Chinese Conceptions of the
Self

Lecture 1: Introduction to the module theme




Subjectivity in Chinese Culture

o  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
(1770-1831) maintains that morality
depends on “subjective freedom”
rather than from past models

O  subjectivity was something
fundamentally absent from Chinese
culture

o Instead, China is in the grip of
“substance”, the unquestioned
authority of tradition

o  Absence of inwardness of
conscience and morality

o  Consequence: China cannot become
“modern” unless it imports the
principle of free subjectivity
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Hegel on Subjectivity in Chinese Culture

“Together with more free reflection, the ethical separates from the legal. Then
the constitution rests on the legal which brings forth laws while the ethical is
left to the individual. [...] Nothing should appear in the laws what is free
Inside and has its being in the subject. In our modern consciousness we have
the idea that the inner life of the human being should be respected. This
demand expresses itself in the form of honor. It refers to the unimpeachable
realm of what | am for myself. [...] It is a never-ending injury for me if
someone touches this sphere in a hostile manner. This honor presupposes the
sanctity of my being for myself. However, if someone rules over me morally,
then my being for myself is not respected, and there is no room for honor here,
and likewise not for the productions which come from my inwardness. That
this is the case in China remains to be concretely shown.” (G. W. F. Hegel,
Vorlesungen zur Philosophie der Weltgeschichte [Leipzig: Meiner, 1920], p.
300; translation by Heiner Roetz (2020), p. 5)
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Immanence vs Transcendence

0 Hegel posits religious source for lack of subjectivity = a world-
Immanent form of religious with transcendence; an “absolute
secularization of the religious principle” (F.W.J Schelling,
Philosophie der Mythologie) = religious aura of worldly
Institutions, esp. the imperial institution - *“where everything is
holy, there is no leeway for subjectivity to develop” (Roetz [2020],
p. 6), as everything is too dense, too compact

o Modern intellectual Liu Xiaobo XIJB&R traced back his
generation’s “submissiveness, parochialism and denial of
Independent thought” to a “form of thought” characterized by “lack
of transcendence”: “My tragedy is that | do not have

transcendent values, it is the tragedy not to have a god.” (Liu
Xiaobo 27, Zhongguo dangdai zhengzhi yu Zhongguo zhishifenzi REE{T
BB E A9 F (Taipei: Tangshan, 1990), 156)




The Hegel-Weber Paradigm

‘Immanent’ Religion (IR} Transcendent’Religion (TR)
Typical case: Confucianism Typical case: Puritanism
This-worldliness = adaptation totheworld  Other-worldliness = tension to the world

Consequences for the actor-world relations through absence (IR) or presence (TR) of'leverage’

Subject — Object (natural world)
Unbroken unity with nature Disenchantment and subjugation of nature
Subject - Co-subjects (social world)
Reification of the given order Questioning of the given order
Subject - Subject (inner world of the self)

Collective identity Development of subjectivity

Source: Roetz (2020), p. 8.
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Critique of Hegel

m| Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) a4
O Thesis of the Axial Age, which is characterised by 14. l
1. Breakthrough through the unquestioned presence : ’ 199939™

and closedness of Life; humankind “transcends
the world and himself.”
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“Opinions, customs, conditions that had been D /
unconsciously accepted were now scrutinized, i
questioned, dissolved.” : %

3. Development of personhood and self-
consciousness — of what Hegel calls
“subjectivity.”

4, Steps towards critical, detached thinking (second
order reasoning).

5. Steps towards the universal by reaching beyond
oneself and “recognizing oneself in the other”
rather than reifying what is one’s own.

-> Chinese culture is one of transcendence (understood as
a structural rather than ontological difference)
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Roetz, Disenchantment and subjectivity

O  Heiner Roetz, German sinologist, put Jasper’s thesis on an empirical footing by
studying the relationship between humans and nature in ancient China

O  Roetz argues that from the 9™ century BCE, “Heaven” (tian X) the highest deity
of the Zhou dynasty, lost its religious aura and “secularized to the notion of
dysteleological ‘nature’”

o  The human world is no longer under the sway of gods and spirits - this becomes
a source for subjectivity to develop

o  This shift in the relationship between Heaven and humans, this disenchantment,
signals a breakthrough through “substance” towards personhood and self-
consciousness.

O  Roetz agrees with Hegel that a recourse to subjectivity is hardly possible in a
compact world where everything is sacred. However, he argues that transcendence
Is possible even within a world-immanent culture like the Chinese.
Transcendence: “a kind of standing back and looking beyond, a kind of critical,
reflective questioning of the actual and new vision of what lies beyond”
(Benjamin Schwartz, “The Age of Transcendence”, Daedalus 104, no. 2 (1975).
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