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On Confucian Gongfu Philosophy and
Western Practical Philosophy

Huang Yushun®

Abstract: Gongfu philosophy involves three important issues. First is the synchronic
connotations of the concept of gongfu and the relationship between Chinese and Western
philosophies. The “eight steps in moral cultivation” in the Great Learning—approaching
things personally, deriving knowledge, having one’s desire be sincere, having one’s mind
be right, cultivating one’s character, managing one’s household well, governing one’s
state well, and making all under heaven peaceful—in fact, are all issues of gongfu. In fact,
Confucian gongfu theory roughly corresponds to Western practical philosophy. Second
is the diachronic transformation of the concept of gongfu and the change in Confucian
philosophy from ancient to modern. In order to validate the logic of “cultivating one’s
character, managing one’s household well, governing one’s state well, and making all
under heaven peaceful” in modern society, it is necessary to carry on with the modern
transformation of the subject: managing one’s household well is citizens’ achievement of
harmony in the modern nuclear family; governing one’s state well is the citizens’ exercise
of the political sovereignty of national governance in a certain way, and making all under
heaven peaceful is their participation in world affairs in a certain way. Therefore, the
standard of “approaching things personally, deriving knowledge, having one’s desire be
sincere, and having one’s mind be right” cannot be merely the pursuit of elites but the
cultivation of the qualified citizen’s personality. Third is the relationship between gongfu
philosophy, practical philosophy, and metaphysics. In the Neo-Confucianism of the Song
and Ming dynasties, metaphysical ontology laid the foundation for gongfu theory. Similarly,
traditional Western practical philosophy also has its metaphysical foundation. In order to
make practical philosophy and gongfu philosophy the real “first philosophy,” the concepts
of practice and gongfu should be “pre-existence” and “pre-subjectivity.”

Keywords: Confucian, gongfu philosophy, practical philosophy

On April 14, 2018, I had the privilege of attending the workshop on “Traditional Chinese
Theory of Gongfu and Gongfu Philosophy” organized by Ni Peimin 1%, 3% X and Liu Xiaogan
X1 % # at Beijing Normal University. Later, in 2019 or 2020, I participated in the evaluation of
a Guizhou Provincial Philosophy and Social Sciences Guoxue Project hosted by Professor Ni.

* Huang Yushun is professor and doctoral supervisor of the Advanced Institute for Confucian Studies at Shandong
University. E-mail: hys0531@163.com



ON CONFUCIAN GONGFU PHILOSOPHY AND WESTERN PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY

My address at the 2018 workshop was reported in the press as follows:

Professor Huang Yushun # % i from Shandong University gave a speech on “The
New Development of Gongfu Theory: Interpreting the Confucian Concept of Gongfu
through Life Confucianism.” He observed that many popular readers criticize academic
Confucians for only sitting and prattling about the general principle. “No gongfu” means
that few scholars practice meditation. The popular understanding of gongfu T % (self-
cultivation effort) is similar to the Way of cultivating one’s morality in old age. Huang
Yushun believed that this kind of understanding has greatly narrowed gongfu. He argued
for a re-expanded restoration of the narrowed-down gongfu theory today.

In his view, gongfu in its broadest sense has roughly two meanings. One is the effort to
achieve a certain goal; the other is the achievement of something through investing time,
energy, and effort. Neo-Confucianism in the Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644)
dynasties dealt with the relationship between substance and gongfu. Therefore, we cannot talk
about gongfu today without the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean as understood
by Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism. Moreover, we can talk about it from different angles, for
example, extensive study (boxue 1 %), prudent inquiry (shenwen & [5]), careful reflection
(shensi & &.), clear discrimination (mingbian ¥ #¥), and earnest practice (duxing 4 17)
in the Doctrine of the Mean are all gongfu and so are “approaching things personally (gewu
1% 4), deriving knowledge (zhizhi %X %1), having one’s desire be sincere (chengyi ik &),
having one’s mind be right (zhengxin IE ), cultivating one’s character (xiushen 14 %),
managing one’s household well (gijia 7+ %), governing one’s state well (zhiguo 7 ), and
making all under heaven peaceful (pingtianxia “F X T-)” in the Great Learning. When a
philosopher sits thinking about Confucian philosophy, he or she is practicing gongfu.

Finally, he mentioned that gongfu also has its times and confronts the problem of modern
transformation. He believes that Confucianism nowadays can reinvigorate ideological
resources in the Great Learning. The key is to realize that the transformation of lifestyle
leads to the transformation of social subjects, and the subject of modern society is
undoubtedly the individual. That each individual needs to achieve the set of Confucian
logic—approaching things personally, deriving knowledge, having one’s desire be sincere,
having one’s mind be right, cultivating one’s character, managing one’s household well,
governing one’s state well, and making all under heaven peaceful—is still valid today.!
In this speech, I mainly discussed two issues: first is the connotation and extension of
the concept of gongfu, emphasizing that the “eight steps in moral cultivation” (bamu /\ E)
in the Great Learning—approaching things personally, deriving knowledge, having one’s
desire be sincere, having one’s mind be right, cultivating one’s character, managing one’s
household well, governing one’s state well, and making all under heaven peaceful—in fact,
are issues of gongfu. Second is the modern transformation of the concept of gongfu, which is
mainly about how modern people practice gongfu.

I have been consistently concerned about the two issues. My book Love and Thought:
Life Confucianism as a New Philosophy [% 5 B——4 & 1% F Hy W 4] has a section
devoted to the gongfu, discussing the following questions: (1) For a Confucian, can so-called
purely academic work be regarded as gongfu? (2) What kind of gongfu should we practice?*
These are actually the two issues discussed above.

When I read Professor Ni’s book Philosophizing Gongfu through Confucianism [f& X
I X ¥ % #:],° I found that I share his same views on these two issues. On one hand, the three
chapters of the book are arranged according to the “eight steps” in the Great Learning. The
first part is approaching things personally and deriving knowledge; the second is having

1 “How to Reinvigorate Confucian Gongfu Theory Today: Based on Contemporary Times and Facing the World” [1% 2
Iy RIG A Rl 87 . L8 2R, R, Pengpai, April 28, 2018, https://www. thepaper.cn/newsDetail
forward_2101051.

2 Huang Yushun, Love and Thought: Life Confucianism as a New Philosophy, trans. Li Xuening and Yan Meirong (Encino:
Bridge21 Publications, 2019), 179-185.

3 Ni Peimin {§.3% K., Philosophizing Gongfu through Confucianism [{& % 3 & ¥ %] (Beijing: Commercial Press, 2022).



CONFUCIAN ACADEMY VOL. 10, No.1 (2023)

one’s desire be sincere, having one’s mind be right, and cultivating one’s character; and the
third is managing one’s household well, governing one’s state well, and making all under
heaven peaceful. On the other hand, the book mainly deals with the modern development
of the theory of gongfu.

Of course, Professor Ni’s masterpiece deals with much more than these issues. Instead,
it constructs a vast system of fundamental philosophical issues in both ancient and modern
China and the West. In my opinion, his prime contributions are as follows. First, he
encompasses the whole tradition of Confucian philosophy in the concept of gongfu
philosophy, which is a unique summary of the tradition of Confucian philosophy. Second,
for the Confucian philosophical tradition, gongfu philosophy is not “to follow” but “to
continue,” becoming the original philosophical thought of contemporary philosophers.
Third, gongfu philosophy has the value of integrating Chinese and Western philosophies.
Although it seems to be a contrast between Chinese and Western philosophies, and even
contains the meaning of the confrontation between Chinese and Western philosophies, it
needs a perspective beyond the confrontation between Chinese and Western philosophies,
which is the inevitable embodiment of the philosophical quality that Professor Ni possesses.

I would like to discuss the following questions based on Professor Ni’s masterpiece.

The Synchronic Connotation of the Concept of
Gongfu and the Relationship between Chinese and
Western Phllosophles [Refer to page 86 for Chinese. Similarly hereinafter]

Here I will mainly talk about the relationship between Confucian gongfu theory and
Western practical philosophy and argue that Confucian gongfu theory can roughly
correspond to Western practical philosophy.

It is well known that practical philosophy is an important Western philosophical tradition
initiated by Aristotle.* Its core is ethics or moral philosophy, political science, and even
hermeneutics (Heidegger and Gadamer).” In fact, all these contents are interlinked with
Confucian gongfu theory. In this sense, it can be said that practical philosophy is actually the
Western tradition of gongfu theory. Conversely, it can be said that gongfu theory follows the
tradition of Chinese practical philosophy. Therefore, some scholars treat Mencius’s “Way of
inner sageliness and outer kingliness” as his practical philosophy,® which is quite reasonable.

Therefore, it is not a question of whether there is a theory of gongfu in the West, or
whether there is practical philosophy in China. Instead, it is an issue of comparing and
contrasting Chinese gongfu theory and Western practical philosophy, that is, discussing the
“commensurability” and “non-equivalence.”

4 Zhang Rulun 5K 7% 16, “Practical Philosophy as the First Philosophy and Its Concept of Practice” [1£ i % — ¥ = fy 52 %
A o K H S B kA&, Fudan Journal (Social Sciences Edition) [ B 24 ( #4FH2£ % ) ], no. 5 (2005): 155-163. Ding
Liqun T 377, “What Is Practical Philosophy: Retrospective on and Transcendence of Aristotle” [{a] 2 5Z &k 4 227
T - % 45t [ 5 4 ], Marxism and Reality [ % % B £ 3 5 3L 52], no. 2 (2017): 148-155.

5 Hans Georg Gadamer and Carsten Dutt, “What Is Practical Philosophy: An Interview with Gadamer” [} 4 & 52 ¥
P £ i3k Bk /R4 % %], trans. Jin Huimin 4 # 4%, Journal of Northwest Normal University (Social Sciences
Edition) [T 4k i K224 (4 FF M) 1, no. 1 (2005): 7-10. Zhang Nengwei 7K f %, “Gadamer, the Tradition
of Practical Philosophy, and Hermeneutic Reconstruction” [fnk 2k /R 5 52 ¥ 4 =4 1% 4 o i FF 5 % #], Academics
[ AR #], no. 10 (2010): 48-56.

6 Zheng Chen [\ 7, “The Way of Inner Sageliness and Outer Kingliness: A Preliminary Study of Mencius’s Practical
Philosophy” [ ] % 4t F = 3 & LA & B EATAR], Social Scientist [ 2 FF % %], no. 10 (2012): 15-19.

7  Huang, Love and Thought: Life Confucianism as a New Philosophy, 25-30.
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The Diachronic Transformation of the Concept of Gongfu and the
Change of Confucian Philosophy from Ancient to Modern 17

The whole text of the Great Learning is actually all about gongfu theory, and Professor Ni’s
masterpiece also mentions that the Great Learning is the most typical treatise on Confucian
gongfu. What is involved here is mainly the transition from ancient to modern times and
the modern transformation of the ideological connotations of the Great Learning, which I
have discussed in my treatise.®* Two perspectives are involved.

First, how can the logic of “cultivating one’s character, managing one’s household
well, governing one’s state well, and making all under heaven peaceful” be valid today? If a
person does a good job of self-cultivation, will he or she be able to manage the household
well? If one can manage the household well, will he or she surely govern the state well? If
one can govern the state well, will he or she surely make the world peaceful?

Of course, under the patriarchal system of the Western Zhou dynasty (1046-771 BCE),
for a male member of the Ji clan, this logic would be valid: “After physical cultivation, the
family shall be in harmony; after family in harmony, the country shall be governed; after
country well-governed, then the world shall be in peace” (Book of Rites, “Great Learning”).
However, in modern society, if this logic can be established, the only feasible explanation
is one involving the transformation of modern times and the modern lifestyle and the
modern transformation of social subjects. That is to say, with the transformation of social
subjects from rulers and elite scholar-officials to ordinary citizens, the connotations of
“cultivating one’s character, managing one’s household well, governing one’s state well, and
making all under heaven peaceful” has also undergone a diachronic transformation. For a
modern citizen, a family in harmony means that citizens achieve harmony of the modern
nuclear family; that a country is well-governed involves the citizens’ exercise of the national
governance of political sovereignty in a certain way, and world peace means that citizens
participate in the world affairs in a certain way.

This is actually a question of political philosophy. All those modern transformations
have already come about, and what Confucians needs to do is only to explain them with
their own words. This is what Hegel meant in saying that the owl of Minerva “spreads its
wings only with the coming of the dusk.”

Second is the issue of “approaching things personally, deriving knowledge, having
desire be sincere, and having one’s mind be right,” that is, the issue of self-cultivation of
ordinary citizens. For an utterly ordinary citizen, for whom there is no “gongfu” or “spiritual
attainment” to speak of, does he or she then have the ability and qualification to realize
“well-managed family,” “well-governed country,” and “peaceful world”? Is he or she qualified
to form a harmonious family and exercise his or her right to govern the country and
participate in world affairs? If so, what is the meaning of gongfu theory for ordinary citizens
and the general public? I think this is a major issue to be solved by Confucian gongfu
philosophy nowadays.

This is also one of the issues I mentioned earlier, namely, how should modern people
practice gongfu? By “modern people” I mean not only Confucians and philosophers and social
elites but all people in general, including the general public. This is a subject of great practical
significance. How does an ordinary citizen approach things personally, derive knowledge,
have one’s desire be sincere, and have one’s mind be right? One point I have to emphasize

8 Huang Yushun # EJIif, “On the Spirit and the Way of the Great Learning” [t “AK A" 5§ “AKk==38" ], Root
Exploration [F-42], no. 4 (2010): 28-34.
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is that if it is required that “everything be based on self-cultivation from the emperor to the
common people” (ibid.), the standard of “approaching things personally, deriving knowledge,
having one’s desire be sincere, and having one’s mind be right” must be open to any qualified
citizen, not the exclusive pursuit of elites. This requires Confucianism to change from a
traditional elite Confucianism to the real “civil Confucianism.™

The Relationship between Gongfu and Metaphysics s

The Confucian gongfu theory can be taken to correspond roughly to Western practical
philosophy. However, Professor Ni’s gongfu philosophy itself covers issues of metaphysics,
mainly focusing on “The Study of Confucian Mind and Nature and Gongfu Ontology” [% &
oM 2 2 5 3 k AR ER8] and “Does Confucianism Need Metaphysics?” [ R 7 27 _E 5]
in Chapters 5 and 6. This seems to be different from Western practical philosophy. According
to the tradition of Western philosophy, practical philosophy is separate from metaphysics or
the so-called theoretical philosophy.'® The content of both is the distinction between “goodness”
and “being.”"! Two questions raised are worth discussing.

Foundation-Laying Relationship of Ontology and Gongfu Theory in Song-Ming Neo-
Confucianism [8s]

Returning to Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, ontology and gongfu theory are also
separate there. Moreover, the former is the premise of the latter. That is to say, based on
Confucius’s doctrine that “by nature, people are nearly alike; by practice, they get to be wide
apart” (Analects 17:2), Song—Ming Neo-Confucianism evinces a basic three-stage pattern: (1)
the innate “alikeness in nature,” which is the substance of the mind, hence the ontology; (2)
the a posteriori “wide disparity through practice,” which is the occlusion and dissipation of
the substance; and (3) the necessity of gongfu, which takes time to “restore the nature”? and
“restore the substance.””? Thus is the theory of gongfu. However, this so-called “separation”
is actually a foundation-laying relationship (Fundierungsverhdltnis),"* that is, metaphysical
ontology laid the foundation for gongfu theory.
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Relationship between Practical Philosophy and the ‘First Philosophy’ [ss]

In fact, Western practical philosophy also has its metaphysical basis'® and is isomorphic
with the foundation of “substance and gongfu” of Neo-Confucianism in the Song and Ming
dynasties. Although many people at present in philosophical circles are “anti-metaphysical” and
advocate “post-metaphysics”'® opposed to practical philosophy and metaphysics, in any case,
practical philosophy still has its metaphysical basis. It still has its “ontological commitment.”"”

Taking Kant’s metaphysics of morals,'® for example, he “found a root for metaphysics in
his practical philosophy.”" Some people regard this as “the deep paradox of Kant’s practical
philosophy,”? but that is not necessarily true. In contrast to traditional metaphysics,
however, Kant appealed to some kind of “future metaphysics,”! so some scholars believe
that Kant’s critical philosophy actually comes from “metaphysical motives,”” and the result
is “critical metaphysics.”*

For Heidegger, although he used fundamental ontology (Fundamentalontologie) to lay
the foundation for “traditional ontology” (metaphysics),* he still admitted the foundation-
laying relationship between metaphysical ontology and physics (such as science and ethics),
writing that “[t]he question of being thus aims at an a priori condition of the possibility not
only of the sciences, . . . but it aims also at the condition of the possibility of the ontologies
which precede the ontic sciences and found them.”* The so-called “a priori condition of
the possibility” is actually the traditional metaphysical ontology, and what he expressed
here is what I call the “double foundation,”?® that is, the fundamental ontology is the
foundation of the metaphysical ontology, and the metaphysical ontology is the foundation
of the physics.”
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Of course, since Gadamer proposed philosophical hermeneutics, some scholars have
tried to regard practical philosophy as the “first philosophy,” which seems to deconstruct
or subvert the above foundation-laying relationship. In other words, practical philosophy
is no longer regarded as physics but as a match with Heidegger’s fundamental ontology
or “the existential constitution of Dasein,” which disintegrated or predated metaphysics.
In my opinion, however, as far as Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics is concerned,
it is doubtful whether the hermeneutical practice is sufficient to lay the foundation for
metaphysics. I have written an article to argue my viewpoint.*

As far as I am concerned, there is only one possible way to regard the practical
philosophy as the real first philosophy: to re-understand and explain “practice” completely,
namely to completely return to the conceptual horizon of “pre-being” and “pre-subjectivity.”
This endeavor is applicable to the Confucian concept of gongfu, which is understood and
explained as a matter of pre-existence and pre-subjectivity. I have written on this subject
more extensively elsewhere.”” But in any case, Professor Ni’s inclusion of metaphysics in
gongfu philosophy is an idea that strikes right at the forefront of contemporary philosophy.

Translated by Li Xuening™ and Yan Meirong™
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