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SPECIAL THEME

Introduction on the Special Theme “Confucian Philosophy
and Technology”

The China reform and opening up that began in 1978 has gone well beyond
economics and politics to include multiple openings to traditional Chinese
philosophy. Among these openings have been serious efforts both to recover
the Confucian tradition and to bring it to bear on contemporary issues. Taken
together, the contributors to this special theme illustrate especially the effort
to bring one dimension of the Chinese philosophical tradition to bear on
issues related to technology. Wang Xiaowei adopts and criticizes ideas from
Ni Peimin, an elder generation philosopher educated at Fudan University and
in the United States, to advance a Confucian notion of human dignity
appropriate to contemporary contexts. Ni Peimin responds collegially to
Wang’s criticisms and thereby advances his own Chinese philosophical
engagement with the contemporary world. Zhu Qin suggests the potential
benefit of Confucian imaginative practices for engineering ethics education,
and does so with interpretations of specific passages from the Analects. After
questioning the adequacy of Bruno Latour’s post-natural thinking, Teng Fei
argues for a response to the Anthropocene based in a Confucian shengsheng
% % relationship. Even the proposal for mediation design practices by Jia
Lumeng and Hung Ching makes passing reference to the Confucianism of
Feng Youlan, a path breaking twentieth century Chinese philosopher who
also studied with John Dewey at Columbia University.

Indeed, all of the young Chinese philosopher authors of these papers have
like Ni Peimin spent significant periods studying in the West: four (Wang
Xiaowei, Teng Fei, Jia Lumeng, and Hung Ching) in the Netherlands and one
(Zhu Qin) in the United States. It is also remarkable this cross over is
matched by a post-Second World War interest from Western philosophers in
opportunities for studying in China. One of the distinctive aspects of the
current interaction between China and the West is that the effort to recover

Carl Mitcham (D<)
School of Philosophy, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872, China
E-mail: cmitcham@mines.edu



2 Carl Mitcham

and re-think the Confucian tradition has been part of a global cultural
interaction. It is not only Chinese scholars who have become open to ruxue
72", Although the Western interest in Chinese philosophy was for something
like three centuries largely restricted to historians and Sinologists, in 2002 the
analytically oriented Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (which had been
founded in 1995) published a substantial entry on “Confucius” that
acknowledging him as, in the Chinese tradition, of comparable significance
to Socrates, and as “a thinker, political figure, educator, and founder of the Ru
School of Chinese thought.” Six years later the Stanford Encyclopedia added
a long (99 pages) entry on “Chinese Ethics” giving Confucius and
Confucianism a singularly prominent role. Confucianism had come of age in
Western philosophical discourse—a discourse that nevertheless exists with
only dawning recognition of its techno-lifeworld surroundings.

For more contextual counterpoint for the initiative manifest in the present
symposium, it may be useful to draft a simplified sketch of the emergent
Western engagement with Chinese philosophy. A first wave of European
interest began during the Ming dynasty with efforts to coopt the tradition for
Catholic missionary purposes. A second wave developed during the late Qing
dynasty and early Republic when Protestant missionary and secularpolitical-
economic colonialist interests took hold. In the 1950s, however, a somewhat
independent scholarship emerged almost by accident among Americans who
had undergone Chinese language training by the United States military.
Having been educated to serve military and diplomatic purposes during war
time, some trainees found themselves independently attracted to Chinese
culture and per force to Chinese philosophy.

This was the period of the “grand old men” of China Studies (which is
broader than philosophy but necessarily includes some philosophy): John
King Fairbank (1907-91) who did diplomatic history at Harvard (and
influenced Henry Kissinger, the adviser who facilitated President Richard
Nixon’s American opening to China), and William Theodore de Bary
(1919-2017), who founded Asian Studies at Columbia University. The late
1960s and early 1970s witnessed the further emergence of China Studies
programs—followed by internal criticisms of such programs as compromised
by American imperialism. Programs in Chinese philosophy nevertheless
largely escaped such criticisms, precisely because of their simple attraction to
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something Chinese for its own sake. This was an attraction which, it can also
be noticed, had a tendency to turn philosophical practice from attending to
the progressive technologization of the world.

In the study of Chinese philosophy we can detect two trajectories: in China,
taking place on the inside, through renewals and advancements of multiple
Chinese philosophical traditions; in the West, coming from the outside,
through new discoveries and appreciations of Chinese culture as containing
genuinely philosophical traditions. Although the two are complementary,
there is a big difference between two friends speaking to each other and a
third person trying to interpret what one of the friends is saying. American
interests in Chinese philosophy are to some degree necessarily dependent on
listening to discourse among Chinese philosophers. This special theme offers
such an opportunity, as young Chinese philosophers begin to take up the
challenge of thinking through technology.

With further regard to the outside, which is necessarily my primary
perspective, a crude typology can distinguish three different partially
overlapping schools centering around (1) Angus C. Graham (1919-91) at the
School of Oriental and African Studies in London, (2) Donald J. Munro (b.
1931) at the University of Michigan, and (3) Roger Ames (b. 1947 in Toronto)
at University of Hawai‘i. In each case, however, their efforts have largely
focused on reinterpreting Chinese philosophy in relationship to standard
Western philosophical issues in ethics, epistemology, and metaphysics. There
has been little to no effort to engage with technology. Munro is one exception,
as is his student Ni Peimin. In a couple of popular articles, Ni (2010a; 2010b)
has deftly summarized his view of gongfu X}»* as an “art of living one’s
life” that re-positions the contemporary idolization of “technical/managerial
procedures.” Our world today, both outside China and within, is increasingly
constituted by a science-associated engineering agency and its technological
outputs. For any philosophy to push beyond its own disciplinarity or
antiquarianism, this must be to some degree acknowledged. The most
sustained acknowledgment is taking place, of course, in the field of
philosophical reflection on technology. Again it may be appropriate briefly to
note parallel developments in China and the West—and their emerging
interactions—to help further situate the present symposium.

In China the emergence of philosophy of technology is often identified
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with what is sometimes called the northeastern school centered around Chen
Changshu (1932-2011) and Yuan Deyu (b. 1934), who initiated philosophical
reflection on technical activity shortly after the founding of the People’s
Republic of China. But this initiating or classic phase also commonly
references the work of Li Bocong (b. 1941), Liu Zeyuan (1942-2020), and
Liu Dachun (b. 1944). Chen was a professor of electrical engineering at
Northeastern University in Shenyang, and is often credited with having
initiated the school, especially with Yuan, his mechanical engineering
colleague. Li, who is a professor of humanities at the University of Chinese
Academy of Sciences in Beijing, has worked closely with engineers at the
Chinese National Academy of Engineering to make philosophy of technology
relevant to the management of large technological projects. Indeed, in Li’s
mind technology is only one aspect of engineering, and the Chinese
gongcheng ~ 7 is understood to refer to “engineering project” more than a
professional discipline. By contrast, Liu Zeyuan, a professor of
scientometrics at Dalian University of Technology, largely retains the English
meaning of “engineering” yet is especially cognizant of the socioeconomic
factors and public policy perspectives related to the work of engineers while
working within a Marxist framework. Liu Dachun, professor of philosophy at
Renmin University of China, places technology in the context of the history
and philosophy of science. By and large the originators of Chinese
philosophy of technology ignored traditional Chinese philosophy, especially
Confucianism.

In the West the classic period of philosophy of technology likewise took
place at roughly the same time as in China in the work of such key figures as
the British Alan Turing (1912-54), the Frenchman Jacques Ellul (1912-94),
and the German Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). Turing’s “Computing
Machinery and Intelligence” (1950) established an analytic philosophical
engagement with technology; Ellul’s La Technique ou I’Enjeu du siecle (1954)
developed a sociological theory of technical systems with ethical-political
implications; Heidegger’s “Die Frage nach der Technik” (1954) undertook a
phenomenological reflection on Technik leading to ontological claims.
Common to Ellul and Heidegger is the idea that modern technology
introduced a fundamental break in European cultural history, a view that Yuk
Hui (2017) has examined for the Chinese context. But the European initiators
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of philosophy of technology only with great ambiguity tried to bring
premodern Western philosophical traditions to bear in the new techno-
lifeworld they had identified.

Against this background, another special feature of the current symposium
on Confucian philosophy and technology again comes into relief: an attempt
to draw on the riches of premodern Chinese philosophy, while simultaneously
engaging issues in contemporary Western philosophy. Here the paper of
Wang Xiaowei is an exemplar. At first sight Wang’s argument with Kant’s
distinctly modern concept Menschenwiirde might seem to sideline questions
of technology. Yet by presenting his argument as a contribution to applied
ethics, a field of discourse that has emerged to a large extent in response to
issues associated with technological change, Wang can be interpreted as
implicitly making a contribution to the ethics of technology. Certainly the
concept of human dignity has become increasingly presented as necessary for
the moderation of technoscientific practice in the medical as well as in other
areas of techno-lifeworld.

Similar concerns regarding how to live with the techno-human condition
are at play in Zhu Qin’s focus on the ethics of engineers, Teng Fei’s attempt
to re-frame Anthropocenic environmentalism, and perhaps most obviously in
Jia Lumeng and Hung Ching’s proposal to undertake Confucian-like
self-cultivation through the design of technological devices. Jia and Huang
especially represent the kind of work called for by Peter Kroes and Anthonie
Meijers (2000) and Hans Achterhuis (2001) when they called for an
“empirical turn” that would move beyond the classic European philosophy of
technology. However, since in the view of Yuan Deyu, et al. (2018) classical
Chinese philosophy of technology was empirical right from the start, the
Jia-Hung empirical turn can also be read simply as a continuation of the
original Chinese approach.

To conclude: the contributions to this special theme on Confucian
philosophy and technology are connected in diverse ways to philosophy of
technology both in China and out. Perhaps one of most significant of these
connections is their continuing to open up traditional Chinese philosophy to
the living world of contemporary techno-cultural experience in ways that
remain under explored in the West.
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