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Family: Thick Culture and Thin Philosophy
—Response to Professor Li Yong’ s “The Philosophy of Family”

Sun Xiangchen

This is a philosophical era without “family”. Therefore raising the philosophy of family is bound to be
questioned in various ways. Prof. Li Yong analyzed the possible criticisms of the philosophy of family from
both internal and external aspects. Indeed if the philosophy of family wants to stand on its own feet in the
modern world it must withstand various challenges.

From the internal perspective of the family we must first distinguish between the modern family and the
traditional family. Indeed there are connections between the ancient and the modern but there are also
significant differences. Today when discussing the family issue we naturally situate ourselves in the modern
world. Second as a general social unit the modes of the family in Chinese society and that in the world need
to be analyzed in-depth. It is the responsibility of Chinese philosophy to fully absorb the resources of the
tradition of Chinese thought. Third the meanings of the social and philosophical aspects of the family are
different. This article emphasizes the philosophical dimension of “family”.

From the criticism of external philosophical standpoints the philosophy of family also needs to meet the
challenges of naturalism pluralism and individualism. Regarding these issues the philosophy of family has
different metaphysical presuppositions.

Overall resolving the “family” issue is a process of continuous rationalization from “thick culture” to
“thin philosophy”. The “thin philosophy” does not refer to the “thinness” of family philosophy but rather
refers to a highly reflective and abstract work that transcends the “family” from traditional and integrated
ethical life. The history of Western philosophy depicts the processes of the emergence of “individuals” and
Chinese philosophy should also make “family” the object of philosophical reflection. Hegel was deeply aware
of the abstraction and emptiness of the modern “individual-subject” so he wanted to put the “individual”
back into “ethical life” and make the “individual” feel “home” again. In a sense to talk about the
philosophy of family again in contemporary society is to continue the philosophical work that Hegel has not
completed so that the modern abstracted and helpless “individual-subject” can return to the warm home-
world. In this regard the philosophy of family faces a threefold task. First the traditional thinking of
“family” needs to be rationalized and philosophized in the context of modern society. There are already
abundant Greek philosophical concepts circulating worldwide and Chinese philosophy should also provide
creative philosophical concepts to the repertoire. Second with the help of rich ideological clues from the
Chinese tradition the philosophy of family should be further developed and include discussions of ontology
ethics and epistemology. Finally the philosophy of family should also become the spiritual force to redeem
modernity. From examining the crisis of modernity to constructing a “warm world” the philosophy of family

still has a long way to go in the contemporary world.



