COMPARING CHINESE PHILOSOPHIES

THEME 1:  THE PHYSICAL/HISTORICAL SETTING

STRATEGY 6

MAJOR IDEAS:

· Humanistic philosophies in China reflected varied views of the world but co-existed

Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism have all played major roles in the development of Chinese civilization.  Each has held a predominant position at some point in Chinese history and each has had its followers.  However, with time, the three have merged and learned to co-exist as they answer different needs of different groups of people.

This strategy is designed to re-view and consolidate the student’s learning about Chinese philosophic thought through a series of situations.  It is suggested that the students use this opportunity to ask any questions relevant to this study and develop the situations to this study and develop the situations to make this study of Asian philosophies relevant to their lives.

· Distribute Worksheet 6A, “A Taoist, a Confucian and a Buddhist.”

Students should be selected to read the dialogue aloud in the class while other students follow the text.

· Distribute Worksheet 6B, “My Response to Confucians, Taoists and Buddhists.”

Allow students time to read, react and write a response in each situation.

Ask students to read their answers to their neighbors.  Select some time to be read aloud to the class.  Discuss responses.

Questions for Discussion:
1. Now that we have looked at all three major philosophies of China, which do you find most appealing for your needs or beliefs?

2. What can today’s society learn from this study of Chinese philosophy?

WORKSHEET 6A:  A TAOIST, A CONFUCIAN AND A BUDDHIST

For centuries, the typical Chinese religion has been a blend of values, ethics, attitudes and practices from three distinct traditions.  Two of these – Confucianism and Taoism – orginated in China, while Buddhism arrived later from India.  Each religious group has stressed a humanistic approach to life.  This dialogue might have occurred at any point among followers of these three beliefs.

Taoist:  I hope you Confucians realize we share a great deal in common.  Your teacher, Confucius, probably met our teacher, Lao Tzu, and they seem to have had mutual respect.

Confucian:  That meeting is well known and I understand we do agree on many moral and philosophic issues.  Rather than conflict with each other, would you say that the ideas of Taoism and Confucianism are complementary?

Taoist:  Definitely!  But we have major points of disagreement also.  Lao Tzu taught that the Taoist path is passive and inward.

Confucian:  Confucius felt that you cannot turn from society.  Instead, in order to reach the Confucian ideal of virtue, man must be outgoing and have a social commitment.

Buddhist:  Excuse me, gentlemen.  I have been listening to your conversation and as I understand it, aren’t these two points of view like the two sides of a coin.  The tow images are pasted back to back and the coin is only whole when you have the two halves.

Confucian:  Of course!  As Confucius taught,

“Leaders must first learn to govern their own states well.  Wishing to do this, they first put their family relations in order.  Wishing to have their families in order, they cultivate their own lives.  Wishing to cultivate their lives, they first regulate their minds.”

Taoist:  I think we have the same message but our approach to life is different.


The Tao Te Ching describes the perfect world in this way:

“The state should be small and have only a few people.  The ruler should teach the people to turn away from weapons, stay close to their homes and avoid travel.  The ruler should make the people retreat to a state of pure simplicity.  Then the people should enjoy the food they eat, consider the clothing they wear suitable, regard their homes as comfortable and enjoy their customs.”

Buddhist:  And yet neither of your philosophies seems to have totally satisfied the Chinese people.  When the “going got tough,” many of you Taoists withdrew to the mountains.  As Buddhist influence spread through China after the first century AD., you Confucians became angry because you believed the social changes brought about by the popularity of Buddhism caused poverty and suffering for the people.

Confucian:  Yes, that is true.  During the T’ang Dynasty, one of our writers did complain that all of these people were a drain on our resources.

Taoist:  However, by 1000 AD. we were all learning to live with each other and developing an understanding and appreciation of the beliefs and actions of the others.  In fact, you Confucians even reinterpreted some of your classic writings.

Confucian:  Correct!  A new group of scholars called “neo (new) – Confucians” did adopt many Buddhist ideas.  But we do not understand why you Taoists and Buddhists do not get more involved on society.

Buddhist:  I know that we tend to retreat from society and concentrate on ritual and ceremonies and other devotional practices.  But our temples and monasteries are very large and we influence thousands of people.

Taoist:  Although the people accepted many of your ideas, they did not accept your prohibition on drinking wine.  We kept a few followers who enjoy a good glass of wine!

Confucian:  I think it is fair to say that we each enjoyed popularity at different points in our nation’s history.  However, it is interesting when, during the Ming Dynasty (1368 – 1644) it was proposed that the teachings of each of our beliefs me merged into one philosophical body even though the emphasis was largely Confucian.

Taoist:  I remember art of the Ming Dynasty showing Confucius, Lao Tzu and Buddha sitting together.

Buddhist:  It is remarkable that Chinese culture has had its conflicts among religious sects but that it has never led to major wars of mass killings.  There is nothing in Chinese history comparable to the wars between Christian crusaders and the followers of Islam or the wars in Europe after the Protestant Revolution.  We have all learned to accept each other and for the most part remain on friendly terms.

Adapted from The Tao and Chinese Culture, Da Liu, Schocken Books, New York, 1971

WORKSHEET 6B:  MY RESPONSE TO ASIAN PHILOSOPHIES

Below are two situations, which exist in today’s world.  Read each situation carefully and complete the response that a Confucian, a Taoist and a Buddhist might give today.

Situation 1:  There are thousands of homeless people living in the streets of New York City.

CONFUCIAN:  These people should not be living in subways in the streets because 









































TAOIST:  We feel very sorry for these people because 













































BUDDHIST:  These people have followed the way of Buddha because 











































Situation 2:  People wearing t-shirts with the motto, “Don’t Worry! Be Happy!”

CONFUCIAN:  People have responsibilities that should be taken seriously.  Order, rank and family are important in a society.  Fun isn’t everything in life.  For example, 










































TAOIST:  We think people shouldn’t worry.  They should be happy because in the long run 








































BUDDHIST:  Fun is not the purpose of life.  It is more important to follow the ideas of Buddha because




















































