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Soundbites
We face today an
unprecedented set of
problems relating to
the environment, the
trade war, the ongoing
process of spiritual
decline and so on. The problems that
the world is faced with are like dominos.
They are interdependent and derive
from the root — philosophy. If the first
domino — philosophy — collapses, so
will the others.
Vincent Shen, professor of Chinese
Thought and Culture at Toronto University
Philosophy, for
example, can play a
major role in the reso
lution of religious con
flict in the world.
Philosophy involves the
clarification of concepts and under
standing of life. It transforms our values
into rational and altruistic benefits to
man. Thus, it will find reason in reveal
ing the ambiguity in religious doctrines
which may be harmful to society.
Virginia Sola Diaz, professor of
philosophy at Autonomous University
of Barcelona
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Nation gives some deep thinking
to philosophy
Thousands of participants attend key conference in Beijing

By LI YANG
liyang@chinadaily.com.cn
Philosophy is the study of general
and fundamental problems con
cerning matters such as existence,
knowledge, values, reason, the
mind and language.
Yet the rapid advance of science
and technology has made many feel
that philosophy is increasingly
irrelevant in modern times.
The fact that it is incapable of solv
ing practical problems that have
emerged as a result of rapid social
and technological development has
reinforced people’s skepticism
toward the academic discipline.
And for a long time, philosophy
has been regarded as something of
a riddle by many observers.
Li Kun, a doctoral candidate
majoring in art philosophy at Cen
tral South University in Changsha,
Hunan province, said: “Philosophy
raises new questions, and it gives
people a deep and profound under
standing of issues. And it has guid
ed, if not created, new branches of
science to resolve these questions.”
Li is among the 8,000 partici
pants from 121 countries and
regions who attended the 24th
World Philosophy Congress in Bei
jing, which ends on Monday.

Intellectual hunger
Philosophy took center stage in
China in the 1980s after the “cultur
al revolution” (196676) and the
reform and openingup of the coun
try both created a collective intel
lectual hunger, and also brought
about the possibility of accessing
Western thought and embracing
new thinking.
Yet a period that featured the pop
ularity of Western thought and the
further decline of traditional Chi
nese culture and philosophy gradu
ally gave way to rapid economic
growth and extensive social evolu
tion in the early 1990s. Development
flourished as idealism ebbed.
Difficulties in society and worsen
ing environmental problems have
awakened many to the harsh chal
lenges the nation faces, which they

fear will jeopardize developmental
sustainability.
Zhang Fan, a doctoral student in
philosophy at Southeast University
in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, who is
taking part in the congress, said phi
losophy can be a way for humans to
resolve the challenges they face.
Philosophers have their own way
of contributing, Zhang said.
“Before asking how to solve prob
lems, philosophers will contribute
to the solution by researching the
problems, by coming to an under
standing of the issues, and by com
municating what they have come to
understand to the world.”

Platform built
It is the first time China has host
ed the World Congress of Philoso
phy, organized by the International
Federation of Philosophical Socie
ties, and established at the instiga
tion of the United Nations
Education, Scientific and Cultural
Organization at the Amsterdam
congress in 1948.
Zhang Shiying, a 97yearold phi
losophy professor at Peking Univer
sity, told the media the congress
marked a significant and progres
sive step in world philosophy’s inte
gration of and exchanges between
Chinese and Western philosophies.
Themed “Learn to be human”, the
Beijing gathering is the largest in
the event’s history.
The federation’s president, Der
mot Moran, said in his speech at the
opening ceremony on Aug 13, “The
Congress is of groundbreaking and
monumental significance for the
future expansion and development
of philosophy in its global context.”
Li Xiaolong, a retiree in his 80s
from Jinan, Shandong province,
who is interested in studies of the
ancient Chinese philosophers Con
fucius and Lao Tzu, has been closely
following the Beijing gathering.
That about 60 percent — or 5,000
— of the participants are from Chi
na, and many of them are interested
in philosophy and are not profes
sional researchers, shows not only
the success of the meeting, but more
important, Chinese people’s new
recognition of the importance of
philosophy and knowledge, Li said.
The Congress is generally consid
ered a platform for the exchange of
ideas among philosophers, particu
larly those from Asia, Africa and Latin

America who have long been repre
sented — if not sometimes ignored —
by their Western counterparts.
Moran said: “This congress will
also, hopefully, have an enduring
impact on international cultural
relations, promoting mutual under
standing, respect for traditions and
trust around the world. New inter
cultural dialogues will be initiated;
new international academic part
nerships will be formed; hopefully
new philosophy will emerge.”
HansJulius Schneider, a profes
sor of philosophy at Potsdam Univer
sity in Germany, said that in an era
haunted by terrorism, cultural and
religious conflicts have emerged.
Ethnocentrism and relativism
should be avoided. What is needed
is a more neutral concept — spirit —
a philosophical idea that is shared
by different cultures and religions,
to define differences as well as com
monalities, Schneider said.

Chinese insights
The Beijing meeting also has sym
bolic meaning and practical value in
the eyes of many, including the par
ticipants, as it provides global philo
sophical circles with inspiration
from China.
Luca Maria Scarantino, secre
tarygeneral of the federation, said,
“We perceive a growing awareness
that what we usually term ‘philoso
phy’ is dramatically defective with
out the intellectual legacy of
Chinese philosophy, culture and
spirituality.
“Because of its inclusiveness and
scholarly influence, this Congress
may therefore represent a historical
opportunity for reassessing the sense
of philosophy, for enhancing the the
oretical diversity of philosophical
concepts, and for rethinking in wide
ly comprehensive ways the notion of
‘being’ — or ‘becoming’ — human.”
Mogobe Ramose, a professor of
philosophy at the University of
South Africa, thinks that the Confu
cian virtue ren, which denotes the
feeling of a virtuous human experi
ence, shares similarities with ubun
tu, a term used in Bantu languages
to mean humanity, or “the belief in
a universal bond of sharing that
connects all humanity”. This is
because both require us to put our
selves in the place of others and
spread love from oneself to others.
Graham Parkes, a professor of

philosophy at the University of
Vienna in Austria, urged people to
care more about living creatures
beyond humans.
The thoughts in traditional Chi
nese philosophy that all exists in qi
— believed to be a vital force form
ing part of any living entity — and
that all things form an organic
whole are what modern times need
most, he said.
The Congress has 99 sections of
contributed papers: including one
entitled “Chinese philosophy” with
four subheadings: PreQin philos
ophy (221BC207BC); Philosophy
from the Han (202BC220) to the
Qing (16441911); Modern Chinese
philosophy; and Contemporary
Chinese philosophy; as well as Con
fucian Philosophy, Buddhist Philos
ophy and Taoist Philosophy.
There is a new section entitled
Contemporary Philosophies in Chi
na, in recognition of the fact that
not all philosophy in the country is
Chinese, and also a separate section
on Marxist Philosophy.
Moran added: “Clearly, these new
sections are meant to reflect the
complexity of the Chinese tradition
of philosophy … . We have much to
learn from one another if we open
our ears and our hearts and come
prepared to have our presupposi
tions challenged in an atmosphere of
friendly and supportive collegiality.”

Evolving system
Tu Weiming, a professor of phi
losophy at Peking University and
professor emeritus and senior fel
low at the Asia Center at Harvard
University, played a key role in Chi
na winning the bid to host the con
ference, over Brazil.
“The first character in The Ana
lects of Confucius is “learning”, or
xue in Chinese. Learning to be
human is a ceaseless process of self
realization,” he wrote in an article
for China Daily eight years ago.
This coincides with the themes of
today’s Congress — self, communi
ty, nature, and spirit and tradition.
Humanity is a notion central to
Confucianism. Tu, in advocating
New Confucianism, firmly believes
the ancient philosophy contains
rich resources of wisdom to help
deal with presentday problems,
and that China’s fast development
has provided an ideal platform for
New Confucianism to unfold.

“The sun of philosophy rose in
Greece, but should not set in
Greece”, he added. Its rays should
be able to fall on the whole world,
including countries with ancient
civilizations, such as those in Asia
and Latin America.
In the 1980s, long lines formed
outside bookstores in China for the
newly published translated works of
the German philosopher Martin Hei
degger. But nowadays Chinese are
taking a more measured approach in
their observations of both Western
and Chinese philosophy.
This represents a historical turn
ing point from the blind pursuit of
Western thought, which dates to the
late Qing Dynasty, to more rational
attitudes to “others” and “self”.
Ding Yun, a professor of philoso
phy at Fudan University, Shanghai,
wrote in a thesis published last
year, “The Chinese people now have
their own judgment of Western
philosophical history as a whole,
and they are intent on drawing
nutrition from it to nourish mod
ern Chinese philosophy” so as to
better reflect and meet the practical
needs of Chinese society.
Tu believes that now is the right
time for a dialogue among civiliza
tions that focuses on the core values
necessary for human survival and
progress.
“Civilizations do not clash. Only
ignorance does. The danger of
shared vulnerability as well as the
hope of shared aspiration impels us
to move beyond unilateralism in
order to work toward a dialogical
civilization,” Tu said.
In the age of reason, when the
Enlightenment movement began to
shape the Western mindset, leading
thinkers such as Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz (16461716), Voltaire (1694
1778) and JeanJacques Rousseau
(171278), took China as an impor
tant reference country and Confu
cianism as a significant reference
culture.
Tu said that with an eye on the
future, it is likely that the spirit of
East Asian modernity imbued with
Confucian characteristics will serve
as a reference point for public intel
lectuals in North America and West
ern Europe as well as for
intellectuals elsewhere in the world.
Wang Keju and Zou Shuo
contributed to this story.

Fundamentally, phi
losophy asks questions.
Boundaries between
academic disciplines
arise when practitioners
decide on specific ques
tions they will ask and methodologies
they will employ to address those ques
tions. Philosophy can coordinate and put
to work for practical purposes vast, and
at first seemingly disconnected, fields of
human inquiry.
Rockwell F. Clancy, associate teaching
professor, University of MichiganShang
hai Jiao Tong University Joint Institute
Philosophers should
reflect on the causes
and consequences of
globalization, as it is
impossible to return to
a nationalistic economy.
Philosophy is an activity people under
take when they seek to understand
themselves and the world they live in. It
is one of the most practical courses of
study, and helps people to know their
strengths and weaknesses.
Montserrat Perales, philosophy profes
sor at the University of Barcelona
We are in the middle
of global crises of many
kinds – crises in poli
tics, in economics, in
society, in the environ
ment, and, furthermore,
crises in our traditions, beliefs and val
ues. The study of philosophy enhances
your ability to evaluate and resolve pro
blems. It helps you discover the common
ground between opposing ideas.
Xu Zhu, associate professor of philoso
phy at East China Normal University in
Shanghai
A lot of people in
China are interested in
philosophy. Philoso
phers can help people
to think more critically
about the social and
ethical issues facing human beings,
and help people to question their
views. Philosophers can clarify what
the global issues facing human beings
are and also clarify what justifies one
position from others.
Matthew Altman, associate professor of
philosophy at Central Washington Uni
versity in the United States
Today, we are con
stantly confronted by
philosophical ques
tions. Open your com
puter and you can find
a thoughtful explora
tion of issues as varied as the creation
of autonomous killing machines, the
loss of privacy in a digital age, and the
remaking of friendship via social
media. Philosophy offers us values to
guide our deliberations in science and
technology.
Wang Hao, secondyear graduate stu
dent at Suzhou University, Jiangsu pro
vince
Before addressing
the issue of solving the
“world’s problems”, a
philosopher will ask
you to think about
what you mean by
these problems. Much has been writ
ten about poverty and terrorism. The
environmental crisis alone has a field
of philosophy called Environmental
Ethics. Philosophical writing on such
subjects influences decision makers in
government and private institutions.
Zhang Fan, doctoral student in philoso
phy at Southeast University in Nanjing,
Jiangsu province
— WANG KEJU, ZOU SHUO

