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INTRODUCTION

EPISTEMOLOGY AND ITS COLONIES —
ON THE CULTURAL CONDITIONING
OF KNOWLEDGE

This book was originally written in 2000 as a handbook for my students in
the Department of Asian Studies at Ljubljana University and published in
2005 by Ljubljana University Press in my native Slovenian. Since it was
completed a quarter of a century ago, it relies on many sources that are now
outdated, and it does not account for newer works published in the intervening
years. Nevertheless, the publication remains valuable, particularly because
the traditional Chinese theory of knowledge continues to be a relatively
unexplored area. I believe this book will be both intriguing and beneficial
to those studying this field. Additionally, it provides an overview and
analysis of China's intellectual history, spanning from ancient texts to the
early modern period. This aspect should appeal not only to academics but
also to non-academic audiences newly engaging with Chinese philosophy
and the history of ideas.

We are seeing in the theoretical currents of present-day sinology and
modern Chinese philosophy more and more discussions whose subject is
the comparison of the suppositions of the content and methodology of the
“Eastern” and “Western”! traditions. Regardless of where this interest in
“clarifying” and “defining” the common points and differences in the
epistemological systems ? originates from, the search for this kind of
dialogue always runs under the banner of constant transcending and
reestablishing of the limits of knowledge, on the narrow footbridge between
revealing and accepting, narration and interpretation.? This entire constantly
developing multitude of discussions derives from, among other things, the
ever more clearly expressed unavoidability of the clarification of the
methodological foundations of the contemporary theory of science, which
has to follow and remain compatible with the technological and political
developments of today’s societies.

In recent decades something that was unimaginable to most Western
theoreticians less than a century ago has become clearer. What before* had
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been an absurd assumption, namely that Western epistemology is not the
only generally valid epistemological discourse, is now becoming a
commonly accepted fact that we encounter in the thought of the manifold
cultural communities that now exist and interact. It is now clear to nearly
everyone that Western epistemology represents (merely) one of the many
forms of the historically transmitted social models of perception and
interpretation of reality. However, the resulting enrichment — such as we
hope to find in the processes of cognition of those category and content-
defined premises of comprehension, analysis, and transmission of reality,
which had formed on the basis of the differently structured sociopolitical
contexts — cannot make us completely turn away from the question of what
the reasons for this new tolerance are, which in the academic circles of the
“developed world” is an issue that now seems to be coming back into
fashion.

Why has a constantly “new” and every so often conjunctural debate,
based on cross-cultural research, become once more involved in this series
of “postmodern” and “transitional” crises of the Western world? Where
does all this sudden and new-found enthusiasm to look for some new, this
time “Asian-conditioned”,’ renaissance come from? If we try to follow the
internal logic of the Western renaissances then we could think that this new
“Asiamania”® has its causes in the structurally conditioned specifics of the
Western “Zeitgeists”: the creative drives of a post-Christian civilization are
trying to find within it possibilities for the dynamic self-reflection needed
to bridge the musty spaces of our postmodern era.

A way out of this cul-de-sac of a mechanistic-dualist perception of
reality, the power to break out of this cast of already determined currents of
thought, is again being looked for in antiquity. However, this time it is not
being sought in our “own” antiquity, namely, the ideational construct of a
kind of “cradle of European civilization”, but rather a classical culture in
“foreign garb”. It is thus not so much about an illusion of a kind of “memory”
of our former spiritual belongings, but rather the “essence of antiquity” as
such.”

The de(con)struction of our own traditions with the help of “modern”
analytics has chewed so-called Western culture down to the bone, and has
left us alone in the midst of an awareness of the anonymity of the world,
into which we are thrown and which appears to us as simultaneously as our
own and as foreign. This awareness of our being again thrown into this
world of outlines and conceptualizations is thus searching for a new vitality,
with the help of which it could face its own, quite uneasy position. In this it
does not matter whether it learns the Buddha’s or Plato’s language, since in
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the process of the atomization of social reality every language has long ago
become foreign.

Out of the anonymity of this anarchic existence the way leading to Laozi
and Zhuangzi is no longer that the one leading to Parmenides and Augustin.
The climb towards the peaks of Plotinus and Hegel is no steeper than the
one leading to Nagarjuna and Shankara. Wading through the works of
Aristotle is no less dry than through the works of Ptanjali, and entering the
way of being of Master Eckhart is no less mysterious than breaking into the
mystical world of Dogen. Regardless of whether these old names and
doctrines are of Eastern or Western origin, over them hovers in equal
measure a tireless sense of the incredible and captivating astonishment.
Because modernization has in the process of progressive mobilization
drawn most of our ancient European traditions and identities into itself, what
is furthest and most ancient seems to us no more foreign that what was even
a short while ago still native to us.?

In this light, the function of an Asian renaissance for the modern West is
becoming much clearer: it brings us face to face with the question of the
ancient-classical preconditions of a new world in a way that is impossible
to avoid. In the process of this confrontation we can still underestimate the
question, misunderstand it, fight against it or misuse it — but we can no
longer simply ignore it.

As long as times remain modern, the question of the possibility of uniting
the processes of human life and modernity will also remain relevant. Since
it has been proven that human culture is fairly ancient, while the modern era
is very new and unproven, we can say that it is of no secondary importance
to make sure whether modernity has with new means surpassed the old, or
if its newness simply means that the old world is over. This question has
become so necessary and essential that telling apart what is our own and
what is foreign no longer plays any special role here.’

In spite of this growing urgency in the search for the cultural identity of the
“West”, every “Western” study in the field of sinology remains in its
essence comparative. Every cross-cultural study is based on thoughtful
reflection with regard to a certain object, which is expressed in connection
with the related language and culture. Both these factors in cross-cultural
research — and therefore also in sinological research — mostly differ from
the language and culture of the researcher, though the latter may become
rather watered down and postmodernized.

Not taking into account the specific conditions that are dictated by
different social, historical, linguistic and cultural contexts can lead us to the
wrong interpretations. In cross-cultural research it is also unfortunately still
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common that the content-defined and formal criteria of these discourses, in
which (in the given moment) there is accumulated the greatest amount of
political (and therefore also economic) power, get projected onto the
material in question, even in examining and interpreting content, which has
been created under different circumstances, within the frame of the
differently structured socio-cultural contexts. This danger has been
overlooked even by some contemporary Chinese theoreticians, educated in
the Western way, who in their works dedicate their attention to studying and
rediscovering traditional Chinese philosophical thought. In the foreword to
his book on the traditional Chinese logic, Professor Cui Qingtian %75 H
wrote:

P, A, TG A 2 % 1R ST SOA B R B A AP % 1 BT e AR
JHI AT 5 B APOR F R VG, B E R L 2 R E R
S, DA P 7 A B AN () R e At 2 ) S (R A AR R PR R
[, SEEAESR A LR LSRR FERR AR, T4 REREHOE R 1) 2 bR,
) R R R 1) JRE S, A R — AR SRR 1 9 R R

To compare Chinese and Western logic means that we must look at each of
them as an independent phenomenon, conditioned by their respective
cultures. Taking into account their cultural backgrounds, we will see they
have many things in common, but we also have to pay attention to the great
number of elements which make them different. Only on this basis can we
notice those common features and specific characteristics of the individual
traditional types of logic. To compare means to look for the common
features, but it is even more important on the basis of these features to also
find the differences. Only when we pay attention to the differences will we
be able to know the diversity of logic, its history and the laws of its
development. '

Confronting and understanding so-called “foreign cultures” is of course
always tied to the issue of the different languages, traditions, histories and
socializations involved. Moreover, interpretations of the different aspects
and elements of “non-European” cultures are also always grounded on the
geographical, political and economic positions of the interpreting subject,
as well as those of the interpreted object.

Despite their tendencies toward openness and inter-disciplinarity, the
discourses of modern science still preserve the core of that network of
paradigms, which serves the interests of the “new world”. Cui continues his
criticism of the paternalistic discourses that appear within comparative, even
Chinese research, as the only valid criteria of valuation (the logical method
that serves here as the obligatory guidepost of valuation is of course the
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method of Western formal logic, even though the author never explicitly!!
says s0):

EU I A — AR A 2 ) — R i P AL, B R0, B b Ahak &
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However, if we look at a certain kind of logic primarily as something, which
ought to be similar or even identical to a different kind of logic, then this is
not comparison, it is copying. In such procedures major differences between
the methods of Chinese and Western logic are not taken into account, and
neither are the specific peculiarities that define them. Such procedures want
to find the common strokes of both methods come what may, and they are
derived from the criteria of only one tradition of logic, to which then all
other forms of traditional logic must correspond, including the development
of new methods. Comparative analysis in the field of logic thus cannot bring
about any positive results in the sense of new knowledge and fruitful
analysis of the multilayered nature of the different, culturally conditioned
traditions of logic, but rather can only produce plagiarism and bad copies of
the existing methods. 2

Sinology as a scientific discipline was also first constituted within the
combined discourses of orientalism, which establishes and conditions the
colonialist makeup of examining cultures that are not a result of the Western
tradition. That is why criticism of the orientalist elements of sinology is at
the same time a criticism of the relations of violence, which appear in the
classical relation between knowledge and power. Within this frame any
confrontation necessarily also becomes an interpretation on the basis of the
system of values that is in its contents defined by the ideology of material
progress, while in its methods it is defined by Western formal logic.

Of course no sinological research, be it global or specific, is a procedure
of pure objectivation, i.e. a procedure of valuation using the same criteria.
After all, every concept used in it also contains a specific meaning within a
specific cultural complex that is understandable within the frame of the
corresponding society and its (value) norms. This is true even in cases where
we come upon concepts with corresponding external, i.e. formal, content.
That is why the unreflective use of scientific analysis, which is of course in
itself already the result of the specific historical processes and correlated
typical organizations of a certain society, can turn out to be a dangerous and
misguided mechanism.
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However, we will assuredly fulfil the most important methodological
condition — on the basis of which we can arrive at more or less relevant new
knowledge despite these complex issues — if we expand the conscious effort
to preserve the characteristic structural systems and take into account the
specific categorial laws of the cultural areas being discussed.



CHAPTER |

CHINESE PHILOSOPHY AND EPISTEMOLOGY:
UNCOVERING THE SECRET RELATIONSHIP

Though the present book is dedicated primarily to central questions and
themes in the field of ancient Chinese epistemology, in this first part we
cannot avoid presenting the historical development of classical Chinese
thought in general. Firstly, such a presentation is needed because in our
cultural-linguistic space we still have no work which describes ancient
Chinese philosophy on the basis of the structurally ordered trends of its
chronological development. And secondly, of course, because only on such
a basis of knowing the specifics of this development, which was in itself
certainly very closely tied to the economic, political and cultural conditions
of the various individual periods, can we understand the socio-cultural
frames of classical Chinese epistemology.

In each discourse under examination we will of course, as demanded by
the central subject of the present work, primarily focus on those questions
that are mostly overlooked in the usual overviews of the history of Chinese
philosophy, '* namely the epistemological elements of the individual theories.

Within the frame of this discussion, we will therefore for the time being
leave the ideological and political aspects of this issue aside. We will focus
on the fundamental problems which these categorial laws define, namely
the issues of perception, understanding and the transmission of “reality”. In
doing so we will try to listen to the “voices of the afflicted”, namely those
philosophical positions of the most influential classical Chinese epistemological
theories.

Debates on the epistemological dimensions of the classical and
contemporary Chinese texts and their roles in the context of traditional
Chinese thought are progressing more and more successfully in the spirit of
renewed discovery and with the use of specific, traditionally Chinese
methodological approaches and categories. Let us therefore try to lift the
veil of secrecy which still covers the space of Chinese antiquity and peer
into the labyrinths of its development.
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1. Does “Chinese Philosophy” Even Exist?

Before we give our attention to the very interesting, and in Europe rarely
examined and therefore unresolved question of the epistemological aspects
of Chinese philosophy, we must first clear up the question of whether it is
even possible to discuss our topic in this way — since, when sinologists speak
about Chinese philosophy, we are often faced with the question of whether
the use of this term in even appropriate.

1.1 Arguments and Counterarguments,
the Problem of Terminology

Opponents of using the term “philosophy” when talking about the system of
traditional Chinese thought mostly ground their opposition in three kinds of
arguments, which we will (along with relevant counter-arguments) examine
in the following paragraphs.

1.1.1 Philosophy as a “European Matter”?

The simplest and most facile argument, which is, oddly enough, still heard
or read in this context incredibly often, is based on the assumption that
philosophy is a system of thought which represents the exclusive result of
the “European tradition”. '* Philosophy is therefore supposed to be a
theoretical discipline, which is based on specific premises and methods of
“Western” science. That is why systems of ideas which evolved within the
folds of “other” traditions, are by necessity seen as unscientific and
unphilosophical.

Methodologically speaking, the above argument is of course an example
of Eurocentrism par excellence, especially when in naming philosophy we
start with the etymological meaning of this term. Philosophy is, as every
student of the subject learns on opening their first textbook, the love of
wisdom. Of course, on a somewhat more complex level the supposition that
in the European tradition philosophy denotes only the love of a certain
specific kind of wisdom — namely the kind that deals with specific questions
of metaphysics, ontology, phenomenology, epistemology, and logic — is also
true. However, the cited argument still remains even on this, more
differentiated level, without a rational grounding. First, we can always
answer it by saying that Chinese philosophy is not a philosophy in the
European tradition, and second, that within Chinese philosophy specific,
clearly delimited disciplines were also formed, and it is only the categorization
that is different from the one that is usually applied within European
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discourses. If I were being a little mischievous, which on occasion I certainly
am, we could go a step further and say that it is the other way around:
European philosophy is in fact not philosophy in the proper sense of the word.
If we stay with philosophy being the love of wisdom, the current almost
technocratically delimited categorial and terminological apparatus (which is
exactly what in Europe — or nowadays in the world in general — is termed as
philosophy in the narrower sense) cannot even be philosophy, but at the most
“philosophology” (the science of the love of wisdom).

Whoever nowadays speaks of philosophy according to the division of
subjects in present day universities, will by this mean a small department,
which is mostly located in faculties of the humanities sciences. [...] We are
then left with the question of what do these academic philosophers even do?
The sociologically valid answer to this question is: philosophers deal with
the history of philosophy (this is true of approximately 95% of philosophers,
who on this spend approximately 95% of their time). '3

1.1.2 The Stigma of Religion and Social Sciences

The second argument employed by the opponents of the use of the term
“Chinese philosophy” is connected to the first, in that it is also based on the
Europocentric perception and interpretation of “orientalist”'® discourses. It
is therefore mostly grounded on the assumptions about how traditional
Chinese thought is supposed to cover only a part of the content and
conceptual spectre denoted or expressed by the term philosophy. Advocates
of this view claim that what in sinology is taken as philosophy is either
religion or a social science instead. The first sub-argument is mostly used
by those who equate traditional Chinese thought with (a facile
understanding of) Daoism or Chan-Buddhism, while the second is used by
those who equate it with (a facile understanding of) Confucianism. Let us
first stay briefly with the second argument, according to which the central
works of traditional Chinese thought do not belong in the field of philosophy,
but rather that of the social sciences. As already mentioned, this kind of
argumentation is mostly derived from the supposition that to a large degree
equates classical Chinese thought with what was for centuries the dominant
state doctrine. This itself represents an unforgivable reduction of classical
Chinese thought to an ideology, one which did indeed preserve and
represent the interests of the ruling classes, but was for all the centuries of
its dominance never the only system of ideas which influenced the social
reality of traditional China. Moreover, it will become immediately clear,
once we acquire a somewhat deeper understanding of the Confucian system
of ideas, that Confucius’ School itself did not deal only with questions of
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society, politics and ethics, but in some of its central starting points also
examined numerous important problems in the field of phenomenology and
epistemology.!”

Concerning the first sub-argument, namely that in the traditional
Chinese philosophical schools one sees primarily different systems of
religion, I have to say that I myself work on the basis that the transmission
of abstract terms from one cultural-linguistic circle into another is a difficult
and dangerous undertaking.'® This is especially true of those linguistic-
cultural fields in which traditions were formed that are based on structurally
different economic and social conditions and use languages with a
fundamentally different semantic structure. This supposition becomes
especially important in cases where we are dealing with terms that denote
abstract, complex ethical terms tied to generally valid systems of valuation,
among which we can also count religion.'> An unreflected upon and
ungrounded transmission of such concepts from one socio-cultural context
to another in most cases leads to misunderstandings, which can be fatal for
the understanding of the traditions in question. Thus even if we could reduce
classical Chinese thought, for example, to the Confucian or Daoist systems
of ideas, I myself would not be willing to state that either of these are a
religion in the generally valid sense of this term.?’

In the classical philosophical discourses of traditional China, ethical-
moral premises prevailed for political-ideological reasons. Nevertheless,
this fact itself'is not in itself enough to support the assumption that the ruling
philosophical schools of classical China belong in the domain of religious
systems. We cannot a priori equate ethics or morality with religion. Most
socially relevant ancient Chinese thought argued for a pragmatic system of
ethics, derived from completely utilitarian starting positions. The
problematic or even mistaken assumption about the “religious character” of
ancient Chinese social theories is therefore again partly based upon
mistaken translations or Eurocentric interpretations of some of the key terms
of traditional Chinese philosophy. Many of the pioneers of sinological
sciences?! often translated the central concepts of classical thought with
terms which in traditional Western discourses belong to the field of
metaphysics or religion. Thus the concepts Dao 18 and tian K in early
Western sinological works often appear as (sometimes anthropomorphous)
deities, certainly as higher powers that shape human destiny. Because such
early works represent the first presentations of the ancient Chinese culture
and civilization to the West, they of course had a decisive influence on the
formation of the interpretation of aforementioned concepts, and mostly did
not become subjects of a critical examination. As we will see later, few
classical philosophers — even when using them as an explanatory model for
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their ethical systems — actually understood such concepts in this, religiously
coloured way.

Both the aforementioned concepts — Dao 18 and tian K — include
cosmic as well as social connotations.

— RIS, K, T8 SR AR RS, BT LU B R R ANF G g) 2
RONZRABATEGR AR 8 N2 N iE

T8 AR R R AR — M 0 1 B B, R T MR SRR R
IRAR R — TS, 8 R FH, NEMAE AR, 2
DI S0 {5 55 2 TN 2 AT AP

We can in general claim that the concept of Heaven (‘tian’) as an ontological
category refers both to nature as well as society and to each individual in
turn. The same is true of the concept of ‘Dao’.

... ‘Dao’ also represents an objective category, one of the basic subjects of
philosophical debates and philosophical thinking. In Chinese philosophy
‘dao’ represents both the essence of the universe, society and each person,
as well as the moral substance that contains humaneness, appropriateness,
rituality, loyalty and such similar value-carrying contents.??

Against certain restraints we could say that from among the most influential
of the philosophers of classical Chinese thought only the Confucian
Mencius (Mengzi #:1-) and the founder of the Moist School, Mo Di &%,
also belong among such interpreters. The Moist School is otherwise better
known for its logic and epistemology, while Mo Di’s “proto-Confucian”
ethics had a more religious than rational character.

o IIRANE B AR, T2 i R ) e e S B
Mencius’ ‘Heaven’ is not nature, but represents the embodiment of
morality.?

SRR T T3 T A AN AR, A SR AR E N I i T8 ) 3 5, 7
A% 25 NAPTRCE I 70 [ 8 ] A3 R 53— 5 T, R AR R A RS HSI T 1E
TR IER 2 R HTEE B IR E TR BN S A

... To Mo Di ‘tian’ represents on the one hand an external law, which
controls people and decides their fate; that is why it represents the object of
people’s fearful respect and the human wish for identification. On the other
hand this concept also has strong moral connotations. And it is precisely this
moral nature of Heaven (‘tian’) which conditions its authority over people.?*

Many people understand ancient Chinese thought as religious simply on the
basis of the fact that the translations of the central philosophical canon into
Western languages are mostly superficial and imprecise. The makers of
these often hastily penned translations (whose gastronomical analogy can
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be found, for example, in the instantly produced food of Americanized fast
food restaurants) generally did not have at their disposal enough knowledge
of the semantic and grammatical makeup of classical Chinese, which is why
their translations were made with too much “literary” or “artistic freedom”,
without a proper insight into the inner systematics of the original works.?
This has brought about a generalizing and widespread prejudice that
traditional Chinese thought lacks a rational, analytical character, and has
instead a rather intuitive, literary nature.?¢

The second reason for traditional Chinese philosophy being too quickly
put in the drawer marked “religion” is connected with the fact that people
tend to categorize things according to those superficial qualities which are
most easily observed. These can be of a merely formal character and have
nothing to do with the concrete contents that represent the core of the
observed or examined objects. Thus people who grew up in environments
where Christianity or Islam are prevalent are likely to see any building in
which there is the worship of idols, along with the corresponding
ceremonies and rituals, as a kind of “house of god(s)”, a sacred place, where
some sort of religious beliefs are practiced. And it should not be forgotten
that China was once full of temples, and these were spaces which — precisely
because unfamiliar rituals of worship took place within them — we are used
to seeing as equivalent to Christian churches or Islamic mosques.?’ This is
also the reason why both Confucianism and Daoism are often classified as
religious beliefs. Here we have an argument that is based on a lack of
knowledge of the socio-cultural context of the society that we are discussing.
Let us therefore examine what the actual functions of Confucian and Daoist
temples are in China, in order to avoid this basic misunderstanding.

Confucianism is a system of ideas which for many centuries had a strong
influence on China’s social system, as it still does, especially in the
following double function: first, as a value-defining framework of basic and
generally valid ethical premises; and second, in the role of the only and
exclusively valid state doctrine. Because the transmission of the principles
of the hierarchical system of power from one generation to the next forms
one of the central tenets that are common to both these functions,
Confucianism is the foundation of classical Chinese socialization and the
Chinese education system. That is why Confucius in Chinese culture is also
an important symbol of the authority of the teacher. People who do not know
the basic contexts of the ancient Chinese tradition will let the mere fact that
we can find many Confucian temples and idols that are general objects of
worship in China bring them to a superficial conclusion that Confucianism
is a religion, and Confucius as the founder of this system of ideas being is
metaphysically understood as a deity. However, on the basis of a somewhat
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deeper understanding of the cultural — and also content-defined — background
of Confucian ethics,?® it quickly becomes clear that all these temples
(together with the statues, holy objects and idols, which are securely?’
gathered under their roofs), are set up merely to honour the symbol of “the
great teacher”, and are therefore an expression of the acceptance of the
principle of authority within a clearly delimited system of social values.
This in no way means worshipping a deity that has anything to do with
“supernatural”, “otherworldly” or any other metaphysically conditioned
powers.

Moreover, a few extra words on Daoist temples: in Chinese tradition
there are two kinds of Daoism, namely, the so-called philosophical or
classical (Dao jia TE5X) and the so-called religious or folk Daoism (Dao
Jjiao TB#).3° As its name makes clear,’! the latter without a doubt belongs
among religious beliefs, since the ideology on which it is based contains all
the essential elements of such beliefs32. However, all this is in no way true
of the classical, i.e. philosophical Daoism, which even according to the
general Chinese categorizations belongs among the traditional ancient
Chinese classical schools. Even though Laozi, the renowned (alleged)
author of the classic Book of the Way and Virtue (Dao de jing TEFE4L), is
raised to the status of a deity within the ideology of religious Daoism — an
entity who can through prayer and other rituals and ceremonial procedures
be petitioned for welfare and happiness in life or after death — no such
elements are to be found in the work itself. 3

We can furthermore say the same for the other major representative of
classical, i.e. philosophical, Daoism, Zhuangzi. In short, the examination of
ancient Chinese thought necessarily demands that we draw a sharp line
between Daoist theory on the one hand and Daoist religious practice on the
other. While this dividing line is clear in Chinese terminology, as shown by
the two different terms with which the two currents have been referred to
since the 1% century CE, in the generally valid translation into Indo-
European languages it has simply been lost, as both these divergent
discourses are known in the West** under the generalizing name “Daoism”.
Here we can find one of the reasons why the uninformed public still sees
Daoism as a kind of religion rather than a philosophical discourse.

1.1.3 The Question of Universality and Necessity

Within the frame of Western philosophy — and especially according to Kant
and Hegel — universality and necessity are supposed to be the basic
postulates of philosophical thinking. And thus since traditional Chinese



14 Chapter |

philosophy is widely believed to always speak of the concrete and
contingent, it does not deserve the title of philosophy in this context.

This assumption is once again based on a too superficial understanding
of the subject. Concreteness and contingency can only be seen as the central
premises of the content and methodology of Chinese philosophy in relation
to the works of early Daoism and related disciplines, and even then only
with certain limitations. Even in this sense the widespread prejudice about
the normative-ethical direction of the most influential Chinese philosophical
schools, including (of course) Daoism, has for many decades prevented
Western theoreticians from achieving a more thorough and methodologically
suitable analysis of their central works. Chad Hansen also points out the
elements of certain linguistic theories — until recently almost completely
overlooked — which form the basis of the classical, especially Daoist
discourses:

Traditional neglect of the theory of language has led scholars to stereotype
Chinese philosophy as strong in ethics and weak in analytic philosophy.
This is misleading. Chinese normative ethics is embarrassingly weak. Its
main strength lies in a novel moral psychology (novel, that is, from the
western point of view) [...] The preoccupations of modern analytic
philosophy are precisely where Chinese philosophers make some of their
most interesting contributions. The results of their theory of language and
mind, furthermore, profoundly influence Chinese normative -ethical
dialogue and their view of education. The Chinese theory of language is the
key to understanding Chinese philosophy in general.

It is precisely the questions of universality (pubianxing 3% i %) and
necessity (biranxing W3R 1) that are among the key issues which classical
Chinese epistemology has dealt with. The fact that in some ideologies other
postulates prevailed is a question of politics, not a theoretical one. At
different times in Europe various religious questions were also at the centre
of philosophy, especially in the contexts of ontology and metaphysics, as
well as the question of God in the Middle Ages.

Further indirect evidence for the existence of the principles of
universality and necessity in classical Chinese philosophy can be found in
the makeup of the Chinese language itself, which by its internal structure
alone allows for the unproblematic and readily understandable translation
of those notions, terms and concepts that belong to “European philosophy”.
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1.1.4 The Term

At the end of our consideration as to whether Chinese philosophy is “real
philosophy” or whether classical systems of thought in traditional China
were simply an amalgamation of literary infused dogmas, it will be of value
to point out that the understanding of the very notion of philosophy in China
is —due to complex factors related to specific historical processes — naturally
very different than in Europe. Thus until the 19" century there was no term
in Chinese with which to refer to philosophy as a stand-alone discipline.
Only when Chinese intellectuals started to get to know European and
American ideologies — and within that frame the philosophical works of the
Western tradition (via Japan, whose intellectuals had in the Meiji period
already started to systematically study all Western ideologies®® — did the
term zhexue 5%, whose etymological meaning is not wholly equivalent to
the ancient Greek one (“the love of wisdom”), but actually better expresses
the essence of philosophy as the study of a scientific discipline, since it
literally means the “teaching of wisdom”, come into general use.

As a case in point, Lao Sze-kwang points out, the word ‘philosophy’ (and
here I may add ‘religion’) is purely of ‘western’ origin and did not exist even
in translated forms until as late as Meiji in Japan and thence from Japan into
China. However, the equally important fact is that these terms have existed
for the past hundred years as translated terms and are now used (in their
translated forms) by some as terms to describe ways of thinking which
previously were referred to as ‘schools of thought” or ‘teachings’. For good
or ill, the ‘East’ now uses Western labels to describe and thus to understand
its own traditions. In these respects, cultural isolationism ended in the Far
East over one century ago.’’

The same is true of the nominal derivative “philosopher”. Up until the 19t
century in China, the original and general terms were used to denote such
individuals, such as xiansheng 5G4 (teacher), fuzi ¥ or the short form zi
F (master).’® Terms such as sheng ren % N or xian ren il \ (sage) were
not suitable, since they have a religious connotation and denote ethical
categories, similar to, for example, junzi & F (exemplary person).

1.2 Epistemology in Chinese Thought — in General

Theoreticians also differ regarding the question of whether there exists
anything like the study of knowledge within traditional Chinese philosophy,
i.e. an epistemology. In classical Chinese philosophy, as with every other
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ancient intellectual discourse, we will of course not find any discipline by
that name.
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Let us sum it up: classical Chinese philosophy, similar to classical European
philosophy, knew only the beginnings of epistemology. Besides which these
beginnings differed one from another, since Chinese philosophy was more
focused on ethics and morality. Before the period of modernity nowhere within
philosophy was formed a precisely delimited discipline of a theory of knowledge.
In the period of modernity in Europe — in parallel with the development of
natural sciences — philosophy was more focused on studying the knowing
subject, which brought about the formation of different epistemological currents,
like for example empiricism, rationalism, apriorism, reflexionism, etc. In
classical Chinese philosophy we will find neither such currents nor the
corresponding ways of thinking, among which are, for example, the dualist
opposition between feelings and reason, being and phenomenon, subject and
object, and so on.>

However, this does not mean that the classical philosophers of Chinese
antiquity were not also dealing with questions connected to the theory of
knowledge. As we will see later, though theirs in many fundamental ways
differed from the epistemological starting points that had been developed
within the influential discourses of ancient Greece, it is certainly no
coincidence that people on both sides of the world — at roughly the same
time — arrived at similar points, those which are the conditions for any
serious epistemology. Let us just consider Socrates’ saying with which the
renowned philosopher admits in a somewhat resigned fashion the
immeasurable depth of his own ignorance, and with which he denies in an
a priori way the possibility of any kind of “real” knowledge:

I only know that I know nothing.*’

China can also point to similarly oriented spirits, and thus both of the central
masters of classical Daoism also arrived at the essence of real knowledge.
Towards the end of his short volume, after he had already uttered much of
deep wisdom, Laozi arrives at the following in the 71 chapter:
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To know that you do not know is the best.*!

Zhuangzi, in his The True Classic of the Southern Flowers, reaches the same
conclusion:

HORIEH T AN, B &
Greatest is the knowledge that stops at what it does not know.*?

In the second half of the last century, especially after the founding of the
People’s Republic, contemporary Chinese philosophers started to more
intensely explore the question of epistemology within the Chinese
philosophical tradition. Since most such research was the result of political
directives, the findings cannot be taken completely seriously or sincerely,
although these researchers did manage to “prove”* the existence of most of
the modern epistemological starting points within ancient Chinese classical
philosophy.* Despite the clear holistic starting points on which ancient
Chinese thought is based, these studies first attributed to each individual
philosopher — as a levy to Marxist ideological directives — either a
“materialist” or an “idealist” worldview. Such basic albeit artificial and far-
fetched divisions are of course permissible for the formation of other binary
oppositions, specific to the perception within the frame of European formal
logic.

In recent years the economic development of China has outgrown the
need for such ideologies. New ideological directives coming from the
market economy demand a more critical examination** and the discovery of
new, specific factors within China’s own tradition. Contemporary
theoreticians therefore oppose certain discourses which were considered
valid just a few decades ago:4®
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Some theoreticians were at that time under a strong influence of the radical
leftist ideas of the Soviet Union. This is true of the case of Mister Hou Wailu.
In his book about the systemic history of the clash between idealist and
materialist epistemology in China such an influence is certainly felt.*?

Beside this, such research was led by wanting to neutralize orientalist
Western interpretations, which — at least in a latent form — emphasized the
supposed inferiority of the Chinese culture and civilization:
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Beside this the Chinese theoreticians of the time had another common
characteristic: they were all deathly afraid that the Westerners would say, see,
the Chinese have no philosophy, and would therefore belittle China. All the
qualities of Western philosophy they therefore also found in Chinese philosophy,
and all of them supposedly appeared in China even before they did in Europe.
Under the influence of this psychological pressure an opinion gained steam that
in China there also existed the clash between empiricism and rationalism,
between apriorism and reflexionism. Such doings ostensibly raised the
reputation of the history of Chinese philosophy, but in reality completely
negated its true value and its specific laws. Such work was supposed to defeat
Eurocentrism, but in reality degraded ‘the History of Chinese philosophy’ to a
bad copy of ‘the History of European philosophy’, and therefore on an informal
level only strengthened the Eurocentric position.*®

It is certainly clear that Chinese epistemology within the classical theories
of traditional China, similar to that of ancient Europe, did not exist as a
precisely delimited study of knowledge. However, we can hardly therefore
claim that classical Chinese theoreticians never dealt with questions of
cognitive processes or those that are linked to the inner essence of
knowledge itself. Despite this, it is true that their approach to these questions
and the methods they applied to such issues were in general quite different
to those that prevailed in the discourses that would later shape the ideational
construct of “European thought”. The formal method of all the theories of
knowledge within the Chinese classical tradition was based on a holistic
worldview, while the optics of their contents derived from the postulates of
pragmatic and utilitarian ethics.
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Epistemology is a concept that came to China from Europe; the connotations
of its contents are closely tied to the European method of thinking. If we try
to assign value to it from the point of view of traditional Chinese culture and
specifically Chinese way of thinking, we could claim that it is a theory of
knowledge, which is actually limited to very narrow frames. Regarding, for
example, the question of the origin of knowledge, we have to admit that
traditional European epistemology examines this only from the point of
view of the knowing subject, using cognitive or psychological principles.
Only on this foundation can there be an opposition between empiricism and
rationalism. When the question of the origin of knowledge was posed in
China, the studies were always primarily focused on indirect knowledge,
that is, the kind which can be arrived at through education and learning. The
study of knowledge, which is the result of sensory perception and thinking,
was here of only secondary value. With regard to the question of what
knowledge actually is, we have to admit that the European tradition also
understood this in a very narrow sense; it usually understood knowledge as
acquired through reasoning, that is, the kind of knowledge, which is the
result of the scientific worldview. The Chinese tradition always posed this
question in a wider sense, and thus as knowledge which is also (or even
mostly) derived from moral contents. If we therefore say that traditional
China did not know any theory of knowledge, we are speaking only about
European epistemology; that is, epistemology in the narrower sense.*

In his article “Key Conditions and Cognitive Methods in the Moral
Epistemology of Classical Chinese Philosophy),”’ , the contemporary
Chinese theoretician Liao Xiaoping 2 /N ¥ tried to sum up the basic
characteristics of a specifically Chinese kind of epistemology. In contrast to
the Western kind, the latter is supposed to be based on the “removal” of the
active knowing subject. The knowing “subject” should possess — and here
all traditional epistemologies are supposedly more or less in agreement —
the following qualities:

THEAZH FF L, TN, SRR
The subject must be calm, empty and without personal interests and desires.>!

According to classical theories, the process of acquiring knowledge — which
is not of a rational but of a moral nature — must be based on the following
three basic conditions:

1. The condition of humaneness (ren, 1~): The calmness and emptiness of
the knowing subject is a characteristic that is in perfect harmony with the
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basic ethical postulate of classical Confucian humanism. This postulate
represents the calmness of the knowing subject, and not the activity.

2. The basic demand which has to be met if we wish to achieve this kind of
calmness or emptiness of spirit is the removal of all personal interest and
individual desire. The goal of the process of acquiring knowledge is not in
gaining knowledge that would enable the change of the external world, but
in the spiritual growth of the knowing subject, which can be seen in the
harmony between people and nature, individuals and society.

3. The third condition for the process of acquiring knowledge within the
frame of the classical theories of traditional China is in the clear state of the
spirit, which has to be like a “clear mirror” (xin ru ming jing {0>UNRA$R),
that is, freed from external, sensually conditioned and therefore illusory
influences. This concept is different to the superficially similar European
one of a tabula rasa, since it is based on perfect morality. *?

According to Liao, the classical Chinese approach to epistemology also
differs from the classical European one. While the latter is supposedly based
on the rational understanding of the external object of knowledge, analysis
and strict separation of the subject and object, classical Chinese epistemological
discourses supposedly use an irrational and intuitive epistemology, based
on a holistic comprehension of the world.>*

This kind of holistic approach to comprehending and interpreting reality,
which represents one of the central features of the Chinese tradition of ideas,
was based on combining the natural (cosmic) and human (social) factors. In
a formal view it was based on the complementarity of bipolar opposites.
This was seen as the driving force of the constant, eternal changes and
transformations which condition existence, which is again understood as a
unity of all the existing differences. This ancient Chinese cosmogonic
concept, which plays an important role in, for example, the Book of Changes
(Yi jing % %), had an important influence on the development of ontological
and epistemological theories of the Chinese tradition. Within this frame
humans are an inseparable part of the cosmic and social whole. Their every
activity is always expressed within this colourful conglomerate of the all-
encompassing unity of existence, which is comprised of any and all
individual divergences. Within such a vision and feeling of the world and
human existence, knowledge is always tied to concrete use in an a priori
way, and no theory can exist separate from practice. On the other hand every
(inter)action also brings as its necessary consequence a change in knowledge.
A holistic comprehension of the unity of humans and the world is essential



