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Abstract

This paper summarizes the author’s view and research on the concept of ‘Spiritual
Humanism’ as a cross-cultural, historical heritage and theoretical framework for con-
temporary research in philosophy. It builds on comprehensive scholarship conducted
over the last decadeswithin a plurality of leading academic communities. It reflects the
author’s commitment to include Chinese Philosophy and intellectual history within
the international scholarly canon.
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Confucius offered a comprehensive and integrated way of learning to be human.
Confucian philosophy takes the concrete living person here and now as its point of
departure.1

One of the most basic Confucian precepts is that learning to be human is to learn
to become a person. Becoming a person entails a dynamic process of transforma-
tion. A distinctive feature of being human is that despite the seeming inevitability of
growth, we become persons through learning. We learn to acquaint ourselves with
our bodies; each act of eating, sitting, walking, speaking, or sleeping requires constant
learning. Strictly speaking, we do not own our bodies. We become our bodies. Bodies
are not given. They are attainments, indeed, amazing achievements. Bodies in all their
dimensions, physical, physiological, emotional, psychological, mental, intellectual,
and spiritual, define holistically who we are as lived concreteness.

We can imagine a concrete living person because we have encountered many of
them, from the closest kin to casual acquaintances. But ‘here and now’ refers to

1Confucianism stands for neither individualism nor collectivism but personalism as per Wm. Theodore
De Bary (1998: 25).
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the spatial and temporary reality we must acknowledge, for it is not an imagined
possibility but a presence. Howdowe deal with a concrete living person here and now?
This is equivalent to our way of being aware of our own existence.

Indeed, I can imagine that the concrete living person here and now is someone
else, but I most likely recognize that it is myself. Others may be aware of my presence
occasionally, but I alone, by choice, am always conscious of my presence here and now.
Thepurpose of stating that Confucianphilosophy takes the concrete living personhere
and now as its point of departure is to underscore the importance of self-awareness.2

However, if you believe that Confucius’ genuine concern is what sort of human
beings we ought to become so we can be useful to society (indeed, social harmony
depends upon the persons that we all learn to become; real human beings are those
humans who have learned to become socially desirable and necessary), we may come
up with a significantly different understanding of the Confucian project, namely
human beings are relational, situated, contextualized, and functionally differentiated.
Through learning, we assume different social roles. If we play our roles adequately,
effectively, and proficiently, we will all contribute to the public good and enhance the
well-being of society.

On this view, the idea of the concrete living person here and now focusing on the
centrality of self-awareness seems too self-centered. It tends to slip into an individ-
ualistic trap. A person may become isolated, alienated from others, and confined to
the domain of a privatized ego. The overly psychological reading of the Confucian
heart-and-mind, as in the case of Mencius, may have departed from a more balanced
Confucian approach to human flourishing. The quest for the inner self at the expense
of social engagement is an unfortunate outcome. According to this line of thinking,
Xunzi’s insistence upon the discipline of external constraints through ritual and law
is an appropriate corrective.

I will not burden you with the divergent trends of self-cultivation thought in the
Confucian tradition. My option to follow Mencius’ articulation of the essential differ-
ence between human nature and animal nature in general is to establish a solid basis
for the primacy of self-awareness. I fully acknowledge that there is a rich resource in
Xunzi’s conception of the mind, and that Mencius shares his admonition on learn-
ing. Xunzi’s theory on human nature is, on the surface, in conflict with Mencius’
broad vision thatmoral feelings are innate. Still, there aremany points of convergence
between the two positions. Mencius and Xunzi both had faith in the perfectibility of
human nature, the transformative power of learning, the efficacy of self-cultivation,
the tradition of the sages, and good governance through ritual propriety. They both
believed that human beings are never static structures but always dynamic and cre-
ative processes of becoming. Why the insistence on self-awareness as a point of
departure, then? We can certainly come up with a coherent view that other-regard
takes precedence over self-regard.Webecome aware of ourselves becausewe are aware
of others. Without acknowledging the existence of others, I may not be aware that
I exist at all. It is conceivable that my relationship with the other is prior to my self-
awareness. We can cite numerous examples in the Confucian tradition to support this
view. The value of filial piety, the obligation of the child to the parent, is central to
humanity precisely because the love that flows from the parent to the child is natural.

2Tu Weiming, ‘Mencius: Self-Awareness of A Profound Person’, in Tu (2002, 5: 28-56).
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We learn the value of reciprocity through learning to acknowledge our indebtedness.
As we grow up, we are increasingly aware of how much other-regarding thought and
action we ought to have cultivated to show our gratitude, and suddenly, for some of
us, it is too late.

A person is the center of relationships. It is impossible to conceive of the center
as totally isolated from its relationships. They give color, sound, sight, and texture to
that center as a concrete living person. The lived concreteness of a person, necessarily
unique, involves ethnicity, gender, language, age, place of birth, social class, and faith,
not tomention personality traits. Each of them symbolizes an extensive social network
encompassing thousands and thousands of people. Each of them is meaningful to me
in variant degrees of intensity based on circumstances.

Self-awareness does not mean to suggest that we are aware of all these distinctive
features as we evolve around all our relationships. Instead, it enables us to remain
centered without falling into the disarray of total disintegration and fragmentation.
It gives us a sense of direction, a point of orientation. It is a compass that helps us to
navigate on troubled waters. This may have been why Confucius urged us to ‘learn for
the sake of the self ’.3

Learning ordinarily means the acquisition of knowledge or the internalization of
skills. Knowledge and skills can be understood as learning for the sake of the self, but
what Confucius had in mind is significantly different. He proposed the knowledge and
skills that can transform us by becoming an integral part of our body. For convenience,
I would like to define ‘learning for the sake of the self ’ as ‘embodied learning’.4 Let us
take the example of learning a skill as an illustration. If we learn to play a musical
instrument, say the violin, we need to invest a great deal of time familiarizing our-
selves with bowing and fingering so we can produce relatively pleasing sounds. If we
are talented and totally committed to becoming a musician, we will devote our life to
it. If we become virtuoso, the violin is an extension of our body. We no longer play
the violin as an instrument but express our artistic sensibility through it. In short, we
have embodied knowledge of the violin. This is, of course, an exceptional case, and
only a handful of great musicians can attain it. However, if we can imagine that the
instrument we are supposed to learn to play is not the violin but ourselves, our bodies
holistically comprehended.

‘Learning for the sake of the self ’ is vitally important because our whole life is at
stake. The question is not simply what career I want to have, how successful I want
to become, how I plan to realize my ambition, what kind of social role will be most
satisfactory, or how I can be rich and famous. Instead, given that I am a concrete living
person here and now, the question is what kind of human being I would like to become.

Self-awareness, so understood, involves knowledge and skill, to be sure, but it is
primarily a transformative act rooted in our primordial awareness of humanity. The
uniqueness of being human reveals itself at this level in its pristine formwith brilliance
and warmth. This is what Mencius referred to as the ‘Great Body’.

3See Confucius (2017: 338-339): ‘Among contemporary Confucian scholars, Tu Weiming champions
advocating the importance of “learning for oneself”, saying that it embodies the Confucian view about
the establishment of moral subjectivity, or simply put: to become human (cf. 1.15). To become human is
dependent on oneself (12.1). Cf. Tu 1985, 51–65. Cf. also 1.16, 4.14, 8.7, 14. 42, 15.5, 15.21’.

4See ‘从“体知”看人的尊严 (提纲) (‘Embodied knowledge’ from the viewpoint of human dignity
[outline]), in Tu 2002, 5: 362-363.
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The famous story about evoking a sense of commiseration upon witnessing a child
about to fall into the well is worth noting here. It may give the impression that we
must be shocked to realize that we are all endowed with the feeling of commiseration
(sympathy, empathy, and compassion). The real message is that it is so common that
if we are incapable of feeling it, we are no longer human. Learning for the sake of the
self is character-building. It is totally compatible with our professional aspiration, our
quest for excellence, our drive to improve our lots, our willingness to contribute to
social harmony, and our desire to be recognized and live a comfortable life. However,
it addresses a more fundamental dimension of our existence – the meaning of life.
Implicit in the idea of the self as a center of relationships is subjectivity. It is critical
that we do not reduce the center to relationships. A concrete living person is made of
a multidimensional complex of relationships. Putting them all together, they cannot
fully constitute the person. We should also consider all the primordial ties (race, gen-
der, language, age, and so forth). Neither can the center of the self be established by
them. They are all relevant and significant. Each of them is both a constraint and an
enabler. They are all enabling constraints. This requires an explanation.

A distinctive feature of Confucian humanism is the recognition that we are all fated
to be a particular person. All our primordial ties are, in a sense, given. With determi-
nation, wemay be able to alter some of them, such as gender and language, but by and
large, they are determined. In many great religious traditions, this fact of life is con-
sidered, at best, constraining. They restrict our choice and freedom of action. We hope
to change them, if not to get rid of them. At the very least, we are instructed to liber-
ate ourselves from these constraints. Some instructions are enforced relatively. In the
Christian tradition, adherence to the real fellowship of faith should take precedence
over family attachments. Others are highly restrictive. Buddhistmonks are often asked
to sever all family relationships. The Confucian choice is quite different. The fact that
we are all fated to be a particular person should be accepted and fully acknowledged.
It may not be a blessing, but it calls for positive recognition and even celebration.
The perceived constraints are, at the same time, vehicles or instruments for self-
realization. Therefore, they are not simply constraints but enablers as well. In fact,
these enabling constraints make us concrete living persons. Confucian self-cultivation
is a matter of substantially transforming constraints into enablers through personal
effort.

I have published a few essays exploring the epistemological, ethical, aesthetic, and
religious implications of self-cultivation as amode of knowing. I coined a Chinese term
to convey this widely used and yet rarely analyzed idea in traditional Chinese culture:
体知 (tǐ zhī), ‘embodied knowing’ (Tu 2012). It is neither knowing that nor knowing how,
but a third type of knowing, which is necessarily a transformative act. Put figuratively,
this knowing involves not only the brain and mind but also the body in a holistic and
integrated sense. Bodily engagement, as well as the cognitive function of themind and
the affective response of the heart, are required. Among the sports, Confucius singled
out archery as an example. If we miss the mark, we must adjust our physical position
and mental state here and now. Our sense of presence is a prerequisite to learning the
art of archery.

Self-awareness is essential for the kind of learning that Confucius recommended.
We establish ourselves as a center of relationships through self-reflection, self-
examination, self-criticism, self-admonishment, and self-encouragement. This self-
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hood, diametrically opposed to the private ego, is open, dynamic, creative, and
transforming. It is forever open to the outside, dynamically interacting with people,
creatively engaging with all things, and changing the world around by transform-
ing itself within. As Mencius’ ‘Great Body’ specifies, ‘the myriad things are already
equipped in me’ (Chan 1963: 79). This is not an imagined possibility but an achievable
state. We can expand our vital energy to enable it to fill the space between Heaven
and Earth. Specific physical disciplines, such as breathing techniques, may have been
involved, but Mencius avowed that he was able to do it through moral and spiritual
exercise. This is not a figure of speech but an experienced reality.

This reminds us of the 12th-century Confucian thinker Lu Xiangshan, who said that
he ‘got’ the gist of Confucian learning himself by reading Mencius (Lu: 471). The mes-
sage from Mencius is precisely the idea of human greatness. This idea was so much
embodied in Xiangshan that he could not approach it as a hypothesis to be argued for
or to be proved. It simply manifested itself from within. And, as he believed, it should
be self-evident to every concrete living person here and now. The anecdote requires
an explanation.

Lu Xiangshan often referred to Mencius’ instruction ‘to first establish that which is
great in us’ when hewas asked about learning to be human. He repeated the statement
so often that his critics questioned if Master Lu had any other important message to
convey. Xiangshan responded bluntly that ‘there is no other more important message
to offer than to establish that which is great in us’ (Chan 1963: 582). Xiangshan is noted
for his commitment to the Mencian line of thinking. He made it explicit that his expe-
riential understanding of Mencius did not come from sources other than reading the
Mencius and that he got it by himself (Lu: 471). To him, reading the Mencius is not
to read an ancient text to understand, through interpretation, the textual meaning of
what the Master meant to say. Rather, it is a living encounter with Mencius in person
who uttered these words to him personally and directly. This kind of utterance sounds
like a religious injunction that is not subject to discussion, debate, or verification.

‘That which is great in us’ is available to every human being. There is greatness in
each one of us. All we need to do is to establish it. There is no other condition than
our willingness to do so. No external political, social, or cultural forces can prevent us
from establishing that which is great in us. Nor can we rely on anyone else to create
the greatness in us. Underlying this assertion is the conviction that each of us, not just
the human species in its entirety, is great. The first order of business for every concrete
living person is to establish that which is already in us. In other words, learning to be
human is to realize the greatness within by establishing it ourselves. It seems on the
surface that the injunction is not a factual statement or a proposition but an encour-
agement. Strictly speaking, however, what Xiangshan, following Mencius, meant to
convey was not wishful thinking but an actual reality about being human.

The Confucian tradition that Xiangshan advocated is widely known as the learning
of the heart (心学, xīn xué). A distinctive feature of this school is the centrality of the
heart. It is often rendered asmind aswell. Heart andmind,心 (xīn) is both cognitive and
affective. It can feel, will, sense, and know. The feeling, willing, sensing, and knowing
capacities of the heart provide the basis for the ‘great body’. The first order of business
for self-realization is to be aware of the activities of the heart to establish the great
body and to underscore the uniqueness of being human. The initial step, then, is to
awaken the heart to make it sensitive to the world around us. The feelings that stimuli
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can arouse from the outside are only a superficial manifestation of the sensitivity of
the heart. Xiangshan’s learning of the heart is to have access to the ‘original heart’
(本心, běn xīn) underlying the great body. Strictly speaking, the original heart defines
what human nature really is.

Human nature, in turn, expresses itself through the vitality and dynamism of the
original heart. It is not only an idea but an activity. It feels, wills, senses, and knows
in connection with an ever-expanding network of relationships. It is relational, and
its potential for connectivity is unlimited. Still, there is always a core, a center, that
cannot be reduced to its connections, no matter how extensive they are. The original
heart, as the core of humanity, is the culmination of the evolutionary process. It is not
a static structure but a continuously becoming activity. In this sense, human beings
should not be conceived as being but becoming. Human beings as becoming are cease-
lessly evolving. This has cosmological as well as anthropological significance. Implicit
in this reasoning is the ontological vision of the ‘continuity of being’ (Tu 2002: 4-6). In
this vision, the human relates to all modalities of being: minerals, plants, and animals.
We are part of a continuum if we probe deeply to find some linkages. Yet, the unique-
ness of being human is qualitatively different from all other modalities of being. The
defining human characteristics are not reducible to any of the properties that have
become constitutive parts of the human condition. This evolutionary perspective is
widely shared in Chinese philosophy. An obvious example is found in Xunzi:

Water and fire have qi but are without life. Grasses and trees have life but are
without awareness. Birds and beasts have awareness but are without yi. Humans
have qi and life and awareness, and moreover, they have yi. (Xunzi 2014: 76)

This idea of the human is a combination of rootedness and emergence. The distinc-
tiveness of the human is based on a paradox. It is an integral part of the same process
that enables water, fire, grass, plants, and animals to come into being. Yet, as an emer-
gent property, the human is unique; it is not reducible to its constitutive parts. This
is, of course, true with life and consciousness as well. We cannot adequately under-
stand an emergent property by reducing it to the genetic forces that have made it
possible. This is not to deny that structurally, it is always intertwined with all the ele-
ments that contribute to its form of existence. In the evolution, so to speak, nothing is
lost. The cumulative process that eventually enables the human to emerge is holistic,
dynamic, and continuing. In this sense, the ‘continuity of being’ does notmean a linear
progression but a transformation process with increasing coordination, collaboration,
and complexification velocity. I would argue that, in a subtle way, it is not incompatible
with some versions of creationism.

The vital energy (气, qì) present at all levels of the evolutionary process is spiritual
and material. The spirit and matter dichotomy is not applicable here. By implication,
spirituality is embedded in the life world. It is not defined exclusively by reference
to the transcendent, let alone radical transcendence. It does, however, involve a tran-
scendent dimension. The sharp contrast between the secular and sacred does not exist.
Herbert Fingarette’s (1972) characterization of Confucius, ‘the secular as sacred’, is
suggestive, but the dichotomy is problematic. Indeed, all exclusive dichotomies, such
as body/mind, mental/ physical, and flesh/soul, are alien to Confucian holistic think-
ing. Take the example of yin and yang. They are different, conflictual, and sometimes
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tension-ridden, but in principle and practice, they are complementary. More signif-
icantly, they are co-existent and mutually infiltrating. There is no yang without yin
and no yin without yang. There is always yang in the yin of the yang and so forth. This
enables the Confucian to see unity in contradiction and to experience the world as
both material and spiritual.

Life (生, shēng) symbolizes the emergence of an entirely different stage of coordina-
tion, collaboration, and complexification. In modern biological terms, it is reflected in
an adaptive organizational structure, the capacity of metabolism, the ability to main-
tain homeostasis, the potency of growth, the potentiality of reproduction, and the
responsiveness to the environment. We can argue that there is discontinuity, even
rupture, between dead matter and life. This challenge to the ‘continuity of being’ is
overcome, or at least mitigated, by the subtle observation that, from the perspective
of the vital energy, the idea of ‘deadmatter’ itself is inappropriate. Take the example of
stones. To the Confucians or Chinese, in general, a piece of jade is not necessarily life-
less. This figurative expression does not negate the fundamental difference between
life and death. Still, it is profoundly significant if we reject the notion that all inanimate
things are simply ‘dead matter’. I am reminded of the heated debate in the drafting
of the Earth Charter decades ago when the representatives of the scientific commu-
nitywere eventually persuaded by the elders ofmany indigenous traditions to inscribe
the phrase ‘the Earth is alive’ into the final text. In other words, even so-called ‘dead
matter’ is not merely materiality devoid of any spirituality.

The issue of知 (zhī, consciousness and feeling) is much more intriguing. There is a
virtual agreement that animals have feelings. Whether or not they have conscious-
ness is controversial. Some animal lovers believe that they (particularly dogs and
horses) do. A few veterinarians insist that they also have ‘self-consciousness’. Xunzi
uses rightness (义), yì) to differentiate humans from all other animals. He underscores
the cognitive function of themind, especially its ability to analyze and differentiate, as
the basis for building stable social organizations. In this paper, I follow Mencius’ line
of inquiry. He makes it explicit that the difference between human nature and animal
nature is slight. For example, like animals, the desire for ‘food and sex’ (survival and
reproduction) is inevitably human nature. The uniqueness of being human lies in a
totally different magnitude. He does not want us to forget that human beings are ani-
mals. His strategy is to build the case on the slight difference.We can say that the slight
difference is that human beings are the kind of animals capable of self-consciousness
of a particular kind. Despite the necessity of ‘food and sex’, which are prerequisites for
our physical existence (‘the small body’), self-consciousness enables us to realize the
full potential of humanity (‘the great body’).

From the perspective of the ‘continuity of being’, the emergence of life and con-
sciousness indicates the trajectory of the advent of the human. One can well imagine
that human beings are interconnected not only with the human world but also with
all members of the animal kingdom, the life world, the earth, and beyond. This
connectedness enables the human to develop a vision of holism.

There is nothing in the cosmos that is totally irrelevant to the feeling capacity of
the heart. Neither a distant star nor a blade of grass, not to mention human affairs, is
outside the scope of the sensitivity of the heart. Its capacity for responding to all things
is unlimited in principle and practice. It is not the result of wild imagination but of
immediate recognition thatMencius asserts that ‘all the ten thousand things are there
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in me’ (Chan 1963: 79). True to the Mencian spirit, Cheng Hao (1032-1085) and later
Wang Yangming (1472-1529) maintained that humanity forms one body with Heaven,
Earth, and myriad things.5 They insisted that ‘forming one body with Heaven, Earth,
and themyriad things’ is a human capacity realizable by every person in ordinary daily
existence.

Wang Yangming tried to demonstrate this capacity by a series of illustrations.
Our reactions to a child about to fall into a well, animals trembling with fear before
they are slaughtered, trees cut down, and mountains denuded may vary in emotional
intensity in evoking our responses. Still, they all, in diverseways, affect us.We are, con-
sciously or unconsciously, connected to family, community, nature, and the cosmos. By
implication, hemaintained that the full realization of humanity requires that we over-
come not only egoism, nepotism, parochialism, ethnocentrism, and nationalism but
anthropocentrism as well.

This move from the concrete to the universal rejects both closed particularism
and abstract universalism. The negotiation is between personal rootedness and pub-
lic spiritedness. The authentic possibility of such negotiation is predicated on their
mutual intelligibility and potential complementarity. To be personal is not to be pri-
vate. While I usually choose not to disclosemy private thoughts, I often feel compelled
to share values I cherish. I am rooted in my primordial ties – ethnicity, gender, lan-
guage, place, status, age, and faith. Still, I have no difficulty recognizing that they are
contextualized and historicized to the extent that they represent a unique configura-
tion that defines, in the concrete,my own singularity. However,my self-understanding
dictates that I appreciate what I am in the broader racial, gender, linguistic, economic,
political, social, cultural, and religious contexts. This enablesme to know that there are
other singularities that are equally complex. I know that I can never fully understand
the singularity that I recognize as myself, but I know, for sure, that it is my privilege
and responsibility to try to do so. By analogy, I know that numerous singularities like
me are in the same boat.

This is the human condition that is relevant to all spiritual traditions. TheConfucian
path, simply put, is that I am not what I ought to be, and yet I am aware that I must
work through the structure and function ofwhat I am to live up to the highest standard
of self-realization. The logic of the Great Learning can be stated as follows: My self is the
point of departure. ‘From the emperor to the common person, each should regard self-
cultivation as the root’. In concrete terms, self-cultivation is to transcend privatized
self-centeredness in preference for the public good.Wemay even say that I amprivate,
my family is public; my family is private, the community is public; the community
is private, the nation is public; the nation is private, the global village is public; the
global village is private, the cosmos is public. Public-spiritedness can only be realized
through self-cultivation. This move from the rooted private ego to the public-spirited
relational self is open to all humanbeings. Human greatness lies in the infinite capacity
of the human heart to embody the cosmos. The embodiment occurs through dialogical
communication.

The dialogical mode is a defining characteristic of the Confucian way of life.
It is manifested in the four inseparable dimensions of Confucian humanism:

5Cf. Chan (1963: 524): ChengHao’s brother Ch’eng I ‘said that “Theman of jen regards Heaven and Earth
and all things as one body.” And the doctrine is later fully developed by Wang Yangming’.
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self, community, nature, and Heaven. Only through dialogue can integration of the
body and mind, fruitful interaction between self and society, harmony between
humankind and nature, and mutuality between the human heart-and-mind and the
Way of Heaven be attained. Dialogical encountering, rather than dialectical overcom-
ing, enables the refinement and enlargement of the feeling of commiseration (sympa-
thy, empathy, and compassion) inherent in all humans to be extended and expanded
from the self to family, community, nation, world, nature, and beyond.Learning to be
human is ‘for the sake of the self ’. The self ’s dignity, independence, and autonomy
are cherished Confucian values. Self-knowledge is necessary for political responsibil-
ity, social engagement, and cultural sensitivity. Confucius’ disciple, Zengzi, remarked
that an educated person must be broadminded and resolute, for the burden is heavy
and the road long.6 He carries humanity as his personal task. How can we say that the
burden is not heavy? He ends his journey only with death. How can we say that the
road is not long? Mencius used the metaphor of digging a well to convey his sense of
‘getting it oneself ’ as a proper way of learning. Only if we deeply immerse ourselves in
self-understandingwill we benefit from the flowing streambeneath to enrich ourways
of life. The ability to accumulate rich poetic, political, social, historical, andmetaphys-
ical resources within is the precondition for embodying an ever-expanding network of
relationships outside.

Since the Confucian self is never an isolated individual but a dynamic center of rela-
tionships, it cannot but interact with other centers through dialogue. The recognition
of and respect for the other is a point of departure for entering a fruitful relationship.
All five basic relationships are reciprocal: the father is compassionate, and the son is
filial; the ruler is benevolent, and the minister is loyal; the older brother is friendly,
the younger brother is respectful; trust among friends and division of labor between
husband and wife. The spirit of reciprocity pervades all relationships. The golden rule
stated in the negative, ‘Do not do unto others what you would not want others to
do unto you’,7 is based on the self-awareness that the integrity of the other takes
precedence over the desire to establish a relationship on one’s own terms. The pas-
sive injunctionmust be augmented by a positive charge, ‘in order to establishmyself, I
must help others to establish themselves; in order to enlargemyself, Imust help others
to enlarge themselves’.8

This dialogical mode is applied to nature and Heaven as well. In the spirit of dia-
logue, nature is, in Thomas Berry’s felicitous expression, ‘a communion of subjects’
rather than ‘a collection of objects’ (Berry & Swimme 1992). Nature so conceived is
themother earth enabling us to survive, grow, and flourish. Similarly, our relationship
to Heaven is based on mutual responsiveness. In the Confucian perception, Heaven
is omnipresent and omniscient but not omnipotent. It may have created everything
but relies upon human participation to complete the magnificent work. Humans are
supposed to appreciate all that the cosmic flow has engendered and to create a peace-
ful and harmonious abode for themselves and their environment. The mandate that

6Confucius (2017: 219): ‘Master Zeng said, “Educated persons (shi士) cannot do without being broad-
minded and resolute. Their responsibility is heavy and their journey (dao道) is long. Human-heartedness
is their responsibility – is it not heavy? Only with death does their journey end – is it not long?”’

7Confucius (2017: 281, 364).
8Confucius (2017: 187).
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‘Heaven engenders, and humans complete’9 suggests that human beings, as Heaven’s
partners, are co-creators of their universe. By implication, they are also powerful
destroyers. As an old Chinese proverb says, ‘humans can survive all disasters except
manmade catastrophes’.

The Han Confucian thinker Dong Zhongshu identified three great roots: Heaven
is the root of creativity, Earth is the root of nourishment, and humanity is the root
of completion. Zhang Zai’s (1020-1077) Western Inscription, a foundational text in Neo-
Confucianism, begins with a similar idea: ‘Heaven is my father and earth is mymother.
Even such a tiny existence, as I, finds an intimate niche in their midst. That which fills
the universe, I take asmybody, and thatwhich directs the universe, I take asmynature.
All people are my brothers and sisters, and all things are my companions’ (Chan 1963:
497). We learn to return to our human nature by discovering our interconnectedness
with Heaven, Earth, and myriad things. We also learn that our ‘great body’ is great
because of its capacity for this kind of interconnectedness. Mencius maintained that
wewill know our nature if we fully realize our hearts andminds. Through knowing our
nature, wewill knowHeaven. He further contended that reflecting upon ourselves and
realizing that we are sincere (true and authentic) is the greatest joy in life. In short, he
simply expounded the anthropocosmic vision in the Zhongyong (the Doctrine of the
Mean):

Only those who are the most sincere (true and authentic) can realize their own
nature. If they can realize their ownnature, they can realize the nature of others.
If they can realize the nature of others, they can realize the nature of things. If
they can realize the nature of things, they can take part in the transforming and
nourishing process ofHeaven and Earth. If they can take part in the transforming
and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth, they can form a trinitywithHeaven
and Earth. (Chan 1963: 107-108)

This is why Confucius stated that ‘humanity can make the Way great; the Way cannot
make the human great’ (2017: 366-367). Lest this is construed as an anthropocen-
tric assertion about human hubris, what Confucius believed in is human potential,
promise, and responsibility. A salient feature of Confucian humanism, unlike the
secular, anthropocentric, rational humanism of the Enlightenment, is its necessary
connection with Heaven and Earth. Humanism, as Confucians would have it, is nei-
ther de-spirited nor de-natured. It is, in theory and practice, rooted in the spiritual
realm and grounded in the natural world.

Our innate sense of being connected in a sympathetic resonance with Heaven,
Earth, and the myriad things may, very well, be the deepest and commonest source
of human greatness.

The faith in the continuity, indeed the consanguinity, of all modalities of being
in making the human an integral part of our existence is cosmological as well as
anthropological. It has the great ecological implication ofmaking the Earth our proper
home. In a deeper sense, the ‘continuity of being’ is not merely a horizontal idea.
The emergences of life and consciousness, strictly speaking, are not ‘ruptures’, but

9‘Heaven and Earth produce them, but the sage completes them’ (Xunzi 2014: 87).
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they strongly indicate profound transformations evoking a sense of transcendence, at
least self-transcendence. This symbolizes that the evolutionary process also entails
a vertical trajectory. The sensitivity of the heart has depth as well as breadth. Its
all-embracing holism is an inherent human capacity. Therefore, the original heart is
distinctively human rather than the consciousness and feelings we share with animals
and the life we share with plants and grass. It is the original heart that makes human
beings great and enables us to have a great body. What is the verticality of the evo-
lutionary process? Cheng Hao confidently asserted that his learning, in general, was
indebted to his predecessors. Still, the true importance of the two characters天理 (tiān
lǐ), ‘Heavenly Principle’, was intimately embodied in him by himself. In other words,
Cheng Hao experienced the full meaning of the Heavenly Principle by personally get-
ting it himself. His subjectivity made him realize that the Heavenly Principle is in his
original heart. It was not revealed to him by an authoritative force from outside. He
really got it himself (Chan 1963: 520).

To him, and indeed, to all the thinkers in the learning of the heart, the Heavenly
Principle is within our nature. This perfectly aligns with Zhongyong’s opening state-
ment: ‘Human nature is endowed by Heaven’ (Chan 1963: 99). Since human nature is
endowed by Heaven, the HeavenlyWay (presumably how the Heavenly Principle func-
tions) is encoded in humannature. Heavenmakes humans human, but humanity ought
to be responsive to Heaven, as well. Having our nature conferred by Heaven, it is our
obligation to enlarge it. This implies that humans have the capacity and responsibil-
ity to bring the Heavenly Way to fruition in the world. The highest manifestation of
humanity is cosmological and anthropological. In short, it is ‘anthropocosmic’, predi-
cated on a holistic and integrated humanism with profound reverence for Heaven. In
the Book of Change, the cosmos is always a dynamic process generating new realities by
creatively transforming the existing order. Themessage for us is thatwe ought to emu-
late this Heavenly vitality by a continuous effort of self-strengthening. Our reverence
for Heaven is not to worship a ‘wholly other’ authority totally beyond our compre-
hension but to express a deep sense of awe for the source of life and creativity in
itself.

The uniqueness of being human is our inner ability to learn to become worthy
partners in the cosmic process. This is predicated on the assumption that we are
empowered to apprehend Heaven through our self-knowledge. As Mencius avowed,
‘If we can realize the full measure of our heart, we can know our nature. If we know
our own nature, we can know Heaven’ (Chan 1963: 78).

Understandably, the highest aspiration of self-realization is the “unity of Heaven
and humanity.” Yet, we must acknowledge the asymmetry in the Heaven-human rela-
tionship. Although Heaven is creativity in itself, human beings learn to be creative
through personal effort. Heaven’s genuineness is naturally brilliant, whereas human
beings struggle to become true to themselves bymeans of knowledge andwisdom. But
as co-creators, human beings can carry theWay in theworld on behalf of Heaven. They
are obligated by their own nature to realize the Way in their life world. In so doing,
the Way is no longer out there as mere transcendence with no intimate relationship
to human existence here and now. Instead, it is embodied in the common experi-
ence of everyday life, making ordinary people, without necessarily being aware of its
far-reaching implications, personally connected with Heaven. There is a transcendent
dimension of Heaven beyond human comprehension, but Heaven is also immanent in

https://doi.org/10.1017/S039219212400004X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S039219212400004X


156 Weiming Tu

human nature. Mencius articulates this insight: ‘Our body and complexion are given
to us by Heaven. Only a sage can give his body completion’ (Chan 1963: 80). Thus, the
way to sagehood is a process of authenticating our body. Our mind, soul, and spirit are
all embodied in the deep structure of our body. They are refinedmanifestations of self-
hood because they radiate from the core of our nature, which is inherent in our body.
In otherwords, the human body is amicrocosm of the cosmos. Through the cultivation
of the heart, the body can open itself to the world and the entire cosmos.

This is succinctly captured by Wang Yangming (1472-1529) in his brilliant compre-
hension of Mencius’ idea of ‘primordial awareness’ (良知, liáng zhī). This ‘primordial
awareness’ is precisely what Lu Xiangshan identified as the ‘original heart’. They all
took it for granted that this is the greatness of being human and the potential expan-
siveness of human nature. To the learners of the heart, ‘primordial awareness’ is
‘embodied knowledge’. It is both cognition and affection. It is feeling with intrinsic
reasonableness. It is knowing that entails a transformative act. The activity involves
three trajectories.

It purifies the quality of the body, it affects the world, and fulfills the Heavenly
Decree. The self-discovery and conscientious activation of ‘primordial awareness’ calls
for joy and celebration. All humans at thatmoment exhibit sageliness. To say that peo-
ple in the street are all sages, as several of Wang Yangming’s followers were fond of
saying, is an encouragement (‘we should all learn to emulate the sages’) and an onto-
logical truth (‘all human beings are not only potentially but really sages’).10 At the
same time, it is easily understandable that every person (Confucius included) always
falls short of attaining sagehood (existentially, Confucius made it explicit that he was
far from achieving it).11 Therefore, learning to be human requires a ceaseless process
of self-cultivation.

In light of the discussion on human greatness, the Heavenly Principle, and ‘primor-
dial awareness’, I would like to reiterate the centrality of subjectivity in Confucian
humanism. While it seems reasonable to define Confucianism as a form of social
ethics, it is vitally important not to reduce subjectivity to a set of social roles. One
can argue that human-relatedness is implicit in Confucian subjectivity and that with-
out the social dimension, the distinctiveness of Confucian subjectivity is lost. Indeed,
the Confucian person is constantly enriched by connectivity. We learn from the thesis
‘the continuity of being’ that ‘forming one body with Heaven, Earth, and the myriad
things’ is not an imagined ideal but an experienced reality. It is not through rational
calculation or empirical proof that we know it is true. It is through a profound feeling,
embodied in our original heart that we know intimately and immediately that it is so.
The feeling so conceived is not separable from ordinary feelings and emotions such as
joy, anger, sadness, and happiness. Yet, it is fundamentally different because it is a con-
stitutive part of our humanity. It expresses itself as empathy, sympathy, compassion,
or commiseration in Mencius’ terminology (Chan 1963: 65-66). It is why human beings
are great, for it evokes the Great Body in us.

10See Wang Yanming (1963: 239-241).
11Confucius (2017: 211-212). ‘The Master said, “As for sageliness and human-heartedness, how dare I

claim myself to have obtained them? Only being insatiable in working on it and being tireless in offering
instruction to others – that much can be said of me”. Gongxi Hua [Zihua] said, “This is exactly what we
disciples are unable to learn”’.
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This feeling is not merely anthropological. It is also cosmological. Indeed, it is
anthropocosmic. To reiterate Cheng Hao’s reference to天理, the Heavenly Principle.
His ecstasy of experiencing it through intimate embodiment suggests a personal real-
ization of the transcendent reality. He got it himself because it had always been laden
in his original heart. We can imagine that for Cheng Hao, it is precisely the embodied
knowledge of theHeavenly Principle that enabled him to articulate the conviction that
humanity forms one body with Heaven, Earth, and myriad things.

Humanity so conceived is awareness. It is an internally generated awareness. It
may be a response to an external stimulus, but it is not merely the consequence of
an outside force. It has its own autonomous and independent agency. Unlike ordinary
feelings, it is not merely passively responding but also actively probing. However, it
does not function at the empirical level alone. Its connectivity is all-embracing. It con-
nects by making contacts and forming linkages. In a more profound sense, it connects
by participation and transformation. It is a cognitive function, to be sure, but it is also
affective.

Indeed, all our bodily sensations (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching)
are both cognitive and affective. In the case of sympathy, for example, humanity as
awareness is a transformative act. It is knowledge and, at the same time, action. The
spontaneity with which it expresses itself makes action an integral part of knowledge.
Unlike ordinary sensations, it naturally emanates from the heart without reflection
or intention. It is empirical and transcendental. We can experience it as an ordinary
sensation, butwe cannot sense its depth and breadth at that level.We should recognize
that our original heart defines our true nature. It is, of course, the quality that we
are born with, but more importantly, it is conferred by Heaven. As the Zhongyong’s
opening statement specifies, human nature is decreed by Heaven. In other words, the
original heart (our true nature) is where the Heavenly Principle resides.

The Heavenly Principle is omnipresent. It is present in humans, animals, plants,
rocks, and indeed, all beings in the evolutionary process. It is the ultimate reason for
their existence. However, ChengHao’s personal experience of embodying theHeavenly
Principle is significant for two reasons. It is a vision of humanity and it is a confirma-
tion of subjectivity. As Cheng Hao envisioned it, humanity is not merely an idea but an
activity, dynamic, transformative, and productive. This is how the Heavenly Principle
functions in human life. Its dynamism is ceaseless. It is always in the process of becom-
ing. It displays tremendous transformative potency, like the power of growth in nature.
It produces and reproduces with inexhaustible inner strength.

As an activity, humanity expresses itself in feelings: sympathy, empathy, compas-
sion, and commiseration, in short, a feeling of love. There are several attempts to define
the meaning of love in this connection more precisely. A prevalent position is ‘to love
people’ or ‘to love others’. The etymology of rén仁 (humanity) containing the graph
two certainly lends strong support to this reading. The eminent Berkeley Sinologist
Peter A. Boodberg strongly argues that the proper translation of ren should be ‘co-
humanity’ (1953). However, I prefer the rendering of rén in the recently discovered
bamboo strips from Guodian: body on top and heart below, indicating the insepara-
bility of body and heart. I do not wish to enter an elaborate philological debate here.
Suffice it now to point out that the two different readings have profound philosophi-
cal implications. If ren is rendered as co-humanity, human-relatedness is a constitutive
element, and sociality is an integral part of humanity. If humanity is made of body and
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heart, we can conceive it as individuality, indeed singularity. According to this reading,
the primacy of love can verywell be ‘self-love’, whichmay serve as the basis for ‘making
others loveme’ and ‘loving others’. This is precisely the order of priority Confucius pre-
ferred, as cited in Xunzi: ‘self-love’ takes precedence over ‘loving others’, which takes
precedence over ‘making others love me’ (Xunzi 2014: 329-330).

What is wrong with defining humanity in social terms alone? I can appreciate the
effort to define humanity in social terms. Still, the danger of defining humanity exclu-
sively in social terms is tomiss an essential feature in the Confucian project of learning
to be human.

Let us continue with the discussion on love. Confucian humanity expresses itself
in differentiated rather than undifferentiated love. In family ethics, the practice of
humanity must begin with parents and expand outward. This is true with sympathy,
empathy, and compassion. The sequence is not arbitrary, but the pattern is established
as a practical guide. The parent-child relationship is often cited to show the centrality
of the family in Confucian ethics. Filial love is the first step in cultivating it. By empha-
sizing family relations, the rectification of names dictates: ‘Let fathers be fathers and
let sons be sons’.12 In concrete terms, the teaching of filial piety is to instruct the son
to behave as a son towards his father. This requires that the son is aware of his role as a
son. This awareness precedes the son’s ability to performhis role correctly. Suppose he
is willing to obey his father or submit himself passively to the father’s orders without
being critically aware of what a proper father-son relationship should be. In that case,
he has already abandoned his responsibility as a son. Therefore, Confucius was furious
when Zengzi asked, ‘How about following the father’s orders?’

Confucius stated that the Son of Heaven is surrounded by seven censors, a lord with
five, and a sub-lord with three. Their sole responsibility is to question and challenge
their rulers. If the son does not remonstrate with the father, he is abdicating his duty
as a son. This is equivalent to setting a trap for his father to fall into un-fatherly behav-
ior. Obeying the father blindly is diametrically opposed to filial love.13 Underlying the
reasoning is that the son’s self-cultivation demands that he is aware of his obligation
to see to it that his father behaves in a fatherly way. The father-son relationship is
mutually beneficial. The centrality of self-awareness is apparent.

Humanity is also communication. I have already mentioned that humanity’s con-
nectivity is positive engagement and active transformation. It communicates not as
an outside observer but as an inside participant. Implicit in subjectivity, there is also
intersubjectivity. Recognizing the other is not an imposition of my selfhood on the
other. Nor is it an appropriation of the other into my selfhood. The other is not only
tolerated or recognized but also respected. The integrity of the other cannot be com-
promised even if I firmly believe what I do is for his benefit. I need to first understand
his wishes as a precondition to persuade him to follow my way.

I do not prematurely do to him what I hope that he will do to me. It is after
I have thoroughly appreciated his situation that I begin to interact with him positively.

12Cf. Ni’s remark in Confucius (2017: 289): ‘The role of a father requires the person to love and take good
care of his children, to nurture them and educate them. Reciprocally, the children must treat the father
with due respect and filial piety (xiao). Most translators only catch one of the two meanings, and hence,
the reciprocity is lost in their translation’.

13Cf. Rosemont Jr. & Ames (2009: 113-114).
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This may sound therapeutic in a doctor-patient relationship, but the ethical reason is
being thoughtful of others’ rights and feelings. The Golden Rule stated in the negative
precedes the active charge of doing unto others what you would want the others to
do unto you. Observing the rule, ‘Do not do unto others what you would not want to
do unto you’, may avoid unnecessary faith clashes. Interfaith dialogue challenges con-
version as the only purpose of missionary work. This does not mean one is no longer
obligated to share the ‘good news’. It merely recommends more expedient ways (skill-
ful means) to convey the message. The crucial point is that the interest of the other is
already in my self-awareness.

Humanity as awareness assumes a transcendent significance. We find a common
source since we are inseparable from and holistically interconnected with all things.
It is not the objective reality of the common source alone but the human awareness
and capacity of participation in it that enables us to assert greatness as human beings.
Subjectivity is critical in this connection. No relationship can generate the light and
warmth of self-awareness. Every form of vital energy that makes a thing embodies a
principle. All principles emanate from the Heavenly Principle. They are endowed in
the original heart. This perfectly matches Mencius’ claim that ‘all the myriad things
are equipped in me’. His following statement that the greatest joy in life is that ‘upon
reflection, I find that I am true to myself ’ (Chan 1963: 79) can thus be interpreted to
imply that the ultimate happiness is the realization that I am an authentic human
being forming one body with Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things. We should add
that there is subtlety in this seemingly thorough monism, namely ‘oneness of princi-
ple and multiplicity of its manifestations’.14 For example, humanity as universal love
should be encouraged. Still, in actual practice, differentiated love, beginning with the
closest kin and extending outward, is appropriate for realizing it in family, community,
nation, and beyond.

From the perspective of Spiritual Humanism, each human being, as endowed by
the Heavenly decree, is intrinsically free, equal, and valuable to realize what is great
in us. Our subjectivity guarantees our dignity. It is our noble mission to cherish our
individuality (singularity). No outside authority should or can take the ‘original heart’,
‘Heavenly Principle’, or ‘primordial awareness’ fromus: ‘The authority of the comman-
der of the three armies can be taken away, but the will of a commoner cannot be taken
away’.15

An equally crucial premise of Spiritual Humanism is the sanctity of the Earth. Our
universe is saturated with intrinsic value and numinous beauty. Empirical data cannot
prove this reality. Nor can it be grasped by reductive logic fromnatural sciences such as
neurobiology. Instead, it is a commitment, indeed a faith, whichmay ormaynot be the-
istic. The critical issue is to recognize that it has taken billions of years to fine-tune all

14According to Ch’eng I, ‘Principle is one but its manifestations are many’ (Chan 1963: 521).
15Peimin Ni recalls that ‘During the Cultural Revolution in China (1966-1976), Liang Shuming (1893-

1988), known as “China’s last Confucian” because he defended Confucianism in the wake of the New
Culture Movement in the early twentieth century, was criticized for refusing to attack Confucianism, and
he openly responded with this quote from 9.26! This spirit is also well captured in Mencius’ famous say-
ing, “Those who cannot be led into excesses when wealthy and honored, or deflected from their purpose
when poor and obscure, or be made to bow before superior force – this is what I would call great persons
(Mencius, 3B:2)”’ (Confucius 2017: 242-243).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S039219212400004X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S039219212400004X


160 Weiming Tu

the elements – air, water, soil, and numerous other factors for us to emerge for so brief
amoment.We can dismiss thewhole story as senseless.We can followmajor andminor
creation stories to accept the thesis that teleology exists in our existence. Of course,
there are numerous other options. The onto-theology underlying Spinoza’s philoso-
phy, which inspired Einstein, seems to be an excellent candidate for articulating such
an idea. Also, as Ronald Dworkin mentioned, Paul Tillich and Carl Sagan supported
his thesis that we should have faith in the ‘objective reality’ that there is meaning in
life and that nature has intrinsic value (Dworkin 2013). However, I do not accept his
outright rejection of materialism and naturalism and am vehemently opposed to his
anti-theistic position.

I agree with Ronald Osborn that the onto-theology Dworkin advocates lack a
‘deeply humanizing community or life-sustaining joy’ despite its ‘decorum and dig-
nity’ (Osborn 2015).

The grammar of theism strikes a sympathetic resonance in Spiritual Humanism.
Sacred places (cathedrals, churches, temples, mosques, synagogues), hymns, songs,
prayers, dances, and festivals are beyond pretensions to scientific, philosophical, or
theological control. All three great theistic religions have spiritual resources and intel-
lectual depths to inspire us to sing songs of hope and express our gratitude to divine
love. They have made profound contributions to human religiosity.

Nevertheless, Spiritual Humanism may be theistic or pantheistic, and it embraces
atheism and a variety of vitalism characteristics of most indigenous traditions. It dif-
fers from monotheistic religions in several essential ways. It takes the sanctity of the
earth for granted. It subscribes to the idea of the continuity of being. By implication,
it does not believe in radical transcendence such as the ‘Wholly Other’, which is the
numinous in Rudolph Otto’s sense.16 To use Herbert Fingarette’s apt phrase, it regards
‘the secular as sacred’. In other words, the life world is intrinsically meaningful. It is
where the ultimate meaning of life is realizable and ought to be realized.

To a spiritual humanist, we are rooted in earth and community, especially the
family. Our body is the proper home for our mind, soul, and spirit. We learn to
be fully human through the Earth, community, and body. Our spiritual transfor-
mation is not a departure from where we are but a journey to the interiority of
our being. Paradoxically, the innermost core of our being, the source of our self-
knowledge, is none other than the macrocosmic reality ingrained in our existence.
Indeed, earth, community, and body constrain us. They shape us into concrete forms.
We are inescapably earthly, communal, and bodily. Hitherto, spiritual traditions, in
general, have instructed us to free ourselves from these constraints. A great human
aspiration is to be liberated from mundane bondage, to escape from the prison house
of the soul. In Spiritual Humanism, these are enabling constraints, the vehicles that
carry us forward to our destiny. They are instrumental in offering each of us a unique
path to self-realization.Without them, we cannot exist in any concrete sense. They are
our incarnations.

A human being so conceived is not a creature but an active agent in the cos-
mic transformation as an observer, participant, and, indeed, co-creator. Even though
there may not be a Creator, the creativity since the Big Bang has never been lost but

16Based on Rudolf Otto’s idea of ‘mysterium’ in his concept of the ‘numinous’. See Otto 1950.
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accumulated in every segment of the evolutionary story: sun, earth, life, animal, and
human. We are the inheritors of this cosmic energy. We are responsible for seeing to it
that what has been endowed in our nature continues to give generative power to new
realities and life forms. Spiritual Humanism believes that human life has transcendent
meaning, that there is always a mystery to be comprehended, and that theism and
other manifestations of human religiosity teach us to rise above secularism. We are
finite beings, but in our finitude, there is the constant presence of infinite divinity.
Spiritual Humanism is a faith in Humanity: the task of learning to be fully human is to
‘form one body with Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things’, for there is intrinsic unity
between immanence and transcendence.
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