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I. General Introduction 
 
 Within the realm of philosophy many distinctions are made: Some, such as the difference 

between the Pythagorean and Eleatic schools of thought in what has been deemed Western 

philosophy, are clear distinctions because of the theories and subject matter on which the 

different texts focus. Others, such as the distinction between Western and Eastern thought, are 

not as readily explained. While the geographic difference between the West and East is obvious, 

it seems odd that this would be the only reason behind the classification of each geographic 

location’s respective philosophical works—especially since the focus of these texts are 

intellectual, and not necessarily based in the physical world. What, then, is it—the fundamental 

difference—that allows a philosophical work to be classified as belonging to Western or Eastern 

thought, if not mere geographic location?  Is it the result of a difference in subject matter, ideas, 

and style?1 If so, what is the precise characteristic, or characteristics, that contribute(s) to this 

fundamental difference? 

Taking the names from the traditional division between Western and Eastern philosophy 

literally, it seems that the fundamental difference that classifies a philosophic work as one of 

these two areas of thought is merely a chance division of intellect based on the arbitrariness of 

geographic location. But, if one looks below the surface of what these divisions have been 

named at what is actually being said in texts from each area of thought, the classification of a 

work as Western or Eastern becomes a systematic division based on the content of the text. It is 

the intention of this paper to break down this elusive distinction between Western and Eastern 

thought by determining whether this classification is merely arbitrary, or is founded on the 

substance that constitutes each philosophical work.  
                                                

1 Although other differences, such as linguistic or cultural differences, may contribute to the 
fundamental difference between traditionally classified Western and Eastern philosophy, the present 
discussion will be limited to these three characteristics. 
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The four texts which will be used in order to discuss and evaluate the true distinction 

between Western and Eastern philosophical thought are Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Politics, 

Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ Analects. These texts have been chosen for their time 

period, traditional philosophical distinctions, and subject matter.  

All four—Republic, Politics, Tao Te Ching and Analects—were written at approximately 

the same time during the period from the 6th-4th centuries BC. This similarity in time frame is 

pertinent because it sets a solid foundation for this discussion regarding the fundamental 

difference between Western and Eastern philosophy. Of these four works, the former two texts, 

written by the Ancient Greek writers Plato and Aristotle, respectively, result in their traditional 

classification as works of Western philosophical thought; the latter two, by the Ancient Chinese 

writers Tzu and Confucius, respectively, result in their traditional classification as works of 

Eastern philosophical thought.2 By choosing two works from each traditionally classified area of 

thought, both the Western and Eastern philosophies are represented equally. And, in order to 

keep a sort of parallelism between Western and Eastern philosophical thought, these particular 

philosophers have been chosen because the teacher to student relationship between Plato and 

Aristotle corresponds in a similar way to that of Tzu and Confucius. Parallelism is also achieved 

through the similarities in subject matter discussed within each of these four philosophical 

works, namely the relationship and duty of the individual to his or her self, and the relationship 

and duty of the individual to the government and society as a whole. 

                                                
2 There are discrepancies in authorship in some of these works which have been noted by other 

academics; these will be addressed briefly as subsequent footnotes in the “Idea Summary” for each of the 
necessary texts. However, the generally accepted view on authorship as given in the “General 
Introduction” will be used for the sake of simplicity in the greater part of this essay. 
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Tying this all together, the answer to the question regarding what it is that classifies a 

work of philosophical thought as Western or Eastern in the traditional sense can be addressed by 

summarizing, explaining, and analyzing in the following way:  

(1) First, an introduction to the texts traditionally classified as Western thought, 

namely Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, will be given in order to form a 

foundation for determining what makes a work of Western philosophy a part of 

that classification. This will include a section for an idea summary of the 

Republic, followed by a section for the Politics. In particular, the subject matter of 

the text in question will be outlined and explained in these summaries. A better 

understanding of each work’s philosophical ideas will also be offered through 

brief references to stylistic approach. 

(2) Similarly, an introduction to the texts traditionally classified as Eastern 

thought, namely Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ Analects, will be given. 

(3) Next, an analysis of the similarities between Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s 

Politics, and Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ Analects, separately, will be 

discussed. This will allow for the identification of the fundamental difference 

between the branches of Western philosophical thought and Eastern philosophical 

thought. 

Thus, through an analysis of the similarities within these specific examples of each philosophical 

area of thought, one can gain insight into the fundamental difference between what is 

traditionally known as Western and Eastern philosophical thought.  

However, one should not assume that what has been widely accepted as the proper way 

of classifying philosophical works, that is, drawing a line between Western and Eastern 
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philosophy, is the only way to categorize these texts.  Therefore, upon fully addressing the four 

given texts by Plato, Aristotle, Lao Tzu and Confucius in the above manner, it becomes 

necessary to consider the possibility of other, more informative, ways to classify these texts. This 

exploration of alternative ways to classify these specific works, namely Republic, Politics, Tao 

Te Ching and Analects, will be addressed next in the paper: 

(4) In this section, a discussion of an alternative form for the classification of 

these texts will be proposed using the summaries given above.3 This alternate 

classification will focus on the differences that can be found between the two 

works from each traditionally classified area of thought, i.e. the differences 

between Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, rather than the similarities 

identified in the previously described analysis section.4 

From this alternative method of classification of the provided texts, which hones in on the 

contradictions that are present within each philosophical area of thought and reassigns previously 

coupled works to what had been their opposites, the question of whether this new classification 

can be applied to every work of traditionally classified Western and Eastern philosophy, and 

other questions, must be addressed: 

(5) Can this alternative classification be applied to all of what is now 

distinguished as either Western or Eastern philosophy? If so, this seems to allow 

for not only these two, but possibly even more credible classifications. Does this 

make classifications just as arbitrary as geographical location? 

                                                
3 See points (1) and (2), specifically. 
4 See point (3). 
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Thus the original question is brought to mind again: What is it—the fundamental 

difference—that allows a philosophical work to be classified as belonging to Western or Eastern 

thought, if not mere geographic location? 

 

 

II. Introduction to Traditionally Classified Western Thought 

a. Idea Summary of Plato’s Republic 

In Plato’s dialogue the Republic, the meaning of justice is pursued. However, this 

meaning is not so much a way in which to find a definition of justice as it is a way to determine 

the reason why a just person will lead a good and happy life, while the opposite kind of life will 

be lived by one who is unjust. In order to accomplish this task of determining the reason why a 

just person will lead a good and happy life, Socrates and the various other interlocutors in this 

dialogue work through the steps necessary to build an entirely new city. This city, existing not in 

reality but purely in the intellect, is meant to show what an ideal, and truly just, society 

encompasses. As a result of demonstrating justice in the city as a whole, what it means for a 

person, as a part of this whole, to be just is also addressed. In this way, justice, as a human virtue, 

is explained in Plato’s Republic.5 

 Although justice is stated to be a human virtue by Socrates, its presence in the individual 

is not easily determined. Throughout the majority of Book I of the Republic, a discussion on the 

meaning of justice is recounted. In this discussion, Socrates, Cephalus, Polemarchus, 

Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Clitophon present various possible definitions for justice as it 

stands in what is, for them, current society: speaking the truth and paying whatever debts one has 

                                                
5 Plato, “Republic,” in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper. trans. G.M.A. Grube. rev. C.D.C. 

Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), 335c3-4. 
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incurred, giving to each what is owed to him, to treat well a friend who is good and to harm an 

enemy who is bad, the advantage of the stronger, those who are unjust live better lives than those 

who are just, and those who are just live better than those who are unjust.6 By exploring each of 

these possible explanations of justice, the dialogue shows that reasoning can be applied to many 

differing ideas about this human virtue. The fact that one can reason through this idea of justice 

from a number of standpoints demonstrates the usefulness of sound logic. It does not, however, 

offer an answer to the question regarding the importance of justice to man. At the end of this 

Book, Socrates states: “Hence the result of the discussion, as far as I’m concerned, is that I know 

nothing, for when I don’t know what justice is, I’ll hardly know whether it is a kind of virtue or 

not, or whether a person who has it is happy or unhappy.”7 Socrates knows nothing about justice 

in his current society because each of the above possibilities for a definition of justice, some of 

which stand in direct contradiction to one another, has been invalidated through logically 

convincing arguments.  

Thus, it becomes necessary for Socrates and his interlocutors to develop their own ideal 

city in the Republic. The decision to form this city is the result of the following parallel between 

justice in an individual and justice in a city as a whole: 

SOCRATES: We say, don’t we, that there is the justice of a single 
man and also the justice of a whole city? 

ADEIMANTUS: Certainly. 
SOCRATED: And a city is larger than a single man? 
ADEIMANTUS: It is larger. 
SOCRATES: Perhaps, then, there is more justice in the larger 

thing, and it will be easier to learn what it is. So, if you’re 
willing, let’s first find out what sort of thing justice is in a city 
and afterwards look for it in the individual, observing the ways 
in which the smaller is similar to the larger.8 

 
                                                

6 Ibid., 331b6-c2; 331e2; 335a6-8; 338c1-2; 347e2-3; 352d1-2. 
7 Ibid., 354b7-c3. 
8 Ibid., 368e2-369a2. 



Slate 8 
 

By looking at justice in a city, particularly an ideal city formed in the intellect, it becomes easier 

to identify the purpose of justice both in relation to an individual’s personal self-awareness and 

an individual’s external relationship with the society in which that individual lives. 

Regarding the purely theoretical city that is built in this Platonic dialogue, Socrates states, 

“[T]he goal of our inquiry…is to discover the origins of justice and injustice in a city.”9 Because 

the goal at this point in the dialogue is justice in the city as a whole, the happiness of a single 

individual, or even a particular group of people, is disregarded for the time being: “[W]e aren’t 

aiming to make any one group outstandingly happy but to make the whole city so, as far as 

possible… [Y]ou must look to see whether by dealing with each part appropriately, we are 

making the whole statue beautiful.”10 As a result, the “class” divisions that occur in the 

development of the theoretical city of the Republic are not critiqued for their abilities to allow an 

individual to lead the best possible life—a life that partakes in the human virtue of justice. 

Distinctions concerning the roles of these different “classes” in the society of this city are made 

as follows. 

In the city of the Republic, each member is given a particular role that contributes to the 

success of the city as a whole. This role, or job, is the only one any given citizen will have 

throughout their entire life because it is deemed impossible to practice many crafts or professions 

well.11 To provide for the basic needs of the city, namely food, shelter, clothes, medical care and 

the like, the minimum number of men in this city is four or five.12 The role of each of these 

citizens, as well as those who will be added to extend the success of the city, is to produce not 

only enough for themselves, but also the right quality and quantity needed to satisfy the 

                                                
9 Ibid., 376c7-d1. 
10 Ibid., 420b5-d4. 
11 Ibid., 374a6-7. 
12 Ibid., 369d1-9. 
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requirements of others in the city.13 In other words, each citizen must do his or her job well, 

whatever that job may be. This ensures justice within the city because everyone will be fulfilling 

their proper role in society, making the city run smoothly and properly.  

In addition to these general roles, other roles, which require special attention, are 

assigned in this theoretical city. As the city grows in number of citizens, the protection of the city 

from other societies comes to the forefront of the discussion. These individuals, composing the 

group next in line in the hierarchy of the city, are named “guardians”. They, too, must be able to 

perform their job well in order for the city to be successful. Lastly, as the highest ranking in the 

city’s hierarchy, the rulers of the city—the philosopher kings—are discussed. These individuals 

are chosen from the best of the guardians, and must guard against wealth and poverty; the 

former, because it results in luxury, idleness and revolution; the latter, because it results in 

slavishness, bad work and revolution as well.14 These things must be carefully guarded against 

because, as rulers of the city, the philosopher kings cannot appear either too great or too weak 

without the city turning into the chaos present in current societies. Moderation, a virtue which 

will be discussed later in the section, is the key to the success of a ruler and city as a whole. 

However, these assigned roles within the city are not arbitrary. Each person is, according 

to the dialogue, meant to have one and only one role. In particular, the guardians are chosen to 

fulfill their position as guardians of the city because their nature is best suited to this way of 

life.15 Consequently, the philosopher kings are also chosen because their nature is best suited to 

their respective role. Thus the determination of an individual’s role in the city is, in a way, 

predetermined by the individual’s nature, or disposition as observed during his or her childhood. 

This is not the only thing that contributes to an individual’s place in the city; education also plays 
                                                

13 Ibid., 371a3-5. 
14 Ibid., 421e5-422a2. 
15 Ibid., 374e1-6. 
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an important role when it comes to predetermining the roles of the members in this society. 

Socrates declares in Book IV: “[I]t looks as though the start of someone’s education determines 

what follows [in his or her life as a member of this city].”16 Based on how a child responds to 

their education—both intellectual and physical, that child will be chosen to fulfill certain roles in 

the city. Additionally, an individual’s tendency to accept education either in part, or 

wholeheartedly, determines that individual’s suitability to higher positions within the city. 

Because each member of the city will be placed in the role best suited to his or her disposition, 

each position within the city will complete the assigned task(s) better than if each member were 

given the opportunity to choose his or her job, regardless of actual prowess. Socrates states: “In 

this way, with the whole city developing and being governed well, we must leave it to nature to 

provide each group with its share of happiness.”17 For it is not the aim of a just city to provide 

each member with a happy life, but to provide happiness to the city as a whole.  

 Despite the fact that there are clear “class” distinctions within Socrates’ ideal city, Plato 

does not make the claim that the philosopher kings, the highest ranking in this theoretical 

society, are the only individuals capable of “the good”—the thing which every soul pursues.18 

Instead, they are simply those who have the most good because of their dedication to be in 

constant pursuit of the truth.19 Other individuals are capable of achieving a certain level of 

goodness; if one’s soul or mind is not aware of the “truth” of things, but sees some sort of 

imitation of the truth, education can be used to redirect one’s thoughts in the direction of truth.20 

However, only the philosopher kings are able to earn the title of true goodness. To be completely 

                                                
16 Ibid., 425b8-c1. 
17 Ibid., 421c2-4. 
18 Ibid., 505e1. The pursuit of truth and the good are explored in the analogy of the cave, found in 

Book VII, and the divisible line, found in Book VI, of Plato’s Republic.    
19 Ibid., 475e3-4.   
20 Ibid., 518d5-7. 
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good as an individual is to have the following characteristics: wisdom, courage, moderation, and 

justice.21 These four characteristics are virtues which cannot be compromised. 

 Within the individual, “good” as virtue is the result of the predominance of one of the 

three different parts of the soul over the other two. These parts are divided between one rational 

part, and two irrational parts: philosophic, and victory-loving and profit-loving.22 Although the 

victory-loving part of the soul provides the philosophic part with the passion to pursue the truth, 

the key to virtue within the soul of the individual lies in an individual’s self-control, or 

moderation. This mastering of one’s self parallels the distribution of power in the city. In Book 

IV, Socrates explains: “Then, don’t you see that in your city, too, the desires of the inferior many 

are controlled by the wisdom and desire of the superior few?”23 And it is this pursuit of the good, 

this division of the rational taking its place over the irrational, that is the meaning of justice. 

Socrates states in Book IV that a man is just in the same way as a city, and that the city is just 

because each of the three classes in it does its own work.”24 Therefore, man as an individual, too, 

is just in his soul when each of the three “classes” within it does their proper work, namely the 

philosophic part claims the role of ruler over the other parts: 

SOCRATES: Therefore, when the entire soul follows the 
philosophic part, and there is no civil war in it, each part of it 
does its own work exclusively and is just, and in particular it 
enjoys its own pleasures, the best and truest pleasures possible 
for it… 

But when one of the other parts gain control, it won’t be 
able to secure its own pleasure and will compel the other parts 
to pursue an alien and untrue pleasure.25 

 

                                                
21 Ibid., 427e5-7. 
22 Ibid., 439d4-6. 
23 Ibid., 431c9-d1. 
24 Ibid., 441d4-8. 
25 Ibid., 586e4-587a5. 
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Thus justice as a human virtue is determined in Plato’s Republic through a look, firstly, at 

justice within the city. While a clear definition is not the intent of this dialogue, its purpose as a 

virtue for the individual, as well as the city as a whole, is determined through its relation to truth 

and “the good”. Hence, an individual must have balance between body and mind, whether with 

regards to education, truth, moderation, courage, or any other characteristic in order to be just.26 

And, even though this is based in an ideal society formed in the intellect, its validity is found in 

the fact that both the philosopher and the king exist in reality. All that is needed is for these two 

currently differentiated positions to coincide: 

Socrates: “Until philosophers rule as kings or those who are now 
called kings and leading men genuinely and adequately 
philosophize, that is, until political power and philosophy entirely 
coincide, while the many natures who at present pursue either one 
exclusively are forcibly prevented from doing so, cities will have 
no rest from evils…nor, I think, will the human race.”27 

 
 
 

b. Idea Summary of Aristotle’s Politics 

For Aristotle, man is a political animal by nature.28 Gifted with speech and distinctly 

characterized from other animals by having a sense of good and evil, and just and unjust, man’s 

first duty is his relation to the state—not himself;29 “Neither must we suppose that anyone of the 

citizens belongs to himself, for they all belong to the state, and are each of them a part of the 

state, and the care of each part is inseparable from the care of the whole.”30 Because of this 

relationship, Aristotle focuses on the purpose of man as an individual, as well as other parts of 

                                                
26 Ibid., 535d1-536a6. 
27 Ibid., 473c10-d4. 
28 Aristotle, “Politics,” in The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, trans. B. Jowett 

(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1253a2-3. 
29 Ibid., 1253a10-17. 
30 Ibid., 1337a27-30. 
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the state, in order to formulate his understanding of the state as a whole in his Politics31: “[T]he 

compound should always be resolved into the simple elements or least parts of the whole. We 

must therefore look at the elements of which the state is composed….”32 What, then, does it 

mean for the state to come first, but its inner workings, namely the individuals within the society 

and that at which the state aims, to be the way in which it is described? 

Within Aristotle’s Politics, it immediately becomes clear that the purpose of a state—the 

highest degree of individual and communal possibilities humanity can reach—is to aim at the 

good: 

Every state is a community of some kind, and every community is 
established with a view to some good; for everyone always acts in 
order to obtain that which they think good. But, if all communities 
aim at some good, the state or political community, which is the 
highest of all, and which embraces all the rest, aims at good in a 
greater degree than any other, and at the highest good.33  
 

This good is expressed through excellence. Excellence, a term explored in Aristotle’s 

Nicomachean Ethics and applied in Politics, is assumed to be the path for the best possible life 

by Aristotle in the Politics: “Let us assume then that the best life, both for individuals and states, 

is the life of excellence, when excellence has external goods enough for the performance of good 

actions.”34 This assumption that the best life is a life of excellence, both for the individual and 

for the state, is based on Aristotle’s discussion of excellence in Nicomachean Ethics and the 
                                                

31 As one reads Aristotle’s primary discussion of the state in Politics, the importance of another one of 
his works, the Nicomachean Ethics, to his argument becomes evident. Aristotle specifically references the 
body of this additional work a number of times in the Politics as “the Ethics”. He draws upon the 
conclusions reached in it and provides it as evidence for his Politics. The Nicomachean Ethics, which 
focuses on what it means for an individual to live the best possible life, is able to accomplish this task 
because of the correspondence founded by Aristotle between the state and the individual. (The 
relationship between the state and the individual will be discussed later in this section.) For the sake of the 
current discussion, a detailed summary of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics will not be given because its 
direct incorporation into Aristotle’s Politics provides sufficient information. Any further references to it 
will be clarified in subsequent footnotes. 

32 Ibid., 1252a18-20. 
33 Ibid., 1252a1-6. 
34 Ibid., 1323b38-1324a1. 
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previously quoted statement that man, as a political animal, is a part of the whole of the state. 

This demonstrates an intimate connection between the individual and the state for Aristotle. 

 However, for man, a life of excellence that aims at the good is not, strictly speaking, a 

definite term. In Book I, Chapter 13 of Politics, Aristotle states: 

So it must necessarily be supposed to be with the excellence of 
character also; all should partake of them, but only in such manner 
and degree as is required by each for the fulfillment of his 
function… Clearly, then, excellence of character belong to all of 
them; but the temperance of a man and of a woman, or the courage 
and justice of a man and of a woman, are not, as Socrates 
maintained, the same.35 
 

Thus, rather than describe the specific ways in which a life of excellence is truly aimed at the 

good, Aristotle assigns a kind of hierarchy to the life of excellence as described in his 

Nicomachean Ethics. This hierarchy, or degrees, of excellences with regards to the individual is 

as follows, from lowest to highest in rank: courage, temperance, liberality, magnificence, pride. 

Courage and temperance are regarded as “excellences of the irrational parts,” while liberality and 

magnificence are excellences which deal with wealth, and a proud life is deemed as “concerned 

with great things.”36 The reason why there are different degrees of excellence is described in the 

following passage: “For he who is occupied has in view some end which he has not attained; but 

happiness is an end, since all men deem it to be accompanied with pleasure and not with pain. 

This pleasure, however, is regarded differently by different persons, and varies according to the 

habit of individuals.”37 Additionally, this hierarchy accounts for the differences amongst 

individuals both within the same and differing classes and occupations. These differences are 

best exemplified in the following quotation from Book III, Chapter 4 of Politics: “[T]he good 

                                                
35 Ibid., 1260a15-22. 
36 Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics,” in The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes. Trans.  

W.D. Ross. Rev. J.O. Urmson (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1117b24-25; 1123a32. 
37 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1338a4-8. 
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ruler is a good and wise man, but the citizen need not be wise… [F]or the excellence of a ruler 

differs from that of a citizen.”38 And yet, despite the fact that excellence appears to be a relative 

term for Aristotle, there is still a way in which to understand what, exactly, it is. 

Aristotle states, “[H]appiness is the realization and perfect exercise of excellence, and 

this is not conditional, but absolute. And I use the term ‘conditional’ to express that which is 

indispensable, and ‘absolute’ to express that which is good in itself.”39 Despite the fact that each 

individual interprets what it means to be happy differently, the pursuit of happiness in itself is 

shared. Therefore, even with a lack of a precise definition for the life of excellence for a man, 

there is still something common to all the different types and degrees of excellence put forth by 

Aristotle which ties together each individual’s understanding of “good.” This commonality is the 

pursuit of happiness, i.e. the good in itself. Additionally, Aristotle states that there is a single life 

of excellence which exceeds all others—the life of a good man: “[T]he good man is he who has 

one single excellence which is perfect excellence.”40 This is the best out of all possible lives of 

excellence because it springs from the noblest sources.41 But it must not be forgotten that the 

excellence of a good man is not the unit of measure, or sole meaning, for excellence; it is merely 

the life that Aristotle believes to be most beneficial to man. 

Thus, although the life of excellence embraced by the good man is best, excellence itself 

is still found in the lives of many different individuals. The varying degrees of excellence present 

in the life of each individual, from none in the life of the lowest form of excellence to complete 

in the life of a good man, form the hierarchy of excellence. These differences in excellence found 

                                                
38 Ibid., 1277a14-23. 
39 Ibid., 1332a9-11. 
40 Ibid., 1276b33-34. 
41 Ibid., 1338a8-9. 
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in the individual directly correspond to the differing forms of states and governments for 

Aristotle: 

[W]hereas happiness is the highest good, being a realization and 
perfect practice of excellence, which some can attain, while others 
have little or none of it, the various qualities of men are clearly the 
reason why there are various kinds of states and many forms of 
government; for different men seek after happiness in different 
ways and by different means, and so make for themselves different 
modes of life and forms of government.42 
 

As a result, the excellence of a good man, as an individual in relation to himself, and a good 

citizen, as an individual in relation to society as a whole, do not necessarily coincide. Aristotle 

comes to this conclusion in Book III, Chapter 5 of Politics: “[I]n some states the good man and 

the good citizen are the same, and in others different.”43  

 The reasoning behind the simultaneous sameness and difference, one or the other taking 

precedence depending on the circumstance, of a good man and a good citizen depends upon the 

society in which he or she lives. Because the end of the individual and the state coincide, and 

therefore the end of the best man and the best constitution must also be the same, the end of a 

good man—the man who lives the best possible life of excellence—and the end of a good citizen 

will be the same if each partakes in the best possible governing state: “A city can be excellent 

only when the citizens who have a share in the government are excellent.”44 The excellence of a 

city is marked by justice and laws: “There are two things in which all well-being consists: one of 

them is the choice of a right end and aim of action, [namely justice,] and the other the discovery 

of the actions which contribute towards it[, namely laws]; for the means and the end may agree 

or disagree.”45 The reason why these laws can fully embody justice in the best possible state is 

                                                
42 Ibid., 1328a37-1328b1. 
43 Ibid., 1278b2-3. 
44 Ibid., 1334a11-12; 1332a33-34. 
45 Ibid., 1331b26-30. 
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because the members of this society, as truly excellent man, will themselves be the law.46 

Additionally, “[A] good life requires a supply of external goods, in a less degree when men are 

in a good state, in a greater degree when they are in a lower state,” for Aristotle.47 This leaves the 

definition of a good life for the individual relative, yet closely linked to the society in which the 

individual lives, and it brings to mind the following statement from Book VII, Chapter 1 of 

Politics previously quoted: “Let us assume then that the best life, both for individuals and states, 

is the life of excellence, when excellence has external goods enough for the performance of good 

actions.”48  

 And so, according to Aristotle, external goods, and therefore wealth, are necessary for the 

life of excellence. “[F]or no man can live well, or indeed live at all, unless he is provided with 

necessaries.”49 The acquisition of these things should not, however, be excessive or beyond one’s 

means if one is to be truly excellent, or kept to one’s self.50 Neither should excellence be 

acquired or preserved through external goods, but rather external goods by the help of 

excellence.51 For Aristotle, “[A] man may live temperately and yet miserably. A better definition 

would be that a man must have so much property as will enable him to live not only temperately 

but liberally.”52 By living liberally, sharing his wealth with others, a man fulfills his role as a 

political animal. Thus happiness, as the good end to which man aspires through a life of 

                                                
46 Ibid., 1284a12-13. 
47 Ibid., 1332a1-3. 
48 Ibid., 1323b38-1324a1. See page 13. 
49 Ibid., 1253b25-26. 
50 Ibid., 1258a15-19. The extent to which one should obtain and expend one’s wealth is further 

discussed in the Nicomachean Ethics. Specifically, a proud man will do this with the most excellence, 
followed by the man of magnificence and, lastly, the man of liberality. For Aristotle, a proud man will 
have greatness in every excellence, and a man of magnificence will be liberal, but a liberal man is not 
magnificent by necessity. [Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics,” 1123b30-31; 1122a29-30.] 

51 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1323a40-41. 
52 Ibid., 1265a31-33. 
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excellence, is achieved in the individual both in relation to his or her self, and to society as a 

whole.  

 However, this happiness does not happen by chance for either an individual or the state as 

a whole; man’s reasoning and mind, the end towards which nature strives in man, play an active 

role in determining man’s happiness.53 As an individual, man’s rationality plays an important 

role in the soul: “[T]he soul of man is divided into two parts, one of which has a rational 

principle in itself, and the other, not having a rational principle in itself, is able to obey such a 

principle.”54 This division of the soul, related to Aristotle’s division of excellences in 

Nicomachean Ethics, is also embodied in the individual as a member of society: “[T]he good 

citizen ought to be capable of both; he should know how to govern like a freeman, and how to 

obey like a freeman—these are the excellences of a citizen.”55 Thus it can be said that the 

relationship between individuals and society as a whole is likewise divided into the rational and 

irrational; some individuals fulfilling the role of the rational, others the irrational parts of 

society—and both essential to a fully functioning state. 

 Because man as an individual has purpose in aiming at the good, not existing simply for 

the sake of living physically, and is by nature a political animal, society also exists for the sake 

of noble actions, not for individuals to live together.56 And without a state which governs in the 

best possible way, a man cannot be expected to lead this best possible life of excellence at which 

he aims.57 What results is man’s requirement for mutual relations, a “principle of reciprocity,”58 

                                                
53 Ibid., 1334b15-16. 
54 Ibid., 1333a17-19. 
55 Ibid., 1277b14-16. See Footnote 2 for this distinction between “rational” and “irrational” in the 

Nicomachean Ethics. 
56 Ibid., 1281a3-4. 
57 Ibid., 1323a19-20. 
58 Aristotle directly references this principle of reciprocity as discussed in the Nicomachean Ethics. 
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between himself and society as a whole.59 In this way the opening question regarding the state’s 

taking precedence over the individual, but being described through its parts—the individuals 

who make up the state—is answered. For, even though the state is the collection of individuals, 

each varying within his or her soul and amongst other individuals, into a unity that makes up the 

state, the individual’s dependence on the present condition of the state determines the placement 

of the individual in society. And, although the aim for the good in itself and the best possible life 

of excellence led by the “good man” is absolute, the excellence of an individual is relative to the 

state in which they are a part of because true excellence of an individual cannot be achieved 

without giving to others. 

 

 

III. Introduction to Traditionally Classified Eastern Thought 

a. Idea Summary of Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching60 

Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching is divided into two parts—part one, known as “Tao Ching”, and 

part two, as “Te Ching”. According to the typical division of any written work into sections 

which contain similar thoughts while separating different ideas at the same time, one might, on 

first impression, think there was some sort of reasoning behind the division of these two sections 

as such. However, the two parts of Tao Te Ching do not contain topics exclusive from one 

                                                
59 Ibid., 1261a30-31. 
60 The questionable authorship of this text is discussed in the “Introduction” and “Appendices” of 

D.C. Lau’s translation of Tao Te Ching. This is the result of a difficulty in approximating the dates of 
various philosophers and philosophical works in the ancient period of China because of a lack of written 
tradition in favor of oral tradition. Because so little is known about Lao Tzu, it is unclear whether he was 
a historical figure, hermit, or even non-existent as an actual person. Furthermore, it is possible Tao Te 
Ching is a compilation of short passages from various authors, making this particular work an anthology 
representative both of the time in which it was compiled and sayings from antiquity. No name is given in 
connection to the original text of this work; however, it is traditionally attributed to Lao Tzu—a tradition 
that will be accepted for the sake of this paper. [D.C. Lau, introduction and appendices to Tao Te Ching, 
by Lao Tzu (London: Penguin Books, 1963), vii-xiv; 90-106.] 
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another. Both explore tao, translated as “the way”, and te, translated as “virtue”, as well as the 

relationships formed between an individual and his or her self, and an individual and the world 

as a whole. Thus the reason behind the division of Tao Te Ching is found apart from its subject 

matter; instead, it is found in the words which open each part: tao and te, respectively.61 But 

what, exactly, is the meaning and importance of these two terms for Lao Tzu? 

A central idea in Lao Tzu’s argument is the idea of tao, or “the way”.62 Taking on the 

role of a law governing Nature—both in the physical world and the not-so-tangible world of the 

intellect and sprit—yet laying no claim to this important role, “the way” does not seem to have a 

singular definition. This is exampled in the following quote from Tao Te Ching: 

The way [tao] is broad, reaching left as well as right. 
The myriad creatures depend on it [tao] for life yet it 

claims no authority. 
It [tao] accomplishes its task yet lays claim to no merit. 
It [tao] clothes and feeds the myriad creatures yet lays no 

claim to being their master. 
For ever free of desire, it [tao] can be called small; yet, as it [tao] 
lays no claim to being master when the myriad creatures turn to it, 
it can be called great. 
It is because it [tao] never attempts itself to be great that it 
succeeds in becoming great.63 

 
In addition to claiming no merit, authority, or power of any kind, “the way” is described as broad 

and accomplishing its task. Although these two terms offer little in terms of specificity, they 

reveal tao as something that is responsible for the entirety of happenings on earth. Thus, these 

vague modifiers bring to mind a tao that potentially encompasses any and all that one could 

possibly imagine.  

                                                
61 The translation of tao as “the way” and te as “virtue”, as well as the idea that the two books of the 

Tao Te Ching are divided for no other reason than the fact that the first word of each begins with these 
two words, is discussed in D.C. Lau’s “Introduction” of his translation of Tao Te Ching. [D.C. Lau, 
introduction, vii-vii; xiii; xxxvii.] 

62 Tao as a central concept in Tao Te Ching is confirmed and discussed by D.C. Lau throughout his 
“Introduction”. [D.C. Lau, introduction, vii-xlv.] 

63 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. D.C. Lau (London: Penguin Books, 1963), XXXIV.76-76b. 
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Nevertheless, one thing is immediately clear: “the way” is something intangible. It is 

something greater than all man, earth, and heaven; something that is not affected by time. This is 

summed up in Chapter XXV of Tao Te Ching: 

There is a thing confusedly formed, 
  Born before heaven and earth. 
  Silent and void 
  It stands alone and does not change, 
  Goes round and does not weary. 

It is capable of being the mother of the world. 
  I know not its name 
  So I style it ‘the way’ [tao]. 
  I give it the makeshift name of ‘the great’. 

Being great, it is further described as receding, 
  Receding, it is described as far away, 

Being far away, it is described as turning back.64 
 

In this passage, Lao Tzu admits that how “the way” came into existence is unknown; all that is 

known is that it was born before all else, and carries on unceasingly, unwearyingly and 

unchanged as a kind of force. As a result of this force, life is capable of continuing on with the 

same purpose—the purpose of “the way”. The obscurity of the definition of “the way” is also 

evidenced in the following selections of Tao Te Ching: “The way [tao] that can be spoken of / Is 

not the constant way; / The name that can be named / Is not the constant name;”65 “The way 

[tao] is forever nameless.”66 Because what is known as “the way” has no name other than the one 

imposed upon it by Tzu, there is no means by which the entirety of its contents can be known—

especially when, described as receding further and further away, it is out of the grasp of human 

understanding. Hence tao, or “the way”, is not something that can be defined—at least with the 

restrictive terms of language; it can only begin to take shape and be understood through the use 

of analogies as a description. These analogies offer a glimpse of the meaning of tao because they 

                                                
64 Ibid., XXV.56-56a. 
65 Ibid., I.1. 
66 Ibid., XXXII.72. 
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draw upon man’s ability to imagine what this word could mean in relation to different things, 

both physical and intellectual. This makes for a more accurate understanding of “the way” 

because it is an expansive thing that seems to touch all areas of life, no matter how different 

these different aspects might be. Description alone cannot accomplish this because it only allows 

for a single interpretation. 

And yet, despite the elusive nature of the driving force behind this compilation of Lao 

Tzu’s thoughts and teachings, there is still something to be gained from a reading of Tao Te 

Ching. Firstly, the purpose of man is to achieve the appropriate level of greatness as described in 

Chapter XXV: 

 Within the realm there are four things that are great… 
  Man models himself on earth, 

Earth on heaven, 
Heaven on the way [tao], 
And the way [tao] on that which is naturally so.67 
 

From this passage it is clear that even though man has the potential to achieve greatness, his 

degree of greatness comes last in this chain of greatness after earth, heaven and, ultimately, tao. 

Secondly, one should not fight against “the way”: “That which goes against the way [tao] will 

come to an early end.”68 While man is not required to follow “the way”, those that do will, 

according to this quotation, live a longer life and achieve a certain level of greatness. But, 

although simple in theory, these two teachings are difficult to carry out in reality because of the 

lack of definition that can be given of tao.  

Furthermore, Tao Te Ching seems to suggest that only a select few, those given the title 

of “sage” in the text, can follow the path that leads to the full embodiment and greatness of “the 

way”. As an individual, the sage as introduced by Lao Tzu is one who has no mind of his own 

                                                
67 Ibid., XXV.57-58. 
68 Ibid., XXX.70. 
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because he fully embraces “the One”.69 “The One” is, for Lao Tzu, another name for tao or “the 

way”.70 By giving tao the name of “the One”, it becomes more of a personified form, or role 

model, rather than a law, or process by which things occur. Because the sage embraces “the 

One”, he is better able to understand the meaning of the chain of greatness—the hierarchy that 

places “the way”, which is naturally formed, in opposition to man, who looks to the earth as a 

model and achieves the lowest level of greatness—described in Tao Te Ching, and quoted above. 

Drawing from this hierarchy beginning with “the way” and ending with man, and seeing its 

application in relation to the sage, a meaning of tao is revealed indirectly through description: 

Heaven and earth are enduring. The reason why heaven and earth 
can be enduring is that they do not give themselves life. Hence 
they are able to be long-lived. 

Therefore the sage puts his person last and it comes first, 
Treats it as extraneous to himself and it is preserved. 

Is it not because he is without thought of self that he is able to 
accomplish his private ends?71 
 

Here, tao, as “the way”, is revealed as the means by which heaven, earth, and the sage can 

endure. Because the sage ultimately models himself on the greatness of “the way”, he is 

dependent upon tao to give him the life necessary to follow in these footsteps: “The way [tao] is 

to the world as the River and the Sea are to rivulets and streams.”72 And, as “the One”, tao is 

revealed as something that endures due to its unconcern with its own needs for the sake of 

everything else. These two interpretations of tao, according to the chain of greatness, are 

naturally so. Thus the sage does not attempt to pursue “the way”; “the way” works naturally 

upon the sage, giving him the greatest possible life a man can attain. 

                                                
69 Ibid., XLIX.110; XXII.50a. 
70 Tao as “the One” is an alternate definition that is also discussed in D.C. Lau’s “Introduction” to his 

translation of Tao Te Ching. [D.C. Lau, introduction, xv.] 
71 Ibid., VII.18-19a. 
72 Ibid., XXXII.73. 
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Since the sage possesses no mind of his own due to his full embracement of “the One”, 

the sage who is also a ruler will take the mind of the people as his own and become a model for 

the empire.73 In this way the sage that is a ruler of the empire continues to practice the 

characteristics of his individual in this position of power; there is no doubt a sage is a true 

follower of “the way” because he is able to do so under any societal conditions. By embracing 

“the One”, the ruling sage, as a model for the empire, extends the last level of the four-part chain 

of greatness into two parts.  

This extension opens up the possibility for the people of the empire to learn to follow  

“the way” and achieve greatness, even though tao is described as being beyond the 

understanding of all but a very few number of people—those given the title of sage—in the 

world.74 These individuals will not, however, attain the same degree of greatness as the sage 

because tao is not something that comes naturally to them. Instead, they must rely upon the sage 

to guide them along a path which can only give them a diluted look at “the way”. For, since tao 

is a teaching that uses no words and a benefit which resorts to no action, only those who are 

naturally provided with this greatness are able to understand it.75 Thus those not distinguished as 

“sage” are only capable of tao incidentally, demonstrating greatness without knowing how it 

came about or how it can be reproduced, while the sage, as one who does not stray from “the 

way,” is known for being able to embrace tao completely, and with full understanding. What, 

then, does it mean to act in accordance with “the way,” regardless of whether this is done with 

true understanding, as a sage, or a sort of temporary enlightenment, as anyone else? The answer 

to this question lies in the word te, or “virtue”. 

                                                
73 Ibid., XLIX.110; XXII.50a. 
74 Ibid., XLIII.99. 
75 Ibid. 
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Closely linked to an understanding of tao, te as virtue is an external means by which the 

best possible life, the life of greatness, can be demonstrated. This life of greatness which follows 

“the way” can be known but, applied fully as te, is not an end or purpose; it is a continual 

process. Te is the means by which a person who follows “the way” is seen to act: “In his every 

movement a man of great virtue [te] / Follows the way [tao] and the way only.”76 Like tao, te 

lacks a true definition; instead, an understanding of it is found through description: “A man of 

the highest virtue [te] does not keep to virtue and that is why he has virtue. A man of the lowest 

virtue [te] never strays from virtue and that is why he is without virtue. The former never acts yet 

leaves nothing undone. The latter acts but there are things left undone.”77 From this description, a 

reader of Tao Te Ching comes to understand that any attempt or completion of conscious virtue 

is not in accordance with tao, and therefore te. Although tao and te might appear to be 

synonymous, it becomes clear that te is found within “the way” but does not fully encompass it; 

it is a descriptor of man’s greatness, but not the greatness of tao itself.  

The highest virtue, the virtue of a sage, goes hand in hand with the principle of inaction 

contained in tao. And, continuing the quotation just stated, a hierarchy of virtue amongst man is 

shown: 

…A man of the highest benevolence acts, but from no ulterior 
motive. A man of the highest rectitude acts, but from ulterior 
motive. A man most conversant in the rites acts, but when no one 
responds rolls up his sleeves and resorts to persuasion by force. 

Hence when the way [tao] was lost there was virtue [te]; when 
virtue was lost there was benevolence; when benevolence was lost 
there was rectitude; when rectitude was lost there were the rites.78 
 

Thus, the ranking of the sage, as an individual who follows “the way” but also has virtue, is 

followed by the ranking of a man of virtue, and virtue alone. This individual, although not 
                                                

76 Ibid., XXI.48. 
77 Ibid., XXXVIII.82. 
78 Ibid., XXXVIII.82-83. 
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naturally great like the sage, is able to accomplish a fairly high degree of greatness. Similarly, 

the man of benevolence, rectitude, and conversant in the rites follow, each one losing a degree of 

greatness present in the one before it until it does not seem to be present at all.  

Additionally, the meaning of te as a way to live one’s life is given through proverbial 

statements such as: “Highest good is like water. Because water excels in benefitting the myriad 

creatures without contending with them and settles where none would like to be, it comes close 

to the way [tao].”79 This analogy shows that for man to be deemed good, he must be flexible; in 

this way, like water, he will be able to benefit all—including himself. Another is as follows: “To 

know yet to think that one does not know is best; / Not to know yet to think that one knows will 

lead to difficulty.”80 Again, flexibility is praised in this statement. In particular, flexibility in the 

form of openness of mind is emphasized. For an individual to have an open mind is for him to 

know that a single answer will not always be the response to a given question and that more can 

be learned from assuming one knows less than assuming one knows all. A third example is: 

Know contentment 
And you will suffer no disgrace; 
Know when to stop 
And you will meet with no danger. 
You can then endure.81 
 

Here, the ability to live within ones means—both internally through one’s appetitive desires and 

externally through material wealth—allows an individual to continue living. Each of these three 

statements reveals the importance of yielding positions of higher power, intellect, and enjoyment 

for the sake of enduring, within the limits of mankind, like “the way”. Thus, it is through this 

submissive and humble role that an individual can act in accordance with tao through te. 

                                                
79 Ibid., VIII.20. 
80 Ibid., LXXI.173. 
81 Ibid., XLIV.100. 
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 Acting in accordance with “the way” is not limited to the individual, however. The 

relationship between an individual, as either a ruler or a member of society, and the society itself 

is also intimately related to tao through te. This is shown most clearly in the following passage, 

where a critique of the current state of the empire during this time seems to be used as an 

example of what should not be done: 

Were I possessed of the least knowledge, I would, when walking 
on the great way [tao], fear only paths that lead astray. The great 
way is easy, yet people prefer by-paths. 
 The court is corrupt, 
 The fields are overgrown with weeds, 
 The granaries are empty; 
 Yet there are those dressed in fineries, 
 With swords at their sides, 
 Filled with food and drink, 
 And possessed of too much wealth. 
 This is known as taking the lead in robbery. 
Far indeed is this from the way [tao].82 
 

While this can apply to any individual in a state, the individual as a ruler must truly follow “the 

way” in order for it to benefit both the ruler as an individual and the state being ruled. Here, in 

the following passage, a ruler gains “virtue” in a way not unlike the sage through the 

embracement of “the One” and, consequently, the application of making the minds of the people 

his own: 

Following the way [tao] from the start [a ruler] may be said to 
accumulate an abundance of virtue [te]; 

Accumulating an abundance of virtue there is nothing he cannot 
overcome; 

When there is nothing he cannot overcome, no one knows his 
limit; 

When no one knows his limit 
He can possess a state; 
When he possesses the mother of a state 
He can then endure. 
 

                                                
82 Ibid., LIII.120-121a. 
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This is called the way of deep roots and firm stems by which one 
lives to see many days.83 

 
If the ruler does not do this, but abuses the pursuit of tao so as to trick the people of the state, the 

state will fall into disorder and not last.84 This gives way to yet another hierarchy, parallel to that 

of the chain of greatness which places “the way” in the uppermost position, formed amongst 

rulers of a state: 

The best of all rulers is but a shadowy presence to his subjects. 
Next comes the ruler they love and praise; 
Next comes one they fear; 
Next comes one with whom they take liberties… 
Hesitant, [the best of all rulers] does not utter words lightly, 
When his task is accomplished and his work done 
The people all say, ‘It happened to us naturally.’85 

 
In order to survive as an individual and as a state, te must be present; not as an end in itself, but a 

means through which tao can be exemplified. For, since tao itself is unintelligible, the only way 

in which it can be demonstrated is through virtue, or te. 

 Overall, Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching is far from being a step-by-step manual on how a 

person is to succeed as an individual and as a member of society. Its analogical descriptions, 

rather than definitions, of key terms such as tao and te provide an aid in determining one’s own 

understanding of these ideas without directly excluding any one particular method unless it is in 

direct contradiction to the underlying meaning of “the way”. Nevertheless, the poetic nature of 

this text in conjunction with the subtle mystery of “the way” leaves a reader of Tao Te Ching 

with foundations of ideas that can be pondered for a lifetime—something that probably embodies 

the true meaning of tao better than any definition that could be applied to it. 

 

                                                
83 Ibid., LIX.137. 
84 Ibid., LXV.157-158. 
85 Ibid., XVII.39-41. 
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b. Idea Summary of Confucius’ The Analects86 

In Confucius’ The Analects, a good moral character—consisting of various ways in 

which characteristics, or virtues, such as benevolence, wisdom, courage, sincerity, reverence, and 

one’s sense of duty or righteousness can be applied to one’s life—is the purpose for each 

individual’s existence. This purpose is stated by Confucius in The Analects: “Man is born for 

uprightness.”87 But what does it mean for a man to be upright? The answer to this question lies in 

the declaration of these virtues in the form of brief sayings, which are attributed to Confucius, in 

The Analects. By explaining moral character through sayings, Confucius is able to provide a 

guide for developing a good moral character, offering examples for the various ways in which 

one might go about improving one’s character, while at the same time avoiding a specific step-

by-step process. Thus, in order to understand the heart of Confucius’ The Analects, the 

importance of what is meant by the virtues which comprise moral character—both as the duty of 

the individual to his or her self, and the societal duty of the individual—must be addressed. 

Before delving into the meaning of virtue as a part of moral character in The Analects, the 

degree of virtue that will be addressed needs clarification. For Confucius, the greatness that man 

can achieve forms a hierarchy of virtue. Starting at the top of Confucius’ chain, there is the 

“sage”—an extremely rare and enlightened man. Despite Confucius’ high title as “Master” 

amongst his disciples, he has no problem renouncing the title of “sage” for himself: “The Master 

said: ‘As to being a sage, or a man of virtue, how dare I presume to such a claim? But as to 

striving thereafter unwearyingly, and teaching others therein without flagging,—that can be said 

                                                
86 Like Tao Te Ching, The Analects is most likely an anthology of short passages passed on through 

oral tradition and, when written down, attributed to Confucius. See the footnote #60 for further 
information about discrepancies in Ancient Chinese texts. 

87 Confucius, The Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill (New York: Dover, 1995), VI.17. 
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of me, and that is all.’”88 Although Confucius refuses the title of “sage” for himself, he remarks 

that man is not incapable of being worthy of the title: “Is there a man who, for the space of a 

single day, is able to devote all his strength to [virtue]? I have not come across such a man whose 

strength proves insufficient for the task. There must be such cases of insufficient strength, only I 

have not come across them.”89 Thus, it can be said that all have the ability to become a sage if 

they are able to devote themselves to virtue. The continuous endeavor to become a sage marks 

the next highest rank in Confucius’ hierarchy of greatness: the noble man, or gentleman. “The 

Master said: ‘It is not mine to see an inspired man [sage]. Could I behold a noble man, I would 

be content.’”90 Next in line is the good man, who does things correctly, but without knowing the 

reason why these things are being done.91 The good man is followed by the inferior man—the 

lowest ranking in the hierarchy of greatness in moral character due to his lack of constant 

purpose: “Affecting to have when they have not, empty yet affecting to be full, in straits yet 

affecting to be prosperous,—how hard it is for such men to have constancy of purpose!”92 

Because the sage, the highest ranking in Confucius’ hierarchy of virtue, is beyond the 

reach of the majority of mankind, Confucius hones in on the noble man as his target character in 

the discussion of virtue. And, as a contrast to the virtue of the gentleman, the virtue, or lack 

thereof, of the inferior man is also given special attention: “The progress of the nobler-minded 

                                                
88 Ibid., VII.33. 
89 Confucius, The Analects, trans. D.C. Lau (London: Penguin Books, 1979), IV.6. This alternate 

translation by D.C. Lau is used here because the Soothill translation of this passage forms an anomaly 
with most other translations of this passage. The contradiction arises between whether the Master has seen 
a man whose ability of strength is sufficient to devote himself to virtue for a whole day. The D.C. Lau, as 
well as other translations say there is such a man; Soothill’s translation says otherwise: “The Master said: 
‘…Is there any one able for a single day to devote his strength to virtue? I have never seen such a one 
whose ability would be sufficient. If perchance there be such I have never seen him.’” [Confucius, The 
Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill, IV.6.] 

90 Confucius, The Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill, VII.25. 
91 Ibid., VII.27. 
92 Ibid., VII.25. 
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man is upwards, the progress of the inferior man is downwards.”93 This reference to man’s 

progress is best understood as the positive, or “upward”, change of man’s moral character 

towards that which is “upright” or virtuous, and the negative, or “downward”, change of man’s 

moral character away from the same. Hence one is led to an understanding of the definition of 

virtue as practiced by the gentleman in most of Confucius’ teachings recorded in The Analects; 

any sayings not pertaining to this man of noble character are explicitly stated otherwise, 

oftentimes in contrast with the man of noble character, i.e. “The nobler type of man is broad-

minded and not prejudiced. The inferior man is prejudiced and not broad-minded.”94 

The search for the meaning of virtue begins in Book V, Chapter 7 of The Analects. In this 

chapter, Mêng Wu Po asks “the Master”, a term used in this text to introduce Confucius, whether 

various men could be classified as “men of virtue”. An answer to this question of classification 

would not, directly, give a definition for virtue; however, by classifying certain men as “men of 

virtue”, one could find common characteristics amongst the men and, indirectly, deduce a 

meaning for virtue. In response to the questions proposed by Mêng Wu Po regarding the virtue 

of a given man, Confucius repeatedly says, “I do not know,” and, “I do not know about [this 

man’s] virtue.”95 Later in The Analects, a similar circumstance occurs: One of Confucius’ 

disciples asks him if two men could be deemed men of “ideal virtue”; and again, Confucius 

responds noncommittally with, “I do not know,” and, “Why should he be deemed a man of ideal 

virtue?”96 While this does not answer the question of the meaning of virtue through either a 

direct or an indirect approach, it shows Confucius’ unwillingness to judge others, placing a 

                                                
93 Ibid., XIV.24. 
94 Ibid., II.14. 
95 Ibid., V.7. 
96 Ibid., V.18. 
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greater importance on an individual examining his or her own virtue than the outward 

appearance of virtue he or she perceives in others. 

Virtue is further discussed at the beginning of Book XII as a relative term. In the first 

three chapters of this Book, Yen Yüan, Chung Kung, and Ssŭ-ma Niu each ask of Confucius the 

meaning of virtue. Confucius replies differently to each man: “Virtue is the denial of self and 

response to what is right and proper. Deny yourself for one day and respond to the right and 

proper, and everybody will accord you virtuous,”97 “When abroad, behave as if interviewing an 

honoured guest; in directing the people, act as if officiating at a great sacrifice; do not do to 

others what you would not like yourself; then your public life will arouse no ill-will nor your 

private life any resentment,”98 and, “The man of virtue is chary of speech,”99 respectively. 

Increasing the uncertainty of what it means for a man to have virtue, Confucius offers vague 

responses to the follow up questions of Yen Yüan and Ssŭ-ma Niu. When Yen Yüan asks for the 

“main features” of denying one’s self and responding to what is right and proper, Confucius 

answers: “When wrong and improper do not look, when wrong and improper do not listen, when 

wrong and improper do not speak, when wrong and improper do not move.”100 Here, it is left to 

Yen Yüan, and a reader of The Analects, to determine which situations constitute looking, 

listening, speaking, and moving as wrong and improper in accordance with the rites. In Chapter 3 

of Book XII, Ssŭ-ma Niu is not convinced by Confucius’ answer regarding the definition of 

virtue. As a result, he demands that Confucius reaffirm that the meaning of virtue is to be 

mindful of what one says. Confucius responds: “When the doing of [virtue] is difficult…can one 

                                                
97 Ibid., XII.1. 
98 Ibid., XII.2. 
99 Ibid., XII.3. 
100 Ibid., XII.1. 
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be other than chary of talking about [virtue]?”101 While being cautious with one’s words could be 

a possible definition of what it means to be virtuous, it does not encompass the entirety of 

virtue’s meaning. Confucius is able to recognize the necessity for this aspect of virtue through 

common sense: it is only natural that one should be careful with one’s words when one is dealing 

with something as precarious as virtue. But common sense does not necessitate chariness of 

speech as a complete definition of virtue. Thus, rather than provide a comprehensive definition 

of virtue, Confucius’ responses allow the possibility for virtue to be defined as something that is 

malleable, lacking a single definition that applies to every instance in which virtue can be 

demonstrated. 

Finally, in Book XVII, Chapter 6, a reader of The Analects is exposed to what seems to 

be the most complete definition of virtue according to Confucius. This definition of virtue is 

applied to the gentleman. In this chapter, Tzŭ Chang, like the men named above, asks Confucius, 

“What is the meaning of virtue?” Confucius’ answer is that a man who is able to practice 

courtesy, magnanimity, sincerity, earnestness, and kindness everywhere he goes will have virtue. 

And, in practicing these five things, a man of virtue will avoid insult, win all, gain the trust of 

men, have success, and be well fitted to command others, respectively.102 Thus, in this portion of 

The Analects, a definition of virtue is given indirectly by naming its characteristics. In order to 

shed light on what it means for one to have some of these characteristics, a look at what it takes 

to gain personal success and command a state well will be taken. 

 Success is gained, as previously stated, through earnestness. But how can one be earnest 

without knowing what it is one is earnest about? Thus, in a look at earnestness and, 

consequently, the other virtues stated above, the importance of knowledge and wisdom goes 

                                                
101 Ibid., XII.3. 
102 Ibid., XVII.6. 
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hand in hand. For Confucius, the meaning of knowledge comes from the well-known saying, 

“When you know a thing to recognize that you know it; and when you do not, to know that you 

do not know,—that is knowledge.’”103 Furthermore, knowledge, and therefore convictions, is 

prone to change: “The Master said: ‘He who keeps on reviewing his old and acquiring new 

knowledge may become a teacher of others.’”104 Being aware of what one does and does not 

know through close examination of one’s past, current and potentially future knowledge 

contributes to an individual’s virtue by giving one the tenacity to grow as an individual. One’s 

goal in the pursuit of knowledge, and in turn the act of earnestness and other virtues, is to acquire 

it by studying if one is not granted innate wisdom; this is characteristic of a gentleman. If one is 

granted the rare gift of innate wisdom, which is the mark of the sage, there is no need for 

pursuing knowledge—it is already present within the man. On the opposite end of this spectrum 

is the man who refuses to learn. This man is from the “lowest class of men”, and cannot be called 

virtuous.105 Thus, because one should not be firm in one’s convictions without being 

knowledgeable about the subject matter, knowledge becomes an important aspect of Confucius’ 

advocation for the development of one’s moral character as a means for success in The Analects.  

While knowledge plays an important role in the success of one’s moral character as an 

individual, the ruling of a state primarily deals with the virtuous characteristic of kindness or 

benevolence according to Confucius’ teachings. Benevolence is necessary in the application of 

virtue to the state because it is the responsibility of the ruler to guide the people. Without 

benevolence, a ruler would not by necessity possess a good moral character. And, consequently, 

the state itself could not be expected to possess virtue. Specifically, Confucius states in Book 12, 

                                                
103 Ibid., II.17. 
104 Ibid., II.11. 
105 Ibid., XVI.9. 
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“To govern means to guide aright,”106 and, “If your aspirations are for good…the people will be 

good. The moral character of those in high position is the breeze, the character of those below is 

the grass. When the grass has the breeze upon it, it assuredly bends.”107 These two statements 

indicate that, in the proper governing of a state, a virtuous man—i.e. a sage or gentleman—must 

be the ruler because only those who possess a good moral character themselves can, in turn, 

bring out the best possible moral character in others. The metaphor used in the latter quotation 

illustrates this by showing that the effect a ruler of sound moral character has on the subjects of 

the state is comparable to the effect a breeze has on grass: strong enough to cause a change in 

natural position or will, but gentle enough to prevent breakage or resentment. Hence the ruler of 

a state must possess virtue in order for the state itself to be virtuous; the impact of the ruler upon 

the people of a state is so significant that the individual goodness, or badness, of the ruler is 

enough to sway even an inferior man to be good, or bad, in a similar manner. Confucius states in 

Book II: “He who governs by his moral excellence may be compared to the pole-star, which 

abides in its place, while all the stars bow towards it.”108 In this metaphor, the ruler of sound 

moral character is likened to the pole-star and all other people of the state are likened to the other 

stars of the heavens. Like the pole-star which remains constant in its position in the night sky, the 

virtuous ruler is known for his unwavering moral character. This steadfastness is viewed not only 

as an ideal due to man’s purpose of existence being uprightness, but as a shining beacon lighting 

the path towards moral excellence for those lacking an internal compass as well. Thus the 

possession of a good moral character is the first step in succeeding as a ruler, and it is only when 

the ruler of a state has sound moral character that the state as a whole can be good. 

                                                
106 Ibid., XII.17. 
107 Ibid., XII.19. 
108 Ibid., II.1. 



Slate 36 
 

In addition to having good moral character, a ruler who wishes to properly administer the 

government of a state is also called upon to honor the five “good rules” and banish the four “bad 

rules”. The five good rules are: “That the ruler…be beneficent without expending the public 

revenue, that he exact service without arousing dissatisfaction, that his desires never degenerate 

to greed, that he be dignified but without disdain, and that he be commanding but not 

domineering.”109 By adhering to these “good rules”, a ruler is essentially applying the virtues of 

good moral character, which should be in his possession already, to the greater scale of the state. 

While this might seem simple in theory, it is actually a complicated task: the “good rules” are not 

given as absolutes; instead, it is left up to the ruler to determine the proper place to aim between 

two opposing ideas. The four bad rules are, however, presented with specific examples: 

Putting men to death without having taught them their duty,—
which may be called cruelty; expecting the completion of works 
when no warning has been given,—which may be called 
oppression; remissness in ordering and then demand for instant 
performance,—which may be called robbery; and likewise, when 
giving rewards to men, offering them in grudging fashion,—which 
may be called being merely an official.110 
 

Thus the dismission of the “bad rules” also contributes to the application of an individual’s good 

moral character to the state as a whole, albeit in a more precise way. What one should not do 

cannot be compromised; but what one should do in order to be a good ruler requires balance and 

the ability to determine the appropriate space at which to aim between the two ideas presented 

for each rule in the list of good rules.  

Showing the importance of embracing every aspect of virtue, The Analects is able to 

provide a reader with a greater sense of what it means to actively aim at obtaining a good moral 

character—both internally through one’s duty to one’s self, and externally through one’s relation 

                                                
109 Ibid., XX.2. 
110 Ibid. 
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to society as a whole—by using examples of specific, but generalized, people and situations. 

Nevertheless, these individual characteristics are not absolute indicators of virtue. Even though 

an individual’s outward actions may appear to have good intentions, this does not mean that the 

internal motivation behind the act is virtuous: “The Master said: ‘A man of principle is sure to 

have something good to say, but he who has something good to say is not necessarily a man of 

principle. A virtuous man is sure to be courageous, but a courageous man is not necessarily a 

man of virtue.’”111 Consequently, one cannot judge the moral character of another individual; 

one should not focus on the degree of virtue in others, but on one’s own level of virtue. And it is 

this inward focus, this individual sense of duty—which is similar in the process of its pursuit on 

all occasions, but differing among individuals and circumstances—that gives an individual the 

ability to possess a good moral character. 

 

 

IV. Analysis for Traditional Classifications of Philosophy 

 Putting aside differences in geographical location and culture, what is the fundamental 

difference that places a philosophical work into the category of Western or Eastern thought? In 

order to understand this difficulty in identifying the fundamental difference between a work of 

Western and a work of Eastern philosophical thought, an analysis of the similarities between two 

traditionally classified works of Western, and two traditionally classified works of Eastern areas 

of thought—Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, and Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and 

Confucius’ The Analects, respectively—will be given. In particular, differences in subject matter, 

ideas, and style will be the center of focus in this analysis. 

                                                
111 Ibid., XIV.5. 
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Within each of these four texts, Western and Eastern thought alike, there is common 

subject matter: namely the relationship and duty of the individual to his or her self, and the 

relationship and duty of the individual to the government and society as a whole. This common 

material can be derived clearly from these texts, and it can be seen through the Idea Summaries 

presented above. For example, all four authors explore an ideal individual who fully embodies 

the purpose of the work in which he or she takes part. For Plato, this individual is the philosopher 

king—a man or woman dedicated to the pursuit of truth and “the good”; for Aristotle, the good 

man—a man who aims for the good in itself and a life of excellence; for Tzu, the sage—a man 

who embraces tao in all aspects of his life; and for Confucius, the noble man or gentleman—a 

man who actively participates in the various aspects of virtue. Although other texts from both 

Western and Eastern philosophy can be found which discuss topics other than those presented in 

the four philosophical works chosen, and which can only be found in one traditionally classified 

area of thought, the fact that there is a common ground of any kind demonstrates that their 

general subject matter cannot be the fundamental difference which creates the distinction 

traditionally made between these two areas of thought. If general subject matter were the 

fundamental difference, Western philosophy would only cover a given set of topics, while 

Eastern philosophy would only cover topics not included within the given set of Western 

philosophical topics, and vice versa. 

Nevertheless, there is a difference in the specifics of what is being said about this 

common topical discussion. In both traditionally classified works of Western philosophy, there is 

a greater sense of leading the best possible life in relation to those things found outside of one’s 

self. The ideal city in the Republic, although composed of individuals chosen for their roles 

based on their nature, is Plato’s focus in this work; each member of the city does his or her job 
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well not merely because his or her nature is best suited to their work, but because it is beneficial 

to the city as a whole. Additionally, the highest members of this society—the philosopher kings, 

who are said to live the best possible life—show the importance of focusing on the city rather 

than the individual in their role as rulers of the ideal city: “[I]t would be quite clear that anyone 

who is really a true ruler [a philosopher king] doesn’t by nature seek his own advantage but that 

of his subject.”112 Thus the best possible life is led for the benefit of the city, which is clearly 

external to the individual. Aristotle’s claim that man is a political animal in his Politics also 

exemplifies this Western philosophical point of view regarding the best possible life in relation 

to things that are external to one’s self. In this work, the success of the individual is intimately 

linked to the success of the state: “[We must not] suppose that anyone of the citizens belongs to 

himself, for they all belong to the state, and are each of them a part of the state, and the care of 

each part is inseparable from the care of the whole.”113 Because of this part to whole relationship, 

the best possible life is, again, a relation to things outside of one’s self.  

Alternatively, the works traditionally classified as belonging to the Eastern area of 

thought focus on an individual’s relation to that which is inside his or her self. In Lao Tzu’s Tao 

Te Ching, this internal focus is found through tao, or “the way”. If an individual is focused on 

external actions instead of the inaction that comes from within, he is not focused on tao and, 

therefore, not leading the best possible life according to Tzu. Another example of an individual’s 

relation to that which is within, rather than outside, his or her self, in Tzu’s work is found in the 

following passage:  

Without stirring abroad 
   One can know the whole world; 
   Without looking out of the window 
   One can see the way of heaven. 
                                                

112 Plato, “Republic,” 347d3-d5. 
113 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1337a27-30. 
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   The further one goes 
   The less one knows. 
   Therefore the sage knows without having to stir, 
   Identifies without having to see, 
   Accomplishes without having to act.114 
 
Here, it is evident that as an individual who embraces “the way”, the sage does not have to go 

anywhere, or even search for answers anywhere other than within his self, in order to know 

anything. For Confucius in The Analects, it is important that an individual refrain from judging 

others because this detracts from one’s inward focus and one’s individual sense of duty. 

Confucius states, “The noble man seeks what he wants in himself; the inferior man seeks it from 

others.’”115 This shows the importance of an individual’s focus on that which is within his or her 

self, rather than that which is without. In this way, the subject matter offers a possible reason for 

dividing the whole of philosophy into Western and Eastern thought. 

Also related to the difference in the specifics of what is being said about this common 

topical discussion is the way in which these traditionally classified areas of thought discuss 

government and society as a whole. Within the traditionally classified Western works, 

government and society are treated almost as though it, too, were a living, breathing individual. 

Plato gives his ideal city characteristics typical of a human when Socrates addresses the reason 

for building the city as he does: “[W]e aren’t aiming to make any one group outstandingly happy 

but to make the whole city so, as far as possible… [Y]ou must look to see whether by dealing 

with each part appropriately, we are making the whole statue beautiful.”116 By saying that the 

aim of Socrates and his interlocutors is to make the city as a whole happy and beautiful, Plato is 

assigning human characteristics to the government and society of the ideal city. For Aristotle, 

personification of the state occurs in at the beginning of Book VII: “[T]he happy state may be 
                                                

114 Lao Tzu. Tao Te Ching, XLVII.106-107. 
115 Confucius, The Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill, XV.20. 
116 Plato, “Republic,” 420b5-d4. 
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shown to be that which is best and which acts rightly; and it cannot act rightly without doing 

right actions, and neither individual nor state can do right actions without excellence and 

wisdom.”117 Here, the state is uncommonly given the descriptor “happy,” making it seem more 

like an individual with a mind and feelings than an inanimate idea applied to reality by man. In 

both these texts, the personification of the government and society as a whole places more 

emphasis on the relation government and society has to the individual—similar to the idea that 

the best possible life is lived in relation to things outside of one’s self.  

Traditionally classified Eastern texts, however, do not treat government and society in 

this manner. Lao Tzu states in Tao Te Ching that the best possible ruler, the sage, is a shadowy 

presence to his subjects.118 He puts himself after his subjects—following behind them by taking 

their minds as his own in order to lead them in the best possible way of life they can 

accomplish.119 This is a direct application of tao; the sage continues to practice the 

characteristics of his individual as a ruler.120 As a result, the emphasis is not on the empire, but 

the individual. In The Analects, Confucius says, “To govern means to guide aright,” showing the 

importance of the individual, as a ruler, to know himself what it means to be good; otherwise, he 

would not be able to guide the subjects of the state in the right moral direction.121 He also states, 

“If your aspirations are for good…the people will be good. The moral character of those in high 

position is the breeze, the character of those below is the grass. When the grass has the breeze 

upon it, it assuredly bends.”122 This demonstrates the ruler’s ability to bring out the best in his 

people. And, in conjunction with the quotation directly above, it becomes clear that the impact a 

                                                
117 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1323b29-32. 
118 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, XVII.39. 
119 Ibid., LXVI.160. 
120 See page 24. 
121 Confucius, The Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill, XII.17. 
122 Ibid., XII.19. 
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ruler has upon the people of the state is great—providing further evidence that the individual 

influences society as a whole, not the other way around.123 Thus, these works of traditionally 

classified Eastern thought emphasize the relation of the individual over society. This relation, 

similar to this area of thought’s idea that the best possible life is lived in relation to that which is 

found within the individual, always brings the individual back to his or her self, even when 

acting as the ruler of an empire or state. In this way, the difference in how the discussion of 

government and society as a whole is carried out in each of these traditionally classified areas of 

thought is considered as their fundamental difference. 

Additionally, there seems to be a difference in how each area of thought presents its ideas 

regarding how and/or why the best possible life is to be led as given in the work. This difference 

in presentation is due, in part, to the assumptions, or lack thereof, each author makes in his 

respective work. On the one hand, the two works chosen from traditionally classified Western 

thought, namely the Republic and Politics, share in their presentation of ideas regarding the best 

possible life through a lack of assumptions. In Plato’s Republic, this lack of assumption is most 

evident in Book I where Socrates and his interlocutors discuss various ways to define justice. 

Because the meaning of justice is not assumed to be the first explanation that arises in the 

conversation, a clear purpose for this text is outlined, namely a thorough discussion of justice. In 

Aristotle’s Politics, assumptions are avoided from the very beginning of the work when the state 

as a community is defined. Instead of assuming that a reader will understand that a state is not 

merely a territory of bounded land governed under certain laws, Aristotle points out that a state is 

established with the aim at some good in mind.124  

                                                
123 See page 23-24. 
124 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1252a1-6. 
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On the other hand, the two works chosen from traditionally classified Eastern thought, 

namely Tao Te Ching and The Analects, share in their presentation of ideas regarding the best 

possible life through the presence of assumptions. This is evident in both Lao Tzu’s Tao Te 

Ching and Confucius’ The Analects through their assumption that the best possible life involves 

some kind of virtue. In Lao Tzu’s work, virtue, or te, is assumed to be closely related to “the 

way”, or tao, even though tao is also described as being something indefinable. The following 

passage demonstrates the presence of assumed virtue: “In his every movement a man of great 

virtue [te] / Follows the way [tao] and the way only.”125 For Confucius, virtue is assumed to be 

related to a life of excellence. This is shown in Book II when Confucius likens a man of moral 

excellence to the pole-star.126 Both of these authors assume that those hearing their words, 

whether through speech or writing, either already know the reason why the best possible life is a 

result of an individual having virtue or are willing to accept this unexplained idea is true without 

question. Hence the presence and lack of assumptions in the presentation of ideas in the given 

philosophic works forms another possible reason for the fundamental difference between 

traditionally classified Western and Eastern philosophy. 

Another aspect which contributes to this difference between the traditionally classified 

Western and Eastern areas of thought is the manner in which each text is affected by the style 

used by the author in presenting his ideas. Particularly, the style used in the two works of 

traditionally classified as Western thought predominately follows a logical argument in order to 

present philosophical ideas. This is closely related to the lack of assumptions found in these 

Western works, and is also evident in Book I of Plato’s Republic. These arguments found in 

Book I for various definitions of justice demonstrate the necessary steps in formulating a proper 
                                                

125 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, XXI.48. 
126 Confucius, The Analects, trans. William Edward Soothill, II.1. See page 34-35 for further 

explanation of this quotation. 



Slate 44 
 

pursuit of logic—namely taking a given hypothesis, analyzing it, offering possible ways in which 

it connects to other ideas so that each term is clearly explained and a conclusion can be reached, 

and then following it up with at least one other possible hypothesis, which is often contrary to the 

first. Specifically, the use of argument—as a set of ideas that build upon each other to reach a 

conclusion or persuade someone of a conclusion—and counterargument—as an argument that 

builds upon ideas directly contrary to another given argument—comprise the logical arguments 

in this work. For example, after coming to a conclusion regarding what it means to be just, 

Socrates says, “Then, it follows, Polemarchus, that it is just for the many, who are mistaken in 

their judgment, to harm their friends, who are bad, and benefit their enemies, who are good. And 

so we arrive at a conclusion opposite to what we said Simonides meant.”127 The use of logic used 

to reach this conclusion shows that the absurdity of a given point is able to prove that its contrary 

point is, in fact, true. Similarly, Aristotle develops a series of logical arguments in his Politics. In 

this text, every idea is carefully thought out and explored, leaving hardly anything, if anything at 

all, unquestioned. Like Plato, Aristotle uses contradiction to prove a given point is correct. One 

such example is his proof for the state being a creation of nature, and the whole to which an 

individual is part: “The proof that the state is a creation of nature and prior to the individual is 

that the individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a part in relation 

to the whole.”128 Here, the individual is assumed to be created prior to the state, which results in 

him or her being unable to provide for his or her self; something not indicative of the survival of 

the human race and therefore a contradiction to the original premise, making its opposite, namely 

the state’s creations prior to the individual, the truth.  

                                                
127 Plato, “Republic,” 334d10-e2. 
128 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1253a25-27. 
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In contrast to Western philosophic thought, the Eastern works, Tao Te Ching and The 

Analects, rely heavily on analogy in order to present their ideas. And, parallel to the stylistic 

presentation of ideas in Western thought, the style of the presentation of ideas in what is 

traditionally classified as Eastern philosophy is closely related to the presence of assumptions 

found in these texts. Within Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching, analogy is used as a means to describe, 

rather than define “the way” and virtue. One such example, explained in “Section III.a” above, 

is: “Highest good is like water. Because water excels in benefitting the myriad creatures without 

contending with them and settles where none would like to be, it comes close to the way 

[tao].”129 Through this water analogy, a human application of “the way” presents a means 

through which the indefinable nature of tao can begin to be understood. Confucius also uses 

analogy as a means to describe, rather than define, what, for example, it means to be a good 

ruler: “If your aspirations are for good…the people will be good. The moral character of those in 

high position is the breeze, the character of those below is the grass. When the grass has the 

breeze upon it, it assuredly bends.”130 This metaphor shows the effect and close relation a ruler 

of sound moral character has to the subjects of the state. In both these texts, the stylistic approach 

assumes that one who hears these ideas, verbal or written, is able to reason through these 

analogies independently and properly. Thus, the presentation of ideas through differences in style 

is also a potential reason for the fundamental difference between traditionally classified Western 

and Eastern philosophy. 

Because each of the differences explicated above have the evidence needed to support 

their role as the fundamental difference between Western and Eastern thought, it can be said that 

all three—subject matter, ideas, and style—contribute to this distinction. All in all, these three 

                                                
129 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, VIII.20. 
130 Ibid., XII.19. 
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differences are as follows: the difference found between leading the best possible life in relation 

to those things found outside one’s self, and those within one’s self; the relation of the 

government and society over the individual through the personification of government and 

society, in contrast to the relation of the individual over government and society as a whole; the 

presentation of ideas regarding the best possible life through the lack, or presence of 

assumptions; and the presentation of philosophical ideas through logical argument, or analogy. In 

Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics—two texts accepted as works of Western philosophy, 

the result of combining these fundamental differences in subject matter, ideas, and style leads to 

a specific, reasoned and distinguished understanding of what something is, or is not. And, in Lao 

Tzu’ Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ The Analects—two texts accepted as works of Eastern 

philosophy, the result of combining these fundamental differences in subject matter, ideas, and 

style leads to an unspecified and indefinable understanding that simultaneously encompasses 

both what something is and what it is not. 

 

 

V. Analysis for Alternative Classifications of Philosophy 

 All four texts—Republic, Politics, Tao Te Ching, and The Analects—share common 

topics of discussion.131 While this commonality rules out general subject matter as a fundamental 

difference between Western and Eastern philosophical thought because it groups all of these 

texts together into a single category, it opens up the possibility for these philosophical works to 

be placed in nontraditional classifications. Thus it is plausible that there are different ways in 

which these texts can be divided based on similarities other than the typical classification of 

Western and Eastern philosophy.  
                                                

131 See page 38. 
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Although the similarities found in each pair of the given texts—namely Plato’s Republic 

and Aristotle’s Politics, and Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ The Analects—described 

above affirm the traditionally accepted division of the former two texts into Western, and the 

latter two into Eastern philosophy, there is still the possibility for important differences to be 

found between the authors within each classification, that is between Plato and Aristotle, and Lao 

Tzu and Confucius, that would cause these distinctions to be questioned, if not abolished in favor 

of something more credible. Consequently, it cannot be assumed that what has been widely 

accepted as the distinction between various philosophical works into Western and Eastern 

thought is the only possibility in categorizing the whole of philosophy. Aristotle himself 

specifically renounces Plato’s Republic in his Politics, saying things such as: “Clearly, then, 

excellence of character belongs to all of them; but the temperance of a man and of a woman, or 

the courage and justice of a man and of a woman, are not, as Socrates maintained [in the 

Republic], the same,” and “The error of Socrates [in the dialogue of the Republic] must be 

attributed to the false supposition from which he starts.”132 Thus it is necessary to consider other 

ways in which to classify these philosophical texts. However, one need not look far to find a way 

in which to categorize the given texts. Differences between authors of the same traditionally 

classified areas of thought can be found and paired with an author from the opposing 

classification by examining the same characteristics of Western and Eastern philosophy 

examined in the previous section of this paper, namely subject matter, ideas, and style.  

Beginning with the presentation of ideas in these texts, it becomes clear that while the 

traditionally classified works of Western thought share in their discussion of leading the best 

possible life in relation to those things found outside of one’s self, the individual leading this 

life—the best possible individual—for Plato and Aristotle do not have all things in common. In 
                                                

132 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1260a19-22; 1263b30-31. 
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Plato’s Republic, the best possible life is led by the rulers of the ideal city created in this 

dialogue. These rulers, given the title of philosopher kings, live the best possible life because 

they are born with a nature suited to this position in the society of the ideal city. For, in this ideal 

city, not everyone can hold the same place in society; otherwise, the city will not function 

properly and will lack justice. Furthermore, the philosopher king guards against wealth and 

poverty; practices the virtue of moderation in particular, but also the virtues of wisdom, courage, 

and justice; has a proper balance between being solely educated and completely lacking 

education; and, after seeing the good itself, puts the city, its citizens, and his or her self in order, 

using the good itself as a model.133 For Aristotle, the good man leads the best possible life in his 

Politics. This individual differs first and foremost from the philosopher kings of Plato’s Republic 

in that he is not assigned a given role in Aristotle’s idea of society. Additionally, the good man is 

described as follows: has a single excellence, which is perfect excellence; has necessary external 

goods, including wealth; lives both temperately and liberally; and plays an active role in 

determining his own happiness through his mind and reasoning.134  

Although the good man’s characteristic of having a single excellence is similar to the 

single role of the philosopher king as ruler of the city, Plato’s philosopher king is not the only 

member of his or her society assigned one and only one position—all members of this ideal city 

are deemed as being best suited to a single role. Therefore, the parallel is incomplete. Further 

contrasting with the philosopher king of the Republic, Aristotle’s good man has external goods, 

including wealth, necessary for his position. This is best stated in Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics: “Hence a poor man cannot be magnificent, since he has not the same means with which 

                                                
133 Plato, “Republic,” 421e5-422a2; 427e5-7; 519b6-c4; 540a6-b1. See “Section II.a" for a more in-

depth discussion of these specific descriptions of Plato’s philosopher king, as well as the best possible life 
and the ideal city. 

134 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1276b33-34; 1323b38-1324a1; 1265a31-33; 1334b15-16. 
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to spend large sums fittingly; and he who tries is a fool, since he spends beyond what can be 

expected of him and what is proper, but it is right expenditure that is excellent.”135 While the 

temperateness of Aristotle’s good man is like to the moderation of Plato’s philosopher king, his 

liberality is not; the philosopher king cannot be liberal because he or she avoids wealth, making 

it impossible to live in such a way that giving things away freely is a regular occurrence. Lastly, 

the excellence of the philosopher king is the result of the “good”—a Form which exists 

independently of man’s physical presence in the world, while the excellence of the good man is 

the result of his mind and reasoning—things clearly dependent on man as a physical being.136 

  Likewise, although the traditionally classified works of Eastern thought share in their 

idea about how to lead the best possible life in relation to those things found within one’s self, 

the individual leading this life for Lao Tzu and Confucius differs. In Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching, 

the best possible life is led by those individuals granted the title of sage. These individuals, like 

Plato’s philosopher kings, are naturally fit for this title—they do not have to work at practicing 

virtue or act in a certain way because they do not have to think about these things as such. As a 

sage, it is of utmost importance for these individuals to embrace the concept of tao.137 Tao, as the 

cornerstone of Tzu’s work, is the result of the sage having no mind of his own, and never acting, 

yet leaving nothing undone.138 Additionally, tao contributes to how a sage, when he takes on the 

position of a ruler, will rule—as a model for the empire.139 And, also a part of tao, te, as virtue, is 

the outward appearance of “the way”. One such virtue of a sage is wisdom:“To know yet to think 

                                                
135 Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics,” 1122b26-29. 
136 Plato’s theory of the Forms can be briefly summarized as follows: the true reality of things is not 

that which we perceive through our senses, but that which has immaterial substance and exists abstractly, 
albeit imperfectly, in our minds. This theory is discussed in what is called Plato’s “Analogy of the Cave” 
in Book VII of his Republic. [Plato, “Republic,” 514a1-541b5.] 

137 See “Section III.a.” 
138 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, XLIX.110; XXXVIII.82 
139 Ibid., XXII.50a.  
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that one does not know is best; / Not to know yet to think that one knows will lead to 

difficulty.”140 In Confucius’ The Analects, the noble man leads the best possible life.141 This 

individual is described as being in pursuit of virtue; practicing the virtues of courtesy, 

magnanimity, sincerity, earnestness, and kindness everywhere he goes; constantly pursuing 

knowledge, both through acquiring new knowledge and reviewing old knowledge; and guiding 

the citizens of his state aright when taking on the role of the ruler.142  

These two works of traditionally classified Eastern philosophy differ most in their view 

on how things will be done. For Tzu, inaction, through tao, is the key to the ideas presented in 

Tao Te Ching; for Confucius, action is the important factor to the ideas being conveyed. While 

inaction is obviously stated in Tzu’s work, Confucius’ action can be deduced from the noble 

man’s constant pursuit of virtue and knowledge, as well as his practice of the given virtues of 

courtesy, magnanimity, sincerity, earnestness, and kindness. 

As a result of these differences between authors of the same traditionally classified areas 

of thought, the similarities between the works of Plato and Lao Tzu, and Aristotle and Confucius 

are brought to light. Thus, the philosopher king in Plato’s Republic and the sage in Lao Tzu’s 

Tao Te Ching parallel one another in such a way that these two works can be placed under one 

and the same classification. These two types of individuals, who rank highest in their respective 

author’s hierarchy, participate in the following similarities: characteristics, such as being able to 

claim the title of philosopher king or sage due to nature or their natural tendencies as individuals; 

virtues, such as wisdom; and the way in which they rule, namely by modeling their own actions 

on something greater than themselves, such as the good or tao, and in turn acting as a model for 
                                                

140 Ibid., LXXI.173. Also see page 25-26 for more information about the passages just referenced. 
141 As stated in “Section III.b," Confucius also deems the sage as the highest possible ranking of 

individuals; however, he chooses to focus on the noble man, or gentleman, for the majority of The 
Analects because the sage is regarded as a title hardly any man achieves. 

142 Confucius, The Analects, XIV.24; XVII.6; II.11; XII.17. 
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their subjects as something tangible. Similarly, a parallel is formed between the good man of 

Aristotle’s Politics and the noble man of Confucius’ The Analects. In particular, both of these 

individuals apply their knowledge as a means to live the best possible life. The fact that these 

two individuals can change their position in the hierarchical degree of what it means for an 

individual to lead the best possible life also gives them the ability to be placed in the same 

category together. In this way, the ideas presented are seen to open the door to the possibility for 

the four given texts to be classified in a nontraditional way, placing Plato and Lao Tzu, and 

Aristotle and Confucius, into two separate categories, respectively. 

 Moreover, differences between each pair of traditionally classified Western and Eastern 

philosophical texts can be found in their respective approach to discussions regarding what it 

means to lead the best possible life. Traditionally classified as a work of Western philosophical 

thought, Plato’s Republic is, as a whole, based purely in the intellect. From the ideal city created 

through discussion rather than evidenced through actual societies, to the discussion of Forms in 

the “Analogy of the Cave” as the true knowledge of reality, and the parallel found between the 

city and the soul of the individual, this dialogue is far from being something that can be found in 

the sensible world. In opposition to this lofty approach, Aristotle gives specific examples from 

current and past societies to explain what he is saying about the state, such as Sparta and Crete, 

instead of creating a city that may or may not work in actuality, and discusses real concerns for 

the common member of society, such as wealth, property, and pleasures.143 

In traditionally classified Eastern thought, Lao Tzu approaches his discussion of how to 

lead the best possible life by taking a close look at the meaning of tao, or “the way”. However, 

because tao has an indefinable nature, the discussion that results is one of pure intellect; there is 

                                                
143 Aristotle, “Politics,” 1263b36-42; 1258a2-15. 
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no sensible thing that can be used as a means to adequately describe “the way.”144 Hence, this 

intellectual pursuit applies the use of tao in order to convey what is meant by this elusive term. 

One such example is: “Highest good is like water. Because water excels in benefitting the myriad 

creatures without contending with them and settles where none would like to be, it comes close 

to the way [tao].”145 This analogy shows the importance of flexibility and Tzu’s idea of inaction; 

like water, if one takes things as they are, and does not try to force anything, great things can be 

accomplished. Thus, in Tao Te Ching, intellect and the acceptance of inaction are a means to 

embrace tao. In contrast, Confucius approaches his discussion about how to lead the best 

possible life through specific, practical examples. An example of this occurs in XX.2 of The 

Analects when Confucius answers a question regarding how a man is to best act when 

administering a government: “That the ruler…be beneficent without expending the public 

revenue, that he exact service without arousing dissatisfaction, that his desires never degenerate 

to greed, that he be dignified but without disdain, and that he be commanding but not 

domineering[—that is what is meant by the five good rules].”146 Specific ways in which not to 

rule are also given: 

Putting men to death without having taught them their duty,—
which may be called cruelty; expecting the completion of works 
when no warning has been given,—which may be called 
oppression; remissness in ordering and then demand for instant 
performance,—which may be called robbery; and likewise, when 
giving rewards to men, offering them in grudging fashion,—which 
may be called being merely an official.147 

 

                                                
144 See page 20-21. 
145 Ibid., VIII.20. 
146 Confucius, The Analects, XX.2. 
147 Ibid. 
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Both sets of rules require man as a ruler to act, rather than sit back and let things happen. 

Additionally, the most excellent man must act in order to attain knowledge and virtue.148 

Again, it becomes clear that Plato’s Republic and Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching, and 

Aristotle’s Politics and Confucius’ The Analects, separately, have something in common. The 

similarities between these two pairs of texts are found in their respective theoretical approaches 

to the discussion of what it means to lead the best possible life. For Plato and Lao Tzu, this 

theoretical discussion entails a non-physical aspect in their approach to ideas, focusing instead on 

the intellect to offer a valid argument. This is particularly evident in Plato’s discussion of the 

good as a Form and Lao Tzu’s discussion of tao as a means for inaction. This approach informs a 

reader of these philosophical works that the best possible life is based in the intellect and, as 

carried out in reality for the sake of what is seen by others, is imperfect. In opposition to this 

approach, Aristotle and Confucius offer specific examples in their discussions on what it means 

for an individual to lead the best possible life in order to provide a valid argument. Specifically, 

Aristotle demonstrates this through the application of reasoning as a means to determine what 

one can do to further improve one’s excellence; Confucius demonstrates this through the 

necessity for action in pursuing both knowledge and virtue. This practical approach provides a 

clear and easily applicable guide for the best possible life to a reader of these works. 

Thus, because of the differences that can be found between authors of traditionally 

classified works of Western and Eastern philosophy, an alternative way in which to classify the 

given texts of Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Politics, Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching, and Confucius’ 

The Analects can be offered. These differences place the works of Plato and Lao Tzu, and 

Aristotle and Confucius into separate categories based on their respective similarities in the 

following areas: what the individual who lives the best possible life is like, and their approach to 
                                                

148 Ibid., II.11. See page 33-34 for further explanation. 
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discussions regarding what it means to lead the best possible life. As a result of placing Plato and 

Lao Tzu, and Aristotle and Confucius under the same title of classification, rather than the 

traditionally accepted method of division, an entirely new way of looking at philosophy is 

revealed. 

 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 In sum, this paper has outlined and explored the subject matter of four specific texts—

Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, which have been categorized traditionally as works of 

Western philosophy, and Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching and Confucius’ The Analects, which have 

been categorized traditionally as works of Eastern philosophy—in an attempt to address the 

opening questions: What is the fundamental difference which allows a philosophical work to be 

classified as belonging to Western or Eastern thought? If it is not geographic location, what is the 

characteristic(s) that contribute(s) to this difference? 

 This pair of questions, which aim at breaking down the elusiveness of the philosophical 

distinction between Western and Eastern thought, is answered through an analysis of the four 

given texts as representations of philosophical thought as a whole. From this analysis, the 

fundamental difference between these two divisions of philosophical thought is determined as a 

combination of topical discussion, ideological presentations, and stylistic approaches. 

Specifically, in regard to the four works chosen for this paper, these characteristics are the 

difference found between leading the best possible life in relation to those things found outside 

one’s self in Western philosophical thought, and those within one’s self in Eastern thought; the 

relation of the government and society over the individual through the personification of 
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government and society in Western thought, and the relation of the individual over government 

and society, non-personified, as a whole in Eastern philosophical thought; the presentation of 

ideas regarding the best possible life through the lack of assumptions in Western philosophy, and 

the presence of assumptions in Eastern philosophy; and the use of logical arguments in Western, 

and analogy in Eastern thought. 

While determining the characteristics which comprise the fundamental difference 

between specific examples of traditionally classified works of Western and Eastern philosophy, 

and therefore answering the opening questions, a general topic of discussion shared amongst all 

four texts opens up the possibility for philosophical works to be categorized in a nontraditional 

way. Thus a second analysis is pursued: applying the same distinguishing characteristics of the 

difference between Western and Eastern philosophy to the specified texts in a different manner 

allows for an alternative way in which to classify philosophical works to be formulated. As a 

result, the similarities between the pair of texts in each area of traditionally classified 

philosophical thought is broken and replaced by differences. 

This conclusion that a second way in which to classify philosophical texts is possible 

raises more questions: Is this new way to categorize philosophy credible? If so, does this open 

the door for additional credible ways in which to classify philosophy as a whole, making this 

systematic division just as arbitrary as geographic location? 

 The answer is not immediately transparent. However, it appears that the answer lies in the 

removal of the generalized subject matter as a possible distinguishing factor in the fundamental 

difference between Western and Eastern philosophy. As can be seen in “Section IV” of this 

paper, this generalized subject matter is eliminated not because there is nothing shared among 

these texts, but because there is not enough difference. If one were to present this generalized 
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topical discussion as the way in which to categorize philosophical works, one would be saying 

that philosophy can be divided into two, or more, categories, each claiming the same name. As a 

result, nothing is revealed which makes each classification distinguishable from philosophy as a 

whole. While the generalized subject matter is not specific enough to mark a difference among 

philosophical works, it can still be used as a credible way to differentiate philosophy from other 

types of written work such as history. In like manner, the emergence of this new way of 

classifying philosophy in comparison to the traditional system of classification can be credible in 

one sense, but ineffective in another.  

And, regarding the question of whether this opens the door for additional credible ways 

in which to classify philosophy, making, as a result, this systematic division just as arbitrary as 

geographic location—the answer is yes; but not in a negative sense. This arbitrariness allows 

philosophical works to be examined from various standpoints. If one needs to determine the best 

and worst aspects of a democratic society, looking at a single text from traditionally classified 

Western thought will not be helpful in yielding an answer for the whole of this philosophical 

distinction; an alternate classification for philosophy is necessary for this task. But, simply 

because the characteristics that determine a classification do not hold true for every aspect of 

every work of philosophy does not discredit the value of this distinction; classifications are 

meant to be to be inclusive of some things, yet exclusive of others. It is up to those searching for 

ways in which to compare philosophical works to determine the necessary distinguishing factor 

between the texts—for there are many common differences and differentiating similarities that 

can make such comparisons useful. 
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