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The Secular
Made Sacred

Developing the Humanistic Traditions
of China and Hellas: 600200 s.C.E.

The Chinese and the Greeks, who inhabited the eastern and
western extremes of civilized Eurasia in the sixth century
B.C.E., had deities and spirits for every imaginable function and
a wide range of religious taboos and rituals. But religion in
its narrowest sense — reverence for a supernatural being —
offered them little in the way of either intellectual stimulation
or profound spiritual satisfaction. While contemporaries in
India and Southwest Asia were raising religious speculation
to high levels of abstract thought, religion for the Chinese and
the Greeks remained, for the most part, a practical affair. One
sacrificed to the gods and spirits in order to assure their
benevolence. Religion was a form of magical insurance and
not a relationship with Ultimate Reality.

At the same time, the social and psychic crises of the Age of
Iron were just as real in China and Greece as elsewhere. In
fashioning responses to the questions occasioned by the dis-
location of traditional ways of life, both the Chinese and the
Greeks looked more toward this world than the Beyond and
created cultures that were essentially bumanistic (human cen-
tered) and seczlar (of this world) in the sense that they focused
on humanity’s position within an observable universe of finite
space and time. Social and political philosophy rather than
theology engaged the intellectual energies of the Chinese and
the Greeks as they endeavored to meet the challenges of the
Iron Age.

In China various philosophers offered insights into how hu-
mans should behave in regard to their families, the state, and
nature. These philosophers also struggled with the issue of
personal excellence. They first inquired whether such a goal
was achievable or even desirable, and many ultimately con-
cluded that the cult of individuality that was inherent in such
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a quest for personal perfection threatened the harmony of the
family, the state, and even the natural order. Therefore, it was
to be avoided. For those who accepted, however tentatively
and reluctantly, even a modified search for personal ex-
cellence, several questions remained: How is it achieved, and
what purposes does it serve? Does cultivation of virtue have
only personal value, or is it subordinate to a higher social
purpose?

Many of the same concerns preoccupied Greek rationalists.
Two issues particularly dominated Greek social thought: (1)
How does the individual achieve excellence? This was a qual-
ity the Greeks assumed was the natural goal of all human
striving and which they termed arete. (2) How does the indi-
vidual function as an effective citizen within the city-state?

N Most Greek social philosophers, at least during the fifth and
fourth centuries B.C.E., assumed that cultivation of personal
talents and good citizenship were complementary and not
antithetical pursuits. In other words, accomplished individu-
als were the best citizens.

Additionally, a small but highly influential group of Greek
rationalists turned their attention to an objective study of the
physical environment, thereby becoming the West’s first natu-
ral scientists. Like its social philosophers, Greece’s scientists
attempted to explain the workings of the physical universe in
response to human needs, the most basic of which was to pro-
vide knowledge that would allow people to control their lives
and environment.

The Chinese and the Greeks did not look to divine forces
for direction and meaning in life. Rather, they fashioned cul-
tures in which humanity and the natural world were the
measure of all that was important to them. However, concen-
tration on the human-sized matters of this world did not
mean that the Chinese and the Greeks lacked a sense of a sa-
cred mystery. Nothing could be farther from the truth. In
essence, they made the secular sacred.

\A A4

China: Thought in Search of Harmony

Ages of political and social unrest often are times of intellectual ferment, as was
true of the era of Eastern Zhou (770-256 B.c.E.). The collapse of the Western Zhou
monarchy in 771 signaled the end of all effective royal power in China (limited
though it had been) and ushered in a 500-year period when regional states held
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center stage. Zhou kings continued to perform their traditional religious roles and
received tokens of nominal obedience from the great lords. True power, however,
lay in the hands of the regional lords, who developed bureaucratic governments
and strong standing armies. With each local prince essentially a sovereign, military
and diplomatic maneuvering among their states became a constant fact of life. As
disruptive as this was at times, it also proved to be a stimulus to intellectual activi-
ty. Both the demands of statecraft at the regional level and the occasional social dis-
location that resulted from the conflicts among these states stimulated the
development of political theory and social philosophy.

This was especially true from the fifth century B.C.E. onward, as wars became
more frequent and bitter. Chinese historians traditionally catalogue the period
from 403 to 221 B.C.E. as the Age of Warring States. Innovations such as cavalry, iron
weapons, and the crossbow broke the battlefield superiority of the chariot-driving
aristocracy. Armies of conscripted foot and horse soldiers became larger and more
deadly. Concomitantly, intellectuals sought to keep pace with this changing world.

Between 260 and 221 B.C.E., Q7z, the most aggressive and best organized of the
warring states, conquered all rival powers in China and established a new ruling
family, the short-lived but pivotal Qin Dynasty (22 1-206 B.C.E.). The triumph of the
lord of Qin, the self-styled Q#n Shi Huangdi (the First Emperor of Qin), who ruled
from 221 to 210 B.C.E., not only inaugurated China’s first age of empire, it brought
with it the momentary victory of a political philosophy known as Legalism. In con-
forming to the principles of Legalism, the Qin regime was ruthless and brutal in its
drive for complete centralization of authority. Undone by the harshness of its laws
and policies, the Qin Dynasty collapsed in early 206 in the midst of rebellion and
civil war. Within four years, however, a commoner general, Liu Bang, reformulat-
ed the empire by establishing the successful and long-lived Han Dynasty (202
B.C.E.—220 C.E.).

Although the extreme measures of the Qin regime discredited Legalism as a phi-
losophy, Legalist-inspired organizational structures and administrative procedures
served as the framework of the highly centralized Han Empire. By the late second
century B.C.E., however, the Han Dynasty adopted as its official ideology the gentler
and more humane philosophy of Confucianism, which had also taken shape in the
disturbing period of Eastern Zhou.

Han imperial policies and institutions were, therefore, the products of a
Confucian-Legalist synthesis, but these were not the only modes of thought to play
a prominent role then and ever after in China. Daoism, an antirational, quite
antipolitical, and somewhat antisocial philosophy, had also emerged from the con-
fusion of Eastern Zhou and survived the hostility of Qin censors to become an in-
tegral part of Chinese thought and aesthetics.

Although they offered different answers to the ills of their day and presented
some striking differences of perspective, all three schools of thought claimed to
offer the correct Way, or path, to harmony. Daoism emphasized harmony with na-
ture; Confucianism emphasized the harmony of human relationships; and Legal-
ism emphasized the harmony of a well-regulated state. A fourth school of thought
that emerged during this era of profound intellectual fertility also emphasized har-
mony but harmony on a grander scale. Philosophers who developed the dualistic







