious virtue. ―It is what is called being 

transformed. It is being sincere in purpose…If a person steadily has the 

will to be a sage, then he is able to make efforts to realize self-

achievement and to be watchful over himself when he is alone.‖(Wang, 

1992, 1024)  

 Schleiermacher also emphasizes self-transformation. He 

indicates that the Man has undergone a religious transformation and all 

his activities are differently determined and even all impressions are 

differently received, which means that the personal self-consciousness 

becomes different. ―In sofar as the personal self-consciousness has been 

transformed, the actions that arise from it, too, will be different from 

those of the former self…central to Schleiermacher‘s outlook was his 

ethical theory. It is in the sphere of ethics that religion has its ultimate 

meaning, for the fruit of all true religion lies in its transformative power 

over the self.‖ (Mariña, 2008, 3) For him, an individual religious 

transformation really reveals that the individual self-consciousness is 

different, and the actions will become different from those of the former 

self. Human feeling can be regarded as the unity which is the point of 

transition from knowing to acting. This transition is also recognized as 

the consciousness of nothing, and the identity of the subject (the ego). 

Human life is a series of moments which is transitioned from thought to 

volition. The transition is the point from which thought ceases and 

volition begins, it can be considered the identity of both. If everything 

finite can be absorbed into the self-consciousness, and can form a 

consciousness of community between the self and nature, it will become 

the consciousness of the absolute unity of all life. We may assume an 

immediate tendency toward the infinite, and try to abolish the antithesis 

between the conscious being as a genus and the being given to 

consciousness in self-consciousness through self-transformation.  

 In the history of the world, so-called self-transformation for the 

cosmological and universalistic purposes has been a longtime debated 
topic for religion and philosophy. Today, it is still an important issue for 

scholarly argumentation in our contemporary cosmopolitan age. As 

Shulman declares: One typological divide, then, is, that between models 

of gradual self-transformation, often built upon the active cultivation 
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over years of ascesis or meditative praxis, and those of sudden or even 

violent change in the composition of the itself—for example, in religious 

conversion…a strong ―religious‖ assertion about the self—such as the 

Buddhist denial of its existence—―may color self-experience and 

processes of transformation in highly diverse culture.‖ (Shulman, 2002, 

5-6) We will examine the similarities and distinctions between Wang‘s 

and Schleiermacher‘s doctrines of the moral and universalistic 

transformation of self. Transformation of the self can be re-examined 

through the following multiple perspectives. 

 

I. Wang‘s and Schleiermacher‘s Theory of Self 

 

When one of his disciples hold the old theory of Zhu Xi, Wang 

says:‖this would be seeking wisdom in external things.‖ This disciple 

replied, ―If you regard the investigation of principle (li) of things as 

external, you belittling your mind (hsin)‖ Wang proceeded to give a 

discourse on Mencius‘ chapter regarding the complete development and 

realization of mind (hsin). (Ching, 1976, 86) From this story, we may 

find two key points: one is that Wang is ―seeking wisdom in internal 

things; another is that he really emphasizes ―self-realization‖ and ―self-

transformation.‖ Wang declares, ―By authentic self I mean innate moral 

consciousness (Liangzhi).‖ (Wang, 1992, 250) Innate moral 

consciousness as authentic self has been embodied, going beyond 

intellectual knowledge of good and evil. It contains not only awareness 

of oughtness but the will to do oughtness as well. If you innately know 

what is good, you will immediately like it just as you like loving 

beautiful colors; if you innately know what is evil, you will immediately 

hate it just as you hate bad odors—it is quite natural and spontaneous for 

you to do goodness and stop evil since innate knowing, liking, and 

hating all ―result from authentic heart/mind.‖ (Wang, 1992, 195) The 

relations between the mind and the external worldare: 1) the external 

world is dependent on the self, and there is no such world that exists 

beyond the scope of the self; 2) the mind is the master of Heaven-and-

Earth and myriad things in the external world; 3) one‘s experienced 

reality is based on an inseparable relationship between the mind and the 

world; and 4) the mind and the world are coexistent and coextensive, but 

the former must be the dominate and determinate one. 

 For Mencius, ―conscience‖ originally is a transcendentally moral 

concept which means to sympathize with people, to shame evil, to 

politely refuse interests and to distinguish right from wrong. Wang 

developed this idea ontologically and epistemologically, and thought 

that Man‘s conscience is just a Reason of Heaven. He reduced a priori 

moral conscience to Reason of Heaven which represents essence of the 

world and also becomes primitive morality in Man‘s Mind. He 

considered conscience the only criterion to judge good from bad, and 

right from wrong. Conscience exists, as a priori entity or reality, in 

Man‘s Mind. Man will produce right moral behaviors according to his 

internal conscience, and there is no need to search for any external 

sources. Wang‘s ―Benevolence of All-in-One‖ was related to his claims 
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of Enlightened Morality. Man is the center of all things, Man‘s mind 

should be the master of heaven, earth, and spirits, and Man‘s conscience 

is the conscience of all things. A saints‘ mind should treat all things of 

the world as a whole, all individual people should promote their own 

conscience to the whole world, and finally save society from suffering. 

According to Wang, benevolence, justice, propriety, and wisdom are 

naturally manifested virtues. In educating the young, he recommended 

teaching filial piety, brotherly respect, loyalty, faithfulness, propriety, 

justice, integrity, and a sense of shame. Wang believed that all things 

can be merged into an organic whole as the form of the world is the ideal 

political order of human society. A man should love other people like he 

loves himself, and treat all people like he treats his own blood relatives 

in order to achieve a perfectly good social life. All things in one was the 

ideal social order which means ―there is no barrier between you and 

me,‖ ―all Chinese people are united as one‖, and ―all people in this 

world is one family. ‖ Wang‘s thought further deepened and developed 

Confucian cosmopolitanism for the needs of social changes. 

 According to Wang: 1) All universal moral laws or codes are innate 

in man and discoverable through self-cultiva-tion. 2) The moral 

awareness is finally derived from the self, and self-awareness and the 

unity of knowledge and action should be stressed. 3) Self-perfection is a 

self-realized human nature through a way of self-absorption, self-

transcendence, and self-renunciation of egotistical feelings intuitively 

and subconsciously, not through knowledge, cognitive theory and 

investigation of things by Zhu Xi. 4) The real causes of human problems 

or social crises are due to the fact that man cannot gain a right 

understanding of his own self as well as his relationship to the world, 

and thus cannot live up to what he should be. 5) The primary quality of 

the mind (the original mind) is the ―mind in itself‖ which can be 

regarded as the fundamental root of moral judgment, and the secondary 

quality of the mind is the applications or functions of human mind, 

which is equivalent to the principle of the universe; these two types of 

qualities of mind really represented self-causality, self-support, self- 

fulfillment, and self-sufficiency. 6) Ontologically, there are no 

significant distinctions between the mind in itself and the human mind, 

because they are revealed through self-consciousness. 7) The external 

world exists as the directed operation of the mind, which means that our 

knowing about all things through observation, sensation, and experience 

must be finally associated with the mind; in other words, the world is an 

inseparable part of the mind, not an independent entity external to it. 8) 

The salvation of the society and the world from ―selfish desires‖ must be 

through personal moralization or self-purification, and all moralized 

personal conducts and social activities are finally established in the 

expansion of self-realization to respond correctly to the world. Feng Yu-

lan criticizes: ―Some neo-Confucians practice self-cultivation in the 

pursuit of domestication responding to external things, as if it were 

possible to be domestic to any external thing. Therefore, their learning is 

empty and useless, which is a big mistake of neo-Confucians.‖ (Feng, 

1985, 663) We may make a meta-philosophical examination on Wang‘s 
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mind and self, as Chung-ying Cheng says: from these general meta-

philosophical reflections on Wang‘s philosophy of mind as a whole, it is 

not difficult to see that his philosophy mind indeed a unity of experience 

and method, a unity of description and prescription, and a unity of 

cognition and performance. ―All these unities are only to be explained 

by the creative insights of Yang-ming into mind and reality, and to be 

conceived as a creative agency, which leads to many important 

philosophical theses, which cannot be otherwise understood, as well as 

to fruitful answers to many philosophical problems which cannot be 

otherwise formulated.‖ (Cheng, 1973, 49) 

 Wang summarizes: 1) If one refers only to the place it occupies, it is 

called body; if one refers to the matter of control, it is called mind; if one 

refers to the activities of the mind, it is called purpose; if one refers to 

the intelligence of the purpose, it is called understanding; if one refers to 

the relations of the purpose, it is called things. If one wishes to make the 

purpose sincere, it is necessary to correct the purpose, expel passion, and 

revert to natural law with special reference to the matter on which the 

purpose is fixed. 2) The mind itself is the embodiment of principles. 

When the mind is free from the obscuration of selfish aims, it is the 

embodiment of the universal principles of heaven. When service to 

parents emerges from the mind characterized by pure heaven-given 

principles, we have filial obedience; when service to a prince emerges, 

faithfulness; when the making of friends or the governing of the people 

emerges, sincerity and benevolence. It is only necessary to expel human 

passions and devote one's energies to the eternal principles. 3) In order 

to keep one's self under the restraint of rules of propriety, it is necessary 

to have a mind completely under the influence of heaven principles. If a 

person desires to have his mind completely dominated by heaven 

principles, he must use effort at the point where principles are 

manifested. 4) If it is not corrupted by human aims and passions, it is 

called an upright mind, and if corrupted, it is called a selfish mind. When 

a selfish mind is rectified it is an upright mind; and when an upright 

mind loses its rightness it becomes a selfish mind. 5) In a position of 

wealth and honor to do what is proper to a position of wealth and honor, 

in a position of sorrow and difficulty to do what is proper to a position of 

sorrow and difficulty, implies that one is not a mere machine. This can 

be accomplished only by the man who cultivates an upright mind. 6) The 

nourishing of virtue and the nourishing of one's body are essentially the 

same thing. 7) When you cease to regard those external things, they 

become quiet in your mind. When you see them, their colors at once 

become clear. From this you can know that these flowers are not 

external to your mind. 8) Virtues and moral purposes objectify and 

realize themselves through self-demonstration. 9) Man alone knows 

what is meant by being enticed by the influence of things, but is unable 

to carry on self-investigation with full sincerity or to carry out 

vigorously the law of reciprocity. He stops with recognizing his body as 

the person and external objects as things, and forthwith separates things 

and himself into two distinct realms, so that in the last analysis his 
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person represents but one thing among ten thousand cosmologically and 

universally.  

 Mariña says ―Despite the importance of Schleiermacher‘s ethical 

theory, it has received little attention in the English-speaking world.‖ 

(Mariña 2008, 13) His highly original contribution to ethics lies in his 

understanding of ―(a) what constitutes individuality, (b) how language 

and social institutions shape self-consciousness, (c) the relation of the 

individual to the community, and (d) the way that individuals and 

communities can be the occasion for self-transformation [my italics]‖ 

(Mariña 2008, 221). Schleiermacher defines religion as the totality of all 

relations of man to the deity, in the Universe, as he feels it to be an 

immediate part of his own life. After continueing progress, this feeling 

becomes more conscious from the lower to the higher and finally to the 

highest level. For him, the organization of nature, as becoming, is the 

history of nature, and the organization of mind, as becoming, is the 

history of culture. He writes: ―If transcendental philosophy and the 

philosophy of nature are to be the eternally contrary but entirely 

corresponding views, then the philosophy of nature must explain the 

reality of the ego for the external world, just as the transcendental 

philosophy explains the reality of the outer world for the ego.‖ (Brandt, 

1968, 156) The examinations of transcendental subjectivity and 

transformative reality of the ego (self) are the dominant parts of 

Schleiermacher‘s transcendental idealism. The self-consciousness is one 

of the key ideas of Schleiermacher‘s philosophy. We should clarify self-

consciousness, and provide a comparative study for Wang‘s and 

Schleiermacher‘s transcendental subjectivity and self-consciousness. 

Schleiermacher discloses that feelings, desires, and moral consciousness 

rooted in the conative side of human nature can play an important role in 

the ethical expression of the self. His transcendental ethics justifies both 

genuine freedom and the unity of an agent‘s character throughout the 

process of moral transformation. For him, any intention to mediate 

between science and religion must find a solution to the issue of human 

consciousness, which is our window to the world, however we may 

conceive it. The path to reconciling a scientific naturalism rejecting any 

possibility of transcendent meaning and a reactionary fundamentalism 

that advocats possession of absolute truth is based on an investigation of 

the nature of the subject, its relationship to the world, and the possibility 

of its relationship to a ground transcending both self and world. 

 Schleiermacher‘s theory focuses on: 1) The study of transcendental 

subjectivity is an analysis of the possibility of knowledge from finite 

subjectivity to infinite subjectivity, and also of the possibility of moral 

transformation from imperfection to the most universal perfection. 2) 

Philosophy starts with the ―finite nature of man,‖ but religion starts with 

the Infinite; for this reason, we must leave room for mysticism beyond 

the limits of philosophy. 3) The Universe is in unceasing activity, and 

reveals itself to human being every instant. 4) One‘s organs mediate the 

connection between he and the object, and produce a change in his inner 

consciousness. 5) The subjective part in the expression of one‘s own 

intuition of the Universe is to constitute its essential truth and vitality, 
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and the freedom of the highest intuition is to consist in this particularity 

and having something for oneself. 6) Every rational individual, as ―finite 

subjectivity,‖ is assigned his definite place in a moral world order. 7) All 

acts of knowledge are conditioned by the inherently particular and 

subjective standpoint from which they first originate; all truly ethical 

acts must proceed from the awareness of the limited and perspectival 

character of the self; and all virtuous characters must be grounded in the 

self‘s relation to the transcendent. 8) The inmost being of man‘s mind 

must reach everything that belongs to his life; everything which is to be 

continuously active in the human mind is far beyond the realm of 

teaching; and every creation of the human mind can be examined and 

comprehended from its inner essence as a product of human nature. 9) 

Ethics proceeds from the consciousness of freedom, seeks to extend its 

kingdom to infinite, and make everything subordinate to it. 10) The 

force which pures itself forth in the matter of nature is essentially the 

same as that which manifests itself in the world of mind. 11) So-called 

religious feeling is made inward and absorbed into the inner unity of 

mind and man‘s life and being. 12) Religion is regarded as the totality 

and universality of all relations of man to the deity in the Universe. 

 

II. A Conceptual Examination of Self-transformation 

 

Both Wang Yangming and Schleiermacher made very thoughtful 

conceptualization or abstraction for their terminological system and 

theoretical frameworks, and reformalized, reinterpreted, and 

reconstructed certain basic concepts and structures of their doctrines of 

mind and self which were not as exactly uniform as had been 

assumed.By following Confucius‘ semantic methodology, Wang was 

applying Zhengming (rectification of names) to the conceptualization of 

his system. The rectification of certain terms such as the mind, self, 

virtues, and knowledge is aimed at the real meaning, understanding and 

usage of the whole framework. Wang maintains: ―What cannot be 

obscured nature in it is the manifestation of the highest good, and 

constitutes the illustrious virtue in its original state which is I also what I 

call Liangzhi (the innate knowledge). When the highest good is 

manifested, right is right and wrong is wrong. To things trifling or 

important, significant or petty, it responds and reacts with unceasing 

transformation (my italics), yet in everything attaining to the natural 

mean. ‖ (QGL, 206) We may find two key points: 1) the highest good is 

manifested through Liangzhi; and 2) this manifestation by Liangzhi is 

―unceasing transformation.‖ Liangzhi which literally means ―good 

knowledge‖ is one of the most important concepts of Wang‘s theory of 

self. Wang considers Liangzhi as ―the drop of blood transmitted from 

antiquity by the sages,‖ In a poem, he expresses this point again: ―the 

sage‘s instruction lasted a thousand rears; Liangzhi is its oral 

transmission.‖ (Wang, 1963, 630A)  

Wang's view was derived from Mencius‘ idea, ―The ability 

possessed by men without having been acquired by learning is innate 

ability, and the knowledge possessed by them without deliberation is 
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Liangzhi. ‖ (Mencius, 7A.15)Moral actions are relevant to the endeavor 

of self-cultivation, Liangzhi relates to substance that is indispensable to 

the endeavor of self-cultivation, there is no distinction between the 

external and the internal. Virtues produce an identical self to guide 

various actions responding to various situations. Liangzhi demonstrates 

itself in different moral actions in accordance with diversified social 

relationships and situations. The relationship between innate moral 

consciousness and moral actions is therefore in a form of one controlling 

many. Innate moral consciousness constitutes the authentic self. While 

principles of Heaven are external and alien, innate moral consciousness 

as virtues represents mostly self-demands of a moral agent. When a 

moral agent follows innate moral consciousness, he is acting at his own 

free will. Considering acting in accordance with innate moral 

consciousness is a process of the realization of self-satisfaction. A 

perfect action lies in the unity of the obtainment of propriety and the 

realization of self-satisfaction. The significance of emotions to innate 

moral consciousness embraces reason, emotions, and will at the same 

time. For Wang, a moral action springs from nature with the presence of 

emotions which are rooted in innate moral consciousness: ―When 

aroused naturally, all seven emotions are the functions of innate moral 

consciousness.‖ A perfect moral action is an action of self-

consciousness, free will, and nature. (Wang, 1992, 195) 

The better translation for Liangzhi could be ―moral consciousness,‖ 
―self-consciousness,‖ or ―innate moral consciousness.‖ 

2
 This one is also 

a key concept of Schleiermacher‘s theory of self. Wang declares that 

                     
2 Liangzhi has the following characteristics: 1) it is defined as the nature which 

Heaven has conferred on us, and the original state of our mind, which is 

spontaneously intelligent and keenly consciousness; 2) it is the instinctive human 

sense planted within us by nature; 3) it is imbedded in one‘s conscience, and 

demonstrated by the instinctive love or the form of omnipotent love in its 

outward expression; 4) it has a priori and transcendental and original substance 

of mind-in-heart; 5) it automatically comprehends any ideas; 6) it  does not come 

from the five senses, and the five senses are functions; 7) it is man‘s own moral 

criterion in one‘s mind-and-heart, and may be called sagehood; 8) it is innate, 

intuitive, and transcending; 9) it means that all man have an innate moral ability 

to provide moral judgements; 10) it  is only real knowledge, and there is no other 

knowledge beyond it; 11) it is ―Dao‖ of morality; 12) it is guided by Heavenly 

Reason, Heavenly Rules, and Heavenly Mandate; 13) it is innate moral 

consciousness or intentions for justifying the good or bad, and right or wrong; 

14) it is the starting point of ethical practice, and constitutes man‘s real self; 15) 

it is to apply self-cultivation to reject ―immoral consciousness‖ and develop 

―moral consciousness‖; 16) it is inner source of moral guidance, can be simply 

applied to human conduct or society irrespective of the circumstances, and can 

also understand and make perfect judgments about things without much 

information; 17) it is a perfect potential power and intuitive enlightenment in the 

mind which can be activated anytime; 18) it can manifest the original mind that 

is equivalent to the universe; 19) it represents the universal moral law as the 

foundation of man‘s moral judgments; 20) If it is clear, one can either try to 

attain truth through quiet reflection or through efforts made in the midst of 

activity; and 21) it can be characterized by the knowledge of good and evil.  
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even if the whole world says that his actions do not measure up to 

his words, he would still act according to Liangzhi. In a series of 

poems about Liangzhi, Wang praises: Confucius resides in every 

man‘s hsin (mind/heart), hidden by distractions of ears and eyes. The 

real image being now discovered, doubt longer Liangzhi. Why, sir, are 

you always agitated, wasting efforts in the world of sorrows—

Know you not the sages‘ occult word, Liangzhi is your Cantong Qi 

(Tsan-tung Chi). 
3
 In everyman there is a compass, his mind-and –

heart the seat of a thousand changes. Foolishly, I once saw things in 

reverse, leaves and branches sought I outside. ―The soundless, 

odorless moment of solitary self-knowledge, Contains the ground of 

Heaven, Earth, and all beings. Foolish is he who leaves his 

inexhaustible treasure, with a bowl, moving from door to door, 

imitating the beggar. ‖ (Wang, 1963 20, 629a) Towards the end of 

his life, Wang expressed again in a poem the fulfillment of all his 

desires in the discovery of Liangzhi. It presents a summary of his 

personal evolution: ―Transmit arts difficult and complex/In me is 

Qian (Heaven), in me Kun (Earth); I need not seek elsewhere—the 

thousand sages pass as shadows; Liangzhi alone is my guide.‖ 

(Ching, 1976, 158) Conceptualization of Wang‘s self is based on 

the Six Classics, which are constant Dao in his mind, because the 

―Way‖ can penetrate persons and things, reach all lands, fill up 

Heaven and Earth, go through past and present, comprehend all that 

exists, and is identical to all that exists without changing anything. 

His moral consciousness is innate, the supernatural, the infinite, the 

transcendental, the immediate, the highest, and absolute.  

 Schleiermacher‘s views are based on a rigorous metaethical analysis 

of the individual‘s relation to the divine or the absolute; the character of 

self-consciousness and personal identity; the relation of the self to others 

and its effect on self-consciousness; and the specific character of 

individuality and its relationship to the formation of the ethical 

community. (Mariña 2008, 7) Any movements of mind or self must be 

developed from feeling to consciousness from the lower to the higher, 

and from the immediate to the mediate through the different stages of 

conceptualization. (Schleiermacher, 1958, 65) Thought can occur only in 

the form of concepts or judgments, and the foundation of all thought, as 

knowledge, is the relation of thought-form and sense data. Conceptual 

thought is embodied in speculative science which consists in a system of 

thought exhibiting the relationships of the essences of the various types 

of reality. The system of all concepts constituting knowledge must be 

reduced to one Reason, which animates all individuals in a timeless way, 

as the source of true concepts in which God is the source of all living 

forces. Schleiermacher asserts that when man seeks through ―self-

consciousness to enter into fellowship with the unity of the Whole, the 

finite resists him, and he seeks and does not find and loses what he has 

found. He is defective, varuable and attached to details and non-

                     
3 Cantongqi is the main Chinese alchemical scripture written by the alchemist 

Wei Boyang in 142 AD.  
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essentials.‖ (Schleiermacher, 1958, 242) Similarly with Hegel, his 

conceptual transformation follows thesis—antithesis—synthesis. 

Antithesis could be divided into the lower, the higher and the highest. 

Body and soul in man is the highest tension of antitheses, and the most 

universal antithesis is that of Ideal and Real. The function of the ideal in 

the particular object of Reason is consciousness, as innate one in the 

form of soul and body. The highest antithesis of the Real and the Idea is 

the line of demarcation between the transcendental and the immanent, 

and comprehends everything in which the system of antithesis is 

extended. The One Being (the transcendental Being) can be regarded as 

the idea of Being-in-itself under two opposed and related forms and 

modes of the Ideal and the Real, which is a condition of the reality of 

knowledge. There are seven types of dichotomies of self-consciousness: 

1) the God‘s vs. the human; 2) the universal vs. the individual ; 3) the 

infinite self vs. the finite; 4) the transcendental vs. the empirical 

(sensible) ; 5) the immediate 
4
 vs. the mediate; 6) the highest (higher) vs. 

the lower; and 7) the absolute vs. the particular. Accordingly, the God-

consciousness must be the divine, the infinite, the transcendental, the 

immediate, the highest, and absolute. The major distinction between 

these two philosophers is that Wang‘s moral consciousness is based on 

Heaven that is impersonal Supernatural Being or Supernatural Being, but 

Schleiermacher‘s is based on personal Divine Being--God. We may 

clarify the concept of Schleiermacher‘s God-consciousness from the 

perspectives of the transcendence-sensibility, universality-individuality, 

subjectivity-objectivity, humanity-divinity, spontaneity-receptivity, and 

necessity-possibility.  

 Firstly, sin can be regarded as the result of inattention to the 

influence of the higher and transcendental God-consciousness upon 

moments of the sensible self-consciousness. Schleiermacher says ―The 

transcendent basis must now indeed be the same basis of the being 

which affects us as the being which is our own activity‖ (Schleiermacher, 

1996, 274–5). The God-consciousness is always present and in relation 

to the sensible self-consciousness, which is the self‘s consciousness of 

itself as related to, and interacting with, the world, and conditions every 

                     
4 The ―immediate self-consciousness‖ can be regarded as: 1) a ground of the 

feeling of infinite and living nature which has an inner-temporal psychic 

phenomenon and a supra-temporal, or one of inclination or receptivity to the 

givenness of the self in its juxtaposition to others, and could be morally 

transformed through reason; 2) the ground of the feeling of absolute dependence;  

3) the principle locus wherein the divine causality is immediately operative as a 

formal and in-forming cause in the deepest recesses of the self; 4) the one that 

can help the self experience the absolute and stand in relation to the whence of 

all existence, the point from which all self-consciousness originates; 5) the 

absolute, the ―Whence‖ of both our active and receptive existence, or through it 

the self stands in direct relation to the absolute; 6) a transcendental moment 

which not only makes possible the transition between knowing and doing, but 

also grounds the unity of a person‘s character; and 7) the one that can provide 

transitions between moments of the self ‘s activity and its receptivity. 
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moment of the sensible self-consciousness. The God-consciousness is 

transcendental, which is like a light that casts its rays on how the world 

is understood, valued, and felt. The God-consciousness involves an 

element of self-consciousness, which is the consciousness that one is not 

the author of one‘s own existence. This relatedness of the sensibly 

determined to the higher consciousness in the unity of the moment is 

considered the consummating point of self-consciousness.   

 Secondly, the work of Christ can be devided into two key moments: 

1) He strengthens each individual‘s God-consciousness, enabling it to 

dominate each moment of the sensuous self-consciousness, and awakens 

the God-consciousness and establishes the dominance of spirit over the 

flesh; and 2) He constructs the Kingdom of God. Both moments are 

interdependent, so that the awakening of the God-consciousness occurs 

through the establishment of the Kingdom of God, which is established 

through the awakening of the God-consciousness.  

 Thirdly, the God-consciousness is an abstraction from the reality of 

the Christian God-consciousness, which can only provides its 

appearance along with the sensible self-consciousness. In self-

consciousness, the self treats itself its own object, and distinguishes 

between itself and the world. The relationship between self and world 

presupposes an original unity of consciousness, a moment given in pure 

immediacy, in which the two are one. This original unity of 

consciousness produces the transition between the moments of spon-

taneity and receptivity. The consciousness of absolute dependence 

comes from this moment of pure immediacy.  

 Fourthly, the work of Christ in transforming ethical outlooks that 

the God-consciousness is freed can be understood as a theological one. 

The life of the historical Jesus can be considered the sensuous self-

consciousness in Jesus, which is able to determine something as 

attractive or repulsive in such a way that he had to struggle with it, even 

if infinitely small in Jesus. If the sensuous self-consciousness could 

determine a course of action as genuinely attractive for him, this would 

reveal that in him there was a moment of consciousness in which the 

sensuous self-consciousness was not just the organ of the expression of 

the Spirit of his God-consciousness. Jesus‘ self-consciousness is really 
functional in relation to the world, and he imparts his God-consciousness 

to others and also quickens the whole race. The perfect passivity of 

Jesus’ self-consciousness in relation to God implies its perfect activity 

in relation to the world.  

 Lastly, while the experience of absolute dependence is immediate 

and transcendental, to understand the world is based on the relationship 

between the God-consciousness and the sensible self-consciousness. We 

may find that the transitions between all moments of the sensible self-

consciousness take place in the immediate self-consciousness, through 

which the self stands in direct relation to the absolute. Because 

transitions between the moments of self-conscious life are susceptible to 

the divine influence, ones actions and treatment of others in the world 

will rely on the powerfulness of the God-consciousness. The activity of 
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the higher consciousness is most developed has a historical development 

influencing the expression of religion.  

 Schleiermacher exceeds Kant in emphasizing the link of each 

human being to the infinite and eternal in the immediate self-

consciousness. He connects the source of each person‘s ultimate value 

with the element in self-consciousness that interpenetrates all aspects of 

a man‘s psyche rationally and emotively, and also posits an immediate 

awareness of absolute dependence. The individuals can be immediately 

aware of their activity and receptivity, which is the correlation between 

self and world. Schleiermacher agrees with Fichte on the need to posit 

the immediate self-consciousness. He maintains the immediate self-

consciousness, and recognizes Fichte‘s interpretation of Kant. He 

understands the fundamental structure of human consciousness present 

in Jesus, in terms of the immediate self-consciousness and its relation to 

self-consciousness, as mediated through the representations of self and 

world. He continuously justifies higher consciousness, human 

consciousness, and individual self-consciousness. For him, one could not 

exclusively realize his relations within the realm of the antithesis, for he 

is as a man determined for this moment in a particular manner within the 

realm of the antithesis that he is conscious of his absolute dependence. 

 Both of Wang and Schleiermacher provide similar dichotomies of 

self-consciousness: 1) the infinite vs. finite; 2) the perfect vs. imperfect; 

3) the unconditioned vs. conditional; 4) the transcendental vs. 

empirical (sensible); 5) the immediate vs. mediate; 6) the highest 

(higher) vs. lower; 7) the absolute vs. particular; and 8) the instinctive 

vs. learned. However, Wang emphasizes the Heaven vs. the human; but 

Schleiermacher the God‘s vs. the human; Wang emphasizes the 

universal Heaven vs. the individual Heaven, but Schleiermacher the 

universal God‘s vs. the individual‘s God‘s. For Wang, ―moral 

consciousness‖ recognizes an original substance of mind-in-itself, but 

Schleiermacher does not.  

 

III. A Metaphysical Examination of Self-transformation 

 

What are the essences and natures of the self? This is a metaphysical 

question. Both Wang Yangming and Schleiermacher paid attention to 

the metaphysical transformation of the self.  

 Wang is also an idealist philosopher. He declares, ―My clear 

intelligence is the master of heaven and earth and spiritual beings.‖ 

(Chan, 1963, 690) For him, the mind is Dao (the Way), Dao is Tian 

(Heaven); and if one knows his own mind-and-heart, he would know the 

Way and Heaven. (Ching, 1976, 125) Why does Wang‘s philosophy of 

mind have such strong metaphysical character? One of the reasons is 

that he attempted to unify the Three Teachings: Confucianism, Daoism, 

and Buddhism. For this reason, similar with Schleiermacher, he is 

more religionized than most Chinese philosophers. As he indicates: 

the practices of Buddhism and Daoism can all be his practices. 

―When I complete and cultivate myself while developing my nature 

and fulfilling my destiny [what I do] may be called Taoist. When I 
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refrain from worldly contaminations while developing my nature 

and fulfilling my destiny, what I do may be called Buddhist….the 

Confucians did not know that the whole place could be used by 

themselves. When they saw the Buddhists, they separated the room 

on the left to give it to them. When they saw the Taoist, they also 

separated the room on the right to give them. And so the 

Confucians themselves remain the middle. ‖(Wang, 1963, 34: 960a) 

 Confucius claims: ―There is one which runs through all my 

teachings.‖ (Analects 15:2) The general worldview of Wang is 

Wangwuyiti (All in One or the Unity of All Beings). He supports a 

metaphysical universalism, and attempts to unify the human being, 

natural being, and supernatural or superhuman being as the Great One. 

He expresses: the great man regards Heaven and Earth and the myriad 

things as one body. He regards the world as family and the country as 

one person. As to those who make a cleavage between objects and 

distinguish between the self and others, they are small men. That the 

great man can regard Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things as one body 

is not because he deliberately wants to do so, but because it is natural to 

the humane nature of his mind. ―Forming one body with Heaven, Earth, 

and the myriad things is not only true of the great man. ‖ (Chan, 1963, 

659) One of Wang‘s ontological views is Benti (Pen-ti). Ben literally 

means original or fundamental; Ti literally means substance, being or 

entity; Benti literally means original substance, pure being or ultimate 

reality. Benti has the independent and transcendental character, and it 

can be manifested by a self-developmental process or self-realization. 

Perhaps, the best translation of Benti is mind-in-itself. Wang considered 

Benti the moral substance of mind-in-itself. He says: ―But while the pen-

ti (Benti) of love can be called jen, there is a kind of love that is correct, 

and a kind that is not correct. Only the correct kind of love is the pen-ti 

of love, which can be called jen. If one knows only universal love, 

without distinguishing between the correct and incorrect kinds of love, 

there will be a difference.‖ (Chan, 1963b, 176)  

 Wang developed a theory of Liangzhibenti (mind-in-itself of innate 

moral consciousness). He transferred the ―Benti‖ from ―pure moral 

entity‖ to ―existential entity‖: through conscious movement and 

understanding of reality, man‘s mind can penetrate all things, and unify 

and indentify mind-in-itself with Heaven-and-Earth and all things. 

Liangzhi (moral consciousness) has been given a priori and 

transcendental Xinbenti (original substance of mind-in-itself); but 

Zhiliangzhi (to extend moral consciousness) is a posterior and 

experiential practice through Gongfu (actual efforts). Benti of mind can 

be recovered, only when myriad things are investigated, innate 

knowledge is extended, and intention becomes sincere. The purpose of 

the rectification of mind is to recover its Ti (substance). Benti, as the 

final being of self-causality, is substantial but intangible, ultimate but 

real, and reachable and understandable but indescribable. Man cannot 

add anything to this Benti. Benti is Taiji (the ultimate). Benti has 

different levels and multi-dimensions: it can be regarded as 1) the 

original condition of the unity of Heaven and Earth and the myriad 
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things; 2) the supreme being of self-causality; 3) the ultimate reality of 

mind; 4) the internal quality and character of mind; 5) the final meaning 

of the highest good; 6) the spiritual entity of Tianli (Heaven Principle); 

7) the Way (Dao) of spirituality; and 8) the root of man‘s mental 

activity. Ching concludes: Wang‘s mind-in-itself represents ―a 

psychological as well as metaphysical view of reality. It is a state of 

consciousness, a disposition of the spirit, which is to be 

achieved….When this is done, nothing in life can hinder the continual 

operation of Liangzhi as it responds to events and affairs, entering into 

reality, absorbing reality by its activity, until it becomes one with all 

reality, and even the heart of all reality.‖ (Ching, 1976, 139) In order to 

interpret his dualist and dialectic metaphysics, Wang claims: the master 

of the body (shen) is the mind (hsin), that which proceeds from the mind 

is intention (yi). Intention-in-itself is knowledge. That to which intention 

is directed is affair (wu). When the intention is directed to the service of 

one‘s parents, then such service is an affair or action. There is no Li 

(moral principles), no wu (affair, action) outside of hsin (mind-and-

heart). There is only one li (principle of being). ―When concentrated in 

an individual, it is known as hsing (human nature). As master of this 

nature, it is known as hsin (mind-and-heart). In terms of the operation of 

this [mind-and-heart], it is known as yi (intention or thought). In terms of 

the clear consciousness of this intention, it is known as chih 

(knowledge). And, from the point of view of experience of this 

[knowledge] it is known as wu (act or thing). ‖ (Chan, 1963b, 160-61) 

 One should develop mind-in-itself, and enter into oneself and seek 

to realize what is said in one‘s mind, because the Four Books and Five 

Classics talk about mind-in-itself. When mind-in-itself is understood, the 

Dao is also understood. The superior man seeks the movements of Yin 

and Yang of the mind in order to act accordingly to them by his respect 

for the Book of Changes. He seeks the laws, regulations, and government 

of the mind in order to practice them by his respect for the Book of 

Documents. He seeks the musical and lyrical expressions of nature and 

emotions of the mind, in order to develop them, by his respect for the 

Book of Poetry. He seeks the rules of deportment and propriety of the 

mind in order to pay attention to them with his respect for the Book of 

Rites. He seeks the joy and peace of the mind in order to give expression 

for them by his respect for the Classic of Music. He seeks the 

distinctions between sincerity and hypocrisy, perversity and orthodoxy 

of mind in order to discern their differences by his respect for the 

Spring-Autumn Annals. Wang is a hylozoist, because he thinks that 

man‘s Liangzhi acts also with the Liangzhi of plants, trees, tiles and 

stones, and Heaven and Earth; all of them could not exist if without 

Liangzhi. When Liangzhi begins its wonderful functions, Heaven-and-

Earth open up, all the myriad things reveal themselves, and man‘s ears 

and eyes can also hear and see. He provides the ontological, 

cosmological, theological and psychological views for his theory: 1) The 

mind-and-heart has no substance of its own, and it regards as its 

substance, the right or wrong of the operations and responses of Heaven-

and-Earth and all things; 2) The nothingness of Liangzhi is the 
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formlessness of the Great Void; 3) The mind-and-heart of the sage 

regards Heaven-and-Earth and myriad things as one body and regards all 

men under Heaven as his brothers, children and kin; 4) The essence of 

mind is nothing other than Tianli (Principle of Heaven), and is also the 

True Self which is the master of man‘s body; 5) Man‘s luminous spirit is 

the master of Heaven-and-Earth, spiritual beings and all things, but it 

cannot be separated from them; 6) The highest good refers to mind-in-

itself; 7) Without man‘s mind, there would be no five senses and any 

sensations; and 8) When mind is free from hindrance of selfish desires, it 

is the embodiment of heavenly virtue. The mind of the philosopher 

regards heaven, earth, and all things as one substance. Mind, nature, and 

heaven are one all-pervading unity, and all things are one substance.  

 Schleiermacher discusses the effort of the transcendental 

philosophy to provide a unified basis for metaphysics and ethics. 

For him, there is little hope for a philosophy which relies simply on 

a dialectical basis without any mysticism, because one does not 

pursue his thoughts to the Unconditioned or the Infinite as the 

ultimate mental. The world can be the totality of antithesis, and 

God is the real negation of antitheses. M. Frank maintains: 

Schleiermacher does not have a metaphysics, if by this is meant a 

foundational philosophical doctrine. He was not convinced that 

metaphysics could grasp the highest object of the human mind, or that it 

could exhaustively deal with the essential interests of the human spirit. 

―He reserved the expression ‗metaphysics‘ for the systematic exposition 

of descriptive truths. Schleiermacher wished to dispense entirely with 

the distinction, introduced by Kant, between the transcendental 

(grounding the knowability of objects of experience) and the 

transcendent. Instead of metaphysics, Schleiermacher called his first 

philosophy, in the Platonic tradition, Dialectic.‘‘ (Mariña, 2005, 15) 

 Schleiermacher‘s metaphysics can be called ―dialectical ontology.‖ 

For him, religion is not dependant on knowledge or morality, but on 

feeling. The essence of religion is the feeling of absolute dependence on 

God. In other words, the essence of religion is feeling inside of the self. 

In his Monologen, Schleiermacher gives us his idealism: Is there a 

body without a spirit? Does not the body exist only because and in that 

mind needs it and is conscious of it? ―Every feeling which seems to 

press out of the physical world is really my free action; nothing is its 

action on me; the effect always passes from me to it. It is not something 

different from and opposed to me. Therefore, I do not honor it with the 

name ‗world‘, that lofty phrase which implies omnipresence and 

omnipotence. What I thus honor is only the eternal community of spirits, 

their influence on each other…the sublime harmony of freedom. 

‖(Monologen, 17) Schleiermacher‘s metaphysics of the self and 

understanding of self-consciousness provide the foundation of an ethical 

system that stands as a powerful examination to the usual moral theories. 

He attempts to acknowledge ―the consciousness of the relation of man to 

a higher world.‖ We may try to disclose the problem of the nature of 

self-consciousness and personal identity, and also an analysis of the 

development of his thought. The core of his philosophical and 
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theological system is that the self-consciousness of one individual can 

transform the self-consciousness of all. For him, ideas and words are 

simply the necessary and inseparable outcome of the core. ―Doctrine is 

only united to doctrine occasionally to remove misunderstanding or 

expose unreality.‖ (Schleiermacher, 1958, 17) His metaphysical 

arguments reject the existence of a genuine plurality of individuals. He 

shows that he does not simply identify the transcendent ground of 

consciousness with the ultimate reality itself, but that rather, it is a rift in 

the immediate self-consciousness that signals the self‘s relation to 

ultimate reality. He says: ―If mankind itself is something transitory…and 

changes in itself, do you not think it impossible that it can be the 

Universe? Rather, it is related to Universe, as individual persons are 

related to it; it is only a single form of the Universe, a presentation of a 

single modification of its elements…some other character than his 

humanity must be found in man in order to relate him directly to the 

Universe……‖ (Schleiermacher, 1958, 104-105) 

 We will examine Schleiermacher‘s understanding for the Kantian 

theory of subjectivity, regarding the metaphysical problem of the 

relation of self, world, and the ground of both. He attempts to answer the 

question of what can be inferred from the unity of self-consciousness. 

This effort is deeply inspired by Kant‘s argument in the first Critique, in 

which Kant argues that we cannot validly infer the noumenal 

substantiality of the self from the identity of self-consciousness. From 

ancient times until the early modern times, so-called metaphysics 

covered the following four branches: ontology, cosmology, theology, 

and psychology. Schleiermacher‘s theory was involved in these 

branches. The seven types of dichotomies of self-consciousness 

mentioned above are the matters of theology and psychology.  

 We may try to reveal the ontological and cosmological 

transformations of Schleiermacher‘s self, namely, the relations and 

interactions between the self-consciousness and ultimate reality, being, 

existence, world, and substance. This kind of verification could be an 

effective process that confirms the importance of the ontological 

transformation of his self associated with study for some particular 

cases. First, he does not simply identify the transcendent ground of 

consciousness with ultimate reality itself, but that rather, it is a rift in the 

immediate self-consciousness that signals the self‘s relation to ultimate 

reality. Second, his self-consciousness really opens up into the world 

that it shares with other selves and which results from the interactions of 

spiritual beings; hence there genuinely exist outer contact points, 

wherein the energies of the self meet with external things. Third, an 

element in his psychology is his focus on the grounding principle of the 

self that points to the whence of its active and receptive existence. The 

self-consciousness accompanying our entire spontaneity, and our entire 

being, and which negates absolute freedom, is already in itself a 

consciousness of absolute dependence, for it is the consciousness that 

our entire spontaneity comes from elsewhere.  

 The relations and interactions between subjectivity and objectivity 

should be discussed. The self-consciousness presupposes a duality 
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between subject and object, and it implies that the subject can provide 

itself with its own object. In transcendental self-consciousness the self is 

immediately  related to the Infinite and Eternal; this point is the 

theoritical core of Schleiermacher‘s view of the inner and higher self. 

The man expresses himself to the other, and the self as expressed is 

reflected back to the self in the self-consciousness of the other. Loss of 

the other can be a loss of oneself. Schleiermacher attempts to produce a 

direct interaction between self and others. For him, the beginning of the 

Kingdom of God is supernatural or superhuman as it owes its origin to 

the consciousness of Christ that as complete passivity in relation to the 

divine, and all the moments of Jesus‘ sensuous self-consciousness are 

completely based on the divine influence. This passivity guarantees its 

complete spontaneity in relation to the world. The existence of the 

higher consciousness is only related to the antithesis of the sensible self-

consciousness between self and world. There can be no development of 

the higher consciousness if without any development in relation to the 

sensible self-consciousness. This relation between the higher 

consciousness and the sensible self-consciousness can be understood as 

the consummating point of self-consciousness. There must be a 

distinction between subject and object in the realm of the sensible self-

consciousness. Objects are provided to consciousness through 

perception, but consciousness must apply interpretive categories to 

embrace and to make sense of them. Many of these categories are 

developing contingently and historically. Religious symbols can be 

regarded as certain products of consciousness on the material given to it.  

 Schleiermacher seeks some valid argumentations to resolve Kant‘s 

problem of the empirical self and Descartes‘ rationalistic self. Thandeka 

claims: he believed that Kant‘s suspension of sensible domain in order to 

make room for faith had failed to answer these questions. Kant‘s 

formation for belief in God was therefore incomplete. He sought to 

develop his own answers to these questions by suspending thinking in 

order to discover what, from the standpoint of human being as part of the 

natural world, is suspended in sentient being. ―Waiting to find in the self 

as an organic agent of the world…the meaning of Descartes‘ proposition 

Cogito, ergo sum is that the subject, with regard to thinking, is identical 

in all of the alternations of its individual moments of thinking 

(D529)…By contrast, Schleiermacher does not allow the separation of 

thinking and being to stand as a basis for self-consciousness. Rather, 

self-consciousness becomes, in Schleiermacher‘s work, identity of two 

(D529). Our being is not simply as expression of thinking; we are also 

the being that does thinking.‖ (Thandeka, 1995, 24) 

 Schleiermacher emphasizes that self-consciousness is the identity 

and unity of thinking and being, mind and body, inwardness and 

outwardness, and spirituality and materiality. Wang regards mind, 

nature, and heaven as one all-pervading unity, and all things as one 

substance. For him, the mind, Dao (the Way) and Tian (Heaven) can be 

regarded as three-in-one. The essence of mind is Tianli (principle of 

Heaven), and is also the True Self which is the master of man‘s body. 

Man‘s luminous spirit is the master of Heaven-and-Earth, spiritual 
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beings and all things. Mind is the embodiment of heavenly virtue 

(Tianli). He provides a unified basis for metaphysics and ethics. The 

world is the totality of antithesis, and finally reaches the totality of 

syntheses such as ideal and real, and different levels of consciousness 

through God‘s real negation and ultimate unification. The immediate 

self-consciousness signals the self‘s relation to ultimate reality, and self-

consciousness really does open out into the world which shares with 

other selves and results from the interactions of spiritual beings. The 

self-consciousness is accompanying our entire being. Both of them 

advocate the identity, unity, and entity of the moral, the natural, and the 

divine world cosmologically and universally. However, Wang maintains 

that the nothingness of innate moral consciousness is the formlessness of 

the Great Void, which is a typical Buddhist world view. 

 

IV. An Epistemological Examination of Self-transformation 

 

We should open a discussion on the epistemological transformation of 

Wang‘s and Schleiermacher‘s self. Like all philosophers, both 

emphasizes the function of knowing and cognitive power, the relations 

between knowing subjects and known objects, and the interactions 

between reason and experience for the transformation of the self.  

 Wang‘s thinking is based on his critique of Zhu Xi's theory. He 

criticizes that Zhu stressed the cognition and knowledge, but neglected the 

cultivation of body and mind. Mind and reason cannot be divided into two 

parts. Knowing and doing as well as knowledge and self-cultivation 

must be combined. In other words, knowing and doing are same in mind, 

or they are the two sides of the same mind; surely, they cannot be 

separated. Real knowledge must be followed by actions. All things are 

attributable to the judgments of man‘s mind, and thus the moral 

cultivation is demanded by the mind. Conscience or moral consciousness 

can be considered reason of heaven. For him, ―The knowledge and 

action you refer to are already separated by selfish desires and are no 

longer knowledge and acrion in their original substance.‖ (Chan 1963, 

10) For Wang, Zhi (knowledge) and Dao (the Way) are inseparable. The 

determination to have the mind-and-heart completely identified with 

Heavenly Reason, and devoid even of the least bit of selfish desire, is the 

work of becoming a sage. If an unenlightened scholar is able to discern 

Tianli in his mind in order to develop his Liangzhi, he will surely 

become intelligent and strong, and finally he can establish the great 

foundation and understand the universal way. Wang considers: ―Your 

pretty innate moral consciousness is the criterion of yourself. When your 

thoughts are aroused, innate moral consciousness cannot be hidden but 

immediately knows what is right and what is wrong. If you do not 

deceive it, but just follow it – domestically, then you will certainly 

preserve good and remove evil.‖ (Wang, 1992, 56) Human moral 

consciousness embodies the essences of true reasonableness, our life 

purpose is to know our inborn goodness, and this process of knowing 

must be combined with a process of doing. In this regard, the pursuit of 

knowledge is to apply one‘s innate moral consciousness to everything 
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that one comes in contact with. The doctrine of the unity of knowledge 

and action (zhixingheyi) can be considered the most important part of 

Wang‘s philosophic system. Knowledge and action are really two words 

describing the same, one effort; and the unity of knowledge and action is 

made precisely as if a medicine to remedy the sickness of a wrong 

knowing process. His justification of self and world is probably the most 

puzzling, debatable, and controversial. He believes that ―it was right to 

search for sagehood within, and there was no need to seek it in things 

and affairs outside. Self-examination and inward exploration are enough 

for one to gain true knowledge and to be a sage. ‖ (Yao, 2000, 221). 

Wang says, ―By the extension of knowledge and the investigation of 

things I mean the extension of innate moral consciousness in my 

heart/mind in all affairs and things. Innate moral consciousness in my 

heart/mind is so-called principles of Heaven. If I extend innate moral 

consciousness in my heart/mind in all affairs and things, then all affairs 

and things get their principles.‖ (Wang, 1992, 45) 

 In Wang‘s insight, the book of Changes speaks of knowing to 

utmost point to reach, and reaching it. To know the utmost point is real 

knowledge, and to reach it is to extend knowledge. This is how 

knowledge and action become united. Confucian Gewu (investigation of 

things) and Zhizhi (extension of knowledge) can be reduced to one term: 

Liangzhi. In all his reflections and responses, a superior man or moral 

person is always extending his Liangzhi to the utmost. Steady 

accumulation of righteousness is merely the extension of innate moral 

consciousness. A superior person responds to varied situations, acting 

when he should act, stopping when he should stop, keeping alive when 

he should live, and accepting death when he should die. He performs 

deliberately and properly according to different situations, tries to extend 

his innate moral consciousness to realize self-satisfaction, and clarifies 

the relationships between the mind, body, will, knowledge, and thing. 

He points out: ―The mind is the master of the body. Knowledge is the 

intelligence of the mind. The will is knowledge in operation. And thing 

is which the will is directed.‖ (Chan, 1963, 675). He continues: 

―Conduct by patiently following innate moral consciousness and leaving 

alone any censure, sneer, imputation, disgrace, and honor. Just extend 

innate moral consciousness unceasingly with concern about whether the 

state of self-cultivation is up-and-down. After a long time innate moral 

consciousness will surely work well and no external things will 

influence it.‖ (Wang, 1936, 101) To rest in the highest good requires the 

extension of knowledge. The rectification of mind is aimed at the 

recovery of the pristine goodness of the mind. The cultivation of self 

expresses the effort of such rectification. This is called manifesting 

virtue with reference to self, and loving people with reference to others. 

If people attempt to transfer themselves from an ordinary person to a 

holy person, they should understand: 1) Self-perfection and self-

purification are following one's innate sense of true or false, good or bad, 

right or wrong, and beautiful or ugly without any rationalizations; 2) 

Human beings, as self-sufficient moral agents, possess innate knowledge 

from the very beginning; and 3) Everyone has equal potentiality to reach 
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sagehood that is based entirely on innate self-knowledge through 

internal self-realization.  

 Wang claims: ―In learning to become a sage, the student needs only 

to get rid of selfish human desires and preserve the Principle of Nature, 

which is like refining gold and achieving perfection in quality.‖ (de 

Bary, 1970, 10) In order to develop and bring this concept into actual 

operation, he calls this Zhiliangzhi (extending Liangzhi). The mind of 

man constitutes Heaven in all its profundity, within which there is 

nothing not included. For him, If now we concentrate our thoughts upon 

extending Liangzhi, so as to sweep away all the barriers and 

obstructions, the original state will then again be restored, and we will 

again become part of the profundity of Heaven. He examines: one wish 

to extend one‘s Liangzhi, does this mean that one should stupefy oneself 

with shadows and echoes, and suspend oneself in empty unreality? It is 

necessary to accept the reality of (external) affairs. Hence the extension 

of knowledge necessary consists in the investigation of things. Here the 

word things (wu) is to be interpreted as affairs (shi). Extending 

knowledge to the utmost through ―investigation of things (gewu) means 

extending and developing Liangzhi of good to the utmost on all affairs 

and things. The intuitive faculty and its knowledge of good are Tianli. If 

one extends and develops the heaven-given principles of one‘s intuitive 

faculty on affairs and things, then all affairs and things partake the 

heaven-given principles. Extending the intuitive faculty of the mind to 

the utmost is extending knowledge to the utmost, and the condition in 

which all things and affairs partake of these principles is to be identified 

with the investigation of things, means that mind and principles are one.  

 Wang was very proud of his discovery of Zhilaingzhi as a universal 

method for self-transformation: ―What I say about Zhiliangzhi is the 

―treasure of the orthodox dharma-eye‖ of the Confucian school. He who 

sees the truth ―sets it up before Heaven and Earth, and finds nothing in it 

which he transgresses. He presents himself with it before spiritual 

beings, and finds no doubt regarding it. He examines it by comparing it 

with the doctrines of the three kings, and finds it free from error. He is 

ready to wait for a hundred years for a sage, without harboring any 

misgiving. ‖ (Chan, 1963b, 159) 

 The single individual relates himself to other production of the 

world and seeks his knowledge in them. ―Only when the 

individual…carries its spirit and consciousness in him…This is related 

to everything else…as the self-consciousness of mankind in individual, 

to unconsciousness. Thus everyone in whom this self-consciousness 

arises comes to church…Of course, some who are not scientists can be 

in the church, for they possess that higher self-consciousness in feeling, 

if not also in intuition......‖ (Werke, pt. I, vol. I, 522) According to 

Schleiermacher, philosophy must begin with one of several principles 

for different fields of knowledge, and it consists in the perception that 

this inexpressible reality of the Supreme Being underlies all man‘s 

thinking and feeling. The development of this knowledge is what Plato 

understood by dialect. The character of knowledge, as a being, 

corresponds to every thought as concept forms its transcendental side. 
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Knowledge itself in consciousness embodied in being; and the difference 

of the two is the distinguishing characteristic of knowledge. The 

absolute knowledge is the expression of the absolute Being which is 

identical with itself as conscious absolute ego. ―Men may learn to know 

the Eternal Being.‖ (Schleiermacher, 1958, 242)  

 All teachings and doctrines must be produced from the Christian 

religious self-consciousness or the inward experience of Christian 

people. The religious experience is a combination of cognitive and 

volitional components, which is fundamentally interrelated and as 

stemming from the depths of consciousness. If human self is related to 

itself, the self-consciousness can comprehend the absolute unity of 

Being or the transcendental source of all being and all knowledge. For 

Schleiermacher, the most fundamental aspect of religion is feeling, and  

certain reflection upon that feeling constitutes religious knowledge, 

which can be called theology. Self-consciousness of the world becomes 

the medium through which God acts causing us to be religiously aware. 

Immediate Self-Consciousness can be considered Feeling and Thinking.  

 In Brandt‘s regard, Schleiermacher finally became an 

epistemological dualist, but not an agnostic, because he describes how 

the rise of consciousness is determined by a pre-conscious interaction 

between the mind and its object, and also believes it is possible to know 

the nature of reality at least within limits. He divides philosophy into 

―the scientific‖ and ―the religious,‖ and both are based on the higher 

consciousness (scientific or religious) as the consciousness of the 

identity of the ideal and the real worlds. The inner content of every 

philosophy is the same and is the intuition of nature and reason, which 

are objectively identical. Although he was a theologian philosopher, not 

a scientific one, he still recognizes ―What unifies scientists is the 

consciousness of the necessary unity of all knowledge, of laws and 

conditions of its rise, of the form and character by virtue of which, 

really, any perception or thought is actually knowledge.…philosophy 

can be exhibited only in its living influence on all knowledge, and its 

spirit can be comprehended only along with its body, viz, real 

knowledge.‖ (Brandt, 1941, 159-165) Schleiermacher attempts to 

examine the problems of transcendental freedom and the relation of the 

faculty of representation or knowing to the faculty of desire or doing 

which relates to the conceiving of unity and continuity of the self 

throughout its changing states. He attempts to complete the following 

tasks: (1) to justify Kant's fundamental division of the sources of human 

knowledge into spontaneity and receptivity; (2) to accept Kant‘s critique 

of rational psychology that we have no knowledge of the self as it is in 

itself;  (3) to provide certain epistemological arguments against the 

knowability of Leibniz' principle of individuation; (4) to support key 

Leibnizian concerns regarding the relationship of both the individual and 

the world to God; and (5) to realize the transformation of Leibniz‘s 

understanding of the self in light of his appropriation of Kant‘s analysis 

of self-consciousness. According to  Schleiermacher, if the self is 

conscious of itself in and through its relation to the manifold of its 

representations, then it can apprehend and construct the empirical world. 
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An empiricist can understand only the empirical self and the external 

things. One constructs himself and other things in an image that is 

determined by external circumstances. Self-knowledge is only of the 

empirical self, and the self knows itself only in its relation to that which 

is deferent from it and stands outside of it. When an objective perception 

is more perfect, the more the whole self is absorbed in the expression of 

the character of the object. Self-consciousness presupposes a duality 

between subject and object, and implies that the subject can regard itself 

as its own object. All can be elements of the individual's self-expression, 

which is the product of the transcendental activity of the self. The self 

knows itself through this expressive activity, which is received and 

reflected back to it through the activity of others. Schleiermacher tries to 

justify embodied individuality and the finite and perspective character of 

all human knowledge. The self is present to itself in the immediate self-

consciousness; the other is provided to self immediately as an object of 

acknowledgement. Neither can be completely perceived as objects of 

knowledge, since what is immediately given can never be fully 

objectified. The immediacy of self-consciousness shows that the self can 

not completely know itself as its own object, and stands in relation to all 

other objects that constitute the self‘s world.  

 For Schleiermacher, if self and world can be related, we may find a 

ground unifying both of them. The analogue of the immediate self-

consciousness can be understood as the ultimate object of the feeling of 

absolute dependence. He stresses an immediate awareness of absolute 

dependence. The individuals are immediately aware of both their activity 

and receptivity, and the correlation between the two is self. This analysis 

relies on a transcendental theory of consciousness which exists only in 

relation to the sensible self-consciousness. If the experience of absolute 

dependence is immediate, one who is open to the higher consciousness 

has concrete manifestations on the level of the sensuous self-

consciousness. Like Wang‘s Zhixingheyi, he claims that feeling is the 

unity of knowing and doing. A determination of self-consciousness lies 

at the base of every impulse. Similarly with Wang‘s “to extend moral 

consciousness,‖ he also emphasizes that the self can extend itself beyond 

the consciousness of its own species. The core of Wang‘s thought can be 

regarded as the extension of the innate knowledge or moral 

consciousness which consists of five major viewpoints: a) the real 

knowledge is innate; b) mind is reason; c) knowledge and action must be 

combined; d) innate knowledge or moral conscience is the heart of the 

great unity of all-in-one; e) ―extending innate knowledge‖ is a universal 

method for self-transformation; and f) any innate knowledge or moral 

conscience is governed and guided by Heavenly Reason finally and 

universally. Like Wang, Schleiermacher emphasizes the development of 

innate knowledge and moral consciousness, and believes that the innate 

knowledge or moral conscience is governed and guided by God‘s 

Reason finally and universally.  

 

V. Conclusion 
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From the above mentioned discussion, we may summarize the following 

similarities and distinctions between the two philosophers: 

 Firstly, both of them were the Kantian type of transcendental 

idealists. For them, empirical reality such as observations, sensations, 

and perceptions involves transcendental ideality and subjectivity. One of 

the major functions of mind or self is to structure, formalize, or process 

all collected empirical data. All external beings, and also space and time 

are regarded as certain forms of human intuition, feeling, and 

consciousness, and they can only be proved valid for all particular things 

as they appear to us, rather than being an activity that directly 

comprehends the things as they are in themselves. Wang reduces a priori 

moral conscience to Reason of Heaven which represents essence of the 

world and also becomes a primitive morality in Man‘s Mind. For 

Schleiermacher, if we experience a feeling of absolute dependence, then 

―this feeling cannot in any wise arise from the influence of an object 

which has in some way to be given to us; for such an object there would 

always be a counter influence, and even a voluntary renunciation of this 

would always involve a feeling of freedom. ‖ (Schleiermacher, 1928, 15) 

He claims: ―What, then, shall become of our days, complete rounded 

idealism…all higher feelings belong to religion…I would say that this 

passage is specially applicable only to the ethics of that time, to Kant 

and Fichte, and particularly Kant.‖ (Schleiermacher, 1958, 40, 113) 

 Secondly, related to the first, both of them were rational 

intuitionalists, or intuitive rationalists. Interesting enough, their moral 

theories could be called rationalist ethical intuitionism. They emphasize 

innate consciousness, non-inferential moral knowledge, and non-

empirically-based intuitions of truths on a priori. They agree that their 

rational intuitions are not justified by inference from a separate belief, 

and recognize man‘s intuitive and demonstrative knowledge. For them, 

all moral truths are understandable a priori, by intuitive rationality and 

inborn knowledge alone. ―The kind of intuition of the Universe 

determines the type of your religion, the strength of feeling, its degree.‖ 

(Schleiermacher, 1958, 280) 

 Thirdly, both of them were dialetheists. Their theories of self-

transformation seemed to be based on the perspectives of dialetheism (or 

more correctly dialectology). Surely, Wang was following the Chinese 

style of dialectics such as the unity, interaction, and transformation of 

two opposites from I-Ching (Book of Changes), Daodejing (Book of the 

Way and Virtues), and Buddhist dialectical logic. He says, ―The mean 

is nothing but the Princiole of Nature; it is te Change. It canges 

according to the time. ‖ (Chan, 1963b, 42) As M. Frank maintains, 

Schleiermacher makes clear in his Grundlinen,  ―dialectic should be a 

science of knowledge transcending the opposition between knowing and 

doing, theory and praxis. Schleiermacher also hoped to counter Hegel‘s 

logical idealization of reality through his own lecture on dialectic.‖  

(Mariña, 2005, 17) 

 Fourthly, both of them were the theological philosopher. In a final 

analysis, Schleiermacher was still a theologian philosopher. For him, 

philosophy puts God at the peak of science as the basis of knowledge, 
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and recognizes that there is an immediate knowledge of God in science, 

which is the source of all other knowledge. Comparable to godliness in 

Schleiermacher theology, Wang maintains more secular innate moral 

consciousness or inborn rationality, but he was relatively more 

religionized than the most Chinese philosophers, because he 

attempts to unify Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism (especially 

Zen Buddhism) into one system. 

 Fifthly, both of them were dualistic mystics. Generally speaking, 

their self-transformation is based on mysticism which identifies man‘s 

conscious awareness with an ultimate reality, divinity, spirituality, or 

God through direct communication, innate knowledge, intrinsic 

connection, and intuitive rationality. Both philosophers emphasized 

participation of the self in the Supernatural as well as the Superhuman 

Being, or divinized the union of the self and the supernatural being such 

as impersonalized Tianli (the principle of Heaven) by Wang, or 

personalized God by Schleiermacher. However, they also maintained a 

dualistic distinction between the self and the divine, the mind and the 

body, the mediate and the immediate, the religious and the secular, the 

natural and supernatural, and the human and the superhuman. 

 Lastly, both of them were moral and metaphysical Universalists. 

Universalism examines the identification of an all-embracing truth of 

justice and value for all people. Wang supports a metaphysical 

universalism. The cosmological and universalistic tendencies of his 

thought guide him to unify the human being, natural being, and 

supernatural or superhuman being as the Great One. Benevolence, 

justice, propriety, and wisdom are naturally manifested virtues. In 

educating the young, he recommended teaching filial piety, brotherly 

respect, loyalty, faithfulness, propriety, justice, integrity, and a sense of 

shame. He believed that ―all things can be merged into an organic 

whole‖ as the form of the world is the ideal political order of human 

society. A man should love other people like he loves himself, and treat 

all people like he treats his own blood relatives in order to achieve a 

perfectly good social life. ―All things in one‖ was the ideal social order 

which means "there is no barrier between you and me, ‖ ―all Chinese 

people are united as one‖, and ―all people in this world is one family. ‖ 

(Chan，1963, 659) Wang‘s thought further deepened and developed 

Confucian universalism and cosmopolitanism for the needs of social 

changes. Schleiermacher‘s thought is also based on universalism and 

cosmopolitanism, because he regards humanity as a whole in all its 

diversity that provides a moral base for developing successful 

intercultural connections. He was the first great theologian of modern 

times to teach universalism. (See Schleiermacher, 1928, 117-120). He 

stresses a doctrine of universal salvation and election. For him, all men 

are elected to salvation in Christ, and represents a reformed 

universalism, founded on the all-determining will of God. He says: 

― And yet, however high you go; though you pass from the laws to the 

Universal Lawgiver, in whom is the unity of all things...... ‖ 

(Schleiermacher, 1958, 35) His argument is ―typically modern in its 
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appeal and is one element in the increasing popularity of universalism 

since his day. ‖ (Bauckham, 1978, 50-52)  

 Some religious views such as salvation, deliverance, reincarnation, 

and meditation have characterized the aspect of self-transformation 

cosmologically and universally. In today, more and more people have 

focused their attention on everyday moral practices by following new 

values which are based on the secular worldview and moral 

universalism. The self-realization, self-purification, or self-perfection, as 

a fundamental internal transformation, is a positive motivation for a 

transformed personality from the old to the new. The self-transformation 

has been one of the most important ideals of the human morality, and 

also a fundamental goal of the various secular thinkers, from Confucius 

and Socrates to many later Eastern and Western philosophers.  

 Wang and Schleiermacher really made creative contributions to the 

philosophy of mind. The common purpose of these two great masters is 

to transform the lives of common people from the unexamined to the 

examined, the immoral to the moral, the religious to the secular, the 

corrupted to the purified, the particular to the universal, and the regional 

to the cosmopolitan through understanding and practicing the truth of 

life. A gradual process of self-transformation should be developed by 

highly justified and clarified theoretical guidelines. Any type of self-

transformation follows the principle of self-transcendence, and is based 

on self-identification, and self-affirmation. The function of self-

transformation is to release our spiritual life from an original bondage to 

a liberated freedom which is base on positive moral universalism. 
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Abstract: This paper develops the theory of virtues as those 

capabilities of a human person which integrate both the view of 

Confucian ethics and Aristotelian ethics. It proposes a theory of 

leadership (political leadership, in particular) based on the 

development and implementation of the virtue-capabilities of 

wisdom, care and courage as defined in Confucian Analects. It 

argues for those Confucian insights into the depth structure of the 

human self in terms of feeling, thinking and willing, which then leads 

to the virtue-capabilities of zhi ren yong (wisdom, care and 

courage). Ii explains how these three virtue-capabilities form a unity 

of trinity which warrants effective political leadership. It also show 

how this model of political leadership will have to be effective on 

three levels of society at large; namely, community, business and 

government. 

 

I. Virtues as Capabilities of Leadership 

 

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP is leadership by power of both competence 

and performance. There cannot be competence if there is no 

performance as its articulation and there cannot be performance if there 

is no competence as its source. People may take leadership to be a skill 

to be learned, but the skill of leadership must still be rooted in one‘s 

competence to master the skill and to apply the skill properly and 

successfully. In this sense, leadership, particularly political leadership, is 

a performance of a skill as grounded or rooted in the competence one 

has developed in reference to people, their circumstances, their needs 

and their purposes of life. It has to involve understanding and 

knowledge, judgments of value, and action of insight, incentive and 

fulfillment. 

  If we inquire into the substance of competence-performance model 

of leadership, we can easily identify competence with capabilities of 

doing and practicing and identify performance with actions issued from 

such capabilities. Once we get into capabilities, we may wonder what 

sort of capacities we have to bring out in order to speak of effective 

political leadership The answer is actually provided by Confucius in his 

response to his disciples asking the same question. Confucius ‗s famous 

answer is simple and brief: ―To have effective leadership one has to 

develop and apply virtues‖ (Lunyu 2:1).
1
 In fact, it is because of virtues, 
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people and others will surround and support the leader like all stars 

surrounding and supporting the North Star. 

 If leadership by Confucian virtues constitutes what Confucian 

leadership would mean, then we have two main problems for 

understanding the nature of Confucian leadership or leadership by 

capabilities as virtues. How are virtues to be regarded as capabilities and 

how capacities are to be regarded as virtues? In order to be effective, 

how do we master the unity of virtues  as a system so that we can 

develop and use them systematically?  

 To answer the first question, we must see that a virtue is a power 

and capability which we can experience and cultivate so that we shall act 

right and achieve good by following it. In this sense a virtue is 

simultaneously a motivation, a consequence and ability, and power of 

action as well as a desirable performance. It is no doubt a disposition of 

one‘s being human and can be said to manifest humanity at its best as it 

contributes to one‘s own development, self-realization and flourishing 

and harmony of a community. In this sense a Confucian virtue is not just 

a motivated disposition of a human person, but a developed ability to 

cope with problems of a human situation. This virtuous disposition has 

to become an ability to make good judgment and right action which 

brings out concrete good such as meeting an obligation, protecting a 

right and contributing to a useful and meaningful transformation. In this 

sense Confucian virtues are like Aristotelian virtues, being a matter of 

excellent action of a dispositional trait of the human character and a 

matter of fulfilling the inner telos of a human being, and thus always an 

essential element constitutive of the well being of the human being or a 

community of human beings. 

 We must also note that an Aristotelian virtue (arête), being it moral 

or intellectual, is de facto a Confucian one, for each of virtues such as 

wisdom, justice, temperance and courage or friendship could meet the 

Confucian ideas of self-development in contributing to social ordering. 

Hence we can see virtues as well-defined by reflective insights of both 

Confucius and Aristotle. They can be seen as a matter of natural 

disposition, innate acquisition, reinforced by deliberative cultivation and 

practical judgment, and conducive to persistent character or habit 

formation of the human self. They can also be said to exhibit the ideal 

principle of the middle way or the mean which Confucius calls ―zhong-

yong‖, the central and the constant, which should bring the best of action 

in any ordinary human situation.  

 

II. Unity of Virtues as Unity of Capabilities in a Human Person 

 

In describing the similarity of the Confucian and Aristotelian virtues, 

however, we should not forget an important difference between the two; 

namely for Confucius, the virtues though appearing to be discrete, are 

highly organically related and in fact, are regarded as derived and based 

from the root virtue of ren or benevolence toward others and the world. 

It is on reflection of ren we come to justice and propriety in treating 

others taking into considerations of time, place and natural relationship 
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which generate sentiments of right and duty and consideration of 

appropriateness and trust. In order to have the right way of measuring to 

the situation and acting properly in relation to others, one has to have 

wisdom which requires knowledge and consideration of practical 

application and creative adaptation. In this manner we see that virtues 

could be one and yet its practice and application are many. Although 

Socrates may have stressed the idea of unity of virtues in his idea of 

moral knowledge, Aristotle may not have stressed enough on this matter. 

On the side of Confucianism, it is clear that virtues have an internal 

unity which requires a central perspective of reflective intelligence for 

application in light of understanding and knowledge which are to be 

conceived as particular understandings, not just conceptual universality. 

This is then the answer to the second problem of the systematic unity of 

virtues raised in the above.  

 To summarize what has been said, virtues are capabilities which are 

rooted in our nature and which can be developed into abilities to valuate, 

normalize and act. In this sense virtues are capabilities to know and deal 

with human problem and people just like our intellectual capacities 

which lead to knowledge of the world. They are capable of being refined 

and cultivated into abilities of adequate performance and hence can be 

said to be efficient and excellent. Furthermore, virtues have an internal 

consistence and coherence which gives rise to their organic unity and 

interdependence. It is in this latter understanding we come to see that 

virtues are originated from a fundamental source and aimed at a single 

ideal end. 

  

III. Source of Virtues and Unity of Virtue-Capabilities 

 

With regard to the problem of how to understand the Confucian virtues 

which are many and which appear to be separate and discrete, we may 

point out that although Confucian virtues include mainly benevolence, 

justice, propriety, wisdom and trustworthiness (ren yi li zhi xin) and also 

many others, depending on different human contexts, the idea of 

Confucian virtue as capability is always directed toward the one deep 

source capability for all virtues.  In this connection we can point to the 

Confucian ren as that one single source of virtues which gives rise a 

variety of differentiated virtues.  At the same time we may also point to 

the Confucian wisdom as a virtue which unifies all the virtues in their 

proper applications in virtue of ren .  In this sense ren is both the source 

for both difference and identity of all virtues. This I take is the meaning 

and spirit of oneness in the Confucius‘s saying : ―My way is penetrated 

with oneness‖ (The Analects, 4.15). 

 For the relation between ren and zhi, perhaps, we may put it in a 

different way;, ren unifies the different virtues by genesis whereas zhi 

differentiates virtues by application. But then we need to also stress the 

importance of practice and application of virtues with regard to concrete 

action and performance, so that we will be responsible for the action and 

performance in practice, as well as for producing desirable results which 

transform a given situation and generate a new scenario. This means we 
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need to conceive wisdom as a capability which would lead to its being 

capable of realization in concrete.This implies that we must have the 

virtue of determined action which we shall identify with the virtue of 

courage or moral courage (yong): to wit, courage is the power of 

implementing the power of wisdom generated by the power of care and 

concern toward a human situation. It is the practical power of doing and 

working in difficult situations and crises. It is the executive power 

backed by insight and prudence and dedication to an ideal end. 

 With yong understood in this manner, we can now conceive the 

structure of virtues as organized and represented by the dynamical unity 

of concern / wisdom / courage as explained above. This unity is in fact 

the unity of feeling, thinking (reflection) and willing as ren is the best 

function of feeling, wisdom is the best function of wisdom and the 

willing is the best function of courage. Each of these stands for a 

capability of human nature, or we may simply identify the three cardinal 

virtues with capability of heart, mind and will. 

 This unity of the capabilities of virtues in my view represents a 

model of political leadership which is included in any ideal political 

leadership model, which, however, often remains unarticulated so that 

virtuous powers of a political leadership also remain ungrounded and un-

initiated and even un-sustainable. Here I want to bring this model of the 

trinity of virtues or powers of humanity to the front for a better 

understanding and illustration of political leadership.  

 

IV. Trinity of Confucian Virtue-Capabilities: Wisdom /Care / Courage 

 

Confucius has achieved an insight into how an individual person or 

human being functions in terms of his deep sense of human self: the 

human self wishes to realize itself in terms of its identity of humanity 

with difference of virtuous powers (capabilities). He comes to see unity 

of the self in terms of the unity of feeling heart, thinking mind and acting 

will and indicates how each function wishes to achieve an end which is 

essential for the realization of the human self: the human self should 

have no doubts, should have no misgivings and should have no fears. He 

expressed on two occasions these reflections of ends of the human self 

by associating the virtuous capabilities of zhi (wisdom), ren (care) and 

yong (courage). (The Analects 9:24; 14:28).
2
 For him the question is 

how one comes to develop these capabilities of nature,so that one 

becomes resting in harmony and tranquility as he indicates in his 

remarks on how the wise enjoys water and the caring enjoys mountain, 

                     
2 In the first occasion Confucius is quoted to put the wisdom before care whereas 

on the second occasion he is quoted to put the care before wisdom.  Each 

ordering has a significance: the first ordering suggests the differentiating 

function in practice and the second ordering suggest the unifying or integrating 

function in reflection. This suffices to indicate how ren and zhi have unique 

functions each of which is dispensable and is essentially related to the other in 

maintaining the leadership of the self as creative autonomy of the self. This point 

applies to the general explication of political leadership in the Confucian 

perspective in the paper. 
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how the wise likes movement and enjoys life and the caring likes rest 

and enjoys longevity (The Analects 6:23). Let us articulate the structures 

of trinity of zhi ren and yong as follows:  
 

      Ren                                   Zhi                                Yong 

 

Zhi         Yong                Ren         Yong             Ren             Zhi  

 

For a deeper understanding of the role of the sense of self-realization in 

a human person for political leadership, I suggest to identify leadership 

with the self-directing and self-realizing autonomy of the human self (as 

indicated in Confucian reflection of self-reflection and self-cultivation). 

The word for self is composed of two aspects, the aspect of self-

origination and the aspect of self-completion, as we see in the term of zi-

ji 自-己， zi being the former aspect and ji being the latter aspect. As 

such the human self is the creative integration of its source with its 

body-reality or experience of reality. The originative action of the self is 

to seek the other and to extended the whole reality for one‘s completion, 

whereas the completive action of the self is to seek integration of one‘s 

own self, so that one can originate the power of action again. This may 

appear to be a metaphysical statement of the dynamics of the human 

self, but it needs not to be so, for it gives articulation of the capability of 

ren for extending oneself, and the capability of zhi for restraining or 

constraining oneself. Thus, we would be enabled in a better position to 

appreciate how ren and zhi become the outstanding capabilities of the 

humanity whose function is to create a state of no misgiving and no 

doubts so that one could act out in determination and freedom without 

fear. This is precisely how political leadership should be conceived and 

considered.  We may conclude by saying that the creative autonomy of 

the human self represents the self-leadership of the human self whereas 

the political leadership by retrieval should therefore represent the 

creative autonomy of a group of people under the political leadership.  

What is required of the personal in terms of zhi and ren is consequently 

required of the political leader because these capabilities are what give 

identity and difference to the group and their sustaining and growth in 

the group as well as it is led by the leader. 

 We have seen how Confucius has envisioned a depth-moral 

psycholo-gical approach to effective leadership which is composed of 

capabilities of virtues of zhi ren yong. We have explained zhi and ren in 

detail. But then we can still ask why yong? The answer is that we need a 

virtue-capability which explicitly relates to action and implementation, 

especially when one has to confront many problems and obstructions. To 

have yong is to be able to meet challenges at certain times and to provide 

challenges at other times so that we will be able to transcribe one‘s ideas 

and ideals into reality. Then we still have the task of identifying the 

functions of capability for yi and capability for li and capability for xin 

among all major virtues of Confucian leadership of the human self (or 

human mind). I shall do these as follows. 
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 First, it is clear that yi is a matter of concretely conceiving and 

configuring the ren. It is because ren is the totalizing and holistic 

representation of yi whereas yi is the distributive and differentiating 

method of fulfilling the ren. In this sense yi represents the application of 

the function of zhi for sake of differentiation which is zhi itself. This is 

again true of li in so far as li deals with individual relations within a 

framework of values and virtues for the sake of identification of the 

whole humanity which is ren itself. In comparison we see yi being more 

objectively differentiating than li where li is more subjectively oriented 

to preserve the ren of the human self for what is related to li is related to 

the human self as an individual person. 
3
 But for yi it is more a matter of 

rational distribution which requires sacrifice of the self as an individual 

and in this sense a more critical realization of the virtue-capability of 

ren. 

 One might even suggest that li gives a background expression to 

both ren and yi in providing and requiring a system of rules dealing with 

relationships and positions and thus obligations and rights. Hence we see 

a process of particularization of ren into li via the considerations of yi 

and of ren into yi via considerations of li. In fact, we can treat ren-yi and 

ren-li or li-yi as a matter of both benti and tiyong: ren is the root of yi 

and yi the body of ren. Similarly, we can see yi as the yong of the ren 

whereas ren remains the body of the yi. This is equally true for the 

relationship of ren and li where ren is the source of li and li is the 

realization of ren. One may also see that it is ren which gives rise to li 

and it is zhi which gives to yi. With this insight one can easily how the 

application and practice of ren-li and zhi-yi and hence ren-zhi and li-yi 

gives rise to xin or trust and trustworthiness via the exercise of the 

virtue-capability of yong. We may indeed express the complex structure 

of derived virtues in the following illustration:  
 

 
                     Ren  (feeling)     Li  (propriety) 

  

Ren  (feeling)---              De   (virtue-capabilities)              Yong (action) Xin  
                            

       Zhi (wisdom)     Yi  (justice)    

  

Finally, we can take xin to be a result of developing yong for it is only 

on the basis of performance of action by yong we gain confidence and 

establish trust among people whether in market or in government by 

society at large. With confidence and trust established a political leader 

can lead much more efficiently than without them. But this does not take 

away the ability to overcome difficulties and crises when those arise in 

the process of implementation. Hence yong is a constant force for 

supporting and nourishing xin. Thus seen, we can go back to our triad of 

virtues which could lead to a networking of five and more virtues in the 

Confucian framework of political leadership. 

                     
3  One can see that for music and arts there is the function of relaxing the 

differentiating functions of both li and yi in so far it could promote ren in the 

normal proceedings of life-world. 
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V. Leadership on Three Planes of Society 

 

To recapitulate, in a broad sense, virtues are virtual abilities and 

disposition to act right and seek good in one‘s action as leader and 

driving force in realizing oneself or the potential common identity of a 

group or community. Virtues are not merely moral virtues but virtues 

which achieve values which include moral values. Hence we can take 

virtues as powers of doing right and achieving good as it was understood 

by Confucius and Confucian scholars. In this regard, even though the 

Confucian understanding of virtues is different from the Greek 

understanding of virtues as defined by Aristotle, in speaking of seeking 

excellence as virtue or virtue as excellence arête Aristotelian virtue may 

be interpreted as acting right to seek happiness and well being of oneself 

with full control of one‘s moral and intellectual capabilities. In this one 

may say that there is virtue implicitly understood as a power and a 

disposition to act well. Whereas Aristotle speaks of seeking one‘s own 

happiness as the goal of virtues, Confucian scholars can see virtues as 

directed to wellbeing of all other people as one assumes the role of a 

political leader. In this sense the Aristotle view needs not to differ much 

from the Confucian view. For the Aristotle virtues can be so publically 

used and not to be confined to one private human individual. As a matter 

of fact, the moral virtues of prudence or practical wisdom, justice and 

temperance all becomes Confucian virtues for attaining the well being 

and harmony of the community and people which should include the 

personal self. 

 The intellectual virtue of reflection and rational thinking is no doubt 

a matter of knowledge leading to wisdom and hence considered a matter 

of end and a matter of means for the realization of the good for 

leadership or fellowership. What is lacking in Aristotle virtues is that of 

love, namely the Confucian ren. Again, as we have suggested, we can 

make sue of the Aristotle idea of friendship into ren, a concern with 

others. It is needless to say that ren is much more a dynamic and creative 

virtue and power of transformation and action than simply friendship. 

 Again as indicated above, in the Analects Confucius professed his 

observation that the wise has no doubts, the caring has no misgivings, 

and the courageous has no fears (The Analects 9.24;14.28). Does he 

intend that a good man (junzi) will not only lead himself by developing 

wisdom, care and will, but is capable of leading others by furthering his 

wisdom and vision, his care and concern , and his will and determination 

to achieve and act? The answer is absolutely positive, for being junzi is 

to become a person of self-ruling with his power of influence and 

leadership founded on a cultivated disposition and ability to achieve a 

better state of self-realization which would be at the same time a 

realization of intrinsic values of wisdom (knowledge), vision care and 

determined devotion of implementation. How do we know that these 

qualities are qualities of leadership? We have to see that in our 

experience of leadership in a community, a business and governance. 
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 Community is a natural association of human individuals and 

families based on common desires and feelings of securing life and well 

being and harmony, without which a community can hardly survive and 

continue. Although we may count on individuals and family units to 

maintain their rhythm of life with natural adjustment, there could be 

many factors which could lead to tensions and conflicts among the 

members of the community, this is because new needs may arrive and 

different needs and views need communication and harmonization. It 

must take a leading force which would channel the harmonizing forces 

to effective results and curb disharmonizing forces to the minimum. 

What is most needed perhaps is the power of mediation which is 

required for communication and coordination. There must be also 

individuals who would maintain a state of rectitude which would 

function as umpire and moral observer for balancing opposing forces 

and integrating the useful and separate directions into synergetic 

purposes to be shared by all. This means that leaders for community 

must be able to relate to everybody else in the community so that he can 

create an atmosphere of cooperation and friendliness in general. Whether 

there is any major objective to be realized, this atmosphere is needed as 

the most basic condition for any project to take place or to shape up. 

Simply, it is a matter of playing the role of cohering and bridging.  

 Thus wisdom of understanding people is important, and it will no 

doubt reduce mistrust and senseless opposition. As to the care and 

concern they are to do with knowing the community and appreciating its 

forces of cohesion. Without care and concern which are required for 

giving rise to pragmatic assistance and support, no sense of 

interdependence and mutual trust will take place. The sense of will to 

action is equally important for it means vitality and willingness to seek 

the new and achieve the desirable. It is with this will to action that he 

community will not remain just in seclusion but move forward toward 

what is envisioned and therefore make progression and continuous 

improvement. 

 The second level of leadership with higher degree of transformation 

is the level of doing business as essential constitutive activities of 

economic development in a free market. A business leader cannot go 

without knowledge and wisdom of doing the right thing or making the 

right choice of objectives in the market place. There is always the 

question of ends and goals. In this requirement we see how knowledge is 

required as a necessary component of making relevant decisions. But to 

make correct decisions one needs interested and comprehensive 

knowledge which is tested and which could yield values for the potential 

customers and consumers. This means that we must come to know a 

situation where some needs are present and we also recognize that we 

see their relevant connection with our means and motivations of 

production. In this sense we need care and concern for we need to 

motivate others for acting toward accomplishment of the end and goal. 

The leading force no doubt comes from one who would commit himself 

to action under guidance of wisdom and yet relevantly related to the well 

being of all involved, namely the stakeholders of the producers, the 
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market and the consumers. Hence the leadership based on capabilities of 

wisdom/ care / courage will become functional relative to the concrete 

ideals and goals of the business one has for development. 

 Finally, we come to the situation or level of political governance, 

particularly to do with governments of modern days. What is the purpose 

of political governance? The answer is that it is to maintain order among 

people relative to pursuits of basic values of life. It is at the same time to 

seek ways of development and innovative advance for the people at 

large. It also involves multiple perspectives in order to integrate multiple 

processes of achieving satisfaction and ordered well being for the 

people. As the political leadership involves more power than either 

community or business, it is exposed to many possibilities of 

competence and performance. This makes the political leadership 

position extremely dynamic and sensitive because of potential changes 

and transformations. The ideal is to maintain order without subscribing 

to any temptation of diversion for personal and selfish desires and this 

no doubt requires the wisdom of seeking good for the public and 

maintain an just and fair mind toward matters of profits and benefits to 

do with people and the public.  

 To be able to do so obviously requires a political leader to do 

constant reflection and careful watch over events of the public so that 

one will not lose sight of the common end of the people which often 

requires useful and wise guidance regarding problem-solving and 

resources utilization. For this a political leader needs far and clear vision 

as to what is to be needed and what is to be achieved and how he would 

achieve them. He also needs care and benevolence because it is what 

makes him being capable of relating to people. One‘s wisdom is matter 

of making this care and benevolence available so that he can be close to 

people. It is also a matter of seeking improvement on all aspects of life 

of people with comprehensive understanding and insight. Finally, it is 

clearly a matter of motivation and dynamism in actually engaging issues, 

generating relevant ideas and implementing policies so that they can be 

effective and useful for people and with the people.  

 In conclusion, an effective leader is always one who acts on his 

words and show an example of doing and achieving. Take the example 

of controlling the economic crisis since 2008; the problem of how to 

deal with crises of this kind is obviously one of knowing what has 

happened, and how to redress the situation. One has to show care enough 

to commit to real solutions, and to act with knowledge and courage, even 

it costs his own fortune or self-interests or those of his own group or 

party. This no doubt involves a decision and an ability to act out and to 

act out correctly and with perseverance.  

 

Appendix 

 

Comments and Discussion of CAUX ROUND TABLE PRINCIPLES 

FOR GOVERNMENT from the point of view of political leadership 

based on trinity of Wisdom, Care and Courage.  
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FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE 

1. Public power is held in trust for the community 

GENERAL PRINCIPLES FOR GOVERNMENTS 

1. Discourse ethics should guide application of public power 

2. The Civic Order shall serve all those who accept the responsibilities 

of citizenship 

3. Public Servants shall refrain from abuse of office, corruption and shall 

demonstrate high levels of personal integrity 

4. Security of persons, individual liberty and ownership of property are 

the foundation for individual justice 

5. Justice shall be provided 

6. General welfare contemplates improving the well-being of individual 

citizens 

7. Transparency of government ensures accountability 

8. Global cooperation advances national welfare 
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RISKY BUSINESS:  

THE CHALLENGE OF EAST-WEST COMPARATIVE 

STUDIES 

 
Longxi Zhang* 

 
Abstract: Comparative literature, especially as it is practiced as an 

academic discipline in American universities, seems to have had its 

frustrations and an acute sense of crisis. East-West comparative 

literature,in particular, has been put to question as a utopian (read 

„quixotic„) and even impossible endeavor. The relativist insistence 

on cultural incommensurability and untranslatability forms a major 

challenge, and the lure of facile and mechanical application of 

Western theories to non-Western texts constitutes another. By 

reviewing some recent  works, the author warns against the danger 

of theoretical speculations in total and neglecting the basic 

principles of persuasive argument and critical integrity. Against all 

the difficulties and challenges, however, the author argues for the 

value and validity of East-West comparative studies as an important 

discipline that will make significant contributions to the development 

of cross-cultural understanding and communication.  

 

AT THE end of the nineteenth century, literary criticism, as Anatole 

France famously put it, was ―a sort of romance,‖ ―an autobiography,‖ 

and a ―good critic is he who relates the adventures of his own soul 

among masterpieces.‖ (France, 1924, 9.vii) Adventure always involves a 

certain degree of risk, but the soul‘s adventure in France‘s understanding 

was characterized by intellectual curiosity and the joy of discovery, the 

acquiring of insights into life and the world, rather than a risk of any real 

consequences. Things have changed drastically in the last hundred years, 

and at the end of the twentieth century, the idea of ―masterpiece‖ has 

been challenged by radical theories  and the critic‘s ―adventure‖ now 

involves a totally different kind of risk: that of his reputation, 

conscience, even his career, a risk Anatole France could not have 

possibly foreseen when he spoke of the ―adventures‖ of the critic‘s own 

soul. With ―masterpieces‖ or literary ―canon‖ seriously questioned in 

critical discourse and evaluation;with judgment frowned upon as elitist, 

hegemonic, and complicitous with power, criticism has retreated from 

the public domain into the limited space of academic discourse, and even 

there, as Rónán McDonald argues, we are witnessing the ―Death of the 

Critic‖.1 The obituary of the critic, like that of literature itself, may have 

overstated the case for a dramatic effect, but when we talk about 

comparative literature, particularly comparative studies across the 

boundaries of China and Europe or East and West, we often run into 
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difficulties and challenges that make comparative study a rather risky 

business.  

 In the early days of comparative literature, the ground for 

comparison was established in terms of actual contact between writers 

and their works, the so-called rapport de fait. Since there was little 

contact between China and the West till rather late in the long temporal 

stretch of Chinese history, nothing, from the perspective of influence 

studies, could provide a legitimate ground for Chinese-Western 

comparative studies, especially of pre-modern literature. Although 

comparative literature has long moved away from such positivistic 

emphasis on real contact and influence, it has not embraced East-West 

comparative literature as it should have. Comparative literature today is 

not impervious to the influence of cultural relativism, which has become 

a predominant paradigm in much of contemporary critical discourse and, 

especially in the form of post-colonialism, has in fact a hidden 

connection with the old-fashioned comparative literature and influence 

studies, because it still concerns itself with the actual contact and 

influence between Europe and its former colonies, even though 

understood negatively. ―Even newer forms of postcolonial 

comparativism,‖ as Emily Apter observes, ―have inadvertently 

perpetuated neo-colonial geopolitics in carrying over the imperial carve-

up of linguistic fields.‖ (Apter, 
 
2006, 55) More comparatists in the West 

are writing about Francophone or Anglophone literatures than engaging 

Chinese or East Asian literature that has less ties with colonial and 

postcolonial experiences than, say, India or Algeria.  

 From the perspective of cultural relativism, comparative literature is 

useful insofar as it provides illustrations of the otherness of different 

cultures. As many Chinese comparatists tend to find similarities and 

thematic affinities as well as differences between East and West, they 

appear theoretically and ideologically incorrect in the eyes of cultural 

relativists. Indeed, a critic has dismissed Chinese-Western comparative 

literature as ―essentially a utopian project,‖ an intellectual fantasy 

―inscribed‖ in an ―impossible disciplinary space,‖ and incapable of 

addressing ―the radical alterity of Chinese cultural objects.‖ (Palumbo-

Liu,
 

1992, 14). In this critic‘s eyes, Chinese-Western comparative 

literature is worthless unless you can show by every comparison or 

contrast that ―Chinese cultural objects,‖ whatever that means, are 

basically alien and fundamentally different from their counterparts in the 

West. Any comparison that does otherwise would be denigrated as 

―utopian,‖ that is, dreamy, empty, and futile; particularly when it brings 

up similar patterns, shared ideas or, worst of all, the common humanity 

among writers and literary works East and West. The relativist 

overemphasis on cultural difference or ―cultural alterity‖ would indeed 

put much of Chinese-Western comparative studies at risk, or simply 

write it off as insignificant, impossible, and worthless. 

 With Chinese comparatists, however, the emphasis on cultural 

difference has a problem. The very concept of ―the radical alterity of 

Chinese cultural objects‖ obviously presupposes a Western perspective, 

from which Chinese cultural objects would appear alien and reveal a 
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kind of ―radical alterity.‖ Such an emphasis, however, when put under 

closer scrutiny, turns out to be not so much generally Western as it is 

specifically American. Terry Eagleton has shrewdly observed that 

―nothing is more indigenously American these days than otherness.‖ 

Emphasis on otherness or cultural difference purports to fight 

parochialism in a multicultural American society that largely consists of 

generations of immigrants with diverse cultural backgrounds and has 

trouble dealing with that multicultural variety, but ironically, ―it is also a 

piece of parochialism in itself, rooted by and large in the intractable 

ethnic problems of the United States.‖ It is ironic because whatever is 

local in America tends to become global in the rest of the world, and 

thus we find this not so unfamiliar situation: ―These home-grown 

concerns are then projected onto the rest of the globe rather like a 

cultural version of nuclear missile bases, so that post-colonial others find 

themselves obediently adopting the agenda of a largely American-bred 

cult of otherness.‖ The question of otherness is obviously important, but 

critics in other countries are found busily at work on the question of the 

―other,‖ as Eagleton puts it, ―because this is the programme peddled for 

its own private reasons, as it were, by the nation which sets the academic 

pace in these affairs.‖ (Eagleton,  2005, 3) 

 In a way, this does look like a cultural version of the global 

dominance of the United States. The irony is also articulated in a 

sarcastic tone by Harish Trivedi, a senior professor of English at the 

University of Delhi. ―Only yesterday,‖ says Trivedi with regard to 

English studies in India, ―have we begun asking questions about canon, 

context, relevance, reception, response, the other, the alternative (alter-

native?), historicism old and new, orientalism, feminism, and the all-

Derriding Theory, and this for the good reason that such questions began 

to be asked about English literature in England and America the day 

before yesterday.‖ (Trivedi, 1993, 229) That is to say, what the 

postcolonial others are doing is still to follow the agenda set up in 

academic institutions in England and North America. To be fair, 

however, it is not just an American parochialism that makes the ―other‖ 

an academic fetish. Jonathan Spence specifically identifies the effort to 

create ―mutually reinforcing images and perceptions‖ of an exotic China 

as what he calls a ―French exotic,‖ ―a particularly French genius.‖( 

Spence, 1998, 145) From Victor Segalen‘s Essai sur l‟exotisme at the turn 

of the century to books and articles produced by François Jullien today, 

the French exotic certainly has its own illustrious tradition, but once we 

realize that the ―cult of otherness‖ or the emphasis on ―cultural alterity‖ 

is actually an indigenous and even parochial project in American or 

French academic institutions, we may feel less troubled by the dismissal 

of Chinese-Western comparative literature as ―utopian‖ or ―impossible,‖ 

even though engaging in East-West studies is always taking a risk in 

answering to the challenges of national-literature specialists on the one 

hand, and postmodern and postcolonial theorists on the other. Chinese-

Western comparative literature does not have to be justified on the basis 

of providing examples of fundamental cultural differences for Western 

self-understanding, and that there are other ways of grounding our work 
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in literary studies beyond the usual EastWest divide. If a Western 

cultural relativist demands to see the East as a reverse mirror image of 

the West, be it the Foucaultian heterotopia or the Barthean Empire of 

empty, non-signifying Signs, why should we feel obliged to follow suit 

and obediently provide so much grist to the relativist mill?  

 In what I consider to be the best introduction to comparative 

literature to date, Claudio Guillén‘s Challenge of Comparative 

Literature, literary theory is proposed to be the most effective means to 

legitimize East-West comparative studies not on the old ground of 

rapport de fait, but on the theoretical grounds of comparable genres, 

themes, and various conceptualizations of similarities and differences, of 

which the supranational comparability does not need to be historically 

imbedded. Literary theory, says Guillén, can thus provide the necessary 

and useful framework within which East-West studies will become ―the 

most promising tendency in comparative literature.‖ (Guillén, 1993, 87) 

That is certainly encouraging, and much work in East-West studies has 

indeed been accomplished since the rise of literary theory in the West. It 

was in the 1970s that Chinese-Western comparative literature first 

started to develop in Taiwan and Hong Kong, and soon followed by 

development in mainland China in the 1980s and beyond. What Guillén 

calls literary theory refers mostly to theories from formalism to 

structuralism that still take the reading of literature more or less as the 

core of an aesthetic experience, and the function of theory is to help the 

comparatist examine the reading experience across linguistic, cultural, 

and historical boundaries. Guillén criticized the ―facile and hasty 

worldliness‖ that tries to find equivalent or even identical items in the 

East for every Western literary form, but he also criticized ―the 

excluding attitudes of Sinologists and other specialists who remain 

walled up in their exotic and arrogant science, as if there were no 

common ground, analogous themes, comparable forms; as if the human 

race were irremediably and absolutely divided into watertight 

compartments. A Pindaric hymn,‖ Guillén continues to argue, ―is neither 

more accessible nor less remote than a song of Li Po—to be sure, only 

for those who possess the necessary linguistic and cultural preparation.‖ 

(Ibid., 119-20) Thus literary theory is supposed to help us understand and 

appreciate both Pindar and Li Po in literary criticism, and that is why it 

becomes extremely important for East-West comparative studies beyond 

positivistic notions of contact and influence.  

 But literary theory is an ambiguous term and contains a variety of 

theoretical orientations that quickly moved away from literature itself in 

further development. While we celebrate the liberating power of literary 

theory and the accomplishments of many comparatists among ourselves, 

we also realize all along that literary theory used in Chinese-Western 

comparative studies is unequivocally Western, the applicability of which 

may sometimes become a problem. Even at the early stage of the 

development of Chinese-Western comparative literature, Heh-hsiang 

Yuan already raised the question of the relationship between Western 

theory and Chinese literature. He puts the question rather bluntly when 

he says: ―the major problem facing those of us who adopt (and even 
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adapt) Western critical theories in analyzing and evaluating Chinese 

literary works is applicability.‖ (Yuan, 1980, 21) Indeed, applicability can 

become a problem on several levels, but ultimately it is the problem of 

facile and mechanical application, the mismatch of theoretical questions 

emerged in one cultural and social milieu with literary works produced 

in another. If, for example, the question of otherness, difference or 

alterity, as we have seen above, is a concern in American academic 

discourse responding to specific problems in the multiethnic and 

multicultural American society, it becomes problematic whether the 

emphasis on otherness and difference should also be the major concern 

in Chinese-Western comparative literature. An even bigger problem is 

that literary theory has been displaced by cultural studies in the West, 

particularly in America, so much so that even American comparatists 

have realized the identity crisis of comparative studies as literature has 

lost its central place in literary studies. As Haun Saussy puts it in his 

ACLA report published in 2006: ―at moments in the last few decades, it 

has seemed possible to make a career in literary studies without making 

sustained reference to works of literature: one could study aesthetic 

theory, literary history, reception, pedagogy—even the history of 

theories of literature—as so many independent fields.‖ (Saussy, 2006, 12) 

Actually, the situation is even worse than that, as I shall show in a 

moment, for sometimes we find literary texts being used to fit the 

Procrustean bed of theoretical stipulates without consideration of 

coherence, evidence, or feasibility.  

 Let me discuss a random example that I have encountered, but an 

example quite relevant to our discussion of East-West comparative 

studies. A recent East-West special issue of Comparative Literature 

Studies (no. 1, 2008) features an article by Valerie Henitiuk with a rather 

provocative title: ―Going to Bed with Waley: How Murasaki Shikibu 

Does and Does Not Become World Literature.‖ That title deliberately 

misquotes Virginia Woolf, who wrote in her diary in an appropriately 

shorthand manner that she would be ―home to bed with Waley,‖ which 

of course means to go home and read in bed Arthur Waley‘s translation 

of the famous Japanese classic, The Tale of Genji, by Murasaki Shikibu. 

Being associated with the Bloomsbury group, Waley‘s translations of 

Chinese and Japanese literary works were known to that group, of which 

Virginia Woolf is a major figure. In fact, Woolf reviewed Waley‘s 

translation of the Tale of Genji with great enthusiasm. Henitiuk‘s essay 

is not about Waley, however, but about an imaginary, ideal, and non-

existent translation of the Tale of Genji that Virginia Woolf might have 

produced herself! But did Virginia Woolf know Japanese? That might be 

the first question immediately coming to a reader‘s mind. So far as we 

know, she didn‘t, but ―Woolf learned Russian well enough to collaborate 

on English version of several works from that body of literature,‖ 

Henitiuk tells us, ―and it was therefore not unfeasible for her to have 

done the same with Japanese.‖ (Henitiuk, 2008, 41) But that ―therefore‖ 

simply begs the question and does not make sense: does it follow that if 

you know Russian, you can also translate Japanese? If that were true, 

then, a department of Slavic languages could swallow up an East Asian 
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department and save a bundle for any university. That would be 

wonderful news to a university administrator, particularly in America, 

where for decades we have witnessed a noticeable decrease in 

undergraduate enrollment in Russian and other European languages 

except Spanish, while enrollments in Chinese and Japanese, which 

happen to be Arthur Waley‘s specialties, have been steadily on the rise. 

The reality is that proficiency in Russian or Greek does not qualify you 

to be a translator of Japanese. I wonder whether it is possible for anyone 

to argue that you can translate Virginia Woolf without knowing English, 

or translate Simone de Beauvoir without knowing French. If no one 

would take such a purely hypothetical argument seriously, why would it 

be possible to take seriously the argument that you can translate a 

Japanese classic without knowing Japanese?  

 Henitiuk‘s point is not, however, about linguistic expertise or 

translation as such. She tries to argue that Waley and the other 

translators of the Genji, all being male, cannot possibly assume the 

status of ―women of sensibility‖ that Virginia Woolf might have shared 

with Lady Murasaki. (Ibid., 43) Linguistic knowledge is irrelevant, and 

what matters for Henitiuk is female solidarity. ―Had she known Japanese 

and been tempted to translate this tale,‖ she speculates, ―Woolf would 

have been uniquely positioned to reveal many proto-feminist aspects of 

the Genji, and thereby able to craft a world literature text belonging 

solidly within a feminocentric discourse tradition.‖ (Ibid., 43) 

Unfortunately, Woolf did not know Japanese and did not feel tempted to 

translate the Tale of Genji, and that, Henitiuk laments, ―must be ranked 

as an irreparable loss to women‘s writing and a global female tradition, 

as well as to the reception of the Genji Monogatari throughout the 

modern West, that Woolf was never able, metaphorically speaking, to go 

to bed with Murasaki Shikibu herself.‖ (Ibid., 59) The homoerotic 

insinuation in the last sentence carries the force of an almost prerequisite 

punch line in Lesbian studies, through which a 10
th

-century Japanese 

female writer is effortlessly enlisted in the ―feminocentric discourse 

tradition‖ established in contemporary criticism in the West.  

 That, in effect, is the substance of a critical essay published in as 

respectable a journal as Comparative Literature Studies. ―Substance‖ 

may be the wrong word here, for the essay is based on pure speculation, 

the idea of an imaginary translation of a world literature text with no 

required linguistic expertise or specific cultural knowledge. In other 

words, the essay‘s argument cannot and does not need to be 

substantiated with anything other than the theoretical stipulates of 

feminism or gay and lesbian studies.  

 I said Lady Murasaki was ―effortlessly‖ enlisted in the 

―feminocentric discourse tradition‖ because Henitiuk seems to operate 

by simply assuming a great deal without taking the trouble to argue for it, 

let alone to prove it. For example, she does not bother to ask whether 

Murasaki Shikibu as a court lady in 10
th

 century Japan, given the social 

and moral conditions of the time, would have no objection to going to 

bed, even metaphorically speaking, with an English woman ten centuries 

her junior. Henitiuk seems to assume that the Oriental lady, in good old 
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Odalisque fashion, is always obediently willing. More obviously, she 

simply states that Virginia Woolf could have given the world a 

translation of the Tale of Genji despite the fact that Woolf did not know 

the Japanese language. But if an ideal translation of the Genji can 

dispense with linguistic expertise and requires only female sensibility, 

why not other feminist writers throughout the centuries, real or imagined, 

from Judith Shakespeare to Adrienne Rich, also provide translations of 

the Japanese classic to compete with Virginia Woolf‘s? Are journals like 

CLS ready to publish innumerable essays based on pure theoretical 

notions and hypothetical speculations? How much pure speculation like 

that can be accepted as scholarship before it is recognized as ridiculous 

fantasies and absurdities?  

 The problem is of course not with theories of feminism or queer 

studies as such, but with the way Henitiuk uses theory to make her case 

in total disregard of basic elements of a persuasive argument. To talk 

about translation with no linguistic expertise required is not going to 

make much sense, and to base one‘s argument on pure speculation or 

fanciful hypothesis is not going to convince or convert a lot of readers. 

But articles like this are now being produced and published in 

respectable journals and may even become normative and exemplary in 

Western scholarship; thus questions may arise as to what should and 

should not be the acceptable procedure and protocols of a critical 

argument. Do we need to provide reasonable analysis and textual 

evidence to make a persuasive argument in comparative studies? Does 

the usual procedure of an intellectual argument still hold, which requires 

some sort of historical grounding in certain known facts of an author‘s 

life and times? My guess is that most scholars, comparatists, and literary 

critics still do judge the cogency of an argument according to those basic 

criteria, but few would take the risk of challenging articles like 

Henitiuk‘s because these articles often claim to represent traditionally 

marginalized, repressed, victimized groups in society, e.g., women, 

minorities, homosexuals, etc., and therefore any critique of such articles 

may risk being condemned as old-fashioned, conservative, politically 

incorrect or even reactionary. In a real political sense, then, it takes a lot 

of courage to raise questions about articles that justify their argument on 

the basis of theoretical orientations like feminism or gay and lesbian 

studies. But I believe that all arguments, whatever their theoretical 

orientation, must be brought to the same rigorous test of coherence and 

plausibility, must make their case by evidence and persuasion, and must 

take logical steps and make reasonable claims so as to convince readers. 

 It is therefore worthwhile to take that risk to question arguments that 

do not persuade but coerce, based not on reasoning but political or 

ideological articles of faith. The comparatist‘s work is constantly subject 

to scrutiny and challenge by specialists, as intellectual rigor has often 

been a problem for a discipline for which comparison per se has never 

provided sufficient raison d‟être. The comparatist must also be prepared 

to face the challenge of theoretical pressure that makes excessive claims 

about literary texts and presents a radical facade for self-legitimization. 

Eventually, doing Chinese-Western comparative literature is indeed like 
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taking a risk, an intellectual adventure that may provoke reactions, lead 

to controversies, but also promise the potential of insights and 

discoveries, the possibility of better understanding and communication 

between East and West. That, I hope, would be the future development 

of East-West comparative studies. I do not completely agree with 

Anatole France, but I do hope that criticism will return to activities 

which are motivated by the love of literature and culture, to what France 

calls the adventures of the soul among our favorite writers and their 

works, to the articulation of critical ideas with theoretical sophistication, 

not dogmatic coercion.  
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RESEARCH PROJECTS FOR COMPARATIVE STUDY 

AND APPRECIATION OF ULTIMATE REALITIES 

THROUGH THE SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES
1
 

 

Robert Cummings Neville* 

 
Abstract: The essay distinguishes two kinds of ultimate reality, 

ontological and cosmological. The ontological kind is whatever 

answers to the question of why there is anything determinate at all. 

Three great thematic answers have been developed in the world‟s 

philosophic/theological cultures: that the reason for things is a 

function of consciousness, of spontaneous emergence, or of a creator 

God something like a person. The cosmological kind consists of the 

transcendental traits of anything determinate, of which four are 

discussed: form, components formed, existential location, and value-

identity. Relative to form, the ultimate realities relevant to order, 

value, and right choice are discussed. Relative to components 

formed, the ultimate realities relevant to wholeness, integration, and 

healing are discussed. Relative to existential location, the ultimate 

realities relevant to engaging Others are discussed. Relative to 

value-identity, the ultimate realities of achieving value in oneself and 

in one‟s effects on others are discussed. The essay concludes with a 

series of proposed research topics that explore these points in more 

detail, emphasizing the collaboration of scientific and humanistic 

thinking. 

 

I. Philosophical Introduction 

 

TWO KINDS of ultimate realities exist and have been symbolized in the 

world‘s religious and philosophical cultures, the ontological and the 

cosmological .
2
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I.1. Ontological ultimate realities have to do with the contingency 

of the world as a whole. Why is there something rather than nothing? 

Stephen Hawking concludes A Brief History of Time with the following 

remark: 

 
Even if there is only one possible unified theory, it is just a set of 

rules and equations. What is it that breathes fire into the equations 

and makes a universe for them to describe? The usual approach of 

science of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer the 

question of why there should be a universe for the model to describe. 

Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing? Is the unified 

theory so compelling that it brings about its own existence? Or does 

it need a creator, and, if so, does he have any other effect on the 

universe? And who created him? (Hawking, 1988, 174). 

 

Ontological ultimate reality (or realities) is whatever responds to the 

question of why there is the universe, of what its ―cause‖ is, in whatever 

sense of ―cause‖ might turn out to be appropriate. If it is suggested that 

the universe does not need a ground or cause, that it ―just is,‖ the 

ontological question is reformulated as why it just is rather than there be 

nothing at all.  

 Reflection on ontological ultimate reality is ancient and multifarious 

in the diverse cultures of the world. But ontological reflection is always 

and inevitably subject to two contrary pressures. On the one hand is the 

pressure to think of ultimate reality in terms that are intimate to human 

life, that make sense to people. From the standpoint of human religious 

needs, the ultimate reality or realities are the ultimate boundary 

conditions of existence—matters of the meaning of life and death. The 

symbols that relate ontological ultimate reality to life need to be intimate 

and familiar. On the other hand is the pressure to think of ontological 

ultimate reality in transcendent terms—after all, it is supposed to be the 

―account‖ or ―cause‖ of the world and everything within it. So 

ontological ultimate realities cannot be like the things in the world of 

which they are to give an account. The pressure toward transcendence, 

fueled by a consciousness of the dangerous seductions of idolatry, 

pushes concepts, language, and analogies beyond determinate limits.  

 Philosophical/theological/cultural reflections on ontological 

ultimacy have thus appropriated fecund symbols and pressed them in 

two directions—toward intimacy and toward transcendence. Three great 

symbol systems have dominated the world‘s cultures: consciousness, 

emergence, and personhood. These are internally various and overlap in 

many ways, but have their own logic. 

 Consciousness, its powers and objects, has been a powerful 

symbolic theme, especially in the cultures of South Asia, including those 

we know as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Everyone can relate to 

                                          
2 For purposes of this paper, ―ultimate realities‖ means the boundary conditions 

for the existence of the world.  As ultimate, they are the last in a series of 

conditions without which some important aspect of existence would be missing 

or impossible.   
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consciousness, and everyone can engage in meditation in which we 

become conscious of objects of consciousness and capacities to empty 

and to control consciousness to some degree. Some people are extremely 

adept at this, but everyone can relate to the symbols of consciousness 

intimately. Pushing toward the transcendent side, consciousness is 

symbolized as a thing in itself, separable from its objects. In some 

symbolic systems, the objects of consciousness are real on their own too, 

resulting in various forms of dualism; in other systems they are not so 

real, resulting in non-dualisms. Some systems, usually Hindu, say that 

the underlying personal consciousness (atman) is somehow (in a great 

many different possible senses) identical with Brahman, a kind of Primal 

Consciousness. Brahman is symbolized as with qualities (Saguna 

Brahman), in relation to human life and the creation of the world, and 

without qualities (Nirguna Brahman) beyond any connection with the 

world or any kind of multiplicity. Other systems, usually Buddhist, say 

that the underlying personal consciousness is truly empty so that an 

enduring self is an illusion, but one that allows for symbolizing ultimate 

reality as Buddha-mind in some denominations. South Asians do believe 

in gods, including some highly transcendent ones such as Shiva and 

Vishnu. But as persons the gods are subject to the laws of karma, and 

hence are not truly ultimate. The symbols of Shiva and Vishnu (and 

other gods) are pushed toward ever more transcendent representations 

and then they switch from models of personal agency to models of 

consciousness, identifying with Brahman.
3
 The diversity in the models 

of consciousness cannot be overestimated, and yet the thematic symbol 

has some coherence throughout the models. 

 The theme of emergence developed prominently in East Asian 

cultures, and takes its metaphorical center from springs of water 

emerging from the ground, the emergence of buds in the spring, and the 

like. Its symbolic stress is on novelty, the development of the complex 

from the less complex or simple. The notion of the Dao is two-

dimensional. One is the emergence within time of the later from the 

earlier, often with a stress on spontaneity. The other dimension is the 

emergence of the Dao that can be described from a deeper, unnameable 

Dao. Dao De Jing, for instance, begins: 

  
The Tao (Way) that can be told of is not the eternal Tao; the name 

that can be named is not the eternal name. The Nameless is the 

origin of Heaven and Earth; the Named is the mother of all things. 

Therefore let there always be non-being so that we may see their 

subtlety, and let there always be being so that we may see their 

outcome (Laozi, Dao De Jing, ch.1). 

                     
3  A splendid example of the morphological shift from the consciousness of 

intentional agents such as personal gods to pure unintentional consciousness 

associated with Nirguna Brahman is in the work of the great late 10th-early 11th 

century non-dual Kashmir Shaivite philosopher  Abhinavagupta.  See Paul 

Eduardo Muller-Ortega‘s The Triadic Heart of Siva: Kaula Tantricism in the 

Non-Dual Shaivism of Kashmir (Albany, NY: State University of New York 

Press, 1989) for a study of the cultivation of devotional consciousness. 
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Wangbi, the great third century commentator on the Daodejing gave this 

interpretation of the lines just quoted: 

 All being originated from nonbeing. The time before physical forms 

and names appeared was the beginning of the myriad things. After forms 

and names appeared, ―Tao (the Way) develops them, nourishes them 

provides their formal shape and completes their formal substance,‖ that 

is, becomes (or is) their Mother. This means that Tao produces and 

completes things with the formless and nameless (Wang, CLT, 1).
4
 

 On the Confucian side, the 11
th

 century Neo-Confucian philosopher 

Zhou Dunyi wrote: 

 
The Ultimate of Non-being and also the Great Ultimate (T‘ai-chi)! 

The Great Ultimate through movement generates yang. When its 

activity reaches its limit, it becomes tranquil. Through tranquility the 

Great Ultimate generates yin (Zhou, AEDGU, 463).    

 

When tranquility reaches its limit, activity begins again. So movement 

and tranquility alternate and become the root of each other, giving rise to 

the distinction of yin and yang, and the two modes are thus established.
5
 

These texts and others indicate some of the sophisticated thinking about 

the emergence of determinate things ―from nothing‖ or ―the formless 

and nameless.‖ The intimacy pull on the symbols of emergence 

highlights common experiences of spontaneity and fresh starts. 

 Personhood is the third major symbolic theme developed in the 

great religions of the world, and also in most of the minor ones, 

including the tribal religions that did not develop into the Axial Age 

traditions. Symbolizing the ontological ultimate reality grounding the 

world with the metaphors of personal agency, intention, and creativity is 

dominant in Western pagan and monotheistic religions. The symbols of 

personhood are highly various, and run from anthropomorphic 

representations of gods as super-human agents to the highly transcendent 

conceptions of God as not exactly personal in the sense of being a 

limited Spirit with intentional relations to other things but as somehow 

being ―more than that.‖ There is nothing at all personal in the Neo-

Platonic conception of God as the One beyond all determinate 

difference, or in the Thomistic conception of God as the Pure Act of To 

Be, or in the Kabbalistic conception of Ein Sof; but these highly 

sophisticated super-personal conceptions are usually tied into a 

continuum with more personalistic images. The fundamental ontological 

employment of personal symbols is to articulate a conception of God as 

creator of the world.  

 This point about the widespread elaboration of conceptions of the 

ultimate as somehow personal should not be confused with the points 

that all cultures have at some times believed in supernatural beings, that 

                     
4 These texts are discussed in Neville, Ritual and Deference: Extending Chinese 

Philosophy in a Comparative Context (Albany, NY: State University of New 

York Press, 2008), chapter 4. 
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people tend to over-extend the attribution of agency beyond what can be 

justified on thorough analysis, and that all children at some time believe 

in supernatural beings who can read their thoughts. Belief in 

supernatural beings need not have anything to do with the symbolism of 

ultimacy, or with religion; rather it is among elementary scientific 

beliefs, beliefs about what things there are in the world and how they 

work. Only some supernatural beings have been identified as symbolic 

of ultimacy. For instance in many Hindu and Buddhist cultures there is 

widespread belief in supernatural beings of many kinds, but all are 

subject to Karma and hence are not ultimate. In cosmologies believing in 

reincarnation, a given soul might move from animal to human to various 

kinds of supernatural demonic or divine bodily forms. Only when these 

supernatural beings are tied somehow with the ultimate boundary 

conditions for how or why there is a world would they be religiously 

interesting. Nevertheless, the symbolization of ultimate ontological 

reality with themes of personhood is so dominant that many people in 

the West commonly think of religion as belief in God, where ―God‖ 

means something personal. Taking a broader, more comparative, 

perspective, the symbolic systems of personhood comprise only one of 

at least three families of symbolic systems for engaging ultimate 

ontological reality. 

 From these considerations, an important set of research projects is 

the comprehensive multidisciplinary task of comparing how these 

families of symbol systems variously articulate ontological ultimate 

reality. One focus of these projects would be on the normative questions 

of what can be known of the ontological cause of the world and another 

focus would be on how these symbols function intimately in religious 

and cultural life in various traditions. 

 I.2. Cosmological ultimate realities constitute the boundary 

conditions for the world and human life that come from the characters of 

what it is to be a ―world‖ or ―thing in the world‖ at all. There have been 

many models of cosmologies that depict basic structures of the world, 

from the yin/yang cosmologies of East Asia to the causal pratitya 

samutpada cosmologies of South Asia to the substance cosmologies of 

West Asia. Such cosmologies have been given ancient expression as 

well as contemporary expressions that relate to the mathematical 

language of science. One of the most exciting intellectual adventures of 

the 20
th

 century was Alfred North Whitehead‘s criticism of substance 

models of the cosmos as being unable to allow for the kinds of relations 

mathematical physics imputes to things. He constructed an alternative 

cosmology based on relational connections developing in process 

(Whithead, 1925). But all of these and any other possible cosmologies 

suppose that whatever is proposed as real and basic to the cosmos is 

determinate. Any thing is determinate in that it is what it is and not 

something else, and it is what it is rather than there being nothing at all. 

 Although an analysis of determinateness as such is about as abstract 

a philosophical endeavor as can be imagined, it is extraordinarily fruitful 

in articulating ultimate boundary conditions for the world and for the 

human symbolization of the world. Any determinate thing has four 
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features, each of which is a ―cosmological ultimate reality‖ and evokes 

symbolization in reference to human life. The four traits are form or 

pattern, components formed, existential location relative to other things 

with respect to which the thing is determinate, and the meaning or value 

of having these components together in this form in this existential 

location relative to others. 

 That things have form (in some sense of form) means that they are 

actualizations (in some sense of actualization) of possibilities (in some 

sense of possibility). Since there are many things in existential fields, 

their possibilities are coordinated in something like a field. From the 

standpoint of human beings, sometimes there are alternative possibilities 

whose actualization depends in part on human choice. Whenever there is 

decisive actualization, by human choice or not, the actual includes the 

exclusion of the possibilities that are not actualized. Often the 

alternatives for choice differ in value. Many different accounts of value 

have been given, not all of which consider value to be a function of 

form—it might be the result of divine will, for instance. The 

mathematical language of some science obscures the value dimensions 

of the world but even the most mathematically sophisticated of scientists 

faces problems of choosing well.  

 In all cases, however value is constituted, where there is a difference 

in value among alternatives for choice, the chooser lives under 

obligation. To choose the better is to be the better chooser, and to choose 

the worse is to be the worse chooser. Choice determines moral worth in 

the case at hand. Something like this is the root meaning of being 

obligated. Of course, the situation regarding obligation is extraordinarily 

complex. For instance, most decisive actions are conjoint ones involving 

more than one person. Choosing does not automatically address the real 

alternatives that are possible, but only those that are known, or 

potentially knowable.  

 Nevertheless, facing alternatives for choice with different values is a 

universal human condition, built in to the cosmological trait that all 

things have form. Every culture and every religion has ways of 

articulating morality or righteousness, often with complex procedures of 

moral deliberation. Some social psychologists such as Jonathan Haidt 

claim that fundamental moral instincts have evolved so that humans act 

on the instinct before reasoning much about the choice, and that this 

evolution is because this kind of attention to choice is adaptive for 

passing on genes within individuals and groups (Haidt, 2000, 814-834). 

Cultures differ fairly radically in their moral codes and the ways in 

which they articulate value and choice. But all cultures address the 

issues of choice among alternatives of different value. As they attempt to 

symbolize what the ultimate boundary conditions are that set up the 

situation of living under obligation, they develop symbols of the ground 

of obligations. The ground of obligation is a cosmological ultimate.  

 Any determinate thing has components that are put together in the 

form or pattern that it has. Cosmologies differ greatly in the kinds of 

things hypothesized to be components. Whatever the components of a 

thing are, they themselves are determinate and therefore have form, 
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components, existential location, and value. Paying attention to the form 

of a thing focuses on the thing‘s unity. To focus on its internal 

multiplicity is to pay attention to proper comportment toward the 

character and value of its components. Only for sentient beings is 

comportment toward components a likely problem. The components of 

different people‘s lives vary widely. But all people have bodies and can 

comport themselves toward their bodies with care or neglect; special 

things are important for some bodies, for instance caring for disabilities 

and disease conditions. All people have communities, usually families. 

Albeit people can rebel against their family and its culture, that is a way 

of comporting toward them. People have social and historical 

circumstances that are parts of their lives toward which they should 

comport themselves. Part of people‘s realities is how they impact their 

natural environment. Spiritual matters, including spiritual maturation, 

constitute important components of life, although different cultures 

conceive these in sometimes competing ways. Put in abstract terms, 

people are well-grounded when they comport themselves toward their 

important components well, and ill-grounded when they do not. The 

abstract fact, derived from being determinate, of having components 

toward which comportment can be differential means that having the 

task of well-grounded wholeness is an ultimate condition of human life. 

Symbols of ultimate reality include those for well-grounded wholeness 

and all religious traditions have some such symbols. 

 Existential location is a trait of anything determinate because each 

determinate thing is determinate with respect to some other things. To be 

determinate is to be in relation. Therefore, a determinate thing has two 

kinds of components, conditional and essential ones. The conditional 

components are the ones that a thing has by virtue of being conditioned 

by or conditioning some other thing, as in cause and effect, thinking or 

thought of, here relative to there, half of and the square root of, and so 

forth. If a thing had no conditional components relative to other things it 

would not be determinate with respect to them. On the other hand, a 

thing needs essential components in order to integrate its conditional 

components. If it were only conditional components it would not be able 

to be a term in the relations of conditioning. Each of the other things 

with respect to which a thing is determinate also needs to have its own 

essential features so that it could be a reciprocal term in the conditioning 

relation.  

 An existential field is a matrix of conditioning relations by virtue of 

which things are determinate with respect to one another. These fields 

have been understood in very many ways, from large-scale cosmological 

pictures such as the expansion of the cosmos from a golden egg to a 

geography of levels of reality to fields of consciousness. A given thing 

might participate in a great many existential fields, giving it a complex 

sense of existential location. 

 The cosmological significance of location in an existential field is 

that a thing necessarily engages with the others in the field. On the 

human level, if not others, the engagement of others is often 

problematic. The others—other people, social institutions, various 



130 ROBERT CUMMINGS NEVILLE 

 

structures and ecologies of nature—have natures and values of their 

own. Perhaps the default position is for people to treat others only in 

ways consonant with their own needs and interests. But the Axial Age 

religions point out that this is unrealistic. A realistic engagement with 

others treats them according to their own nature and value, with respect. 

This is enormously complicated and incapable of being carried out 

completely because of the competition of so many things for attention. 

But most religious traditions have some symbols for the need to be 

compassionate, loving, just, and so forth. Engagement with others is a 

cosmological ultimate condition for human life. 

 Most things that happen in human life involve relating to all three 

ultimate conditions. Every action involves choice among alternatives 

with different values, all choices arise out of the state of well- or ill-

grounded wholeness of the chooser, most have to do with engaging other 

things, often other people. The ultimate dimensions of obligation, 

wholeness, and engagement of others overlap and feed back on one 

another. 

 The value identity of a thing comprises both the value achieved in 

itself and the values it affects in other things that those other things 

integrate with their own essential features. The value of a human life 

achieved over a lifetime and in a life-time‘s movement throughout 

various environments is very hard to conceptualize. For some traditions 

with personifying symbols for ontological ultimate reality, having a 

value identity is like standing under judgment or having a divinely 

bestowed purpose. For other traditions the forces of Karma bear the 

meaning and value of a life, from one lifetime to another, and for many 

traditions the meaning of life involves escaping Karma. For yet other 

traditions, the meaning and value of life are read in terms of 

participation in the larger harmonies of the cosmos, or in the smaller 

harmonies of the local community, clan, and land. Everything a person 

does contributes to the value identity that the person achieves, and much 

of that also is a contribution to the values (or disvalues) of other things 

with respect to which the person is determinate. The fourth cosmological 

ultimate reality is the fact that everything has a value identity with others 

in its existential field. This is what is usually meant when the question of 

life‘s meaning arises. 

 A very great portion of life is lived in reference to proximate, not 

ultimate concerns. We worry about what choices to make, not about how 

and why choice is a part of life; we do things to get ourselves together 

without worrying about how human life is the integration of components 

with form that requires a sensitive comportment toward the components. 

We treat others in pragmatic ways, hopefully with sensitive appreciation, 

without worrying much about the sheer ultimate fact of otherness. We 

attend to achieving important projects in life without thinking about the 

meaningfulness or value of our lives as such. But there are occasions 

when the proximate concerns are pushed back toward their ultimate 

conditions, and that is when those concerns take on an ultimate 

dimension. Living under obligation with a need for well-grounded 

wholeness and the open engagement of others according to their own 
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worth, adding up to a value identity that defines who we are and what 

our life‘s meaning is—these are the orientations toward the 

cosmological ultimate realities with which religion is concerned.  

 

II. Topics for Research 

 

With this philosophical framework of one ontological and four 

cosmological ultimate realities in hand, it is possible to lay out in 

somewhat systematic fashion a program of research topics than calls 

upon the collaborative efforts of the sciences and humanities, paying 

attention to the state of the art about the various topics. The following is 

a brief, suggestive, formulation. 

 II.1. Address the question from Stephen Hawking with which this 

paper began: Why is there a world to which scientific, particularly 

mathematical, theories apply? This project would obviously involve 

scientists who could supply a deeper understanding of what the theories 

assert than an amateur reading would give. It would also involve 

philosophical dialecticians who could watch for the criteria of proper 

explanation for the existence of the world as such. Moreover, because 

the dialectical considerations of the existence question come from so 

many different traditions, the dialecticians would have to represent or be 

grounded in those various traditions. 

 II.2. Test the hypothesis in the philosophical introduction that there 

are at least three families of basic symbol systems for articulating and 

engaging the ontological ultimate reality: consciousness, emergence, and 

personhood. For this, both historians of religions as well as experts in 

symbolic religious hermeneutics would be required. One of the principal 

needs of this project is to reset the default position of most discussions in 

the West, particularly in the scientific community which has a mainly 

Western ideology, that the ontological ultimate reality is to be 

understood as a divine being with personal characteristics. The 

comparative balance with consciousness and emergence symbols is 

crucial. Therefore, important experts in the religions with the non-

theistic notions of ultimacy would need to be involved so as to rebalance 

the assumptions.  

 II.3. Building on but perhaps as part of #2, ask what interpretive 

frame would be put on the scientific explanations of the world within 

those non-theistic approaches to symbolizing ontological ultimacy. 

Within the theistic West, the interpretive frame has been that the 

rationality and explicability of the world comes from the perfectly 

rational mind of God its creator. Whitehead, in Science and the Modern 

World, pointed out that this was the underlying assumption in the 

modern scientific community long after many scientists had given up 

belief in a real creator God; he called it a faith that the world has a 

rational base. Perhaps the interpretive frame for science that could be 

developed out of the traditions of consciousness would put greater 

emphasis on the contributions of human consciousness to the order 

supposedly found in the world than on an underlying realistic order. 

Perhaps the interpretive frame for science that could be developed out of 
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the emergentist traditions would see rational order as itself evolving, not 

the explanatory cause of phenomena but that which itself most needs 

explanation. The theistic interpretive frame usually associated with 

Western science is often not noticed unless it is put in comparative 

contrast with the frames associated with non-theistic approaches to what 

is ultimate. Scientists, philosophers, and scholars of religion would be 

crucial to this project. 

 II.4. Because each of the three families of ultimate ontological 

themes—consciousness, emergence, and personhood—is internally so 

complex with divergent and re-intersecting streams, each should be 

studied on its own to work out the diversity of contexts and logics of the 

streams. Obviously scholars of each of the many streams within each of 

the families would be needed to collaborate in this project. But the 

thematic families are not associated too much with separate traditions. 

The consciousness themes so important in South Asia show up in Chan 

Buddhist and Neo-Confucian meditation practices in East Asia and in 

contemplative monasticism in the West. Themes of emergence are 

important for the South Asian preoccupation with time and change, and 

with the Western preoccupation of the emergence of life from the 

lifeless, even from the dead. Personifying deity themes are not only in 

the Western pagan and monotheistic religions but in the pantheons of 

South Asia and in the lingering wonder about the Mandate of Heaven in 

East Asia. Among the important issues regarding this question is that of 

influence and the porousness of boundaries, and of structural parallels 

that might not involve causal influence.  

 II.5. A comparative study of form and value across traditions can 

elucidate the hypothesis that all things have value of a sort, or many 

sorts, as recognized variously. It would be particularly pertinent to raise 

the question of how the scientific representation and explanation of 

various elements of reality in mathematical language, or at least with an 

ideal of mathematical expression, relates to the widespread experience of 

value. In the West, this has been shaped as the fact/value distinction, 

with various strategies for dealing with it, many of which claim that 

value is a subjective projection. In the Confucian and Daoist based 

traditions, the framing assumptions about the ubiquity of value in 

experience have made it difficult to relate the traditional cosmologies in 

which value plays such a large role to scientific work, resulting in a 

general failure to rethink East Asian traditions in scientific terms and the 

equal failure to represent science in the cultural comfort zones of East 

Asia. Although many East Asian people are scientifically adept and 

culturally adept, these are not easily integrated. Recent debates in India 

about the Hindutvu movement, which claims that many modern 

scientific ideas were already advanced in the ancient Vedas, much to the 

scorn and ridicule of scientifically educated South Asians, point to the 

inability to relate the deep cultural metaphors about consciousness at the 

base of reality to science. Science thus is too much represented as 

crassly technological while the Hindu religious traditions (there are 

many) are too much represented as preposterous to the modern mind and 

out of date. Although the question of the bearing of scientific language 
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in mathematical form on cultural expressions of value in experience is 

one of the most abstract intellectual topics that might be addressed, it has 

enormous practical importance. To the usual mix of scientists, 

philosophers, and relevant scholars of religion this research project 

should add political and cultural critics, including artists, as well as 

journalists. 

 II.6. Although religious and cultural traditions differ interestingly in 

the contents of their representations of moral and social values, they all, 

each in its own way, provide grounds for understanding that people lie 

under obligation. When religious traditions lose their plausibility and 

force, social groups tend to lose their sense of the importance of 

obligation. They become relativistic in the sense that nothing of moral 

weight really counts. This is different from the legitimate relativism that 

says that different things are valuable in different contexts. A socially as 

well as intellectually important research project would be to investigate 

in a comparative way the different paths by which cultural traditions 

ground obligation. In addition to philosophers and religious and cultural 

experts, it would be important to include social psychologists and 

cognitive scientists who study the natural evolution of moral 

sensibilities. A good guess would be that this research project would 

include that the grounds for lying under obligation are biological, 

cultural, and philosophical, all at once such that the human condition of 

lying under obligation cannot be represented without all three. 

 II.7. Personal wholeness is a widely if not universally shared goal in 

cultural and religious traditions. Often this is what is meant by 

spirituality. But in what does wholeness consist? This depends on the 

kinds of components of human life that are construed as important to be 

well grounded and integrated in personal life. From the ontological 

themes of consciousness come the spiritual traditions of meditation and 

personal discipline, such as in the martial arts. From the ontological 

themes of emergence come the spiritual traditions of harmonization with 

nature, society, and other individuals. From the ontological themes of 

personhood come the spiritual traditions of perfecting body and action, 

individually and conjointly. These mix together across the large religious 

and cultural traditions. Under the impact of modernity the components 

of historical location, social identity, and relations to family and local 

community have become items of concern as domains to which 

individuals should be comported. Dislocation makes all these 

problematic. The research into wholeness should involve biological, 

medical, and psychological experts who approach wholeness in terms of 

brokenness with responses in the form of therapy. It should also involve 

those modeling wholeness on growth and discipline, such as theological 

advocates of theosis in the Orthodox Christian traditions, trainers, 

coaches, and monastic masters from Daoist, Buddhist, and Christian 

communities. Finally it should include those whose framework for 

wholeness comes from symbols of personal, social, and cosmic 

narratives. 

 II.8. The ultimate reality of otherness, stemming from the location 

of people in various existential fields, poses two particularly potent 
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research questions at the present time. The first and most obvious is the 

study of proper and improper relations to others given the biological, 

personal, and cultural biases toward protecting ―our own.‖ The question 

breaks down into three kinds of ―others‖: persons (or peoples), social 

institutions, and nature in the sense of the environment. Great 

importance has been given, rightly, to in-group/out-group distinctions 

and where they arise. Evolutionary theory explores the hypothesis that 

genetic transmission of genes is an individual matter, and the alternative 

hypothesis that genetic evolution is a function of groups rather than, or 

in addition to, that of individuals. Recent evolutionary science in 

anthropology and cognitive science has grappled with the costs of the 

default assumption that people are motivated by their own perceived 

interest, one of which is the difficulty of explaining altruism. The great 

religions more or less agree that compassion, love, or altruism should be 

accorded all people regardless of their in-group or out-group status. How 

does this affect the relevant sciences (which usually study within only 

theistic assumptions about religion)? Treating social institutions as 

―others‖ that must be engaged in an existential field is a relatively 

understudied topic. Some, such as Jonathan Haidt, recognize this as a 

phenomenon of in-group identification, but the difficult question comes 

with regard to prizing and tending institutions of out-groups, e.g. non-

democratic societies. The third topic area is engaging the natural 

environment in many modalities as an ―other‖ that needs respect and 

care. Sadly, few if any of the great cultural traditions have developed 

intricate ways of articulating environmental issues, even those associated 

with nature in the public mind such as the Daoist traditions. Partly this is 

because the new knowledge derived from science and the alarms arising 

from environmental disasters postdate the formative periods of those 

traditions. But also all those cultural traditions have been preoccupied 

with the human place in the cosmos to the ignoration of the larger 

context in which human life is but a causal factor. The collaborative 

scientific and humanistic study of the engagement of ―otherness‖ is an 

ultimately important topic in all three of its cases: the otherness of 

individuals, institutions, and nature. 

 II.9. The second topic concerning the cosmological ultimate 

condition of engaging others in existential fields is the extent to which 

our ways of conceiving ―others‖ objectifies them so as to distort and, 

often, demean them. This is a typical concern of postmodern thinkers 

who stress the ways in which large-scale theories in science or narratives 

in cultures marginalize and distort those who are viewed as ―others.‖ For 

instance, evolutionary science in the 19
th

 century objectified Africans as 

diminished human beings (Agassiz); medical science in the 20
th

 century 

objectified homosexuals as diseased and subjected them to cruel ―cures‖ 

such as electroshock therapy, lobotomies, and hysterectomies. European 

colonial powers objectified the ―native‖ cultures they ruled as 

―primitive‖ or underdeveloped and destroyed or radically reconstructed 

them to conform to ideal European standards. Nature, in the era of 

modern science and technology, has been objectified as valueless in 

itself and ready for exploitation for the values defining human purposes. 
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Our current intellectual culture is riven by hostilities between outspoken 

representatives of the scientific community who prize objectivity with its 

imposition of universal laws and rationality and equally outspoken 

representatives of humanistic disciplines who construe scientific 

objectivity as the expression of certain cultural values disguised as a 

purely realistic representation of what‘s what. A research project 

involving collaborative representatives of both sides of this divide could 

work through the excesses and extremes of both sides through careful 

consideration of issues in the objectification of human, institutional, and 

natural ―others.‖ In general, the current ―religion and science‖ 

discussions have not sufficiently internalized the lessons to be learned 

from Foucault, Said, and other postmodern thinkers. 

 II.10. The cosmological ultimacy of the fact that each person 

achieves a complex and usually ambiguous value-identity gives rise to 

the massive question of life‘s meaning. All the major religious traditions 

address the question of the meaning of life in various ways, usually 

without benefit of what science can teach about the nature of human life, 

its context within social and historical conditions, and its reach within 

the cosmos. The symbols of life‘s meaning in the various traditions need 

to be studied comparatively in conjunction with scientific perspectives. 

Perhaps this research would be enriched by parsing the categories for 

life‘s meaning through the other ultimate categories of obligation and 

value, well-groundedness in the components of life, issues of engaging 

others in life‘s existential fields, and human relations to the ontological 

ultimate reality variously symbolized. 

 

III. Summary and Conclusion 

 

Section 1 of this paper sketched a philosophical scheme that identifies 

five ultimate realities. One is the ontological ultimacy of the contingency 

of the universe on whatever makes it be. The other four are the 

cosmological ultimate realities of form, components formed, existential 

location, and value-identity, which constitute the boundary conditions of 

human life as being under obligation, seeking well-grounded wholeness, 

engaging others, and finding meaning in one‘s value-identity. These 

cosmological ultimates come from the traits of being determinate, the 

most abstract notion of what it is to be a thing and thus common to all 

cultural, philosophical, religious, and scientific ways of representing the 

cosmos and human life. All religious and cultural traditions have 

approaches to all five ultimate realities. 

 Section 2 laid out briefly ten research projects to address issues of 

ultimacy so understood that would involve collaborative work by 

scientists of different specialties with thinkers from other disciplines, 

particularly philosophy and the study of religion. These projects are: 

1) Why is there something rather than nothing? 

2) Can the theistic approach to ontological contingency be balanced by 

symbolic approaches deriving from the ontological themes of 

consciousness and emergence? 
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3) Within what interpretive frames is science to be understood from 

the perspectives of the consciousness and emergence ontological 

themes as well as that of personal theism? 

4) What does it mean for the sciences that the consciousness, 

emergence, and personal theism symbolic themes mix within and 

across traditions? 

5) How, in comparative perspective, does value relate to form, and 

what does this mean for the scientific representation of form in 

mathematical language? Can the mathematical sciences express 

value? 

6) What does it mean in scientific and comparative religious 

perspectives that people lie under obligation? 

7) In what does personal wholeness consist, in comparative religious, 

biological, medical, and other scientific perspectives? 

8) Given the common assumption of selfishness in the sciences of 

human evolution, how can people be understood to engage other 

people, institutions, and nature in respect to their real and deserving 

characters? 

9) How does scientific objectification affect engagement with other 

peoples, institutions, and nature? 

10) How is the meaning of life to be understood in comparative 

scientific and religious perspectives? 

 Each of these research projects is very large and involves 

multidisciplinary collaborative study. For practical purposes each might 

be broken into sub-projects, or into sequential stages of research. But the 

array of questions as a whole articulates an agenda for the study of 

ultimacy that respects the many contributions of the various sciences and 

the different cultural perspectives of the world religions. 
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IS CHINESE COSMOLOGY METAPHYSICS? 
          

Jiyuan Yu* 

 
Abstract: In literature about Chinese philosophy, there are two 

prevailing views: (1) Chinese philosophy lacks interest in metaphy-

sical pursuit and is preoccupied with practical affairs; and (2) There 

is a rich cosmology in Chinese thought. However, when we put these 

two views together, we get a disturbing and puzzling result: (3) 

Chinese cosmology is not metaphysics. This paper seeks to address 

the question “is Chinese cosmology metaphysics?” by asking 

questions about the following three topics. (a) Is there a shared 

Chinese cosmology that is unique to Chinese tradition but is sharply 

different from Greek cosmology? (b) Precisely what is the nature of 

the elation between Chinese ethics and Chinese cosmology? (c) 

Chinese cosmology and the issue of being. Although a full discussion 

of the issue is beyond the scope of one paper, I will try to identify 

some major problems in outline. My approach is through a 

comparison between Chinese cosmology and Greek 

cosmology/metaphysics. 

 

Introduction: Problem and Approach 

 

IN LITERATURE about Chinese philosophy, there are two prevailing 

views: (1) Chinese philosophy lacks interest in metaphysical pursuit and 

is preoccupied with practical affairs; and (2) There is a rich cosmology 

in Chinese thought.  

 Let me call (1) the ―lack of metaphysics‘ view, and (2) the ―rich 

cosmology‖ view. The position (2), the ―rich cosmology‖ view, cannot 

be mistaken. Developed in the classical texts such as Mencius, Xunzi, 

Laozi, Zhuangzi, Guanzi, The Book of Changes, Huainanzi etc, Chinese 

cosmology has contributed many influential theories, such as that of tian 

(Heaven), Dao, Ying/yang, five phases, qi, the cyclical changes, tian-ren 

ho-yi (―the unity of tian and man‖), and so on. The view (1), the ―lack of 

metaphysics‖ view, is also strongly justified. It is shared by those who 

defend the philosophical nature of Chinese philosophy (Fung, 1952, 

vol.1, 1-6), as well as those who reject the philosophical nature of 

Chinese thought (Zeller, 1997, 2).
 1
 There are also prominent compara-

tivists who believe that the lack of theoretical interest in metaphysical 

pursuits is indeed one of the major differences between Chinese thought 

and Western philosophy (e.g. G. E. R. Lloyd, 1990, 124)
 
.  

 However, when we put these two views together, the result appears 

to be: (3) Chinese cosmology is not metaphysics.  
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 Since Chinese cosmology expresses a Chinese view of reality, the 

thesis (3) is surely disturbing and puzzling. It raises issues about the 

precise distinction between metaphysics and cosmology, and also the 

philosophical nature of Chinese cosmology. Yet although the 

relationship between Chinese cosmology and Western metaphysics is a 

topic of central importance, we have not seen much serious study in this 

area. Instead, we frequently read in literature confusing expressions such 

as ―the anthropo-cosmological foundation,‖ or ―the cosmological-meta-

physical foundation.‖ Does ―a cosmological foundation‖ amount to ―a 

metaphysical foundation?‖  

 One reason why this important issue has attracted little attention is 

that, in recent years, the dominate approach to Chinese cosmology or 

Chinese philosophy has been to emphasize its peculiar sensibility or 

rationality. In the English-speaking West, the trend has been to show 

that the West‘s own notion of philosophy is provincial and culturally 

contingent and that Chinese thought should be understood in its own 

terms. In mainland China, scholars in the past decade have been 

debating the issue of ―the legitimacy of Chinese Philosophy.‖ Is 

―philosophy‖ understood in the Western sense appropriate to understand 

Chinese traditional thinking? When Western concepts and theories are 

used to examine Chinese classics, is the result ―philosophy of China‖ 

(i.e. philosophy that is discovered in China) or ―philosophy in China‖ 

(i.e. Western philosophy in a Chinese mask)?  

 There is no question that we must understand Chinese philosophy in 

terms of its own questions and approaches. It is also definitely our goal 

to identify Chinese philosophy‘s distinct contributions and its alternative 

perspectives to philosophy. However, we have to conduct in-depth 

research to ascertain whether many apparent or alleged differences are 

truly the case, and whether these differences are ―in types‖ or ―in 

degrees.‖ It is not productive if we treat the issue of the distinctness as a 

matter of ideology. Over-emphasizing the difference between Chinese 

cosmology and Western metaphysics will distort our understanding of 

Chinese cosmology, will mislead scholars of Western Philosophy to treat 

Chinese philosophy as a different genre of thought, and will serious 

hamper constructive dialogues between Chinese cosmology and Western 

metaphysics.  

 This paper seeks to address the question ―is Chinese cosmology 

metaphysics?‖ A full discussion of the issue is beyond the scope of one 

paper. What I try to do is to identify some major problems in outline and 

my approach. My approach is through a comparison between Chinese 

cosmology and Greek cosmology/metaphysics. This approach is adopted 

for the following two major reasons. First, to effectively answer the 

question under investigation, we need to have a recognized notion of 

what metaphysics is. Yet in contemporary philosophy ‗metaphysics‘ 

becomes a term with ambiguous edges. In contrast, Greek metaphysics 

provides us with a relatively uncontroversial framework. Metaphysics 

was born in ancient Greece, and it is Aristotle who defines it as the 

central area of subject matter in philosophy. Second, Greek philosophy 

also has a rich tradition of cosmology, as a main part of its ―physics‖ or 
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―natural philosophy.‖ How metaphysics and natural philosophy are 

related in Greek philosophy should provide a vantage of point from 

which to see the nature of Chinese cosmology. 

 In pursuing this comparison, I use, among others, the ―mirror‖ 

method, which is appropriated from Aristotle who uses the metaphor of 

a mirror to explain what real friendship is.  

 
[W]hen we wish to see our own face, we do so by looking into the 

mirror, in the same way when we wish to know ourselves we can 

obtain that knowledge by looking at our friend. For the friend is, as 

we assert, a second self. If, then, it is pleasant to know oneself, and it 

is not possible to know this without having someone else for a 

friend, the self-sufficing man will require friendship in order to know 

himself‖ (Magna Moralia, 1213a20-26). 

 

 A friend is a second self, and can be used as an essential and 

indispensable mirror for one to know oneself better and to obtain self-

knowledge. Taking Greek metaphysical/cosmological traditions and 

Chinese cosmology as mirrors for each other leads us to reflect upon the 

traditional roots of both traditions, to examine their otherwise 

unexamined presuppositions, and to generate alternative perspectives to 

determine why each side proceeds in the way it does. One main task of 

philosophy is to uncover hidden assumptions, and cross-cultural 

philosophical comparison has a lot to contribute in this regard. 

Furthermore, by promoting mutual understanding, comparison will also 

help philosophy transcend cultural boundaries and reach genuine 

insights that are not culturally bound.  

 In specific, I ask questions in the following three topics. 

 (1) Is there a shared Chinese cosmology that is unique to Chinese 

tradition but is sharply different from Greek cosmology? In literature on 

Chinese cosmology, the ―prevailing view‖ focuses on its difference from 

Western cosmology. It claims that Chinese cosmology is immanent and 

organic, and it lacks all sorts of dichotomies such as essence/appearance, 

universal/particular, mind/body, reason/emotion, being/becoming, know-

ledge/opinion, fact/value, substance/attribute, etc., which are 

characteristic of Western metaphysics. This prevailing view should be 

examined in order to determine whether the alleged differences between 

Chinese cosmology and Western metaphysics are tenable.  

 (2) Chinese cosmology and the issue of the metaphysical foundation 

of Chinese ethics. Chinese cosmology is said to be the foundation of 

Chinese ethics. Confucius is said to have no interest in metaphysical 

issues, and after Confucius there is not a development of metaphysics 

that differs from cosmology. In Greek philosophy, Socrates, who 

initiated Greek ethics, also shows no interest in metaphysics. Yet Plato 

and Aristotle quickly develop systems in which metaphysics and 

epistemology constitute the core. What is it that Chinese philosophy 

does not see a similar development? Precisely what is the nature of the 

relation between Chinese ethics and Chinese cosmology? We should be 

enlightened if we examine how Greek ethics is related to its 

metaphysical foundation.  
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 (3) Chinese cosmology and the issue of being. One major reason to 

say that Chinese philosophy does not have metaphysic is that there is no 

theory of being. Metaphysics is defined as ―the science of being qua 

being‖ in Aristotle. We need to study why Chinese thought lacks a 

theory of being, and how it affects Chinese cosmology. It would be 

helpful for this purpose if we examine the relation between cosmology 

and metaphysics of being Greek philosophy.  

 In the following, I outline, regarding each of these three topics, what 

the current situations are, what questions are raised, and offer some 

perspectives. Hopefully, the following synoptic discussion identifies 

some serious issues and leads to some in-depth studies.  

 

I. About the uniqueness of Chinese cosmology 

 

―The prevailing view‖ of Chinese cosmology in current scholarship 

claims that China had a radically different cosmology from that seen in 

the West. The nutshell of this view can be summarized as follows. (1) In 

contrast to the Judeo-Christian God which creates the world, Chinese 

cosmology does not admit apparent distinction between the order itself 

and what orders it. It is immanent and naturalist, and is not interested in 

explaining the origin and birth of the cosmos per se.
 
The myriad things 

are not the creatures of tian, but are constitutive of it. The universe is a 

spontaneous and self-generating system. (2) In contrast to the dualism of 

creator and human creature in the Western tradition, the classical 

Chinese emphasizes the continuum between the human being and deity, 

or between the human and the cosmos. Ancient Chinese view advocates 

tian-ren ho-yi (―the unity of tian and man‖) and has avoided the tensions 

between gods and human found in the West. (3) Furthermore, numerous 

scholars claim that whereas Western thinking is primarily ―analytical,‖ 

the Chinese cosmology is dominated by ―correlative‖ thinking (Marcel 

Granet, 1934; J. Needham, 1956, V. 2; A. C. Graham, 1986; Hall /Ames 

1995). 

 Related to such a reading, some scholars claim that Chinese 

cosmology is not related to the issue of transcendence. Whereas the 

notion of transcendence is profoundly important in the Western 

intellectual tradition, it is not an appropriate category for ―defining the 

uniqueness of Chinese thought.‖ (Hall/Ames, 1998, 221) 

 To identify the unique form of Chinese sensibility and rationality is 

supremely important. However, it is questionable whether Chinese 

cosmological tradition is as homogeneous as the ―prevailing view‖ 

holds. In my view, the ―prevailing view‖ overemphasizes the East/West 

differences, and has confused between ―the differences in kinds‖ with 

―the differences in degrees.‖ It is not productive to impose the Western 

framework upon Chinese thought; yet it is equally counter-production to 

rule out possible common grounds for fruitful dialogues. 

 I noticed with great interest that Michael J. Puett has shown that the 

immanent cosmology is not a universally shared position in classical 

Chinese philosophy, and should be a controversial subject. His study 

demonstrates an alternative cosmology in ancient China according to 
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which the world is ―not a spontaneous cosmos but one organized and 

controlled by spirits.‖ (Puett, 2002, 3, 118). 

 Indeed, even the immanent cosmology is not really unique to 

Chinese tradition. Aristotle‘s theory of the Prime Mover (PM) in the 

Metaphysics [henceforth abbreviated as Meta] xii and in the 

Nicomachean Ethics (henceforth abbreviated as NE) x, for example, has 

an aspect of immanence. Aristotle uses interchangeably the Unmoved 

(or Prime) Mover and God. God‘s main function is to cause motion, 

more precisely, the continuity of motion from one substance to another. 

In Aristotle‘s world, the motion of a single natural individual is 

explained in terms of the thing‘s own inner form or nature. It is to 

provide a rational account of continuous activity in each species and the 

order of the kosmos that Aristotle introduces the PM. The PM imparts 

motion not because it is an active agent which causes motion in a 

physical way, but because it is ―the object of desire and the object of 

thought,‖ and ―it produces motion by being loved.‖ (Meta. 1072a25-29, 

b3) All things are moved by the PM because each of them has a natural 

desire or impulse for being eternal and for going beyond one‘s short 

existence. The continuous motion is not by an external cause that stays 

at the end of the process. Rather, it is the actualization of this intrinsic 

pursuit for eternity. Just as the above characterized Chinese immanent 

cosmology, Aristotle‘s PM involves no divine creation or divine 

providence.  

 Furthermore, just as Chinese tradition advocates the continuum 

between human beings and Heaven, there is also a continuum between 

human beings and God in Aristotle. For Aristotle, a human being, as a 

part of nature, must also be attracted by the PM. Yet a human being 

stands out over other animals because she has a much nobler and higher 

road to immortality than reproduction. This higher road is 

contemplation. A contemplative life is one that is devoted to the exercise 

of theoretical rationality. Contemplation, the highest human activity, is 

also what characterizes God. ―The activity of God, which surpasses all 

others in blessedness, must be contemplative.‖ (NE. 1178b21-2) In 

contemplation, we are in the same state as God, although God is always 

in that state, and human beings can be there only for a limited time. 

(Meta. 1072b24) Clearly, in Aristotle, the fulfillment of what is 

genuinely human is a process of moving towards divinity. This process 

does not lead towards an external goal, and it does not consist in 

following the orders of some external deities. Rather, it is the 

actualization of what is divine in us. There is no ontological gap between 

humans and God insofar as contemplative activity is concerned. 

 The demonstration that the immanent cosmology is neither the only 

trend nor unique to Chinese thought can help us critically examine the 

―prevailing view‖ in the field. The recognition that Chinese cosmology 

does not have the assumed wide gulf in conceptual structures with 

Western philosophy enables us to fruitfully open the dialogues between 

Chinese cosmology and Western metaphysics/cosmology, and objec-

tively assess the strength and weakness of Chinese cosmology.   
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II. The foundation of ethics: cosmological or metaphysical? 

 

The ―lack of metaphysics‖ view, to a great extent, is related to 

Confucius‘ way of doing philosophy. Confucius is not interested in what 

is beyond human life and limits his discussions to things within the 

bounds of practical human concerns. ―The topics the Master did not 

speak of were prodigies, force, disorder and gods.‖ (Analects 7:21) ―You 

do not understand even life. How can you understand death?‖ (Analects 

11:12) He adopts a pragmatic attitude towards spiritual brings: ―to keep 

one‘s distance from the gods and spirits while showing them reverence.‖ 

(Analects 6:22) ―You are not able even to serve man. How can you serve 

the spirits?‖ (Analects 11:12) In Joseph Needham‘s evaluation, the 

Confucian ―intense concentration of interest upon human social life to 

the exclusion of non-human phenomena negated all investigation of 

Things, as opposed to Affairs,‖ and this attitude ―injured the germs of 

science.‖ (1956, vol.2, 12) It is not clear that Confucian ethics adversely 

affects the development of theoretical sciences in Chinese intellectual 

history, but its lack of interest in pure theoretical inquiry is undeniable.  

 Nevertheless, Confucian ethics is usually said to have a 

cosmological foundation, given the role of Heaven (tian) in his ethics. 

His ideal life is the embodiment of Heaven‘s way. Even though 

Confucius himself does not make this aspect of his thought clearly, some 

scholars insist that Confucius must have presupposed the sort of 

cosmology which is ―presupposed by the family of philosophers 

contemporary with Confucius and the principal disciples of Confucius.‖ 

(Hall/Ames, 1987, 198) The cosmology meant here is one that the 

―prevailing view‖ in the previous section describes.  

 In Greek philosophy, Socrates turns philosophy away from the 

study of nature to the study of moral issues. Cicero has famously stated 

that Socrates is ―the first to call philosophy down from the heavens and 

set her in the cities of men and bring her also into their homes and 

compel her to ask questions about life and morality and things good and 

evil.‖ (Disputations, V.4.10-11) Socrates‘ concentration on ethics is also 

testified by Aristotle (Meta. 987b1-3, Parts of Animals, 642a25-31). 

Like Confucius, Socrates is not interested in metaphysics. In the 

Apology, he repeatedly says that he does not know whether death is a 

good or an evil thing (29a7-8, 37b5-7, 32d1-2). Moreover, he is agnostic 

and unconcerned about the post-mortem fate of the soul (Apology, 40c-

41; 42a3-5). 

 Yet, after Socrates, Plato and Aristotle quickly proceed to construct 

metaphysical systems. Despite the influence of Socrates, philosophy is 

not merely moral philosophy among the Greeks after him. 

 Here we have an interesting contrast: Both Socrates and Confucius 

show little interest in metaphysics and both focus on ethics. Yet in Greek 

philosophy, Socratic ethics is given a metaphysical foundation in Plato. 

Plato, in examining the metaphysical assumptions of Socrates‘ life and 

philosophy, believes that our practical knowledge of how to live should 

be supported by a theoretical understanding of the world of Forms. 

Forms must be grasped by the rational soul, but they are objective 
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realities independent of our beliefs and thinking. This metaphysical 

foundation is different from the pre-Socratic natural philosophy. That is, 

what Plato provides is a metaphysical foundation, not a cosmological 

one.  

 In contrast, in Chinese philosophy, after Confucius, his followers 

develop a cosmological and psychological foundation such as what we 

found in the Doctrine of the Mean and the Mencius. Other rival schools 

also develop cosmologies. The ethics has been the center in classical 

Chinese philosophy, and there has been no similar development to what 

Plato did for Socrates‘ ethics. Is it because of the apparent differences 

between ancient Chinese cosmology and Platonic theory of Forms that 

scholars of Chinese philosophy often use expressions such as ―anthropo-

cosmological foundation‖ rather than ―metaphysical foundation?‖ 

 This contrast leads us to ask the following questions: how does 

Plato expand Socratic ethics to metaphysics? And why is it the case that 

a similar expansion did not occur in Chinese philosophy? A full 

understanding of the contrast involves historical, linguistic, scientific, 

social and anthropological studies of each tradition. Here, I would like to 

point out, one major puzzle in the internal philosophical development 

immediately after Socrates and Confucius.  

 The motto of Socrates‘ philosophy is to ―take care of your soul‖ and 

the soul is considered as the seat of all the virtues. Yet Socrates never 

theorizes about the metaphysical nature of the soul. What is the soul? Is 

it an entity or a property of some entity? Does it go through the process 

of generation and corruption? Socrates also does not articulate the 

soul/body dichotomy. To a large extent it must be because of these 

theoretical issues that Plato is driven to examine the immortality of the 

soul in the Phaedo. Our practical knowledge of how to live should be 

supported by a theoretical understanding of the world. It is through such 

an examination that the theory of Forms, virtue as purification, the 

method of hypothesis, learning as recollection, the soul/body dichotomy, 

the identity of the true self, etc. are introduced and examined. In other 

words, the proof for the immortality of the soul brings up most elements 

in Plato‘s enterprise of metaphysics. In the end, Socrates‘ ―taking care of 

the soul‖ is set on the ground of the theory of Forms. Plato in the Phaedo 

explores on the level of metaphysics and epistemology what Socrates‘ 

examination implied or presupposed. 

Confucius considers filial piety as one of his keys virtues. Being 

filially pious requires one to observe the rites when one‘s parents pass 

away. (Analects 2:5, 17: 21) Given the role of the sacrificial rites in his 

thought, it would be natural for Confucius to take seriously the existence 

of the spirits (and hence the immortality of the soul after death). Yet, as 

mentioned above, he has no interest in examining the nature of spirits 

other than taking a practical stance. The founder of Mohism, Mozi, is a 

fierce critic of Confucius. He points out a tension in Confucius‘ ethics 

between the requirement of mourning rituals/sacrificial ceremonies on 

the one hand, and the agnostic attitude towards the existence of the 

spirits on the other. The Mozi text recorded a conversation between Mozi 

and a Confucian named Kongmengzi. Kongmengzi holds both that 
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―There are no ghosts and spirits,‖ and that ―an excellent person must 

learn the sacrificial rituals.‖ To this Mozi responds:  

 
To hold that there are no ghosts but to learn sacrificial rites, is like 

learning the rites for treating the guests though there are no guests, or 

like preparing the net for fishing though there are no fish (Mozi, 12: 

48). 

  

The tension Mozi reveals also applies to Confucius to a great extent. 

Without a commitment to the existence of the spirits, the sacrificial 

rituals appear to be empty. The issue is serious for the ethics of 

Confucius, given its emphasis on the virtue of filial piety.  

Since Mozi is one of Mencius‘ two main opponents, one might 

naturally expect Mencius to address the issue of the existence of the 

spirits, and thus inquires into the problem of the immortality of the soul. 

Mencius does emphasize ancestral worship, and he describes as ―spirits‖ 

(shen) the kind of people who are higher than sages and are beyond 

ordinary understanding (Mencius, 7b:25). Nevertheless, he does not 

provide a discussion of the nature of spirits and does not even touch the 

topic of the immortality of the soul. Since the immortality of the soul is 

one of the two key points in Plato‘s metaphysical development of 

Socrates‘ ethics (the other is the Form), Mencius‘ silence on this point is 

of special interest in our understanding of how Chinese philosophy 

develops. I think an in-depth comparative study of this and other related 

issues should help raise many significant insights for the development of 

Chinese cosmology. 

 

III. Cosmology and Greek Metaphysics of Being 

 

Although Greek philosophy has a rich tradition of natural philosophy, 

with cosmology at its center, it also gives birth to Western metaphysics. 

The most important question of Greek metaphysics is the problem of 

being (ontology, which is usually synonymous with general 

metaphysics, means literally a theory (logos) about ―onto‖, the participle 

stem of the Greek verb ‗to be‘). Aristotle has explicitly stated that the 

problem of being is ―indeed the question which, both now and of old, 

has always (aei) been raised, and always (aei) been the subject of 

doubt.‖ (Meta. 1028b2-4) 

 In contrast, Chinese philosophy has a rich tradition of cosmology, 

yet the question of being has never been a subject of its philosophical 

reflection. This phenomenon itself becomes a major puzzle. It invites at 

least the following questions: (a) Why does Chinese Philosophy lack a 

theory of being (ontology)? As mentioned earlier, the lack of being 

might be one of the major reasons for the ―lack of metaphysics‖ view. 

(b) To what extent does the lack of a theory of being affect the 

metaphysical nature of Chinese cosmology? 

 For the first question, there are at least two approaches. One is in 

terms of the characteristic of ancient Chinese language, and the second is 
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to examine how Greek metaphysics develops from cosmological 

discussion. 

 To explain the lack of the theory of ‗being‘ in Chinese philosophy 

in terms of the features of Chinese language has been developed by 

several scholars. (Graham, 1967; Tsu-Lin Mei‘s 1961; Yu, 1999). 

Ontology is related to the verb ‗to be‘ a characteristic of Indo-European 

languages. The fundamental distinctions between individual and 

universal, and between subject and attribute are established on the 

analysis of predication (―S is P‖). In contrast, the verb ‗to be‘ (in 

Chinese ‗shi‘) was not used as a copula in the period of the Hundred 

Schools. Linguists have been debating whether ‗shi‘ as a copula appears 

in the Han dynasty (206 B.C.--220 A.D) or in the period of the Five 

Dynasties (907-960 A.D). In any case, properties of subject-expressions 

and of predicate-expressions in English cannot be applied to the ancient 

Chinese that the pre-Qin philosophers used. That seems to have 

explained why so many ontological dichotomies did not figure in 

Chinese philosophy. Indeed, even in modern Chinese ‗shi‘ is used as a 

copula, there has been a great difficulty in translating ‗being‘ into 

Chinese, because the verb in Chinese does not have participles, and 

cannot be used as a name. 

 If this interpretation based on the linguistic feature is correct, there 

remains more works to do to figure out its implications. Does it suggest 

that the metaphysics of being and the various ontological dichotomies in 

Western metaphysics are conditioned by the language it employs and are 

therefore relative, provincial rather than universal? What lesions can we 

draw regarding the nature of metaphysics and the relation between 

philosophy and language? Moreover, is Chinese cosmology related to 

the peculiar features of ancient Chinese? If so, how? 

 Greek philosophy begins with cosmology. How then does it develop 

into metaphysics? The tradition of natural philosophy developed by 

Thales, Anaximedes, Anaximenes, Heraclitus, etc. held that various 

things in the universe are generated from some intrinsically uniform 

matter and its rarefaction/condensation. The tradition, however, was 

challenged by Parmenides who believes that natural philosophy, 

although assuming a changing cosmos, cannot account for the 

phenomenon of change. In daily experience, we experience flux, change, 

motion and generation. Yet, according to Parmenides, the senses that 

suggest the reality of change are misleading and deceptive, and that the 

natural world is not as we observe. The truth can only be revealed by the 

power of reasoning. ―The same thing is there to be thought and is there 

to be‖ (to gar auto noein estin te kai einai, fr. 3). The deductive rational 

argument, however, proves that change is unreal.  

 The argument of Parmenides against the existence of change runs 

like this. What comes to be must come to be from what is, or from what 

is not; but both are impossible. If it comes to be from what is, it does not 

come to be because it is already. If it comes from what is not, it is 

impossible and absurd, for nothing comes to be from nothing (the ex 

nihilo principle). Therefore, nothing comes to be, and nothing changes 

(Aristotle, Physics. 191a27-31). His denial of change raises a significant 
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challenge for natural philosophy. Post-Parmenidean natural philosophers 

such as Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and Atomists all fail to meet this 

challenge satisfactorily. They can account for accidental changes, but 

fail to explain substantial changes.  

 Parmenides claims that natural philosophy pursues a way of opinion 

(doxa) which holds that ―it is and it is not‖, whereas his own way of 

truth (aletheia) starts with the premise that ―(it) is and it cannot be that 

(it) is not‖. The former follows belief, whereas the latter puts confidence 

in the power of speculative reasoning and follows the argument where it 

leads. For Parmenides, only the way of truth sets out the necessary 

conditions of human knowledge. He was called by Plato ―Father 

Parmenides‖ (Sophist, 241d) and has been regarded as the father of 

Western rationalism. 

 It would be helpful if we could study whether Chinese cosmology is 

subjected to the challenge of Parmenides. Chinese cosmology focuses on 

change; yet has it provided an account of change that can survive 

Parmenides‘ criticism? Are Chinese cosmologies doctrines supported by 

intellectual argument? Has Chinese cosmology reflected upon the 

conditions of its own enquiry Can it establish its secure point of 

departure? 

 Finally let us proceed to the question about whether the lack of a 

theory of being affects the metaphysical nature of Chinese cosmology. I 

would like to look at this issue through the lenses of the relation between 

metaphysics and physics (natural philosophy) in Aristotle. What can 

Chinese philosophy learn from his treatment of their relationship? 

 Aristotle systematizes metaphysics, and he also has various 

criticisms of early natural philosophy. Many of them can be appropriated 

to examine doctrines in Chinese cosmology (e.g, his view that in change 

a pair of contraries must have a substratum is pertinent for our 

understanding of the theory of ying/yang). However, he criticizes 

Parmenides for rejecting nature (Physics II, 2), and he himself has 

contributed greatly to natural philosophy. How, then, can he harmonize 

metaphysics and cosmology (and in general physics) within one system? 

A comparison with this should be helpful for us to see whether Chinese 

cosmology can be reconciled with metaphysics. 

 Aristotle‘s philosophy has a distinction between metaphysics and 

physics. It is, however, less clear precisely what the distinction is. The 

book, entitled ―metaphysics‖ is a group of works put together by 

Andronics, the first editor of Aristotle‘s works. He invented the title, 

literally because this treatise is placed after (meta-) treatises on natural 

philosophy (or physics, the word „physis‟ means ‗nature‘). However, it is 

not simply a matter of location. Aristotle does say that the first 

philosophy is dealing things that are higher than the objects of physics 

(Meta. 1026a1-22). We must note that the distinction between physics and 

metaphysics does not correspond to the distinction between the book 

Physics and the book Metaphysics. His treatise entitled ‗Physics‘ is strongly 

metaphysical and its contents are continuous with much we find in the 

Metaphysics. More importantly, his conception of metaphysics is 

ambiguous. He calls it ―the science of being as being‖ (Meta. 1003a21-
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22; vi.1, 1025b1-18), and also calls it ―theology‖ (1026a19) and names 

theology ―first science‖ (1026a15) or ―first philosophy‖ (1026a24, 31). 

Since the science of being qua being is about being in general, whereas 

the objects of theology are things which are immovable and separable, 

we have a long-running debate regarding whether and how the science of 

being and theology, traditionally called metaphysica generalis and 

metaphysica specialis respectively, can be reconciled as a unified project. 

Furthermore, the notion ‗physics‘ is also not so clear. Aristotle has a book 

entitled Physics, but his study of nature covers far more broadly, 

including astronomy, zoology, botany, cosmology, biology, psychology, 

etc. We should distinguish between the particular natural sciences that 

deal with one particular kind of substances, and the general physics deals 

that deals with the principles shared and presupposed by all particular 

physical sciences. If this is the case, general physics, i.e. much of the 

contents in the Physics, belong to Aristotle‘s metaphysics.  

 My understanding of Aristotle‘s conception of metaphysics can be 

briefly summarized as follows. In his Metaphysics, Aristotle claims that 

being, at the most general level, is divided by Aristotle into the 

following four types: (1) Accidental being (2) Being as truth, (3) 

Potential/actual being , (3) Per se being or categories of being(hai 

katēgoriai tou ontos). (Meta. v.7). Of these four, the science of being is 

mainly concerned with per se being and potential/actual being. The 

investigation of per se being is about the basic constituents of reality and 

is related to predication, categories, and definition, and the study of 

potential/actual being which deals with the motion, process, and function 

of the world. An inquiry into being as per se being is to study the world 

statically, whereas an inquiry into being as potential/actual being is to study 

it dynamically.  

 The main differences of these two kinds of being are: (1) The 

structure of essential predication which is the basis of Aristotle‘s 

division of per se beings or categories is not associated with 

potential/actual being.
 
(2) A per se being is an ontological counterpart to 

an essence-revealing definition of genus plus differentia. In contrast, we 

should not seek a definition of potentiality or of actuality, and they are 

explained not by reducing them to other notions, but by examples and 

analogies (Meta. 1048a36). Third, the Principle of Non-Contradiction is 

said to be the ―most certain principle of all.‖ (Meta. 1005b11) Yet it 

applies only for per se being, but not for potential/actual being. For the 

same thing can be potentially at the same time two contraries, but it 

cannot actually (Meta. 1009a30-5). 

 These two beings, however, are also connected. Potentiality and 

actuality are two senses that each categorical being takes. It is one of 

these beings that is sometimes potentially, and sometimes actually. 

Hence, these two studies are not in tension. Rather, they together 

constitute a complete theory of being. They represent two central 

concerns of Aristotle‘s metaphysical inquiry: the problem of the basic 

elements of reality, and the problem of the movement of the world. 

 In calling theology first philosophy, Aristotle is not contrasting it 

with the science of being, but with physics, which is said to be second 
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philosophy. Both physics (natural sciences), and theology are 

subdivisions of theoretical sciences. The main contrasts are the following 

two: (1) the objects of physics are the things in which forms are inseparable 

from matter, whereas the objects of theology are separable; (2) whereas the 

objects of physics are things that are movable, the objects of theology are 

immovable (Meta. 1025b19-1026a23). Both theology and physics, 

however, fall under the study of potential/actual being. Thus, both 

constitute parts of the science of being qua being. 

 Aristotle‘s framework is suggestive for out study of Chinese 

cosmology at least in following aspects. First, Chinese cosmology can be 

thought of as metaphysics. Although it does not have a theory of being 

and is not based on predication, it is metaphysics of change (becoming), 

or, in Aristotle‘s term, a study of potential/actual being. Second, in 

current study of Chinese cosmology there are popular views suggesting 

that Chinese cosmology is purely a non-substantial metaphysics of 

process, in contrast to the Western metaphysics of substantialism. 

Whitehead and the theory of process becomes the standard framework to 

present Chinese cosmology. There is nothing wrong to demonstrate that 

Chinese philosophy focuses on process and change, but it is not 

necessary to infer from here that it has to be non--substantial. Following 

Aristotle‘s relation between categorical being and potential/actual being, 

change itself should assume something that is changing. Substantialism 

and metaphysics of process do not have to be opposite. The relationship 

between metaphysics and physics in Aristotle should provide a historical 

mirror to show that Chinese cosmology can be part of metaphysical 

discussion. 
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RECONSTRUCTING CHINESE METAPHYSICS 
 

JeeLoo Liu* 

 
Abstract: This paper calls for a reconstruction of Chinese 

metaphysics that recognizes the distinct features of Chinese 

worldview, while at the same time explores the speculative thinking 

behind the dominant ethical concerns in Chinese philosophy. It 

suggests some research topics for constructing a Chinese moral 

metaphysics, without turning it into a metaphysical ethics – the 

difference between the two is that the former is fundamentally 

“truth-pursuing” while the latter is “good-pursuing.” This paper 

argues that even though Chinese metaphysics is deeply connected 

with concerns for human flourishing, it is not just a study of nature 

for the sake of practical living. Furthermore, although Chinese 

metaphysics is different from traditional Western metaphysics, it is 

not incommensurable with it. There are many interesting 

metaphysical topics that can be investigated within Chinese 

philosophical texts. This is a project that looks into the future of the 

development of Chinese metaphysics, not a backward-looking study 

into the history of Chinese cosmological thinking.  

 

I. Background 
 

TO ESTABLISH the relevance of Chinese philosophy in the 

contemporary philosophical discourse, a project that is greatly wanting is 

a systematic reconstruction of Chinese metaphysics. To engage in this 

project,
1
we need to bypass the fruitless debate on whether there is 

metaphysics (including both cosmology and ontology) in Chinese 

philosophy, and address the presence of Chinese metaphysics as our 

starting point. There are many contemporary Chinese scholars who 

argue against aligning Chinese xing(er)shangxue with Western 

metaphysics, since the two studies have different goals, scopes, and 

methodologies. Western metaphysics is a pursuit of the transcendental 

realm (Yu, 1999), is ―metaphysics of nature‖ (Zhao, 2006), is ―truth-

pursuing‖ (Yu & Xu, 2009), while Chinese metaphysics is concerned 

merely with transcending individuals‘ conditions of existence, is 

―metaphysics of ethics,‖ and is ―good-pursing.‖ However, such a 

division is unwarranted, as there are still many shared underlying 

concerns for the world beyond individual human existence. As Zhao 

Dunhua argues, ―… reasons for the denial of, or doubt about, the 

existence of Chinese metaphysics are not tenable‖ (Zhao, 2006, 23). 
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Robert C. Neville also points out: ―Metaphysics in the usual senses of 

that Western term is not always an obvious topic area within traditional 

Chinese philosophies. Nevertheless, various Chinese philosophers have 

addressed issues that have occupied the Western metaphysical 

imagination, and in the Neo-Confucian writers these have been 

addressed systematically. So it is in fact possible to write about Chinese 

metaphysics in connection with Western metaphysics‖ (Neville, 2003, 

313). If we overemphasize the differences and conclude that there is no 

metaphysics in Chinese philosophy, we are simply dismissing the rich 

resources in classical Chinese philosophical texts that have yet to be 

systematically analyzed and explored. As Shi Zhonglian points out:  

 
In highlighting the difference between Chinese and Western 

philosophies, to deny the presence of ontology in the former is 

understandable. But [the] outright negation without considering how 

Chinese philosophers discuss similar ideas or theories in their 

distinct ways will devalue Chinese philosophy, or worse, result in its 

expulsion from the great disciplinary house of philosophy. (Shi, 

2006, 189) 

 

In the early twentieth century, around the time when Logical Positivists 

launched an attack on the meaningfulness of metaphysics in the West, 

contemporary New-Confucians such as XIONG Shili (1885-1968), FENG 

Youlan (1895-1990), JIN Yuelin (1895-1984) and He Lin (1902-1992) 

undertook the task of reconstructing Chinese metaphysics. These New-

Confucians were all well versed in Western philosophy, and they saw 

that an important foundation for Western philosophy was exactly its 

metaphysics originated in Aristotle. They understood that to legitimize 

Chinese philosophical heritage as philosophy (zhexue), there had to be a 

systematic construction of Chinese metaphysics as an essential part of 

Chinese philosophy. In these Contemporary New-Confucians‘ opinion, 

constructing Chinese metaphysics would be the most essential issue in 

establishing the self-identity of Chinese philosophy. Metaphysics 

represents each philosophical heritage‘s fundamental pursuit of ultimate 

reality. It is closely tied up with human values and cultural spirit. New-

Confucians in the twentieth century devoted their effort to constructing 

various forms of metaphysics. To establish the relevance of Chinese 

philosophy to the contemporary philosophical discourse, we must also 

endeavor to reconstruct Chinese metaphysics that not only represents the 

Chinese philosophical heritage and human values, but also addresses the 

fundamental problems of our times.  

 

II. Metaphysics versus Science 

 

Metaphysics and science can both be said to be concerned with the true 

nature of our reality, but the two approaches are at times disconnected, 

and at times even incompatible, with each other. Many philosophers 

have taken the position that metaphysics is purely speculative, which is 

not restricted to the experiential world, while science is grounded in 

observation and is empirically based. Logical Positivists attacked 
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metaphysics because its language is not subject to the criterion of 

verifiability. Carnap called for the elimination of metaphysics on 

account of the charge that metaphysics cannot generate meaningful 

descriptive statements: ―The (pseudo)statements of metaphysics do not 

serve for the description of states of affairs, neither existing ones … nor 

non-existing ones. They serve for the expression of the general attitude 

of a person toward life‖ (Carnap, 1932, 78). Chinese metaphysics, 

whether it is XIONG Shili‘s metaphysics or FENG Youlan‘s metaphysics, 

would probably all fall into Carnap‘s category of ―expression of the 

general attitude of a person toward life.‖ This feature should not be seen 

as a problem for Chinese metaphysics, since it is not aimed to be a 

branch of science. Contemporary New-Confucians were aware of the 

challenges science could bring to their metaphysics. XIONG Shili, for 

example, claimed that all other studies could fall into the domain of 

science, except for ontology, the study of ultimate reality (benti). 

Science has no claim on ultimate reality, because science only deals with 

the phenomenal world. Philosophy, on the other hand, has ultimate 

reality as its proper subject; therefore, metaphysics is the groundwork of 

philosophy. FENG Youlan also thought that the kind of metaphysics 

rejected by Logical Positivists is the old metaphysics of the West, and he 

wanted to establish a different form of metaphysics that incorporates 

notions of principle (li), dao, qi, etc.  

 There is now a new trend in metaphysics, naturalized metaphysics, 

which regards metaphysics as continuous with science, and argues that 

metaphysical positions must be grounded in methodology that is 

scientifically respectable. A group of philosophers, including Carl 

Gillett, Robert Wilson, Andrew Melnyk and Thomas Polger, to name a 

few, formed the society for the metaphysics of science. It currently has 

over seventy active metaphysicians among its members. The 

metaphysics of science is ―neither transcendental nor aprioristic since it 

takes its foundation in the sciences.‖
2
 It is interested in issues such as 

causality, causal power, natural laws, natural kinds, properties, 

disposition, constitution, reductionism, and so on and so forth. Some of 

the metaphysicians of science want to use physics as a guide for 

metaphysics, while some argue that physicalism, the view that all things 

should ultimately be explainable in physical terms since everything that 

exists is physical, is the only legitimate ontology. They all hold the view 

that current physical theory is the only valid starting point for 

metaphysics if one wants to establish any credible theory about ultimate 

reality. To these philosophers, Chinese metaphysics will certainly lack 

plausibility and legitimacy.  

 To deal with this challenge, we need to remind contemporary 

analytic metaphysicians that naturalized metaphysics or the metaphysics 

of science is not the only legitimate metaphysical approach. As a matter 

of fact, science and metaphysics have traditionally been treated as 

separate pursuits, even though they share some common subject matter. 

Metaphysics and science should inform each other and engage in 

                     
2 https://sites.google.com/site/socmetsci/metaphysics-of-science 

https://sites.google.com/site/socmetsci/metaphysics-of-science
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conversation, but science should not be placed as the referee of 

metaphysical views, nor can it ever replace metaphysics. Naturalized 

metaphysics may contribute to a healthy discourse in philosophy of 

science, but it falls short of offering insights on the nature of human 

existence, the meaning of human life and the values of human world. If 

metaphysics is to be a study of ultimate reality beyond science, then it 

should not exclude these humanistic concerns. Ultimately, even the 

progress of science has to be couched in the humanistic context. As 

Erwin Schrodinger, one of the founders of quantum mechanics, pointed 

out: 

 
There is a tendency to forget that all science is bound up with human 

culture in general, and that scientific findings, even those which at 

the moment appear the most advanced and esoteric and difficult to 

grasp, are meaningless outside their cultural context. A theoretical 

science … where this is forgotten, … will necessarily be cut off from 

the rest of cultural mankind; in the long run it is bound to atrophy 

and ossify however virulently esoteric chat may continue within its 

joyfully isolated groups of experts. (cited by Michael Bradie, See 

Bradie 1985, 372) 

 

Yang Guorong also argues, ―From the historical point of view, science 

has never been separated from human existence: the needs of humans 

prove to be the most important incentive for the origin and development 

of science, and obviously such needs are also related to moral values‖ 

(Yang 2002, 79). A delicate task that falls in our hands is to find topics 

and issues that could relate metaphysics to science, without losing their 

connections with ethics and moral values.  

 

III. Fundamental Differences between Western Metaphysics and Chinese 

Metaphysics 

 

To reconstruct a systematic Chinese metaphysics that has plausibility in 

the contemporary philosophical discourse, a major difficulty is to 

recognize some fundamental differences in the basic assumptions of 

contemporary analytic metaphysics and Chinese metaphysics. The 

Chinese worldview is an integrated system of subject and object: the 

individual is placed in the spatial/temporal location of the world, with 

her experience, values and expectations constantly shaping as well as 

being shaped by the world. I will list four sets of fundamental 

differences between the two worldviews.  

 1. Fact and Value. The fact/value dichotomy has wide endorsement 

in the Western philosophical tradition. It is the foundation for the 

naturalists‘ rejection of the possibility of deducing what ought to be 

from what is.
3
 It is also this dichotomy that gives science its special 

                     
3 ―The naturalistic fallacy rejects the possibility of deducing ethical statements 

from non-ethical statements.  This principle, more precisely described as the 

fact/value dichotomy, denies the possibility of logically deriving what ought to 

be from what is.‖  (Kendler 2002, 490) 
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status as the search for truth. ―Facts‖ are supposed to be objective, 

cognitively meaningful, non-controversial, public knowledge, can be 

demonstrated scientifically and can in principle be established in a way 

that will command the assent of all rational people. Value, on the other 

hand, is supposed to be subjective, non-cognitive, controversial, not 

publicly knowledge, cannot be demonstrated scientifically, and cannot in 

principle be established in a way that will command the assent of all 

rational people. (Putnam 1988, Lecture IV) Hilary Putnam calls question 

to such a dichotomy, and yet it is still an entrenched view. The moral 

realism established in Confucian metaphysics places humans at the 

center of a world of real values: humans do not create values; values are 

instantiated in the world of nature itself. Values are thus facts. As Robert 

C. Neville puts it, ―[t]he Chinese tradition is a powerful antidote to the 

fact/value distinction‖ (Neville, 2003, 318). Under this worldview, value 

and good are real in a robust sense — they are really what we can 

observe in nature. But when we talk about value, it is automatically 

assumed that we are engaged in an ethical discourse, not a metaphysical 

one. It will be hard to break this barrier.  

 2. Laws of Nature and the Normative Principle for Humans. 

―Laws of nature‖ understood in the Western tradition refers primarily to 

physical laws governing the physical realm. We have Newton‘s law of 

motion, general law of gravitation, thermodynamic laws, conservation 

laws, Einstein‘s special relativity and general relativity, to enumerate 

just the most famous ones. These laws are not specific to human 

behavior, though they can be said to govern everything humans do. 

Under this conceptual framework, we have seen entrenched 

philosophical problems (or philosophical entanglements) such as the 

mind-body problem, free will versus determinism, epiphenomenalism 

versus mental causation, reductionism versus nonreductionism. These 

are issues that relate to human existence, and yet under the physicalistic 

worldview and the postulation of overarching laws of nature, it is 

difficult to establish the special status of human mind or the causal 

efficacy of mental properties. Chinese metaphysics, on the other hand, 

would begin with a different set of normative principles for nature and 

for human conduct. Both Confucian and Daoist metaphysics would posit 

Dao as the law of everything. The word ‗dao‘ means both ―what is‖ and 

―what ought to be.‖ Dao is both the descriptive law of heaven and earth 

and the normative law for human conduct. Confucianism and Daoism 

have different interpretations of the content of Dao, but they would share 

the integrated worldview that does not separate the world of nature from 

the world of human affairs. To make this worldview credible to those 

ingrained with the divide would not be an easy task.  

3. Knowledge and Practice. The Western philosophical tradition 

separates epistemology from ethics; the former has to do with 

knowledge while the latter has to do with acting. There is a specific area 

of Western philosophy, action theory, which deals with the motivational 

force behind human action. A typical dichotomy in this discourse is 

between belief and desire: does reason motivate sufficiently or does it 

always have to be enhanced by desire or passion? Human intentionality 
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is carved into different categories, and practical rationality is seen to 

consist in acting out of the calculated result of the best means to achieve 

one‘s own ends. Between knowing and acting, there is always a gap in 

efficacy. Sometimes people act against their better judgment. Hence, we 

have the problem of akrasia – weakness of the will. However, 

Confucius has commented on the inseparability between knowing and 

acting: ―To learn and to practice constantly what one has learnt. Isn‘t 

this a pleasure?‖ (The Analects, 1:1). Knowledge is not complete 

knowledge unless it is accompanied by action. In Neo-Confucianism, 

whether it is Wang Yangming‘s doctrine of the unity of knowledge and 

action, or Zhu Xi‘s claim that knowledge and action always require each 

other, there is unmistakable emphasis on the inseparability of knowledge 

and action. Knowing as an observer and knowing as a practitioner lead 

to different requirements and satisfaction conditions for knowledge. We 

need to find a way to elucidate a Chinese theory of knowledge that does 

not presuppose the divide between the subject and the object. Chinese 

epistemology can add a different dimension to traditional Western 

epistemology, but we need to find a pertinent language and accessible 

discussions.  

 4. Metaphysics and Human Existence. Finally, metaphysicians in 

the Western tradition have sometimes been called ―the star-gazers.‖ 

Metaphysics is seen to be the pursuit of ultimate reality beyond human 

perception or is even cognitively closed to human beings. If that is the 

case, then metaphysics has little to do with human life, human concern 

and human wellbeing. However, metaphysics from the Chinese 

perspective is closely related to human existence. Kenneth K. Inada 

points out that whereas the Western tradition slowly deviated from 

combining human existence and nature, the Eastern tradition typically 

seeks ―a deeper examination of the intimacy of humankind and nature‖ 

(Inada 2005, 37). To reckon the characteristics of Chinese metaphysical 

thinking, Yang Guorong has called for a new form of moral 

metaphysics. He argues that metaphysics should not be detached from 

concrete human existence, and that we should construct a form of 

metaphysics that integrates dimensions of human history and human 

society, human morality and values, human languages and knowledge, 

etc. He further defines ―ultimate concern‖ as the inquiry of the origin of 

the meaning of our existence, and not the inquiry of some unknowable 

realm. When we reconstruct Chinese metaphysics, we need to make sure 

that this humanistic spirit of Chinese metaphysics is not lost.  

 At the same time, however, we also need to be careful that Chinese 

metaphysics would not be transformed into just another dimension of 

ethics or philosophy of practical living. The nature of metaphysics is 

ultimately a quest for the unknown, an intellectual pursuit of the truth 

about our world. It is related to human existence, but it cannot be turned 

into a handmaid for the attainment of the good life. As Fang Zhaohui 

points out, 
 

For most traditional metaphysicians, such as Aristotle, Descartes, 

Kant, Hegel, and so on, metaphysics might be beneficial for practical 
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daily life, but it is not necessarily pursued for the exclusive purpose 

of practical daily living. When Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Berkeley, 

Kant, and many other Western metaphysicians conduct their studies 

of so-called ‗substances,‘ it is never taken for granted in their minds 

that substance is an exclusive end of every life in the world and that 

a pursuit of substance represents the only way for a regular person to 

achieve completeness in practical daily living or the ultimate 

meaning of life.‖ (Fang, 2005, 100) 

  

The same kind of intellectual curiosity about the world beyond personal 

meaning and individual existence can also be found in Chinese 

philosophy, and my main goal of ―reconstruction‖ is to clearly delineate 

topics for a metaphysical investigation that captures the spirit of Chinese 

metaphysics, without losing the spirit of metaphysics.  

 

IV. Metaphysics as Moral Metaphysics and not as Metaphysical Ethics 

 

A major obstacle I perceive in the reconstruction of Chinese metaphysics 

is that it will end up being merely a project in ethics or in existential 

philosophy of practical living. Some contemporary authors (Yu & Xu 

2009; Zhao 2006; Fang 2005) rightly analyze the essential differences 

between Western metaphysics and Chinese philosophy, but this should 

not be taken to demarcate the two philosophical traditions as totally 

divergent on their intellectual pursuit. Even though there are 

fundamental differences in the assumptions or attitudes of Western 

metaphysicians and Chinese philosophers, we would do a disservice to 

Chinese philosophy if we therefore conclude that Chinese philosophy is 

not a pursuit of truth, but a pursuit of good. I want to argue that even 

with the above differences from traditional Western metaphysics, 

Chinese philosophy does proffer speculative thinking on truth about our 

world.  

 Yu Weidong and Xu Jin argue that Western metaphysics is 

―metaphysics of nature‖ while Chinese philosophy of Dao is 

―metaphysics of ethics.‖ The former is ―truth-pursing‖ while the latter is 

―good-pursuing‖ (Yu & Xu, 2009, 360). They further argue, ―Chinese 

tradition stressed morality and emotion but ignored reason. It seems that 

Chinese people innately possess an integrative consciousness which is 

manifested in the general program of Chinese thought, namely 

tongtianren heneiwai (human and nature are interlined, as are the inside 

and outside worlds)‖ (Ibid. 367). I agree that the integration of nature 

and human (tianrenheyi 天人合一) is indeed a fundamental assumption 

in Chinese metaphysics, but disagree that this feature would disqualify 

Chinese philosophy as a pursuit of truth.  

 Fang (2005) cautions against conflating the Chinese concept of 

benti with the Western notion of substance, even though the two terms 

have been used by many scholars as the translation for each other. Fang 

argues that the two concepts originated in totally different intellectual 

contexts: the study of substance developed in the Western tradition is to 

―know the first causes or the most fundamental elements of the world, 

not for the purpose of inventing a system of guidelines for practical daily 
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living‖ (Fang, 2005, 100); while the concept of benti (or related concepts 

such as xingti and xinti) refers to ―something formless and supersensible 

and as the ultimate reality or goal of self-cultivation‖ (Ibid. 94). The two 

are thus totally different pursuits according to Fang:  
 

The Chinese phrase benti is usually translated as ―substance‖ in 

English (somewhat misleading in my view), but in the Confucian 

and especially in the neo-Confucian tradition, as a synonym of Dao, 

it is an achievement of a long-term self-cultivation and personal 

moral practice in daily life, which has a strong sense of psychic 

feeling, subjective affection, and internal experience. (Fang 2005, 

94)  

 

Fang thinks that it is because of this (mis)translation, many 

contemporary Chinese philosophers wrongly assume that ―there is a 

necessary connection between the study of the supersensible beings 

(xingershang zhe) and the purpose of achieving excellence in the art of 

practical daily living‖ (Fang, 2005, 95). Furthermore, it is also because 

of this conflation that MOU Zongsan (1909-1995) in his notable Xinti yu 

Xingti (The Ti of Heart-mind and the Ti of Human Nature) concluded 

that Kant ―had never really completed a ‗moral metaphysics‘‖ (Ibid. 97). 

I think this is an important reminder for our reconstruction of Chinese 

metaphysics: that we do not turn metaphysics into a sub-category in 

ethics or the philosophy of practical living. Presently many articles 

written in Chinese metaphysics are on human nature and human heart-

mind, but this should not be taken to be the only viable topic in Chinese 

metaphysics. Even though the pursuit of the original mind and essential 

nature is central to Confucianism, especially to Neo-Confucianism, it 

does not mean that there is no pursuit of substance in the sense of 

ultimate reality or fundamental principle of the world around us.  

 Yu Xuanmeng (1999) argues that both Western philosophy and 

Chinese philosophy have what can be qualified as ―metaphysics,‖ but 

the two forms of metaphysics have totally diverse characteristics. 

Western metaphysics is a study of the transcendental realm, a pursuit of 

some absolute knowledge or pure principle that is logically derived 

from, but goes beyond, the empirical realm. Chinese metaphysics, on the 

other hand, did not ―explore this transcendental realm, and did not 

develop that kind of absolute knowledge.‖ Yu thinks that the essence of 

Chinese metaphysics lies in its endeavor to surpass humans‘ actual 

conditions of existence (Yu, 1999, 132). This view picks up one, albeit 

significant, aspect of Chinese metaphysics but dismisses the rest. As Shi 

Zhonglian criticizes:  

 

It is true that Chinese philosophy, as Yu analyzes, stresses the 

unification and inseparability of the dao and the myriad 

things, the sensible and the rational, substance and function, 

the natural and the human, and so on. But this does not mean 

that it is incapable of developing the idea of substance, or 

existence, which is universal, eternal, timeless, and 

transcendent over empirical world. There is the idea of the 
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rational that is over  and above the sensible; there is the 

theory of the realm of principles which is a pure, immaterial 

world; there is the account of the different characters of the 

dao as the substance, as well as the general and overall 

integration of all of its characters. Actually, one can find 

many arguments in Chinese classical texts, especially the 

Daoist works, which vigorously advocate the universality, 

eternity, and supremacy of the dao. (Shi, 2006, 188)  

 

 I agree completely with Shi that we can find classical texts that deal 

with issues beyond the concern for one‘s practical living, and we need to 

explore them not as a historical analysis, but as a way to construct new 

metaphysical views out of these classical texts.  

 Zhao Dunhua argues that both Chinese and Western metaphysics 

―originated from a dynamic world-view, and both had common subject 

matter and characteristics in their primitive state‖; however, the two 

traditions diverged later on: whereas Western metaphysics became 

metaphysics of nature, Chinese metaphysics became moral metaphysics 

and it hindered the development of modern science in China (Zhao, 

2006, 23). This may indeed be a historical fact, but it does not have to be 

an immutable fact for the development of Chinese metaphysics. What 

we need to find is the interface between contemporary science and 

ancient Chinese worldview. We may need to shift away from the quest 

for benti (sustaining foundation of things) in human nature or human 

mind, and embark on the quest for ―the deepest bottom of the cosmos‖ 

(in Zhang Dainian‘s term, cited in Zhao 2006, 26).  

 

V. Proposed Topics for the Reconstruction of Chinese Metaphysics 

 

The approach I suggest is to focus on questions that would reflect the 

shared pursuit between Western metaphysics and Chinese metaphysics 

of the truth about our world as it is, and different speculations of the 

world as we conceive it to be. The following ten questions are merely 

meant as suggestions, not to be seen as an exhaustive list.  

 1. What is the conception of ultimate reality? The Western 

conceptions include Plato‘s Form, Kant‘s noumenon, among others, 

while for Chinese metaphysics, we can analyze Yijing‘s and later Neo-

Confucians‘ notion of Taiji, Laozi‘s notion of Dao or the Supreme One 

(tai-yi), Buddhist notion of Thusness or sunyata, XIONG Shili‘s notion of 

benti, to name a few.  

 2. What is the generation process of the world? Was there 

something or nothing at the beginning? Did the universe have any 

boundary at the beginning? In the Western tradition, we have the first 

cause, creation, the Big Bang, the M-theory; in Chinese metaphysics, we 

can analyze Yijing‘s ―From Taiji comes the Polarity, the Polarity 

generates the Four Images,‖ Laozi‘s “Dao generates One, One 

generates Two, Two generates Three, Three generates the myriad 

things,‖ Zhou Dunyi‘s ―Wuji and then Taiji,‖ the Buddhist‘s twelve 

causal links or the mentation of the Alaya consciousness. There is also 
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the question of whether there was any boundary of the universe, and 

Zhou Dunyi‘s famous quote ―Wuji and then Taiji‖ could be taken to be a 

discourse on this topic. Taiji can be interpreted as the spacetime 

continuum, which is supremely ultimate; at the same time, the state 

before Taiji, namely, Wuji, can be seen as the state before any spacetime 

framework was formed and it thus has no boundary. We can investigate 

the possible connotations and implications of this quote: does it imply 

not merely the expansion of matter within spacetime, but also an 

expansion of the spacetime framework itself? To address these issues, 

we will need to have a clearer understanding of what is meant by the 

Chinese terms being (you) and nonbeing (wu), the Boundlessness (wuji) 

and the Great Ultimate (taiji).   

 3. What is existence or what things exist? In contemporary Western 

metaphysics, only the physical is real. But Plato took the realm of Forms 

to be real, while Descartes took souls to be real. Nominalists deny the 

existence of universals, while universal realists argue that they are real. 

Different philosophy has different ontological commitments. Chinese 

philosophers do too. Some of them make ontological commitment to 

ghosts and spirits, while some (such as Buddhism) do not use life and 

death as the dividing line between existence and non-existence. It will be 

an interesting endeavor to sort these out.  

 4. How is the world of change related to the unchanging? Plato talks 

about the world of Form and the world of appearances; Kant has his 

noumenon and phenomena. In Chinese metaphysics, we have the Daoist 

discourse on Dao and the world, Huayan Buddhism‘s analysis of the 

connection between principle (li) and states of affairs (shi), Neo-

Confucian discourse on the one Principle and its many manifestations 

(li-yi-fen-shu), or XIONG Shili‘s theory of the relation between substance 

and function (ti-yong). The conceptual analysis of these notions will also 

require careful reading and reconstruction.  

 5. Is there any vantage point assumed in Chinese worldview? Does 

time make any difference? What is the Chinese conception of time? The 

Perfect Cosmological Principle ―postulated that the large scale structure 

of the universe was the same no matter what spatial or temporal vantage 

point was assumed. This … is just a modern expression of the theme 

implicit in classical physics: time does not make a difference.‖ (Bradie, 

1985, 380) In contrast, the Chinese notion of time, in the Book of 

Change (Yijing) and in the Analects, is a changeable framework from the 

observer‘s point of view. Time is not a container for the flow of human 

affairs; rather, time is embedded in different temporal points at which 

the agent finds herself, from which events are being observed, 

interpreted and acted upon. This notion of time in Chinese philosophy is 

highly compatible with the observer-relative approach in quantum 

physics. This viewpoint also presents a great contrast to the 

hypothesized ―God‘s point-of-view,‖ ―impartiality‖ or ―agent-neutral‖ 

approach prevalent in contemporary analytic philosophy.  

 6. Are the cosmic laws dynamic and changing, or static and eternal? 

According to Nobel laureate Ilya Prigogine, ―Since the dawn of modern 

science, our view of nature was dominated by the search for static 
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immutable laws and the rise of the mechanistic picture. From Newton to 

Maxwell and Einstein, time was reduced to a parameter in the dynamic 

description of the world: irreversibility was only an illusion. This 

position is no longer defensible.‖ (quoted by Michael Bradie, in Bradie 

1985, 379, italics mine) The Chinese notion of Dao, a dynamic law of 

the universe, can be given a fresh new light against this context.  

 7. What are the hierarchical layers of the world‘s constitution? A 

current topic in contemporary analytic metaphysics is the relationship 

between the mental and the physical or the macro and the micro. The 

concepts employed in this discourse include supervenience, realization, 

determination, and reduction. We could perhaps investigate whether 

these contemporary philosophical concepts can be used in our analysis 

of the relation between Principle and qi or between Dao and concrete 

things (qi 器). We might also need to find a new concept to explicate the 

relation between the mental and the physical.  

 8. What is the basic constituent of things? In the Western tradition, 

Pre-Socratic philosophers were already engaged in the speculation on 

the basic constituent of things, which they called ‗arché‘ though they 

had different suggestions for what it is. It is probably safe to say that the 

Chinese metaphysics originated in Yijing sets the basic constituent of all 

things as qi, or yin and yang. We can develop a theory of material 

constitution on the notion of qi.  

 9. What are the conditions of knowledge? Just as virtue ethics has 

been widely regarded as a compatible ethical discourse with Chinese 

ethics, virtue epistemology, the approach that focuses on the knowing 

subject‘s intellectual virtues, could be used as a way to reconstruct 

Chinese epistemology. We can ask such questions as: What counts as 

true knowledge and what are its conditions of satisfaction? What are the 

necessary intellectual virtues for the knowing agent? From Chinese 

philosophical perspective, what conditions separate belief and 

knowledge?  

 10. What is the ontological foundation of human goodness and 

evil? In this context, we can discuss Mencius‘ theory of moral sprouts, 

the Buddhist notion of Buddha Nature, ZHANG Zai‘s distinction between 

―the nature endowed by heaven and earth‖ and ―physical nature,‖ among 

others. 

 There are many other existing problems in Western metaphysics 

that we can bring into Chinese philosophy if we are creative enough. For 

example, the problem of universals could be developed for the theory of 

particular principle (shu-li) in things, and we can understand particular 

principles as ―universals in rebus (in objects).‖ We can consider the 

Chinese School of Name to be engaging in the discourse on universals. 

With these questions, we can go back and look at various metaphysical 

theories that have been suggested in different philosophical texts. 

Granted, traditional Chinese philosophers did not produce systematic 

philosophical work and most of their thoughts were preserved in the 

form of commentary, recorded sayings, or short treatises. Nonetheless, 

we as contemporary readers can systematize their views with scrupulous 

reading and careful analysis. When various texts are analyzed with the 
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same set of inquiry, we can see how they either come together or diverge 

on certain viewpoints.  

 A promising sign for the construction of Chinese metaphysics is that 

there already has been a vibrant discussion on Chinese metaphysics in 

the Chinese philosophical circle. Most of these authors take the various 

metaphysical theories in Contemporary New-Confucianism as 

paradigms of Chinese metaphysics: XIONG Shili and HE Lin developed 

their systematic metaphysics that places human mind as the core of their 

ontology; FENG Youlan constructed a different kind of metaphysics that 

focuses on cosmic order and pattern. JIN Yuelin has developed 

metaphysics of Dao. We may begin with these twentieth century New-

Confucian metaphysics, or we may reconstruct Chinese metaphysics 

from the discourse of Neo-Confucianism, since these pursuits were 

clearly the central topics in Neo-Confucianism. The classic Yijing also 

provides profound philosophical basis for Chinese cosmology. Laozi‘s 

Daodejing and Weijin Neo-Daoism‘s discourse on being and 

nothingness derived from it add further dimensions to the scope of 

Chinese metaphysics.  

 

VI. Conclusion 
 

Future metaphysics should be concerned not just with the foundation of 

the objective world, but also with the foundation of human existence. 

Chinese metaphysics will offer a different paradigm for future 

metaphysics. Ancient Chinese philosophers often like to use ‗tree‘ as a 

metaphor, and here I shall employ it too. The topics of Chinese 

philosophy are like a tree with roots, trunk and branches. Metaphysics 

would be the roots, while ethics and other topics are the trunk and 

branches. The roots are often hidden underground, but without them, the 

tree cannot flourish. Because of the current development of 

contemporary analytic metaphysics, we often get the impression that 

metaphysics is an idle pursuit for the sake of intellectual gratification. 

The study of Chinese philosophy in the West has placed tremendous 

emphasis on Chinese ethics, but ethics without metaphysics would lead 

us to the path of skepticism, anti-realism, quasi-realism or even 

relativism. A Chinese ethical system without a solid metaphysical 

grounding would just be yet another ethical system, without persuasion 

and conviction. I therefore call for a systematic, accessible 

reconstruction of Chinese metaphysics that investigates the issues about 

the true nature of the world in relation to, but go beyond, practical 

humanistic concerns.  
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Another Cosmopolitanism. By Seyla Benhabib. (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2006). 206 pp. Hardcopy, ISBN 0-19-518322-3. 

 

Another Cosmopolitanism marks a watershed in discourse on cosmopoli-

tanism. It consists of Benhabib's two essays, "The Philosophical Founda-

tions of Cosmopolitan Norms" and "Democratic Iterations: The Local, 

the National, and the Global", which Benhabib presented in March 2004 

at UC Berkeley as the Berkeley Tanner Lectures that year, and critical 

commentaries on her essays from Jeremy Waldron, Bonnie Honig, and 

Will Kymlicka, with introduction from Robert Post. 

 Drawing from Kant and Habermas, Benhabib develops a version of 

cosmopolitanism that is distinguished in three aspects. First, in one 

important sense, it is a version of cosmopolitanism that is grounded 

particularly in the concept of basic human rights, which demarcates it 

from other versions of cosmopolitan ethics or moral philosophy, e.g., 

Grecian cosmopolitanism or Stoic cosmopolitanism. This notion of 

cosmopolitanism is one which has become central to present discourse 

of cosmopolitanism. Equally crucial, Benhabib indicates a concept of 

basic human rights broader than "a thin version of the human rights to 

life, liberty, equality and property" (p.16). Second, contrasted to various 

interpretations of cosmopolitanism today, Benhabib advocates the 

concept of cosmopolitanism as "a normative philosophy for carrying the 

universalistic norms of discourse beyond the confines of nation-

state."(p.18). For he, cosmopolitan ethics is a universalistic and 

discursive ethics. Third, in Benhabib's concept of cosmopolitanism, a 

cosmopolitan order is a normative order of cosmopolitan laws. 

Cosmopolitan norms of justice are not merely moral or merely legal. 

They constitute the morality of the law . They not only give rise to 

advices, but also impose obligations. Benhabib follows "the Kantian 

tradition in thinking of cosmopolitanism as the emergence of norms that 

ought to govern relations among individuals in a global civil 

society."(p.20).  

 The concept of a cosmopolitan order as a normative order based on 

basic human rights is a Kantian one, amid Kant‘s paradigm of 

cosmopolitan rights is the right of hospitality. It is Kant who first 

conceived a global order in which a violation of basic human rights in 

one part of the world would be felt everywhere. That being said, Kant 

had no such concepts as ―crime against humanity‖ in mind. Thus, in 

Kant‘ cosmopolitan norms are more or less moral norms, which should 

be embodied in municipal laws. Benhabib climbs to a higher point on 

Kant's shoulder. Benhabib makes no bone of that. In "The Philosophical 

Foundations of Cosmopolitan Norms", the first of her own two essays, 

she recalls Kant and the Kantian legacy particularly. Benhabib brings in 

the historical progress since World War II in recognizing universal 

human rights to rekindle the Kantian ideal. In particular, "since the UN 

Declaration of Human rights in 1948, we have entered a phrase in the 

evolution of global civil society, which is characterized by a transition 
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from international to cosmopolitan norms of justice."(pp.15-16). Thus, 

the norm of human rights in Benhabib is more substantial than the 

Kantian one whose paradigmatic example is the universal right of 

hospitality. By this token, Benhabib attempts to revitalize the Kantian 

project with the spirit of our time, following the footsteps of Habermas 

and others. 

 A crucial contribution that Benhabib makes to the discourse of 

cosmopolitanism is her concept of "democratic iteration" as the means to 

construct cosmopolitan norms and to build a cosmopolitan order that is 

not only moral, but also legal. "Democratic iterations" is also the title of 

Benhabib's second essay in her Another Cosmopolitanism and a central 

theme of her 2004 Berkeley Tanner Lectures. As it is well known, Kant 

was not a democratic and did not conceive democracy to be the path to 

build a cosmopolitan order. As a result, Kant cannot account for the 

origin of legitimate cosmopolitan laws today. Speaking of a cosmopo-

litan order as a legal one, we must recognize that, in words of Robert 

Post, "contemporary law cannot easily appeal to the authority of God, 

nature, divine rulers, or universal ethics, it must instead appeal to the 

authority of democratic self-determination." (p.2). Applying insights 

from Habermas's discourse ethics in her solution, Benhabib creatively 

proposes what he dubs as a process of "democratic iterations" as the path 

to develop cosmopolitan norms or to embody cosmopolitan norms in 

national cultures and institutions. Democratic iteration is "a dynamic 

process through which the principles of human rights are progressively 

incorporated into positive law of democratic states."(Post, p.4).  

 Notwithstanding, a few issues arise here. Benhabib does not 

advocate three levels of legitimating cosmopolitan laws, as Habermas 

talks about three levels of legitimating a constitution for a world society. 

Thus, without emphasizing on international and global movements, in 

what way the principles of human rights can be progressively 

incorporated into positive law of democratic states remains uncertain. 

Accordingly, the concept of democratic iteration purports to iteralize 

what are recognized as cosmopolitan norms, not purport to define what 

are, and can be, cosmopolitan norms. Admittedly, "democratic iterations 

are linguistic, legal, cultural, and political repetition-in-transformation, 

invocations that are also revocations."(p.48). In connection with this, 

differing from Habermas, Benhabib conceives cosmopolitan norms to 

frame "the morality of law", not legal norms themselves. This in turns 

indicates that unlike Habermas, Benhabib does not draw a distinction 

between human rights as legal rights and moral rights of persons qua 

human being, even though she explicitly evokes Kant's concept of 

cosmopolitan rights "in the juridical sense of the term" of "right" (p.21). 

 Benhabib highlights her view of cosmopolitanism with addressing 

three interrelated questions, as they arise in the Arendt-Jaspers 

exchange: (1)"What is the ontological status of cosmopolitan norms in a 

post-metaphysical universe?"; (2)"What is the authority of norms that 

are not backed by a sovereign with the power of enforcement?"; and 

(3)"How can we reconcile cosmopolitan norms with the fact of a divided 

mankind?" (p.70). Her answer to question (1) is: cosmopolitan norms 
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and principles "are morally constructive: they create a universe of 

meaning, values, and social relations that had not existed before by 

changing the normative constituents and evaluative principles of the 

world of 'objective spirit', to use Hegelian language."(p.72). To question 

(2), her answer is "the power of democratic forces within global civil 

society."(p.71). Her answer to question (3) is that "we must respect, 

encourage, and initiate multiple processes of democratic iteration." 

(p.70).  

 One cannot help feeling a bit unsettled about her answer (2): the 

authority of cosmopolitan norms that are not backed by the sovereign is 

the power of democratic forces within global civil society. First, even if 

one understands Benhabib to be saying that the authority of those 

cosmopolitan norms comes from the power of democratic forces, in 

what the power of such democratic forces are embodied and organized? 

Or are they non-embodied? Second, it is not clear what democratic 

forces and which democratic forces that Benhabib refers to. It is easy for 

us to see that the concept of democratic forces in the world today is not 

unproblematic. Third, in what way the power of democratic force gives 

cosmopolitan norms the legitimate authority if they are not backed by 

the sovereign? Through ethical-moral mediation or reinvention of 

culture and customs? Or through popular movements?  

 A related worry concerns about her answer (1). A question remains 

here: In what way cosmopolitan norms are not merely moral or merely 

legal? Taking what Benhabib asserts as it, one cannot help wondering: 

Are cosmopolitan norms both moral and legal--that is, norms with a 

Janus face? Or are they some intermediate between the moral and the 

legal? How cosmopolitan norms should be understood in a way that is 

consistent with the thesis that cosmopolitan norms constitute the 

morality of the law? I very much doubt that Benhabib‘s claim that 

cosmopolitan norms constitute the morality of the law has not already 

claimed cosmopolitan norms to be moral norms, amid they belong in a 

particular class of moral norms which should be embodied in positive 

laws. At least, in such a context, the claim that cosmopolitan norms are 

not merely moral or merely legal does not make the case clearer, but 

produces unhelpful ambivalence. 

 All the same, Another Cosmopolitanism is an insightful thought-

provoking book, and offers a rare and invaluable contribution to present 

discourse of cosmopolitanism. It might not break many new intellectual 

grounds. It at least enkindles the Kantian legacy of cosmopolitanism 

with the spirit of our time. 

 

BARBARA ENTL, St. George‘s University School of Medicine 
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Nonviolence, Peace, and Justice-A Philosophical Introduc-tion. By Kit 

R. Christensen. (Calgary: Broadview Press, 2009). 224p. Hardcopy, 

ISBN 0195183223 

 
This book provides a philosophical approach to questions concerning 

violence, war, and justice in human affairs. It offers a broad introduction 

to underlying assumptions, values, concepts, theories, and the historical 

contexts informing much of the current discussion worldwide regarding 

these morally crucial topics. It gives brief summaries and analyses of a 

wide range of relevant brief systems, philosophical positions, and policy 

problems. It is clearly oriented throughout by the ethical preference for 

nonviolence strategies in the achievement of human ends and a belief in 

the viability of a socially just --and thus peaceful--human future. It also 

maintains a consistently skeptical stance toward the all-too-easily 

accepted apologies, past and present, for violence, war, and the 

continuation of injustice. The author proceeds in a way contrary to the 

philosopher‘s usual tendency to go into more depth on a narrower 

subject, and instead emphasizes breadth in order to provide an explicitly 

philosophical introduction to the value judgments and other assumptions 

underlying an agenda of peacemaking and social justice. The author puts 

into historical context, since in one form or another they have been 

sources of debate for centuries if not millennia. He clarifies the cultural 

contexts within which many of these questions have been addressed in 

the past, showing how that understanding can be useful in making sense 

of our multicultural and globally interconnected present. That is, 

identifying differences and similarities in historical circumstances and 

cultural norms puts us in a better position to see why some people in the 

contemporary world respond to conflict the way they do by seeking 

revenge for perceived wrongs done, by being willing to die for what they 

believe is a righteous cause, or by interpreting their social environment 

in terms of ―Us versus Them.‖ 

 Chapter 1 is a summary of the different aspects of ethical evaluation 

and decision-making as follows: 1) A description of the kinds of 

situations where ethical evaluation becomes relevant; 2) the nature of 

moral responsibility in such situations as well as whose interests have to 

be taken into account; 3) an explanation of the preliminary choice 

between ethical (or moral) relativism and universalism which we all 

have to make in deciding what is ethically/morally right or wrong, good 

or bad; 4) some of the more historically influential moral principles.  

 Chapter 2 addresses the nature of violence itself and discusses the 

nature of nonviolence primarily as a strategy of conflict resolution, as 

well as particular tactics and policies that have been used successfully by 

nonviolent social activists over the years. In order to stay on task in the 

exploration of nonviolent, peace-enhancing approaches to living socially 

and resolving conflict, the author applies a fairly simple definition of 

violence. Violence is the direct or indirect infliction of injury on 

someone or something by some agent. 

 Chapter 3 discusses answers to an age-old question: is human nature 

itself a major obstacle to people living nonviolent, peaceful, and socially 
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just lives? How we decide this issue of course will influence what we 

believe is achievable regarding widespread social change and moral 

progress along these lines. The author summarizes some relevant views 

on human nature from a representative sample of famous philosophers in 

the distant and recent past, organized in terms of their agreement that 1) 

Humans are basically good but corruptible; 2) humans are basically evil 

but controllable; or 3) humans are basically neither good nor evil, but 

educable. The author concludes with a brief discussion of how human 

nature looks from the current standpoint of the biological sciences, and 

why that matters. What people think about the acceptability of violence 

is based on the value and meaning they attach to life and death, which in 

turn informs their view of the proper goals in life, and what sort of 

relationships they think should obtain between humans and some 

supernatural or divine power, between fellow humans, and between 

humans and the rest of the natural world. For the author, rational reflect 

about human nature is relevant to the extent that it helps us decide what 

kind of realistic chance there is that people can create a social world in 

the foreseeable future which is characterized by nonviolence, 

meaningful and sustainable peace, and true social justice.  

 Chapter 4 offers an overview of a number of religious and secular 

belief systems, focusing on what their adherents typically would say 

about these topics as they relate specifically to the morality of violence. 

The author includes an account of religious fundamentalism, and a 

summary of the religiously grounded nonviolentism of Mohandas 

Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. The author offers summaries of a 

number of historically influential systems of thought, both religious and 

secular, which provide different answers to these perennial human 

questions about life, death, and the viability of relations with others. 

 Chapter 5 deals with the ethical problems of war and peace, by 

describing basically what war is apart from all euphemism and 

romanticizing distortion, as well as identifying different kinds of war. 

The author shows that war is the kind of activity that at the very least 

can be assessed morally, in contrast to the time-honored and 

unfortunately still common view often called realism, which treats war 

as an amoral phenomenon not susceptible to such evolution. Some may 

be surprised that the book doesn‘t provide a separate analysis of ―war 

against terrorism‖ here, but terrorism is more accurately understood as 

one type of ‖unconventional‖ strategy employed both by governments 

and by non-governmental groups (and sometimes by isolated 

individuals) whether or not there is an actual war going on. Thus, it can 

be evaluated like any other violent tactic used for political ends such as 

torturing prisoners, bombing civilian targets, or the systematic raping of 

females associated with an identified ―enemy‖ group. The author also 

looks at three general positions on the morality of war: Realism, Just 

War Theory and Pacifism. Arguments for and against all three are 

explicated, though the author tries to clarify why he is more in 

agreement with the pacifist ethical approach than with the other two. The 

author explains differences between negative and positive peace as two 

distinct but related goals in peacemaking, and the connection of the latter 
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especially with social justice. As communication technology has 

advanced dramatically in the last two centuries, more people can be 

reached more quickly by those who want to influence public opinion for 

or against war making, or by those who just want to sell products by 

preying on people‘s fears and their fascination with violence.  

 Chapter 6 points out some of the problems peacemakers face in 

contemporary societies where most of the population is regularly 

bombard with violent imagery, and with as much disinformation as 

actual information about who or what is to be feared "out there‖; all of 

which can have the effect of encouraging more violence or at least the 

passive acceptance of it as an unchangeable part of life like the weather. 

These problems include the power of propaganda and ideological 

conditioning, violence in entertainment, the attraction of vengeance, and 

the need for reconciliation in situations where people want to move 

forward with their lives after they have experienced violent conflict and 

suffering. 

 Chapter 7 brings the book to a close on a less than completely 

optimistic note. Always emphasizing the relationship between local 

conditions and our global connectedness, the author first identifies some 

of the major challenges yet to be overcome in interpersonal, inter-group, 

and international arenas of moral choice. The author concludes by 

focusing on two continuing dilemmas in people‘s struggles for social 

justice in many different countries: 1) the problem of means and ends, 

that is, whether only nonviolent means can bring about truly peaceful 

ends; 2) how do people who have suffered massive abuses and 

oppression in the past, or who are still being similarly victimized, keep 

up their hopes and their efforts at nonviolent liberation and social 

transformation, without finally giving up in despair or giving in to the 

temptation to ―fight fire with fire‖? The book serves as a source of 

stimulation to pursue some of these life and death questions further, and 

as a provocation to study the world with a more critical eye. Choices of 

action may be extremely limited for some people weighed down with 

their own suffering or past injury, or quite expanded for others living 

fairly comfortable, educated lives free of disability. But whether we as 

moral agents focus on interpersonal, inter-group, or international 

relations, it seems safe to say that the injustice for more people is to 

choose to do nothing significant in one's life to change all this for the 

better. 

 To sum up, this book is inspiring. It is profound enough for the 

professionals, and also understandable for many of the lay readers.  
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