
■ ■contents

Preface XI
Map of China XIII
Selected Translations XIV
Selected Secondary Works XVI

 1. THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
 I. Myth 2
 II. Early History 5
 III. Th e Period of the Philosophers 10
 IV. Timeline 13
 
 2. KONGZI AND CONFUCIANISM
 I. Kongzi’s Social Context and Life 18
 II. Five Th emes of Confucianism 21
 1. Happiness in the Everyday World 21
 2. Revivalistic Traditionalism 22
 3. Th e Family and Diff erentiated Caring 24
 4. Ritual and Functionalism 25
 5. Ethical Cultivation 29
 
 3. KONGZI AND VIRTUE ETHICS
 I. Th ree Normative Th eories 34
 II. Confucianism as Virtue Ethics 38
 1. Living Well 38
 2. Th e Virtues 39
 3. Ethical Cultivation and Human Nature 43
 III. Limitations of Confucianism 44
 IV. Kongzi’s Particularism 45
 
 4. MOHIST CONSEQUENTIALISM
 I. Th e Fixed Standard of Consequentialism 51
 II. Criticisms of Confucianism 52



viii contents

 III. Political Philosophy 58
 IV. Divine Command Th eory 60
 V. “Against Fatalism” and Dialectic 62
 VI. “On Ghosts” and Truth 64
 VII. Historical Signifi cance 67

 5. YANG ZHU AND EGOISM
 I. What Is Egoism? 70
 1. Psychological Egoism 70
 2. Ethical Egoism 74
 II. What Is the Nature of a Th ing? 75
 III. Early Debates over Yang Zhu’s Way 76
 IV. Th e Contemporary Debate 79

 6. MENGZI AND HUMAN NATURE
 I. Th e Mohists, Profi t, and Impartiality 87
 II. Yang Zhu and Human Nature 88
 III. Th e Virtues 91
 IV. Ethical Cultivation 92
 V. Cosmology 97
 VI. Historical Signifi cance 98

 7. LANGUAGE AND PARADOX IN THE “SCHOOL OF NAMES”
 I. Deng Xi and the Origins of the “School” 102
 II. Hui Shi 103
 III. Gongsun Long 108
 IV. Th e Later Mohists 111
 1. Resolving the Paradox of Deng Xi 112
 2. Resolving the Paradoxes of Hui Shi 112
 3. Resolving the White Horse Paradox 113
 4. Th e New Foundation of Mohist Ethics 114
 5. Th e Limits of Logic 116
 V. Historical Signifi cance 118

 8. THE DAODEJING AND MYSTICISM
 I. Myth and Reality 122
 II. Five Th emes 125



 contents ix

 1. Social Ills and Th eir Solution 125
 2. Nonaction 126
 3. Th e Teaching Th at Is without Words 130
 4. Th e Way 131
 5. Mysticism 133
 III. Historical Signifi cance 135

 9.  ZHUANGZI’S THERAPEUTIC SKEPTICISM 
AND RELATIVISM

 I. Zhuangzi’s Context 142
 II. Skepticism 143
 III. Relativism 144
 IV. Detachment in Society, Not from Society 147
 V. Nonaction 150
 VI. Doctrine or Th erapy? 152
 VII. Conventional or Radical? 155
 VIII. Historical Signifi cance 159

 10. XUNZI’S CONFUCIAN NATURALISM
 I. Xunzi’s Context 164 
 II. Naturalism and Ritual 164
 III. History and Objectivity 168
 IV. Human Nature and Psychology 171
 V. Ethical Cultivation 178
 VI. Historical Signifi cance 180

 11. HAN FEIZI
 I. Life and Context 186
 II. Critique of Confucianism 187
 III. Th e Five Elements of Han Feizi’s Th eory of Government 190
 1. Th e Power of Position 190
 2. Administrative Methods 191
 3. Laws 193
 4. Th e Two Handles of Government 194
 5. Th e Way of the Ruler 195
 IV. Th e Question of Amoralism 196
 V. Historical Signifi cance 198



x contents

12. LATER CHINESE THOUGHT
 I. Qin Dynasty 202
 II. Han through Six Dynasties 203
 III. Sui through the Ming 207
 IV. Qing through Mao Zedong 211
 V. China Today and Tomorrow 220

APPENDIX A: Hermeneutics, or How to Read a Text
 I. Faith and Suspicion 224
 II. “Our” Worldview and “Th eirs” 228

APPENDIX B: Th e Chinese Language and Writing System
 I. Th e Five Types of Chinese Characters 236
 II. Spoken Chinese 242
 III. Radicals and Dictionaries 243
 IV. Th e Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis 244
 V. For Further Reading 246
 
APPENDIX C: Kongzi as Systematic Philosopher
 I. Th e “One Th read” of Analects 4.15 250
 II. Th e “Rectifi cation of Names” of Analects 13.3 252
 III. Th e “Broadening of the Way” of Analects 15.29 254
 IV. Conclusion

Sources for Facts and Myths 257
Illustration Credits 258
Endnotes 259



■ ■preface

Th is book is an introduction, both philosophical and elementary, to ancient 
Chinese thought. Because my approach is philosophical, I devote a consider-
able amount of space to explaining the basic v ocabulary of contemporar y 
philosophy. My hope is that r eaders will be inspir ed to pursue Chinese 
thought in more depth but will also be able to cross over easily to the study of 
Western philosophy, should they wish to do so. Th ere are, of course, alterna-
tive ways of studying Chinese thought and cultur e that are equally valuable, 
but I hope no scholars will begrudge me this methodology simply because it 
is not their own. 
 Because this is an elementar y introduction, I have greatly simplifi ed many 
aspects of both Chinese and Western history and culture. Understanding any 
tradition is daunting. As one Confucian put it, “Th e more I look up at it the  
higher it seems; the mor e I delve into it, the har der it becomes. Catching a  
glimpse of it befor e me, I then fi nd it suddenly at my back ” (Analects 9.11). 
Consequently, introducing too many nuances and scholarly controversies might 
overwhelm the beginner. By simplifying some points that are not central to my 
narrative, I hope to enable the r eader to understand and grapple with other  
complex and profound issues. Cognoscenti should bear this in mind when they 
notice that I have typically not done justice to the multifaceted natur e of the 
Western philosophers whom I cite as subjects of comparison nor to the com-
plexities and controversies regarding Chinese history and philology.
 In order to make this book as r eadable as possible, bibliographical infor-
mation is exclusively in the endnotes (which are marked with Roman numer-
als). Th ere is no need for the student to interr upt the fl ow of her reading by 
looking up an endnote unless she needs to know the source of a quotation. I 
have also tried to keep footnotes (which are marked with Arabic numerals) to 
a minimum, using them mainly for cross-references. 
 Translations are usually taken from Ivanhoe and Van Norden’s Readings in 
Classical Chinese Philosophy, 2nd ed. An asterisk after a quotation indicates 
either that the passage is not found in Readings or that I hav e signifi cantly 
modifi ed the translation in that wor k. For passages from the Analects and 
Mengzi not found in Readings, I often quote Edward Slingerland’s complete 
translation-with-commentary Confucius: Analects with Selections from Tradi-
tional Commentaries or my own Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Com-
mentaries. I do not note if I make a slight change from the translations given 
in one of these texts. 



xii preface

 Following many contemporary academic works, years are identifi ed as ei-
ther BCE (before the Common Era) or CE (Common Era), meaning the era 
common to Christianity and the other gr eat world religions. Th ese designa-
tions are used in place of BC and AD, not to downplay or denigrate the sig-
nifi cance of Christianity, but merely to provide a usage comfortable to those 
with other beliefs.
 My thanks to Paul Goldin, Aaron Stalnaker, Justin Tiwald, and Brad Wil-
burn, all of whom off ered helpful suggestions and advice on earlier v ersions 
of this work. I am also grateful to Deborah Wilkes, Senior Editor at Hackett 
Publishing Company, for her support throughout this project with everything 
from matters of style to hunting gargo yles; Mary Vasquez, Project Editor at 
Hackett, for tirelessly answering my queries; and Simone Payment, my copy-
editor, for making me sound mor e articulate than I am. S pecial thanks to 
Scott Th omson of Positively Postal, who generously provided images of the 
Chinese stamps that grace some of our chapter headings. Most of all I wish to 
thank my students, whose endless enthusiasm for Chinese thought is an in-
spiration and a challenge.
 For those who wish to continue their study of this fascinating topic, the 
translations and secondary works listed below are just a fraction of the best 
work available.

Bryan W. Van Norden




