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The Silk Road: 

Connections and 

Interactions between 

Chinese and European 

Philosophy 

 

an der Heiden, Wulf-Uwe  

University of Witten/Herdecke, Germany 

 

Abstract 

Across several thousand years there have 

been strong and inseparable cultural 

connections between Asia and Europe. The 

article gives a brief description of 

coincidences, differences and exchanges 

with emphasis on philosophy. The influence 

of Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism 

onto the Western World and, the other way 

around, the influence of classical 

philosophical positions in Europe like 

Rationalism, Empiricism and Idealism onto 

the Eastern World is discussed.  

 

Key words 

Buddhism, Chinese gardens, Confucianism, 

Daoism, Empiricism, Goethe, Heidegger 

Hesse, von Humboldt, Idealism, Jesuits, 

Lao Tse, Leibniz, Malebranche, Mao Tse 

Tung, Nietzsche, Rationalism, Schliemann, 

Schopenhauer, Wagner, Whitehead, Wolff, 

Zen 

 

Introduction 

Silk is a precious fiber. “Silk Road” is 

chosen here as a symbol of the precious 

connection between East and West which 

has a very long history and hopefully will 

proceed successfully into the future.  

The Silk Road is an old network of 

trading routes connecting the Mediterranian 

area with Asia. Its German name 

„Seidenstrasse“ was coined by the German 

Geologist and Geographer Ferdinand von 

Richthofen (1833-1905).  His inauguration 

lecture at the University of Bonn in 1877 

was entitled “Die centralasiatischen 

Seidenstrassen” (The Central Asia Silk 

Roads). At his time China was terra 

incognita for the Europeans. Travelling 

through China Richthofen used maps of the 

Jesuits from the 17th century. He published 
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his experiences in the book 

“Entdeckungsreisen in China. 1868-1872“ 

(Journeys of discovery in China). For several 

thousand years silk has been transported 

along the Silk Road from East to West and 

wool, gold and silver from West to East. 

But, very important (a word derived from 

“import”), also ideas and religions migrated 

in both directions. In particular Buddhism 

found its way from India to China along this 

route.   

In the period of Enlightenment in 

Europe during the 17th and 18th century 

many philosophers and writers were 

fascinated by the Chinese culture. Among 

them were Leibniz, Herder, du Halde, 

Voltaire, Goethe, Hegel and Quesnay. The 

French philosopher Voltaire (1694 - 1778), 

one of the intellectual pioneers of the period 

of Enlightenment, was convinced that the 

Platonian Utopia, a state ruled by 

philosophers, is realized in China at his time.  

The following discussion has 

essentially two parts: the influence of 

Chinese philosophy onto European 

philosophy and vice versa the influence of 

European philosophy onto the Chinese one.  

 

Classical Chinese versus European 

Philosophy 

The Classical Chinese Philosophy 

ranged from the seventh to the third century 

BC and was dominated by the schools of 

Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism. The 

phrase “three teachings” expresses that they 

constitute a harmonious aggregate. Daoism 

emphasizes simplicity and living in 

accordance with nature, Confucianism 

advocates morality and social rules, 

Buddhism reminds of suffering and idleness 

of material values and maintains the 

doctrine of reincarnation. Their common 

principle is the “unity between heaven and 

man” expressed in the oldest classical 

Chinese text Yi Jing, the origin of which 

dates back to the 3rd millenium BC. Its 

oldest layer Zhou Yi is the “Book of 

Changes”. As taught also in the Confucian 

canon Lunyu and by  Mengzi (370 - 290 BC) 

everything in the world is permanently 

changing. The Sinological research e. g. of 

A. C. Graham, François Jullien and Roger 

Ames emphasizes the dynamic, process-like 

and holistic character of the classic Chinese 

philosophy, much in contrast to the 

European philosophy which is permeated 

generally by static rationalistic principles and 
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categories with the world consisting of 

unchangeable substances or elements, e. g. 

atoms and elementary particles. Not earlier 

than in the 20th century this dogma has 

been  refuted by Einstein’s theory of the 

equivalence of matter and energy and by the 

experiments of Atomic fission.  

 

Whitehead 

In the philosophical domain one of the 

few exceptions is the philosopher Alfred 

North Whitehead (1861 – 1947) for whom 

the world consists of events or processes1 

instead of things: "There is urgency in 

coming to see the world as a web of 

interrelated processes of which we are 

integral parts, so that all of our choices and 

actions have consequences for the world 

around us." 2  Whitehead’s concepts have 

been included in representations of Chinese 

philosophy because scholars realized that 

these concepts are in line with the Chinese 

way of thinking. Like Confucianists 

Whitehead puts importance on “harmony” 

 
1  Alfred North Whitehead: Process and 

Reality: An Essay in Cosmology. New 

York: Macmillan Company, 1929 

between people and even throughout the 

whole of Nature, resembling the Spherical 

Harmony of the Pythagoreen School in the 

antique Greek. Whitehead’s philosophy can 

be assessed as a bridge between the 

philosophies of China and Europe.  

 

Malebranche 

Going back in history we turn to the 

French philosopher Nicole de Malebranche 

(1638 - 1715).  In his “Dialogue between a 

Christian Philosopher and a Chinese on the 

Existence and Nature of God ” (1707) he 

refers to six propositions obtained from 

Artus de Lionne, Bishop of Rosalie. He 

asked him for philosophical support in 

favor of the missionaries in China. The 

work of Malebranche is important as 

starting the understanding of Chinese 

thinking in Europe.  

2  C. Robert Mesle, Process-Relational 

Philosophy: An Introduction to Alfred 

North Whitehead. West Conshohocken: 

Templeton Foundation Press, 2009), 9 
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Leibniz 

From Malebranche’s “Conversation” 

(1708) a thread leads to the “Discours sur la 

théologie naturelle de les Chinois” (1716) of 

the German mathematician and philosopher 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646 – 1716).  

He is acknowledged as the last universal 

genius possessing the complete knowledge 

of his time. Leibniz’ universality also 

included a strong interest in China and its 

culture. In his writings he discussed 

Confucius, Fuxi, Laotze, Zhu  Xi  and 

Cheng Yi. He was familiar with the Chinese 

philosophical terms li, qi, Shangdi, taiji, tian, 

tiandao and tian ming and admired China as 

the oldest still existing culture of the world. 

He was fascinated by the symbolic kind of 

writing in Chinese texts wondering whether 

it contains some logic or mathematical 

principles similar to those in his project “ars 

characteristica universalis”. He considered 

the 64 Hexagrams, a system of straight and 

broken lines (yáo) in the Yijing as an 

analogue of the digital mathematical 

notation developed by himself. However, 

this is a misinterpretation because the 

Hexagrams do not denote mathematical 

objects but symbolize essential notions of 

the classical Chinese philosophy. His 

mistake may be excused because Leibniz 

was not familiar with the Chinese language 

and has never been in China. In 1701 the 

Hexagrams were transmitted to him by the 

French Jesuit Jaques Bouvet (1656 - 1730). 

Leibniz praised China: „If a wise man would 

not have to judge about the beauty of 

godesses but about the excellence of the 

states he would give the golden apple to the 

Chinese“. 

 

Wolff 

The mathematician and philosopher 

Christian Wolff (1679 – 1754) was nearly a 

contemporary of Leibniz and they knew 

each other. In 1711 he became aquainted 

with classic writings of Chinese philosophy 

in form of a Latin translation by Pater 

François Noël (1651–1729). The works of 

Confucius and Menzius inspired Wolff to 

his „Speach about the practical philosophy 

of the Chinese“ at the University of Halle in 

1721. In this speech he declared the 

Confucian tradition as a living proof that 

Ethics is not dependent on the Christian 

belief. Wolff is representative for the fruitful 

encounter between Western and Chinese 

philosophy.  
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Goethe  

Another important figure within the 

cultural interrelationship between China 

and Germany is the poet and scientist 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749 – 

1832). In the year 1783 he read the book 

„Journey to East India and China“ written 

by Pierre Sonnerat (1748 - 1814). This 

French scientist and discoverer travelled 

several times to South East Asia and was the 

first European to describe Chinese trees like 

e. g. the Litschitree. Very famous and 

translated into many languages is Goethe’s 

poem about another Chinese tree, the 

Ginkgo Biloba. Here an English version: 

GINKGO BILOBA 

The leaf of this Eastern tree 

Which has been entrusted to my garden 

Offers a feast of secret significance 

For the edification of the initiate. 

Is it one living thing 

That is divided within itself? 

Are they two which have chosen each other 

So that we know them as one? 

I think I have found the right answer: 

Do my songs not make you feel 

That I am both one and twain? 

Goethe praised the kinship between 

the Western and Eastern cultures in the 

poem (my translation):  

Who knows oneself and others 

Will also understand: 

Orient and Occident 

Are not to separate ever more. 

 

Goethe refers here to the Near East 

but today in the time of globalization it 

applies equally well to the Far East (India, 

Persia, China). His more than 200 poetic 

works about the Eastern World are 

collected in “West-Östlicher Divan” (1819, 

extended 1827). In fact, Goethe’s influence 

reaches to the Far East also. In 1878 he was 

mentioned by Li Fengbao, a Chinese envoy 

to the German Empire. Around 1900 his 

novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm 

Meister’s Apprenticeship) was quoted by 

the Chinese scholar Gu Hongming. It 

needed 14 years more until his poem 

“Erlkönig” (Erlking) was translated into 

Chinese. Today the situation has improved: 

In the Goethe -  Institutes in Peking, 

Hongkong, Taipei and Shanghai one can 

learn the German language and much about 

Germany’s culture, surely something about 

Goethe too.  
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Schopenhauer  

Of utmost importance for the spread 

of Eastern philosophy in Germany and 

beyond has been the philosopher Arthur 

Schopenhauer (1788 – 1860). His main 

work “Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung” 

(The world as will and idea) contains the 

phrase: "...to those in whom the will has 

turned and denied itself, this very real world 

of ours, with all its Suns and Milky Ways, 

is—nothing." (Volume I, § 71).  He 

associates this 'nothing' with the 

Prajñāpāramitā of Buddhism: the point 

where subject and object no longer exist. 

Schopenhauer judged about Buddhism: “If 

I would use the results of my philosophy as 

scale of truth I would prefer the Buddhism 

before the other (religions)”.3 

 

Nietzsche 

Schopenhauer was a precursor of the 

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche 

(1844 – 1900) who was also a poet and 

composer. One can listen to his music via 

the internet. He opposed strongly both the 

 
3 „Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung“ Vol. 

2, Chap. 17, p. 197 

Christian religion and the European 

philosophy with its Rationalism and 

Idealism and its pretension of truth. His 

most famous work is “Also sprach 

Zarathustra” (So spoke Zarathustra) written 

in the years 1883 to 1885. The role of 

Zarathustra in this book is to announce the 

“Übermensch” (superman) who would be 

the successor of the present human being. 

Nietzsche took the name Zarathustra from 

that of an Iranian philosopher and priest 

who is assumed to have lived in the first or 

second millennium BC. Archeologists have 

found a 1400 years old marble tomb 

decorated not only with Indian but also 

Buddhistic motives. Apparently followers of 

Zarathustra were buried here. This is a 

further indication that across the silk road 

there has been an intensive crosswalk 

leading to a mixture of ethnics and cultures 

in China.   

 

Wagner 

By Schopenhauer and Nietzsche the 

composer and poet Richard Wagner (1813 – 

1883) became deeply impressed with the 
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ideas of Buddhism. September 27, 1882, 

five months before he died, his wife Cosima 

noticed in her diary: „He woke up in the 

night and read in the book ‘Buddha’ [...] We 

speak about Buddha nearly always” and at 

October 1 „He declares Buddhism as the 

blossom of the human spirit, against which 

all what follows is decadence”. Comparing 

Christianity and Buddhism Wagner liked 

that in Buddhism there is no forcing, 

everything is friendly and peaceful. In his 

last opera “Parsival” he metamorphized 

much of the Buddhistic spirit into music. In 

this way Wagner helped to spread 

Buddhism not only across Europe but all 

over the world.  

 

Von Humboldt and von Richthoven 

The German explorer Alexander von 

Humboldt (1769-1859) never visited China. 

However, during a journey through Russia 

in 1829 he reached the border of the 

Chinese Dsungary. He wanted to know 

more about the Chinese understanding of 

nature. One generation later the German 

geographer Ferdinand von Richthofen 

 
4 Transl. China. Results of own journeys and 

studies with Atlas based on them.  

(1833-1905) stayed in China between 1868 

and 1872. He wrote a series of five books 

entitled „China. Ergebnisse eigener Reisen 

und darauf gegründete Studien mit Atlas“4 

(China. Results of own journeys and 

thereupon based studies with atlas). 

Richthoven created the name 

“Seidenstrasse” (Silk Road).  

 

Schliemann 

Another visitor of China was the 

archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann (1822 - 

1890), the discoverer of Troja. He wrote the 

book  “La Chine et le Japon“ about his 

journey to Asia during which he visited the 

Chinese Wall in 1865 in Gubeikou which he 

called “the cleanest town of China”. He 

wrote “Nothing equals the beauty of the 

thousand hills, which stretch out to the 

South und above which one can have a look 

across the plane of Beijing.“ On the other 

hand he did not get a good impression of 

the Chinese people criticizing them for 

having no feeling for harmony and melodies 

and for their ugly talking. But it should be 

taken into account that at that time during 
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the Opium War the Europeans exploited 

China extremely and filled people with 

drugs. 

The reader may ask why in this article 

about philosophy there is a passage about 

Schliemann and his discoverings mainly of 

things made out of stone. The reason is that 

architecture is a result of the thinking of a 

people. This becomes evident by comparing 

the buildings of Manhatten with the 

Pagodes of China. Whereas sky scratchers, 

made from concrete, symbolize technical 

progress and economic power Pagodes, 

mainly made from wood, express protection 

and naturalness.  

 

Dao 

Usually “Dao” is translated by „way“, 

however there is no precise definition. It is 

a universal principle, a flowing process, a 

creative power encompassing the whole 

cosmos. One of its watchwords is “Doing 

by not doing”. People should follow the 

Dao and live in harmony with the greater 

whole. Remarkably this trait is in line with 

the “harmony of spheres” of the antique 

Greek Pythagoreen School. Daoism differs 

from Confucianism by missing strict rituals, 

but it shares the striving for a well behaved, 

natural, simple and modest way of life called 

Dào. 

 

Laozi  

According to the legend the 

philosopher Laozi lived in the 6th century 

BC and was a teacher of Confucius. He is 

presumably the author of the Daodejing, the 

basic and most often translated book of 

Daoism. Its importance is often compared 

to the work of Plato. Laozi conceived Dao 

as a dialectic connection of opponents. It is 

both the unity and the duality of Yin and 

Yang. In comments to the I Ging this basic 

principle is called Taiji. The Dao is not only 

relevant for the Daoists but also for the 

Confucianists and Buddhists. 

Philological research suggests that a 

person named Laozi never existed and that 

the Daodejing is a collection of Daoist 

tellings by many hands. One of them is the 

following from the Daodejing:  

Possession breeds obsession, obsession 

arrogance, and arrogance calamity. That he keeps 

measure when the work is completed and that he 

puts himself aside and withdraws from glory proves 

the wisdom of the awakened.  
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Daoism in the Western World 

The reception of Daoism in the 

Western World goes on since about 200 

years. The Daodejing was translated first 

into Latin by a Jesuit in 1788. It influenced 

literature, art, philosophy and psychology. 

After the First World War the Daoism 

became attractive to the pacifists because of 

its just mentioned doctrine of “not- doing”. 

Among the German writers who absorbed 

Daostic thinking are Richard Wilhelm, 

Martin Buber, Hermann Hesse, Alfred 

Döblin and Bertolt Brecht. An example is 

Bertolt Brecht‘s poem from 1938 „Legende 

von der Entstehung des Buches Taoteking 

auf dem Weg des Laotse in die 

Emigration“ 5 . It contains the typical 

Daoistic lines 

 „Dass das weiche Wasser in Bewegung 

Mit der Zeit den mächtigen Stein besiegt. 

Du verstehst, das Harte unterliegt.“6 

 
5  „Legend of the genesis of  the book 

Taoteking on Laotzi’s way into the 

emigration“  

 

Heidegger  

The German philosopher Martin 

Heidegger (1889 - 1976) was very much 

concerned with East Asian philosophy.  

Vice versa he received much attention in 

Asia. In 1946, together with the Taiwanese 

prelate of the Roman Catholic Church Paul 

Ch'eng Shih-kuang (1915 – 2012) Heidegger 

was engaged in a translation of Laozi’s 

Daodejing.  However, they did not 

complete the work because of difficulties to 

achieve an adequate translation. 

Nevertheless, not seldom Heidegger cites 

Laotzi’ Daodejing and understands Dao as 

a possible “moving way”  towards an 

understanding of what reason, spirit, sense 

and logos want to say. Heidegger 

characterized the human existence as a 

“Sein zum Tode” (being towards death). To 

die means becoming nothing. Because of 

this trait in his philosophy he received much 

attention in Asia since “nothing”, as already 

said,  is a central notion in Daoism. Chinese, 

Coreans and Japanes realized that 

Heidegger’s thinking is near to their own 

6 Engl translation: That the smooth water 

in motion conquers the mughty stone, 

you understand, the hard underlies. 
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opening a way to understanding European 

philosophy. Moreover eventually it could 

help to supply a philosophical basis for Zen.   

 

Hesse 

The German-Suiss philosopher, poet 

and painter Hermann Hesse (1877 – 1962), 

winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 

1946, became very famous in the USA 

during the so-called Hippie movement by 

his books „Siddharta“ and “Steppenwolf”. 

Background of his work is a combination of 

Daoism and Christian mystics with parallels 

to the Theravada-Buddhism.   

“Hippie” is the name of a 

counterculture of the youth in the United 

States during the early 1960s then spreading 

around the world. The movement, 

influenced by Eastern religion and 

spirituality, was a protesting against the 

Western urban and consumatory life style. 

Its ethos is directly inspired by the Asian 

virtues of harmony with nature and of 

pieceful communal living.  

Another example of Daoistic influence 

in Europe is Vincenzo di Ieso, a fourteenth-

generation Taoist master of the Xuanwu 

school of the Wudang Mountains who 

founded the “Chiesa Taoista d'Italia” 

(Daoistic Church of Italy) in 2013.   

 

Confucius  

Confucius (551 – 479 BC) whose name 

means “master king” is revered as the 

paragon of the Chinese sages and had a 

great influence on the morals and everyday 

life style of the Chinese people including the 

government. His philosophy is of practical 

character, not religious. He taught kindness, 

helpfulness, justice and sincerity. 

Confucius is widely considered as one 

of the most important and influential 

individuals in human history comparable to 

Sokrates and Jesus. The respect to him is 

worldwide until today. His scholarship 

extended to what is now known as 

Confucianism.  

 

Confucianism in the Western World 

The notion “Confucianism” goes back 

to the Christian Missionaires. In the 17th 

century one of them, the Jesuit Matteo 

Ricci, brought the writings of Confucius to 

Europe. In 1687 they were translated into 

Latin by Pater Prospero Intorcetta.  At that 

time Christianity was the dominating 
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religion in Europe. However, during the 

Renaissance a turnaround took place and 

the hegemony of Christianity declined.  

Other religions and ideologies including 

Confucionism and Buddhism could spread 

across Europe.   

Confucianism is more a way of life 

than a religion. It refers essentially to an 

absolute principle similar to the Dào. Its 

focus is on the cultivation of virtues by 

practicing benevolence and humaneness 

based on compassion. Men should live 

together on trust and social responsibility. 

“Rén” is the Confucian virtue of being and 

feeling altruistic. Another principle of 

Confucianism is equality, meaning that all 

men have the same rights and chances 

within the community independent of their 

origin and social ranking. There really has 

been an open society in contrast to the 

aristocracy ruling Europe at least until the 

‘Enlightenment’.  Equality is one of the 

three paroles of the Enlightenment beside 

freedom and fraternity.  Remarkably 

Confucianism is more than 2000 years older 

than the European Enlightenment.   

Confucianism is most probably at the 

roots of the Chinese work ethics important 

for the rise of the East Asian economy, 

regardless that nowadays many people do 

not adhere to Confucian doctrines.  

Many philosophers of the 

‘Enlightenment’ became inspired so 

strongly that they wanted to integrate 

Confucius’ ethics into the Western 

civilization. Voltaire considered 

Confucianism as an alternative to the 

Christian dogma. He wrote: “Confucius has 

no interest in falsehood; he did not pretend 

to be a prophet; he claimed no inspiration; 

he taught no new religion; he used no 

delusions; flattered not the emperor under 

whom he lived ...”.  For him Confucian 

ethics and politics represented a model for 

Europe. 

 

Buddha 

Buddha is not the name of a person 

but a title of someone who has knowledge 

and thereby is enlightened. The Awakened 

is free from the eternal circle of desire and 

suffering caused thereby. Instead he is in a 

state of complete rest and serenity, the 

“Nirwana”.  The first Buddha has been 

Siddharta Gautama (563 -483 BC) the 

founder of Buddhism. His philosophy of 

life is the “middle way” avoiding extreme 

behavior of luxury and ascese.  
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Buddhism in the Western World 

The buddhistic doctrines concentrate 

on philosophical and logical considerations. 

The self and the world are considered as 

illusions. Goal of the Buddhistian praxis is 

the liberation from suffering by following a 

“Middle Way” as Gautama taught. 

Buddhism has its roots in India. 

However, by extensive translations and 

various schools it had substantial influence 

in China facilitated by the similarities of 

Buddhism with the Chinese Confucianism 

and Daoism. Today more than 200 Million 

adherents of Buddhism live in China. Since 

the nineteenth century it spreads to the 

Western World also. In 1975 the society 

EBU (European Buddhistic Union) was 

founded in order to connect the various 

Buddhistic groups in Europe and to 

integrate Buddhism into the European 

society with its spiritual and humanitarian 

engagement. Now many people in the 

western world practice Asian meditation, 

often in non-spiritual contexts like health 

and business. A particular form of 

Buddhism is Zen starting in the fifth 

century. The word „zen“ is derived from 

Chinese „chan“ which is connected to the 

Sanscrit word Dhyana meaning a meditative 

state. Because of this characteristic trait this 

type of Buddhism is often called Meditation 

Buddhism. The Zen monks reached the 

state by a number of exercises. Today these 

exercises are performed all over the world, 

however without their original religious 

background. In the USA, Germany and 

Switzerland there are Zen courses for 

managers and leading persons in economy 

and politics. The German theologian and 

teacher for Zen and Yoga Michael von 

Brück (*1949) states: „Zen is creatively 

arising in the West with many forms and 

open contours of organisation“. 

The Russian Buddhologist and 

Indologist Theodore Stcherbatsky (1886–

1942) interpreted the Buddhist 

epistemologies of Dignaga and Dharmakirti 

through Kantian categories. 

In many private houses, in restaurants 

and hotels one can find sculptures of 

Buddha mainly sitting comfortably with a 

smiling face and a thick belly, apparently as 

signs of happiness and well being. However, 

most of the people have no idea who 

Buddha was and what he taught, contrary to 

the about 270 000 Buddhists living in 

Germany. 



AN DER HEIDEN. INTERACTION BETWEEN CHINESE & EUROPEAN PHILOSOPHY. EJSIN 10 (2019) 33 - 50 45 

 

The opposite direction: reception of 

Western philosophy in China 

There have been several endeavers to 

bring European philosophy to China. The 

US-American philosopher John Dewey 

(1859 – 1952) and the English philosopher 

Bertrand Russell (1872 – 1970) were the first 

Western philosophers visiting China. The 

Chinese philosopher, essayist and diplomat 

Hu Shi (1891–1962) tried to combine 

Chinese traditions with the modern Anglo-

American Pragmatism. The Chinese 

philosopher and historian Feng Youlan 

(1895–1990) connected Confucianism with 

European Rationalism. Mou Zongsan (1909 

– 1995) was a Chinese Neoconfucian 

philosopher. He amalgamated Kant‘s 

Transcendentalism with the Confucian idea 

of intuitive thinking. The Chinese 

philosopher and logician Jin Yuelin (1895 -  

1984) connected the Logic, developed 

mainly by Aristotle, Moore and Frege, with 

concepts of Daoism. The Chinese 

philosopher Thomé H. Fang (1899 – 1977) 

asked in the context of Neoconfucianism 

whether modern technology may be 

justified by higher values of Chinese ethics.  

Accompanying the enormously 

growing economic influence of China in the 

West there is growing interest in the 

Western culture including philosophy, 

which is not restricted to the teaching of 

Karl Marx.  The just developing movement 

of “New Confucianism” incorporates a lot 

of Western ideas. Its future course is yet to 

be defined.  

 

The Cultural Revolution in China 

The goal of the so-called Cultural 

Revolution in China which lasted from 1966 

until 1976 was to eliminate capitalist and 

traditional elements from Chinese society 

and to replace them by a certain version of 

Communist ideology the formulation of 

which to a great extent is due to Mao Tse-

tung (1893 – 1976). The period of so-called 

Maoism is another example of a causal 

relationship between philosophical thinking 

and enormous changes in the history of 

man. 

 

Mao Tse-Tung‘s reception of  the 

philosophy of Engels and Marx  

There is a philosophical line from 

Hegel to Marx to Mao Tse-Tung. Their 

common notion is dialectic. For Hegel 

dialectic is both a law of thinking and a law 

of motion of reality. Dialectic consists of 
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three steps. In thinking (arguing) they are 

thesis, antithesis and synthesis. The 

synthesis unites thesis and antithesis at a 

higher level. In reality the first two steps are 

related to change: Within the change the 

following contradicts the preceding 

resulting in the third step progress. From 

this kind of dialectic Hegel derived his 

conviction in the progress of historical 

development. Just this element has been 

adopted by Marx and Engels in their theory 

of Dialectic Materialism: They identified the 

contradiction between thesis and antithesis 

with the struggle between the upper and 

lower social classes and synthesis with the 

victory of the working class. 

Correspondingly Mao Tse-Tung wrote in 

his essay “On Contradiction”: “The law of 

contradiction in things, that is, the law of the 

unity of opposites, is the basic law of 

materialist dialectics”. By equaling 

“contradiction” and “struggle” it appears to 

be evident that development of mankind is 

only possible through struggle. This 

reminds strongly of Heraklit’s “War is the 

father of all things”.   

 

Chinese Gardens in Germany – their 

philosophy 

China is famous for its gardens. They 

are part of China’s old culture and have a 

philosophical meaning also: They represent 

the harmony of heaven, earth, stones, water, 

buildings, ways and plants, the so-called 

“seven things”. The eights is the human 

being joining them in perfect harmony. 

Information about the Chinese Gardens 

came to Europe first by Marco Polo but 

there was no real effect on the shaping of 

gardens or parks. This changed with the 

Franciscan monk Matteo Ripa who brought 

copper engravings of Chinese gardens to 

Europe. Subsequently so-called „Jardins 

anglo-chinois“  were created, a mixing of 

European and Chinese garden culture. After 

1970 Chinese gardens were founded in 

Munich (1983), Bochum (1986), Zurich 

(1994), Berlin (2000) and Mannheim (2001). 

Good understanding of these gardens is 

best possible by guidances. E. g. in the 

Chinese Garden of Bochum Ursula Carola 

Closset who worked at the Hegel-Archiv 

Bochum regularly explains the philosophical 

meaning to visitors:  The round windows 

represent the sky, the edge – shaped 

windows the earth. The water in the pond 
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symbolizes calmness, the fountain and the 

waterfall motion and restlessness, all this 

composed in a whole. The winding 

walkways along the small pavilions let see 

the same things from different perspectives.  

 

Conclusion 

Leibniz’ vision of an intercultural 

exchange between Europe and China has 

now an actuality of highest importance. His 

ideas of universality have the potential to 

promote a deeper understanding of each 

other and to cultivate the respect and the 

friendship between our countries including 

the personal relationships between Chinese 

and German men and women. Spiritual 

exchange and peaceful political interaction 

can improve the welfare of both 

communities. In our time China has evolved 

to the most powerful and influential 

economy in the world. It is equally 

important to revive the ideas of the ancient 

Chinese wisdom. Let us help together to 

connect the Chinese Universism and the 

European Universalism! 
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